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Background:
Applications for care proceedings in England and Wales are at record levels. This is one
factor contributing to the rise in the number of children looked after, now at the highest
level since 1985. A Sector-led review, facilitated by the Family Rights Group, has been
commissioned to look at underlying causes and to identify reforms that will safely reverse
this trend whilst retaining a focus on achieving the best outcomes for children.
The PSW Network has been invited to participate in this review. This report summarises the
findings of our recent survey of PSWs. It is being distributed for final consultation with
PSWs, and invites final comments and further suggestions to be shared by, or at the
National Network Meeting on 20th February 2018.
The final report will be submitted to the Care Crisis Review Team.

Executive Summary of Findings:
 There has been a strong response to the survey that covers every region.
 Social workers are concerned about rising numbers of children in care
and care applications. This picture is not uniform across the country.
 Other work in the care crisis review is needed to correlate effective
interventions with areas where care numbers are stable or falling.
 Social workers are advocating for the reinstatement of preventative
services and the time to do effective relationship based social work.
 Social workers are concerned about the impact of austerity on
vulnerable families.
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Survey Findings:
1. Response Numbers:
Surveys notoriously elicit very poor response rates. It’s not possible to know
what the rate of response to the survey was as individual PSWs were asked to
share the survey within their organisations, however the number of responses
has been very healthy, with 76 responses in total. The spread of the survey was
also healthy, with every region covered by the Network producing at least one
response. Three regions accounted for over 75% of the total number of
responses. There is no reason to suggest that the ‘crisis’ is most acutely
experienced in regions with higher response
rates.
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2. Who Responded?
40% of respondents identified themselves as middle to senior managers
and/or PSWs. Just over 40% identified themselves as either senior or advanced
practitioners or as social workers. In other words there was a good spread of
those with experience of front line practice and those with a whole system
view.
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3. Level of Experience
Encouragingly the respondents to this survey carried very significant levels of
post qualifying experience. 88% of respondents had over 3 years post
qualifying experience. Nearly three quarters had over 6 years experience and
over half had more than 10 years experience. It’s reasonable to conclude that
respondents to this survey are highly committed to statutory children’s social
work and are well informed through a meaningful historical context.
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4. Care Numbers
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The purpose of questions 6 – 8 is not to capture factual information as this is
available through national statistics. The purpose is partly to capture the
‘mood’ or experience of the profession and partly to introduce the more
important questions around why care numbers are increasing and what might
be effective in reversing this trend.
Overwhelmingly the experience of social workers is that numbers of care
applications are going up and that the number of children in the care is also
increasing. The perception is that this increase has been taking place over the
past 5 years (71%). Findings from national statistics would suggest that whilst
there have been spikes around major events such as the death of Peter
Connolly, there has actually been an upward trend dating back to the early
1990s and the introduction of the 1989 Children Act. The Care Crisis Review
will be examining in detail the underlying causes behind this trend.
Clearly there are some Local Authority areas where care numbers are not
increasing. This section of the survey therefore may also facilitate a correlation
between areas where care numbers are not increasing and the sorts of
interventions that are thought to be effective at keeping children out of the
care system.
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5. Underlying Reasons for Rising Care Numbers
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Other Factors Identified by Respondents:

The full set of responses to question 10, asking for more details in relation to
the issues identified in question 9, are provided at the end of this report in
Appendix A.
 The responses tended to group into four broad areas:
 Increasing Awareness and changing Policy and Practice
 Increasing Risk Aversion
 Reducing Resources
 Austerity and Increasing Levels of Deprivation
Increasing Risk Aversion
Included in this was a sense that media pressure, inspection regimes, and
pressure from court processes and timescales as well as high case loads all
contributed to a sense for some respondents of an increasingly risk averse
culture:
“Higher caseloads warrant less time for relationship building and truly getting
to the heart of cases in order to feel confident in making risk sensible decisions.
Inspection regimes and Court process create a constant pressure and
expectation which at times pushes SW into process thinking rather than
balanced professional judgement. Fear of getting it wrong and being blasted
across tabloid newspapers and social media make the profession and senior
managers more risk averse”
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“When LAs are in intervention the response is to become risk averse because of
the high level of scrutiny; in my opinion it can make practitioners less able to
hold risk. Greater internal scrutiny can mean that cases are escalated sooner
rather than later”
“Lack of resources= absence of preventative work. Media pressure= increasing
caseloads. Increasing caseloads= more crisis response and unwillingness to
manage risk which then serves to lower thresholds”
On the other hand in some areas there was a sense of confidence around an
improving ability to accurately assess risk and to make correct decisions about
care applications, where these decisions may not have been made in the past:
“Assessment of risk has improved with the increased auditing of SW practice.
The Authority Senior Managers have a better oversight of the front door
services, and where children have been left in difficult home circumstances due
to previous poor practice, these cases are now being rectified and assessments
are of better quality”
Increasing Awareness and changing Policy and Practice
Growing awareness in the population generally and amongst other
professionals around issues such as domestic abuse and child sexual
exploitation are cited by respondents as driving an increase in referrals, in
some places there has also been a lowering of thresholds and consequently
increasing numbers of children coming into care.
Changes in ‘policy’ or practice around areas such as use of S.20 was seen as
contributing to an increase in care applications.
Respondents have also expressed concerns about the 26 week care
proceedings ‘limit’ resulting in insufficient time for change or for permanence
plans for children outside of the care system to be realised:
“Developments in policy and research rightly and positively for children means
that we are intervening early but timescales for families to achieve change are
much reduced”
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This is seen as contributing to both increases in numbers of children in care,
and care applications, and also the need for repeat care applications.
Reducing Resources
A high proportion of respondents identified funding cuts and a reducing
resource base as being key drivers. Cuts in early help and preventative services
and reducing availability of wider support, such as family support services or
CAMHS are seen as contributing to increasing case loads and numbers of
children in care:
“Services to support families prior to getting things to crisis have been cut”
“Due to increasing Caseloads it is hard to do pro active social work hence you
are always reacting in a crisis”
Social workers themselves see rising case loads and increasing bureaucracy as
impacting on their availability to undertake direct face to face and preventative
work with families:
“Social workers are still bound to their desks”
“... huge pressures on social workers with increasing amounts of complex
paperwork in order to meet the demands of our regulatory bodies and the
courts ...”
And recruitment and retention challenges are seen as impacting on caseloads,
confidence and decision making:
“Due to recruitment challenges we have an inexperienced workforce with
inexperienced managers. This can lead to a lowering of the threshold combined
with an increase in complexity of cases which leads to an increase in care
applications”
“.. lack of experienced managers with limited experience of working with some
of the issues social workers are managing”
“less staff and resources and more cases means that workers don’t have the
capacity to fully assess a situation and implement preventative work to enable
children to remain at home”
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Austerity and Increasing Levels of Deprivation
There was a very clear and consistent message coming from a high proportion
of respondents that austerity measures were leading to increasing levels of
poverty and deprivation, and the reduction in the range and availability of
community resources and preventative services, and that this was impacting
severely on families’ resilience and outcomes for children. This dynamic is
summed up very eloquently by one respondent:
“Referrals are increasing due to professionals seeing an increase in children
presenting as neglected - dirty and hungry at school for example. While this can
potentially be down to the parent's neglectful attitude, more and more it is due
to financial issues created by the austerity measures in place - bedroom tax and
benefit cap for example ... Because the early help is not present, these cases are
escalated. This leads to expectations being higher for the family than they can
achieve and so care proceedings are the only option”
This situation, with an increasingly risk averse culture, reductions in services
and funding, social workers not being able to focus on direct work and
prevention, and increasing levels of poverty and deprivation could be
described as something of a ‘perfect storm’. Although there is also evidence
that this picture does not impact uniformly across every region or authority.
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Prevention and Early Engagement
Fortunately the picture is not all bad news and more than two thirds of
respondents felt that there were effective approaches to early intervention
and prevention.

A full list of the responses to question 12 is provided at the end of this
document in Appendix B. To summarise though, a wide range of approaches
were identified. These included:
 Family Safeguarding
 Family Drug and Alcohol Courts
 Family Group Conferencing
 Signs of Safety
 Pause
 Systemic Practice
 Multi Systemic Therapy
 Early Help, Crisis Intervention and Edge of Care Services

12

What these interventions or styles of working all have in common is that they
are restorative, strengths based and collaborative approaches that seek to
foster engagement and proactively problem solve with families.
6. Helping Children Stay out of or Leave Care
There is also reason for optimism arising from responses to this question, with
two thirds of respondents again being able to identify policy or practice which
helps to keep children out of care.

Along with many of the approaches already identified in the previous question
respondents noted other strengths based approaches such as:
 No wrong Door
 Family Finding (USA Model beginning to be introduced in the UK)
 Brighter Futures
 Lifelong Links
 NSPCC – Reunification Programme
Respondents also referred to what could be broadly described as more
confident and assertive case management approaches. These included
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 More effective and assertive use of PLO
 High level reviewing of Care Plans
 Resourcing ‘Edge of Care’ services
 Changes in managing adolescent risk behaviours
Finally a number of respondents commented that preventative social work
requires smaller case loads in order to work proactively and to spend time with
families building strong relationships. This final point obviously links back to
respondents’ concerns about increasing caseloads and bureaucracy preventing
social workers from being able to work effectively. (Full responses are provided
in Appendix C)
7. Research Findings
The Care Crisis Review Team is in the process of collating research findings and
this question was asked mainly to ensure that nothing was missed.
Respondents mainly referenced the evaluations of the innovation programmes
(see full responses in Appendix D). However the final response was in the form
of a plea and referenced the work of Paul Bywaters et al on deprivation,
poverty and inequalities within the funding of child protection services. Given
the concern respondents expressed about the impact of austerity, this plea
appears to be particularly pertinent and echoes the concerns of others in the
profession.
8. Final Thoughts
The last question asked for anything else respondents would like the Care
Crisis Review to take into consideration (full responses are presented in
Appendix E).
Many themes already touched on came up. A number of respondents made
the point that the issues are systemic and can not be reduced to one or two
isolated factors:
“I don't believe that there is a single solution but that both national and local
strategies are required alongside effective interpersonal work with families”
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“Courts, CAFCASS and CSC working together, rather than against”
“It is intimately related to the decisions this government have made about
benefits, housing, resources - particularly in the areas of legal aid, domestic
violence, early help parenting services, and the NHS (specifically mental health
services for adults and children). This is not one problem, it is a combination of
many”
Other common themes that came up were the need to reduce case loads, the
need to retain experienced staff, the fear of making mistakes and the public
perception and understanding of the social work role.
Finally as one respondent put it:
“... we will need to be tenacious to engage and .... work with govt to lobby ...
for a more consistent investment in children's early help and protection”
9. Conclusion
It’s clear from the level and quality of responses to the survey that social
workers are engaged and concerned about this issue. As can be seen from
responses there is a clear message that this is not a single issue problem but a
system wide one. Social workers are concerned that the conditions for working
effectively are not always available to them, for example having the support
services and resources, not being able to retain experienced social workers,
and case loads and bureaucracy preventing the intensive direct, relational
social work that they feel could make a difference.
On the other hand social workers do have confidence in many of the new
innovation programmes and emerging strengths based approaches. There
appears to be a ground swell in which social workers understand and value use
of self as agent for change, relationship and restorative approaches.
There is also a high level of concern about the effects of austerity and how this
undermines efforts to support families.
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The results of this survey indicate a willingness within the profession to be a
part of the solution, but also recognition that social work can only be a part of
the solution and that public policy and large scale systemic issues need to be
addressed.

Tony Holmes
Principal Children and Families Social Worker, City of York Council
(On Behalf of the Children’s PSW Network)
09.02.18
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Appendix A - Brief Description of the Issues Leading to Rising Care Numbers
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Appendix B - Effective Approaches to Positive Early Intervention
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Appendix C – Effective Interventions Preventing Care
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Appendix D – Research Base
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Appendix E – Final Thoughts
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