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Mark Owers 

writes about 

the Impact 

Virtual Reality 

is having in 

children’s 

services  

 “Great effort by 

policy-makers and 

practice leaders alike 

has been expended on 

trying to give children 

a voice and to better 

understand what they 

see, think and feel and 

how they react to the 

world around them.  I 

have seen varying 

degrees of success 

over the last 15 years 

in national review and 

improvement roles in 

children’s’ social care.  

I have seen none more 

impactful than 

Cornerstone’s Virtual 

Reality.” 

 

I have always loved kids 

and I envy the innocence of childhood. I 

love the way children play for hours with 

Lego or Sylvania families humming to 

themselves, the way they dance without 

self-consciousness, how they lie 

wondering at a blade of grass, the 

inquisitive questions they ask and seeing 

their faces after Santa or the Tooth Fairy 

has been.  I miss being a child.  I liked 

having the freedom to just be, having 

nothing to achieve, having no sense of 

time.  Like all adults, I lost the innocence 

of childhood as I learnt more about the 

world and took on responsibilities – 

getting to school, the pressure to learn, 

making and keeping friends, my parents 

separating, losing my Dad, career 

aspirations, managing finances, falling in 

love and having a family.  Adulthood 

makes it hard to remember what it feels 

like to be a child.. 

I have tried to hang-on to a sense of 

childhood having spent my entire career 

working with children and families and 

helping children who have been abused 

to make the most of their childhood. 

I started off as a family support worker 

playing with children with emotional and 

behavioral difficulties on the beach, in 

the sea and in the woods in Jersey. We 

used to have so much fun.  I learnt that 

relationships, being at ease with children 

and keeping them in mind were critical to 

effective work with children and families. 

 

  I actually thought playing with children 

and seeing them laugh was social work but 

the case management world of statutory 

social work I entered in 1997 showed me 

otherwise.  It was an immediate challenge 

to keep children at the centre alongside 

the demands of statutory guidance, local 

policies, the ‘politics’, perceived practice 

wisdom, resource constraints and time 

limitations.  During our review of Foster 

Care in England (Narey and Owers: 2018) 

children and care leavers told us that they 

think their voice too often goes unheard, 

they are made to feel different to other 

children, and they don’t always feel a 

sense of belonging.  There is much 

evidence that shows the system fails too 

often to remain focused on children and 

their experiences.. 

Great effort by policy-makers and practice 

leaders alike has been expended on trying 

to give children a voice and to better 

understand what they see, think and feel 

and how they react to the world around 

them.  I have seen varying degrees of 

success over the last 15 years in national 

review and improvement roles in 

children’s’ social care.  I have seen none 

more impactful than Cornerstone’s Virtual 

Reality, ‘Being Me’.   



 

  

 It delivers a powerful 

immersive experience of 

being an abused child.  It’s 

the closest a person can get 

to the reality of being 

abused without actually 

experiencing it for real.  

Users are taken through an 

abused child’s 

development - in utero, the 

early years and school 

years - which helps them to 

understand situations from 

an abused child’s 

perspective and provides 

insights into why they 

behave as they do.  The VR 

strips back systems, 

processes and statutory 

demands that too often 

hide children and 

unashamedly puts users 

into their inner world. And 

it takes you back to 

childhood in an instant. 

It is a powerful tool that 

requires very careful 

handling.  The content is 

deliberately distressing and 

provocative, so people need 

to be effectively prepared 

including being able to opt 

out of the experience.  

 

Better 

Outcomes for 

Children, 

Savings for 

Local 

Authorities 

  

 “The use of VR will help 

to secure potential cost 

savings due to improved 

recruitment, placement 

stability and 

encouraging more 

efficient processes - for 

example, Alma 

Economics reported that 

placing a child age five 

for adoption can save an 

LA over £425,000 in 

fostering costs alone, 

with wider cost savings 

as a result of improved 

life outcomes likely to 

be even more 

significant.” 

  

Only qualified social 

workers or clinicians are 

allowed to deliver the VR 

and users need effective 

support in the aftermath.  

But let’s remember, the 

people being offered the 

experience are already 

working and living with 

some of the country’s most 

vulnerable and traumatised 

children and young people.  

And too often they can be 

closed or de-sensitised to 

the abuse children in their 

care have been exposed to 

and how their experience 

of trauma impacts on their 

behaviour and readiness to 

learn and thrive.  

“ The VR reminds people of 

children’s realities and 

helps them to refocus, and 

more compassionately, on 

their abuse and trauma 

rather than seeing the child 

as the problem.” 

The VR is being used in a 

variety of settings in unique 

ways in local authorities, in 

schools, and with family 

court judges.    

 

. 

“Becoming a new  

The preliminary evaluation 

of the pilot programme by 

Alma Economics shows 

that the VR is 

overwhelmingly beneficial 

for care experienced 

children and young people.  

In the social care sector, 

90% of social workers who 

participated in a Trauma 

Awareness session 

reported that they will do 

things differently as a 

result.  

“They [social workers] 

believe the technology can 

change the perspective of 

foster carers and adopters, 

leading to improvements in 

recruitment and increasing 

placement stability.” 

A majority of social workers 

felt using the technology 

also helped improve their 

own understanding of 

trauma experienced by 

young people in care.  

would lead to better 

decisions when dealing 

with young people. 

“VR strips back 
systems, 
processes and 
statutory 
demands that 
too often hide 
children and 
unashamedly 
puts users into 
their inner 
world.”” 

 

 



 

 

The use of Artificial 

Intelligence ‘AI’ to 

determine which 

children are at risk of 

harm is causing much 

discussion.  Some argue 

that AI can enable 

more efficient 

identification of 

children and earlier and 

bring greater 

objectivity to decision-

making.   

Others are voicing 

concerns about 

consent, accuracy and 

the extent to which 

such tools are only as 

good as the data they 

are fed which could 

include false 

allegations. 

It is only right that the 

use of VR in social care 

should generate debate 

about its efficacy.  We 

are just beginning to 

learn about its true 

power and potential.  

Social workers and 

clinicians need time, 

space and support to 

test and evaluate how 

and when it should be 

used and with who.  

Evidently, it is enabling 

professionals and 

parents alike to get 

much closer to 

children’s own 

experiences of abuse 

and trauma.   

 The use of VR will help to 

secure potential cost 

savings due to improved 

recruitment, placement 

stability and encouraging 

more efficient processes - 

for example, Alma 

Economics reported that 

placing a child age five for 

adoption can save an LA 

over £425,000 in fostering 

costs alone, with wider cost 

savings as a result of 

improved life outcomes 

likely to be even more 

significant.  

In schools, the trial has 

enabled teaching staff to 

develop an improved 

understanding of children’s 

behaviour and actions, 

which can assist with the 

development of targeted 

behaviour management 

strategies - 91% of 

education professionals 

said they will do things 

differently as a result of the 

Cornerstone VR session.  

The trial has helped to 

increase teacher’s empathy 

for children who have 

experienced trauma and it 

is helping them gain 

requirements for children 

in care and previously  

a better understanding of 

potential trauma triggers.  

Teachers are more readily 

identifying support 

requirements for children 

in care and previously 

looked-after children and 

they report feeling more 

motivated and resilient in 

dealing with challenging 

behaviour.  

Cornerstone VR is starting 

to benefit the legal 

profession too.  

It is helping family court 

judges to improve their 

understanding of children’s 

behaviour, needs and 

actions ensuring decisions 

reflect the best interests of 

children in care - 88% of 

district judges said they will 

do things differently, as a 

result of the session. 

 They reported that the 

experience had significantly 

enhanced their 

understanding of trauma 

and how it affects 

children’s lives. 

The preliminary findings 

are in keeping with the 

virtual reality industry, 

where evidence 

 

is consistently 

demonstrating that VR 

can boost empathy for 

homelessness, aid in 

the mental recovery of 

those suffering with PTSD, 

and help people living with 

dementia.   

However, the use of 

technology in social care is 

being hotly debated and so 

it should.  

 The advent of case 

management systems and 

email have not entirely 

helped social work to 

progress: staff spend 

inordinate amounts of time 

in front of computer 

screens reducing 

opportunities to make 

home visits and do direct 

work with children and 

families; cloud storage of 

case files doesn’t quite 

have the same impact on 

workers that voluminous 

paper files had in 

representing case histories 

and complexity; and emails 

are too often used as a 

substitute for meaningful 

conversations with 

colleagues and partner 

agencies and electronic 

messaging can promote 

defensive practice.   

https://psmag.com/social-justice/virtual-reality-can-increase-empathy-for-the-homeless
https://psmag.com/social-justice/virtual-reality-can-increase-empathy-for-the-homeless
https://www.nbcnews.com/mach/innovation/how-virtual-reality-helping-heal-soldiers-ptsd-n733816
https://www.nbcnews.com/mach/innovation/how-virtual-reality-helping-heal-soldiers-ptsd-n733816
https://www.wired.co.uk/article/virtual-reality-dementia-technology
https://www.wired.co.uk/article/virtual-reality-dementia-technology


  

 

This is at a time when the evidence base on the impact of early abuse and neglect 

on children’s development has grown rapidly.  We now have a much better grasp 

on the way these early experiences affect different individuals and which 

interventions, such as therapeutic parenting techniques, will have the greatest 

impact.   

VR clearly has the potential to enable relationship-based practice.  Professionals, 

foster carers and adopters are reporting that Cornerstone VR is enhancing and 

accelerating empathy which is the foundation of good relationships, both at work 

and in our personal lives.  By really putting ourselves in someone else’s shoes - a 

parent, a child or another professional - we can reframe our beliefs and affect a 

shift in attitude leading to more authentic relationships with each other.  The 

greatest benefit of Cornerstone VR is its power to return adults to childhood and 

put them directly into the world of children who have suffered abuse and trauma.  

This has the potential to revolutionise the way individuals and 

organisations regard children and young people, enabling us to 

hold them in mind at all times. 

Mark Owers is an independent Government Adviser on Children in Care and 

Permanence.  He is a member of the National Stability Forum and a member of 

the Adoption and Special Guardianship Leadership Board. Mark is helping to 

lead the Government’s regionalisation of adoption.  Last year he co-authored 

the Review of Foster Care in England (2018). 

 

To enquire about Cornerstone VR or arrange a demonstrator session for your 

organization please email 

info@thecornerstonepartnership.com 

www.thecornerstonepartnership.com 

 

 

By really putting 

ourselves in someone 

else’s shoes - a 

parent, a child or 

another professional 

- we can reframe our 

beliefs and affect a 

shift in attitude 

leading to more 

authentic 

relationships with 

each other.  The 

greatest benefit of 

Cornerstone VR is its 

power to return 

adults to childhood 

and put them directly 

into the world of 

children who have 

suffered abuse and 

trauma.  

 

mailto:info@thecornerstonepartnership.com
http://www.thecornerstonepartnership.com/

