




Numbers continue to rise at record levels

Nearly all children meet the threshold of significant harm 
(Source: Cafcass research study, ‘Three weeks in 
November’)

Robust reviewing processes are bringing more children 
into the care system

Placements are harder to find

The postcode lottery means a child is four times likelier to 
be in care in some areas than others

Outcomes for children in care are improving, slowly but 
significantly e.g., educational outcomes









Risk high with
Live threat 

Immediate threat 
taken out

Risk reduced or 
removed 
permanently

Child can lead a 
risk free life 

RISK

DEVELOPMENT
A degree of 

normal 
development 

restored

Signs of 
safety & 
growth

Development 
stabilised

Development 
thwarted, 
reversed 

Development 
Normalising

Risk 
Reduction



Analyse the hard evidence about change or decline – parenting never stands 
still, it always improves or worsens, it is dynamic
Just as harm is mostly cumulative rather than a single event, so improvement 
is cumulative – analyse the way a parent approaches change, with any step 
changes or relapses which are overcome or are overwhelming
Map the known impact on a child’s emotions and behaviour against a parent’s 
efforts and capacity to change e.g., a parent may come off a drug, but still 
neglect their child
Analyse the reinforcers for improvement or potential future decline, and the 
support and/or the environment needed to continue improvement
Use a multi-agency and multi-disciplinary analysis where there have been 
separate inputs
Analyse the relationship between the parent/s and the local authority/agencies, 
to establish the degree of confidence about working together in future 
(between parent and agencies) to reduce risk and promote wellbeing





Babies and very young children need stable interim care with a primary caregiver, especially if 
they are recovering from trauma or have been failing to thrive. A child’s foster carer immediately 
becomes their primary carer. The level of contact must be compatible with this.
For many birth parents in care cases, the main issue is not maintaining contact in the short-term 
but using the race against time to sort out the problems which led to their child being removed. 
Contact is too narrow a term to make decisions about – the primary focus should be on a child’s 
health, well-being and development, and the relevance of contact to that.
‘Break through contact meetings’ are particularly beneficial e.g., between a birth parent, 
adoptive parent, child and social worker; or when a parent sees a child’s needs for the first time 
through observing and discussing how to look after the child with a trusted foster carer.
As children get older, their contact needs change. Extended family and friends can become as 
important as their parents, particularly siblings, grandparents and close friends. It is important to 
think of a child’s contact with their personal network at any one time.
Contact needs change over time, so flexible orders are important, so that children are not stuck 
with contact arrangements that do not stand the test of time or circumstances, or so they are 
not forced into ‘secretive contact’. A child’s contact needs will change over time.
Social media is transforming contact, with new threats and opportunities e.g., breaches of Court 
orders on Facebook, but contact made easier by Skype and apps like Facetime.







Social work reports should be focussed, analytical and evidence-based
Learn how to give evidence clearly under pressure
Use an inquisitorial approach, emphasising degrees of certainty and 
probabilities – as family work is messy with few incontrovertible facts
Protect and preserve working relationships as far as this is possible, 
without compromising on what the child needs
File on time, be on time, dress properly, speak well, with the gravitas 
expected of the role/s
Prepare, prepare, prepare
Courts will be tougher with stronger judicial case management and, 
hopefully, more judicial continuity egg, evidence from the tri-borough pilot 
in London shows the importance of this
The precise causes of delay can be pinpointed in an individual case and 
greater exposure to criticism and pressure is likely 



Put as much time effort and energy into the after-court and after-care 
stages of a child’s journey through the care system
Implement the care plan NB It should have been revised for realism in the 
care proceedings stage
Consider extending the care plan for the adult, to avoid the same problems 
recurring at a future pre-birth conference in respect of a new child who will 
be at risk if family circumstances remain unchanged
Consider aggregated eligibility criteria for the child and the parent, so that 
eligibility for services is based upon a whole family calculation
Ensure the case closure process is a robust system which ensures
sufficient work has been carried out on behalf of the child
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