
What to look for in candidates – the red flags 
 

Deception and secrecy 
A culture of child protection is built on trust. Misleading or deceptive behaviour can indicate an unwillingness 
to build that culture. Patterns of fraudulent behaviour, misdirection or misleading conduct, and other 
indications that a person is untrustworthy, should be explored further. 
Protecting children requires openness and transparency, to ensure that suspected abuse is reported and 
appropriate action taken. A candidate who expresses a willingness to hide things, including hiding the 
behaviour of children, for example, observed sexualised play, is someone who may pose a risk. A candidate 
should be able to show that they do not collude with any behaviour that is damaging to children and if a 
situation arises, to be able to make difficult decisions to protect children. 
However, while past secrecy or deception is always an issue that should be considered, it is important to 
understand the context fully, as there may possibly be a legitimate or compelling reason not to have passed on 
information. 
 

Lack of boundaries or lack of understanding of appropriate conduct 
Children’s workers should recognise the importance of boundaries and understand what constitutes 
appropriate and inappropriate behaviour around children. A candidate who seems to want solely to be a 
child’s friend, without a balancing recognition of their role and responsibilities, may place children in unsafe 
situations. 
Similarly, candidates who feel emotionally closer to children than adults, who claim to have children as 
personal friends or who attribute childlike qualities to themselves, may have issues with maintaining 
appropriate boundaries while they work. 
Note that the above qualities are often seen as positive, showing that a candidate can work well with children. 
This illustrates the difficulty in the screening process. There is a key difference between a candidate who can 
relate well to children and who understands that they are in a role of power and responsibility and one who 
may treat children inappropriately or without professional distance. In order to clarify the candidate’s 
understanding of the importance of professionalism, appropriate adult behaviour and ability to maintain 
appropriate boundaries while at work, it is essential to use probing, follow-up questions. 
 

Inappropriate attitudes to discipline 
Children’s workers are in a position of power and control over young people who can be vulnerable. It is 
important that workers approach their jobs with maturity and level-headedness. A person who has a negative, 
punitive or patronising view of children may not be able to deal with children appropriately when they 
misbehave or may not treat their problems with kindness and respect. 
 

Lack of understanding of the needs of children 
Children’s workers need to have a basic knowledge of child development, an interest in children’s issues, an 
understanding of the emotional requirements of children and be able to address children’s needs 
appropriately. A candidate should be able to show evidence of empathy with children. This does not simply 
mean that children like the candidate. It means that the candidate has an adult understanding of the ways 
children think as they develop, the problems and challenges they face at each stage of development and that 
the candidate can make children feel comfortable coming to him or her with problems or concerns. The person 
should be able to demonstrate too, how to maintain professional boundaries, while also relating well to 
children. 
 

 

 

Source: Safer Recruitment, Safer Children Pages 13 and 14 
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