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The Framework for 
the Assessment of Children in Need and 
their Families

Thinking













‘Here’s the problem –  
what’s the solution?’ 

‘This is the story or situation –  
what does that tell us about the need?’ 







could

Harsh and erratic discipline has 
been linked with youth offending 
(Leech, 2008). In Danny’s case, he 
has experienced physical punishment 
from his father and potentially, his 
step-grandfather. I could clarify this 
by talking to Danny and his parents. 
Danny needs to understand how 
his experiences in Ireland might be 
affecting his current behaviour. At 
the same time, his father needs to 
understand how his treatment of  
Danny could be having an impact.



realistic



‘Danny and the school have a strict 
agreement in place about acceptable 
behaviour’

‘Danny has talked to his parents about 
what happened to him in Ireland’



















When he was in Year 6 he said his 
parents had beaten him with a belt, and 
this was confirmed. For a year he was  
the subject of a Child Protection Plan.



  ‘ Key issues I have picked up  
about Danny’s relationship with 
his father include: 

    Danny’s father was not around 
when Danny was a baby, so 
would probably not have formed 
a close attachment to him. 

    Danny’s father has hit him  
in the past. 

    His father thinks he might  
hit him again. 

    His father feels ashamed that 
he has not been able to manage 
Danny’s behaviour. 

    His father seems to want things 
to be better. 

   What do these different, and 
seemingly contradictory, aspects 
of Danny’s story tell me about the 
quality of the relationship between 
Danny and his father? How can 
I integrate them into a coherent 
picture? How can I work out what 
they mean? Might it be that he 
is struggling to form a positive 
relationship with his son because 
of the early separation? That he 
feels guilty about the separation 
and that these feelings of guilt and 
his difficulties in managing his 
son have led him to hit Danny, but 
that he’s very motivated to work 
to improve the relationship? What 
does research tell me about how 
his father’s actions might have 
impacted on Danny? This seems  
to be the best meaning I can give  
to the story at this point.’









I feel I’ve done the best I can in making 
an assessment of the circumstances  
as they present, but I can never be  
100 per cent sure. 

I don’t feel I can really make an 
assessment until I’m clearer about  
the relationship between Danny  
and his mother. 







   ‘I felt unusually uncomfortable  
and tense when Danny’s father  
was talking about his violence.  
I think he was feeling really tense.  
I wonder why that was? Might 
there be another version of events 
that he feels unable to talk about?’ 

   ‘Danny’s parents were talking 
about how worried they were 
that Danny was in trouble with 
the police and that nothing like 
this had happened in their family 
before. I became very aware that 
they were very emotional and that 
some of their feelings stemmed 
from their guilt about his early 
years. Danny was in the room with 
his younger siblings and I felt it 
was extremely unhelpful for him to 
be singled out in this way. I found 
myself drawing the conversation 
to a close and asking all three 
children if they would like to show 
me their new fish tank. I made 
an appointment to return later 
to discuss the situation with the 
parents on their own.’ 



 ‘I’m really worried about the foster 
carer’s attitude to Danny’s parents. 
It’s so important that he sees his 
family and her attitude is making 
that difficult. When she talked to 
me about how negative she felt 
about them I was worried that 
if I challenged her view it would 
jeopardise my relationship with 
her – which is a good relationship. 
It would have been much better 
if I’d explained why I thought 
Danny’s parents might not be 
phoning him and then asked her 
to put herself in their shoes. I 
might have asked her what she 
had done in previous cases where 
parents had been helped to feel 
comfortable about visiting. This 
reminds me of a similar situation 

where I felt concerned about the 
attitude of a foster carer. I did 
manage to help her change her 
attitude by confirming what a good 
relationship she had established 
with the child and then helping her 
to put herself in the shoes of the 
child and the child’s parents. She 
was able to see how hard it was for 
the parents and to understand the 
child’s ambivalence.’ 





Safeguarding in the 21st 
Century – Where to now? 



Does this [research finding] help me 
understand what is going on here? How 
does it apply in this particular situation? 
Indeed, does it apply here? 

How does this fit with, or challenge,  
what I already know? 































and the reasons 
why they are worried or less concerned. 



















 when systems fail 

think

once you’ve done 
the thinking





















Having worked in many local authorities, and having 
developed an appetite to work in those authorities deemed 
often to be less than ‘adequate’, I have learnt many things 
about how to improve failing services. Much of this learning 
has resonances with the messages emanating from Eileen 
Munro’s recent report on what needs to happen to address 
concerns in children’s social work. 

This note attempts to capture some of 
these lessons, using my most recent 
professional experience – as Joint Director 
Operations (LA/NHS) – to summarise 
and draw out key lessons. The focus is 
identifying the common general features 
of the approach that are transferrable to 
other similar situations and settings. 

The starting point has always been to 
work with key players in the organisation, 
to re-establish what the core purpose 
and goals of the organisation are, and 
to develop a clear understanding and 
ownership of how well current services 
are doing in delivering that purpose. 
This is the key to gaining buy-in from all 
managers and staff and generates a clear 
focus on the tasks required at every level. 
It allows staff to be able to evaluate and 
recognise their contribution to the cause.

Thereafter, the challenge has been to 
establish a system-wide approach/
strategy to shape the focus for 
improvements to the organisation for 
any emerging change programme. This 
can often be complex, and it must be 
customised to address what has been 
identified as specific problems or barriers 
to delivering the goal. In my most 
recent post, the strategy involved three 
programmes to reshape specific services 
in a strategic manner. The end result 
was to be a co-ordinated alignment of all 
services across the continuum of children 
and family needs and a series of enabling 
change programmes to establish the 
right structures, processes and culture 
to support the changes required. It is a 
whole-organisation approach and one 
with which most leaders of organisations 
are familiar.



The key features that have emerged, 
however, are not so much the ‘what’  
but the ‘how’ of implementation.  
These features are about: 

Leadership at all levels

To address frontline practice failure, it has 
been necessary for managers at all levels 
to be actively engaged in championing 
the desired improvements. It is crucial 
that they understand, experience and 
recognise quality practice themselves, 
rather than seeing this as the domain of 
frontline staff and their managers and 
as something that can be addressed by 
either traditional training or traditional 
social work. There are commonalities 
across many services, with other service 
areas facing the same challenges that 
confront social care. 

Staff engagement

Time spent on staff engagement has been 
essential. This is about real engagement: 
not just communicating ‘to’ staff, but 
getting involved with them throughout 
the process. Identifying key groups of 
people who can influence and take others 
with them has been important here and 
has provided a significant ‘multiplier’ 
effect in extending understanding and 
ownership of the change programmes. 
It helps everyone to recognise that they 
have a significant part to play. 

Cultural change

It is essential to have the right culture to 
support the changes you are striving for. 
The existing ‘cultural climate’ needs to 
be explored and understood. So, too, do 
the current changes that are occurring 
and the desired changes that will replace 
these. The action that follows needs 
to promote and support the preferred 
culture as well as addressing negative 
aspects of what currently prevails.

In conclusion, the overriding lesson 
has been that practice failure is not a 
frontline issue. Rather, it is a symptom 
of an organisation that is not (wholly) 
aligned on its core business and function. 
Only when this is addressed is it possible 
to have quality frontline practice that  
will endure.

“... practice failure  
is not a frontline 
issue.”















Safeguarding 
in the 21st Century – Where to now?

Firm 
Foundations: A practical guide to 
organisational support for the use of 
research evidence.

Guide for 
supervisors

Munro review of child 
protection

Framework 
for the Assessment of Children in 
Need and their Families. 

Evidence 
Matters: Social work expertise in the 
family court. 

Under the Influence? 
Alcohol and offending. 

The Munro Review of 
Child Protection: Final report: a child-
centred system. 

The Munro Review of 
Child Protection – Part One: A systems 
analysis.

Social Work 
Education

Research on Social Work 
Practice 

Multidimensional 
Evidence-based Practice: Synthesizing 
knowledge, research and values.

A follow-up study of fatal child 
abuse. 

Educating the Reflective 
Practitioner: Toward a new design for 
teaching and learning in the professions. 

Learning Organisations:  
A self-assessment resource pack. 

The Fifth Discipline: 
The art and practice of the learning 
organisation.

Building 
a Safe, Confident Future: The final report 
of the Social Work Task Force. 

Analysis and Critical 
Thinking in Assessment: A literature 
review. 
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Analysis and Critical Thinking 
in Assessment 


