Families on the edge of care proceedings: the operation and impact of pre-proceedings processes in children's social care
Methodology
The project used mixed methods and combined 1) a retrospective study of local authority legal department files; 2) a prospective study based on observations of pre-proceedings meetings; and 3) qualitative interviews with parents and professionals.

The study was conducted in 6 local authorities in England and Wales (2 shire counties; 2 London boroughs and 2 unitary authorities), selected using Legal Services Commission data on bills submitted for these cases and cafcass data indicating the use of care proceedings in each authority. The sample included LAs that were making sufficient use of the pre-proceedings process (PPP) for the project to be feasible, with lower and higher use of care proceedings, and serving areas with contrasting geography (rural /urban) and demography (majority /BME). 

1) File study: Data were collected on a recording schedule by trained researchers from 207 legal department files for cases initiated during 6 months of 2009. The files contained notes of advice given by LA lawyers, minutes of legal planning meetings, the letters before proceedings (LbP), minutes of pre-proceedings meetings (PPM) etc, and, where there were proceedings (173 cases), court documents, including statements, assessments, directions and orders.  Data were entered into database for analysis using SPSS. There were 3 distinct types of case: (i) cases with PPP but no care proceedings (34); (ii) cases with PPP and care proceedings (86); (iii) cases with care proceedings only (87). A 100% sample was collected for (i); cases in (ii) and (iii) were sampled randomly from the cases with proceedings to obtain a sample of 30-40 where the proportion of cases with and without PPP in the sample reflected the use made of PPP by that local authority. In one LA, a decline in use of the process meant the desired sample size could not be reached; all cases for the relevant period were included. Details of the sampling proportions for each local authority are included in table 1 below. 
2) Observation study: A fieldworker arranged to attend pre-proceedings meetings held during fieldwork visits (3 months in 2010-2011) in each LA, where consent was given by the parent and their lawyer. 36 meetings were observed, relating to 33 separate cases, at least 5 in each LA. Detailed fieldwork notes were made for analysis using NVivo9. Fieldwork notes focused on the order of speaking and the points made by each speaker but are not a verbatim account of the meeting. Background information of the case, the arrangements for the meeting and its length are included. A database was also created containing summary data for each observed case. The cases were followed up through brief interviews to provide progress/outcome information. 
3) Qualitative Interviews: In each LA, qualitative in depth interviews were conducted to explore informants’ understanding and experience of the PPP. The number of interviews was:  local authority lawyers (16), social work managers (16) and social workers (18). Interviews were conducted with parents (25) whose pre-proceedings meetings had been observed. Interviews were not sought where this was considered unethical for reasons of interviewer safety or interviewee well-being. Lawyers (19) who acted for parents in each LA area were interviewed to obtain their perspectives on the process. 
Interviews with professionals focused on their views on the pre-proceedings process and their experience in working within it. Interviews with parents focused on their experience of the pre-proceedings meeting that the researcher had attended, their relationship with children’s services and the social worker, and their views about the legal advice and representation they had had from their lawyer.
All  interviews were audio recorded and transcribed for analysis using NVivo9.
Table 1: Sample and sampling percentages
	Local Authority


	A
	B
	C
	D
	E
	F
	TOTAL



	% of PPP only cases included

(N)
	100

(7)
	100

(4)
	100

(4)
	100

(10)
	100

(4)
	100

(5)
	100

(34)

	N s.31 cases in sample period 

(sample)
	53
(30)
	41
(30)
	33
(30)
	55
(34)
	39
(36)
	13
(13)
	234

(173)

	Sample percentage
	57%
	73%
	91%
	62%
	92%
	100%
	74%


