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Bristol University and University Of East Anglia Research 
Outcomes for children subject to care proceedings before and after care proceedings reform - information for interviewees

Building on our earlier work on care proceedings, the aim of this current project is to examine the outcomes of care proceedings for children and the impact of recent care proceedings reforms. Specifically it will:

1. Compare care proceedings and outcomes before and after the reforms of 2013-14;
2. Examine how the new PLO process (which limits care proceedings to 26 weeks) is operating and what orders are being made;
3. Identify outcomes of care proceedings for children in the pre- and post-reform samples, one year after the proceedings ended;
4. Identify outcomes four years after the proceedings ended for children in the pre-reform sample.

The project is being led by Professor Judith Masson (Law, Bristol) and Professor Jonathan Dickens (Social Work, UEA), and is funded by the Economic and Social Research Council.

What are the aims of the research?
The new PLO aims to reduce the duration of proceedings by (amongst other things) requiring fuller preparation by local authorities in the pre-proceedings stage, tighter case management by the courts and a restricted role for external experts. There have been questions whether these changes are leading to different orders, and/or shifting delay to the pre- or post-proceedings stages. Local authorities and courts both require knowledge of outcomes and understanding of practice to achieve more systematic thinking about the plans and orders they approve and make. 

The Sample
We already have historic data about a sample of children from before the 2013-14 reforms. These children who were included in our earlier ‘edge of care’ study, and became subject to care proceedings in 2009-10. A post-reform sample has been drawn from proceedings starting after May 2014 in the same six local authorities. There are approximately 600 children, 300 in each sample.

Methodology
For both samples, we have been analysing the administrative data routinely collected by local authorities and reported to the DfE / Welsh Government for national databases on looked after children and children in need. This is being supplemented by a study of CAFCASS and (for a smaller sub group for children) local authority case files. The data and file analysis is enabling a unique comparison of case histories, court orders and care plans, and outcomes for children under the two regimes, to help investigate the impact of the reforms on social work and legal practice. 

We are now seeking 10-12 interviews with key staff in each local authority to help us understand the patterns we are observing in the data, and to explore the organisational and practice context, in which these decisions are taken. We would like to interview social workers and managers from looked after children and family support teams; adoption, fostering and ‘connected persons’ team managers; independent reviewing officers; and lawyers. We are also planning two workshops with family justice professionals and two focus group discussions with judges. 

Confidentiality and ethical approval
The researchers comply with the Data Protection Act and local authority research governance procedures. The study has received research ethics scrutiny in the two universities, and approval from the Association of Directors of Social Services and the President of the Family Division (allowing access to documents prepared for court). All data is anonymised and stored securely. When writing up the study, material which could identify an individual is removed or altered. The participating authorities will not be identified. 

If you have any questions or comments please contact someone from the appropriate Research Team:

Bristol:		Judith.masson@bristol.ac.uk       Kay.Bader@Bristol.ac.uk
01179 9545365			       01179 9545365  

Norwich: 		J.Dickens@uea.ac.uk		J.young@uea.ac.uk
01603 593634 			01603 591689
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