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PRACTICE REVIEW POLICY AND TOOLKIT

Involving Children and Families in Practice Reviews

Involving children and families in the referral process and any type case review is a priority of the partnership. The SSCP can support and advise practitioners regarding how this may be best achieved. 
1.1 Purpose

Working Together to Safeguard Children 2018 states that ‘families, including surviving children, are invited to contribute to reviews. This is important for ensuring that the child is at the centre of the process. They should understand how they are going to be involved and their expectations should be managed appropriately and sensitively’ (HM Government, 2018). In addition, research into family involvement in Serious Case Reviews identified four reasons for family involvement: human rights; a child-centred perspective; a primary source of knowledge and information; altruistic and cathartic motives (Morris et al., 2013).

In Salford, we believe that family members are an important source of information about how services were experienced in an individual case and may provide information about service delivery in general. Reviews should therefore where appropriate be informed by family members’ knowledge and experiences relevant to the period under review. It is essential that this is undertaken in the most sensitive and appropriate way, and does not impact negatively on their lived experiences.
1.2 Consent

It can be entirely appropriate for family members to decide not to take part in a case review, and there should be a common understanding amongst the professionals on when, and how children and their families should be involved and the most appropriate person to engage them.  
Consideration will also need to be given to the everyday life of those children and family members and the impact that being included or informed of the review, and the people that they may come into contact with and want to share information with.  They may be likely to want to talk to people in their lives about what is going on. 
Conscientious care must be taken to ensure that parents and child/young people are informed of their legal rights. The SSCP and chair of the Practice Review sub-group can be contacted at any point to offer view on how to best to engage / inform a family of a referral to the Practice Review sub-group and this advice should be recorded within the referral. 

1.3 Scope

Not all information will be appropriate to share with children and families, and should be treated confidentially. Such information might include personal information about particular family members, unless consent has been given, or information which, if disclosed, could compromise criminal investigations or proceedings.

Additionally, a parent may be suspected of causing the alleged abuse. If the police are likely to question someone, care will need to be taken not to pre-empt their interview or cause a situation where a child or young person is put under pressure to retract an allegation. If it becomes clear that the police will be involved, this should be openly acknowledged.
1.4 Ethics

In general there should be a presumption of openness, joint decision making and a willingness to listen to families and capitalise on their strengths.  Agencies and professionals should be honest and explicit with children and families about professional roles, responsibilities, powers and expectations, and about what is and is not negotiable. Being clear about the purpose and impact of their involvement is essential. It means that professionals need to be explicit about what is expected of them and what they can reasonably expect the outcomes of the process to be and not ‘overpromise’. It is very important that the results of any engagement are fed back to individuals in an appropriate, timely and coherent way. 

The overarching principle should always be to act in the best interests of the child.

1.5 Communication

Good communication both between professionals and with the family is an essential part of child protection. They are also entitled to be listened to and to ask questions. Giving explanations is not always easy, emotions may be running high or the situation itself may be far from clear. Professionals should try to answer all questions honestly and openly acknowledging that they may not have all the information at that point in time. 

Professionals should bear in mind that they are likely to be more familiar with the system than the family, that explanations are likely to take time and may need to be repeated. It may be helpful to offer to put explanations in writing. Silence should never be construed as understanding and professionals need to be alert to the possibility of misconceptions, arising either from ignorance or from media reports. It is important, especially with children and young people, to check your interpretation and analysis of their responses or input is right. 

1.6 Ensuring inclusivity

Consider how children and families with diverse backgrounds and characteristics will be given an opportunity to participate in a review. When planning engagement, it is important to consider language; a venue where the child or family will be most comfortable, and timing of engagement, for example it may mean organising meeting during evenings or weekends so they do not clash with school or work.  Additionally:
· The needs of families where English is not a first language may require specific interventions and may require interpreting and translation
· Disabled parents may also require additional support

· Consideration of the particular needs of children (siblings) may be required
· In order to involve adolescents, a range of methods for communication can be considered including email/text/Skype/Facebook. 

1.7 Tackling some common obstacles

· Identifying the support required for parents and children to enable their involvement, and the expertise professionals may need to communicate with them in this context, helps to address fears that agencies can have about participation impacting negatively on the child.

· Clarity about confidentiality and how their input will be represented can support participation in the review where family members are fearful of repercussions from wider family or community. 

· Additional support can also enable family members to be involved where there are issues such as domestic abuse.

· Specialist organisations, such as the Victoria Climbié Foundation of Advocacy After Fatal Domestic Abuse (AFFDA), provide something akin to mediation services that help to facilitate a constructive dialogue between families and agencies.

· The ability of lead reviewers to analytically address contradictory views expressed by different family members and/or between family members and professionals helps enable meaningful involvement of family members. Expectations that the final report will produce a definitive account can make it more challenging to accommodate differing perspectives.

· Where it is decided not to involve family members in the review until after civil and/or criminal proceedings are concluded, anticipating the extra analytic work involved in amending the analysis so that it is informed by their input can avoid their involvement being only tokenistic.

· Where there are criminal investigations and family members are witnesses or suspects, involving the senior investigating officer at an early point, and enabling them to understand the focus and scope of the review, is essential. It allows informed discussions about when and how family members can be involved and supports access to any relevant information.
1.8 Assurance Questions: 

(Drawn on research conducted by Professor Siobhain Laird, University of Nottingham). 

· Is there clarity about why family members are being involved?

· Has there been discussion about which family members are involved and why?

· Is it agreed how family members are being supported to be involved?

· Do the family have the opportunity to influence the focus of the review?

· Is there clarity about what the family is going to be asked?

· Has there been discussion about how the analysis will be informed by family members’ knowledge and experiences relevant to the period under review?

· Has there been discussion about how families are to be represented in the final report?

· If family members are not involved, are the reasons for non-involvement reasonable and are they documented?

· Are there mechanisms to allow the family to feedback on the report before it is completed?
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