
Cross-Party Safeguarding Group Meeting – 17th November 2010
Briefing in relation to ‘The Munro Review of Child Protection: Part One’

Introduction

In June 2010, the Secretary of State for Education, Michael Gove, commissioned Professor Eileen Munro to conduct a review of child protection in England.
 
Since then, Prof Munro has issued a call for evidence of good practice (a submission was made by Bristol City Council) and has consulted widely with stakeholders. She has a team working for her, and a distinguished reference group, one of whom, Martin Narey Chief Executive of Barnardo’s, visited Bristol recently.  The final review report will be submitted in April 2011, with an interim report due in January 2011.
Systems approach

Prof Munro’s first report uses a ‘systems approach’ to provide an analysis of the current problems with the child protection system, and her understanding of why previous system reform has not resulted in sufficient improvement, i.e. children are still dying or being seriously harmed due to abuse and neglect, and Serious Case Reviews continue to identify systemic failings. Prof Munro draws heavily on her earlier work, “Effective Child Protection,” 
 to spell out her analysis.
The report points out that not only have previous well-intentioned reforms not resulted in the expected level of improvements, but they have had unintended consequences, some of which have been unhelpful and distracted from a clear focus on children’s safety and wellbeing:

“A dominant theme in the criticisms of current practice is the skew in priorities that has developed between the demands of the management and inspection processes and professionals’ ability to exercise their professional judgment and act in the best interests of the child. This has led to an over-standardised system that cannot respond adequately to the varied range of children’s needs.”

The report emphasises the importance of staying child-focused, and suggests that the current performance management system “does not provide a clear picture of a child’s journey from the identification of need to actually receiving help”. 

Risk management emphasis

As the report highlights, uncertainty pervades the work of child protection, and previous reform has sought to assess and manage risks. However, risk management cannot eliminate risk; it can only reduce the probability of harm.  Prof Munro suggests that there are major issues for society in arriving at a realistic expectation of professionals’ ability to predict the future and manage risk of harm to children. Tragedies may not be the result of unprofessional practice, but will occur in the context of uncertainty about unpredictable families in unpredictable circumstances. 

The report explores the issues around the fact that low probability events happen, and observes that the media and public make judgments with the benefit of hindsight, whilst the professional works only with foresight. It illustrates, using diagrams, the relationship between the assessment of risk and the actual degree of danger, and how moving the threshold for intervention to reduce one type of error (false positives or false negatives) automatically increases the other type. The emphasis has thus been increasingly on improving the diagnostic accuracy to reduce both false positives and negatives – with the consequence that investigations became the central task of child protection agencies to the detriment of assessing and meeting families’ other needs. 

Early intervention and prevention

From a starting point that families are seen as the best place for raising children and young people, the report considers the issues around support and intervention when it is judged necessary. 

It highlights the two forms of early intervention 

· early in a child’s life, and; 

· early in the genesis of a problem.

But the report also describes the steady escalation in the number of referrals to social work teams, particularly in the year since the publicity around the tragic death of ‘Baby Peter Connelly’, most of which are not deemed to warrant a full child protection investigation, and suggests that there is scope for managing the ‘judgment’ stage better and keeping more families out of the child protection system. 

The review will be working with a small number of local authorities assessing the extent to which some innovative strategies are better meeting children’s and young people’s needs in a timely way, and will consider the role that evidence-based interventions in children’s centres and other universal services can play in supporting families before they reach formal intervention thresholds. 

Frontline social work practice

The Social Work Task Force highlighted the critical importance of professional judgment in children’s social work, but the Munro review has found evidence that it is sometimes under-valued, and there can be a defensive professional culture resulting in a drive to follow rules rather than exercise judgment. In the next phase, the review will be considering the need for a practice and policy framework which acknowledges the complexity of the social work task. 

Evidence submitted to the review revealed significant concerns about the assessment process, including over-prescribed guidance, timescales, and perceived ambiguities over the purposes of the Common Assessment Framework (CAF), and the social worker-led initial and core assessments; with many practitioners thinking that the needs of children and young people were obscured by the dominance of the standardised process. 
The report considers some of the issues surrounding the Integrated Children’s System (ICS) and current attempts to make changes to it. It will continue to examine how changes to ICS systems are affecting frontline practice, and what advice may given to local authorities, and in the next phase it will also be looking beyond ICS to consider whether ICT might play a useful role in supporting aspects of social work – with supporting ‘responsible autonomy’ as the overarching principle guiding design. 

The report describes the concerns it has heard about the effect on children, young people and families of the delays “which are now an enduring aspect of the court and care proceedings system”, and identifies a number of issues for further analysis. The review will work with the Family Justice Review to consider a range of issues, leading to a programme of short and longer term reform to improve the experiences of the children and young people involved. 

Performance management

Prof Munro’s report highlights how current performance indicators and targets are focussed on compliance with processes, rather than on impact on outcomes for children. The report points out that measures about how good a service is are very different to indicators about how well outcomes for children and young people are improving, and the review will further consider the confusion between performance measures and outcome indicators. It will also work with Ofsted, service leaders and professionals to consider what inspection would be helpful and how to create a system characterised by good local management information, focused and meaningful national data, combined with regular feedback from children, young people, families, staff and partners. 

The review will consider why previous reforms to the performance and accountability framework have not led to a culture within the child protection system that sufficiently promotes learning and development. It will examine how local systems can become more reflective and adaptive learning organisations and how such an approach could secure levels of improvement in practice that have not followed previous reforms. 
It will also consider how a model for serious case reviews (SCRs) could be part of a wider context of learning that reviews practice at every stage of a child’s journey through the child protection system, with the development of opportunities for practitioners to learn from practice as a high priority.
Local Safeguarding Children Boards

The report outlines briefly a range of research evidence on the work of LSCBs, and says the review will be working alongside some LSCBs to establish how they can become more effective in their role as a strategic leadership group, supporting and leading local and national learning from practice. 

Next steps
In the concluding section of Part 1 of the review, Prof Munro summarises the key issues that will be explored further. In its future work, the review will consider:

· the need for a practice and policy framework which acknowledges the complexity of the social work task, the emotional and intellectual demands on individuals and the central importance of critical reflection;

· the assessment framework and process and the potential for a more flexible child-centred approach;

· how practice expertise is deployed and how decision aids and ICT software might play a more useful role in supporting aspects of the social work task;

· how the focus on performance indicators and targets could be modified so that a focus on outcomes for children is the central point of accountability in children’s services;

· how local children’s services can become more reflective and adaptive learning organisations, instilling a culture which holds professionals to account in a clear and fair way;

· what inspection would be helpful and how to create a system characterised by good local management information, with focused and meaningful national data, combined with regular feedback from children, young people, families, staff and partners;

· how a model for reviewing serious incidents could be part of a wider context of learning that reviews practice at every stage of a child’s journey through the child protection system;

· the role of Local Safeguarding Children Boards, their strengthened contribution to multi-agency learning and development and their strategic leadership locally in relation to the quality and impact of child protection services; and

· how the media and public are helped to have a better understanding of the complexity of decisions, and the uncertainty that professionals live with each day.
The implications of the review to date for Bristol services
As members of the cross-party group are aware (and some have been involved in) there has been considerable effort in the last 18 months to ensure that child protection services are safe and responsive in the city. Social worker capacity has been increased, and the emphasis on recruiting and retaining a competent workforce has been sustained. A multi-layered audit framework has been introduced, with the aim of providing qualitative information about practice in the city, from which individuals and teams can be supported to improve where necessary. A comprehensive training and development offer has been put in place that supports practitioners to enhance their learning and gives them increased confidence in their judgments. 
The outcome of the Ofsted inspection of safeguarding and looked after children services earlier this year was positive, highlighting areas where our practice is good, but also showing the areas of practice that we knew needed to improve.

In response to one of the recommendations from the inspection, guidance for social workers and their managers has been revised in relation to case recording and management directions. This will shortly be rolled out to teams, and will support a greater emphasis on evidencing assessments and on analysing risks and needs.
We have known for some time that the children’s social care client database (and its associated ICS product) has serious shortcomings, and therefore earlier in the year undertook a procurement exercise to replace PARIS in children’s services. An alternative product has been selected and a project team will shortly begin work to transfer to an improved system. The officers that have been involved in this procurement exercise are confident that the provider we have selected will be able to respond to future recommendations in relation to ICS that arise from the next stage of the Munro review.
Early intervention services, including the CAF arrangements are embedded now in the city. Many children are being supported “early in the genesis of a problem.” However, there is evidence that professionals in universal services continue to make referrals to social work teams that do not result in a service being provided. As the Munro report states, 
“Professionals in universal services cannot and should not replace the function of social work, but they do need to be able to understand, engage, and think professionally about the children, young people and families they are working with, despite an unavoidable element of uncertainty.  They also need the confidence and ability to make sound judgments about which cases should be referred to children’s social care…This review will continue to consider how a local system for protecting children and young people manages the identification and assessment of risk so that demand for children’s social care services is both reasonable and appropriately targeted. There appears to be scope for managing these concerns more appropriately whilst developing the expertise of universal services to support vulnerable families.” 
We need to consider how to support universal services providers in this aim.

Work has begun, but needs to continue, to ensure that service developments are better informed by user feedback. Whilst management quality assurance activity has increased, going beyond the process-driven National Indicators and targets, we have yet to engage service users in a systematic way in evaluating our services. If we were able to identify the resources to do this, it would take us further in our understanding of how our interventions impact on outcomes for children.
Angela Clarke, Service Manager, Safeguarding & Quality Assurance, 1/11/2010 
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