
children’s panel member RETENTION 

The following was developed as a discussion paper in January 2003.  It was fully at discussed by the Publicity Working Group at a special meeting on 6 February 2003.  It was further consulted on with partners across the children’s hearings system:

- 
Children’s Panel Chairmen’s Group (CPCG)

- 
Children’s Panel Advisory Group (CPAG)

- 
Scottish Children’s Reporter Administration (SCRA)

-
Children’s Hearings Training Organisers (CHTOs)

-
Scottish Association of Children’s Panels (SACP).  

In addition the paper was discussed at the Children’s Hearings Representative Group (CHRG) meeting on 24 April 2004, which was attended by representatives from the above and wider stakeholders from:
-
Association of Directors of Social Work (ADSW)

-
Association of Directors of Education  (ADES)

-
Association of Chief Police Officers in Scotland (ACPOS)

-
Scottish Safeguarders Association (SSA)

-
National Health Service (NHS Scotland)

This paper should be read in conjunction with the summary of comments received from the above groups.

It was intended to consult wider in late 2003.  However, in May 2003 the Partnership agreement A Partnership for a Better Scotland set out the Scottish Executive’s intention to review the children’s hearings system.  It was therefore agreed to take forward those retention measures that could be progressed in the short term and to have the wider issues considered in the context of the Review.

children’s panel member RETENTION 

DRAFT RETENTION STRATEGY

Background

1. Concerns have been ongoing over an apparent decline in the average length of service  of volunteer members to Children’s Panels.  While recruitment strategies, both national and local, remain a key element in maintaining a skilled and effective panel membership, lower levels of retention of panel members risk undermining the service provided to children and young people.  Improved retention would therefore not only be more cost effective but would also ensure that the system benefits from the experience and expertise of current members.   

2. In response to these concerns, two pieces of research were commissioned from NFO System Three.  The first was on recruitment and this work was used to inform the planning of the 2002 awareness and recruitment campaign.  The second phase of the research focused on retention of panel members. 

Retention research 

3. The retention research was designed to ascertain the motivations of panel members for remaining on Children’s Panels or resigning membership. The research was carried out using both focus groups and telephone interviews.  Target groups were from a mixture of rural and urban settings.  Participants in the research included panel members who had resigned, first term panel members and longstanding members.

4. In addition to the main objectives of exploring motivation for maintaining or resigning membership, the research was also aimed at identifying any areas for change or improvement in the current system.  It was anticipated that this information would inform any subsequent communications around the area of retention.

Initial findings

5. Much of what has been found in the course of the retention phase confirms anecdotal reportage from colleagues in the wider hearings system.  The initial mind-set of those who take up an appointment as a panel member is one of enthusiasm and a wish to make a difference to a child’s life.  The expectation was that membership of the Children’s Panel would improve outcomes for children who are dealt with by the Children’s Hearings System.

6. Already in the first term of appointment, some new panel members were experiencing acute disappointment, with a sense that the system was not living up to their expectations.  Nevertheless, they maintain their determination to continue and the original reasons for becoming a panel member are still personally important to them.

7. In the longer term, while members retained their dedication to the ideals of the system, feelings of frustration were leading to de-motivation.  While most could still acknowledge the benefits of the system, they accept that it is not perfect and they begin to see colleagues resigning due to frustrations.  Again, anecdotal information supports these findings.  The following section highlights the key issues identified.
Issues identified

8. The research identified a number of issues that contribute to dissatisfaction with the role of panel member and lead to members considering resignation. It is clear that to retain volunteers longer we must maintain the initial impetus.  The following is a summary of the main issues, with suggested areas for discussion to open debate on initial approaches for addressing these.

Lack of social work support
9. The research found that many panel members become frustrated and de-motivated by lack of social work support.  This is particularly the case where a decision made by a panel is not implemented, or recommendations are not acted upon.  The research suggests this is more evident in urban areas, where the volume of cases is greater and nature of the referrals can be more complex and demanding, e.g. cases involving complex medical issues/ reports.  The problem is perceived to be caused by a lack of funding, and is associated with the shortage of Children and Families social workers.

Set out below are initiatives which may go some way towards improving retention.  


Discussion:  

(1) The Scottish Ministers have given the Scottish Children’s Reporter Administration a wider role in the Children’s Hearings system and part of this is to work in partnership with the local authorities to monitor implementation of Supervision Requirements.  By SCRA reporting such data to the Scottish Executive and feeding back to local authorities should enable a more strategic overview of implementation.  

(2) In the short term however the Scottish Executive/ Ministers will remind local authorities that Supervision Requirements must be implemented.  Where a decision cannot be implemented immediately (for example, while awaiting a residential place to become available) a suitable alternative package of care must be offered.  If the child’s circumstances change, and if an alternative package cannot be offered quickly, a review Hearing should be called.  This will be taken forward in the first instance at the Seminar on 11 March 2003 in Dundee.
(3) The current Scottish Executive campaign to improve the image of social work and attract more people to the profession will not show results for 3-4 years.  In the short term, local authorities are encouraged to adopt creative strategies to deliver services, for example by using the transferable skills of other childcare specialists and the potential contribution of New Community Schools. The development of a new honours-level professional social work qualification is extended.
(4) Local authorities will be developing local support mechanisms using the additional funding (announced in April by the Minister for Education and Young People) for training and support of the social work workforce, and pump-priming funds to the Association of Directors of Social Work to develop additional support for front-line staff.  Support may include staff helplines, counselling etc.   Local authorities are considering innovative strategies for recruitment and retention of Social Workers.


(5)
Training of Children’s Reporters could be extended on how to work effectively with volunteers. 

Late reports
10. The issue of late reports by social workers, police, and psychologists etc was identified as a common occurrence.  Although there is a statutory requirement for reports to be received no later than 3 days prior to a hearing, some are submitted very late, in some cases on the day of the case.  There is a reluctance to postpone a Hearing despite the lack of preparation time but a late submission can affect previous preparation and consequently the decision of the panel. Some concerns were also expressed over the quality of reports issued, although this was less of an issue in rural authorities.

Discussion:  Scottish Executive should refresh the Time Intervals process and could issue guidance/ influence training to the professional bodies concerned on the crucial importance of submitting reports timeously; are there other steps which could be taken to improve the position?.

Facilities and procedures  

11. Many panel members raised the issue of the physical standard of Hearings Centre premises.  Anecdotal evidence suggests that complaints are of cramped space, non provision of separate waiting space for family members between whom there is discord, and lack of simple facilities such as water coolers.  The lack of provision of a rest/break area within Hearings Centres was mentioned by some.  In addition to having up to 4 hearings per session, an increasingly common practice is to tag an extra hearing on to either a morning or afternoon session.  This leads to increased pressure on the panel member, who has to deal with a late return to work or organise emergency childcare as a result.  Again, this is less of an issue in rural areas but travelling time is greater, requiring more time away from work.  In most cases panel members are not provided with refreshments.

Discussion: 

(1) The outcome of the Scottish Budget in 2002 will enable SCRA to undertake a review of its property standards in consultation with its partner bodies, in particular with panel members.  SCRA has been resourced to work-up an asset management plan and an accelerated capital development programme for the years 2003-2006.

(2) SCRA will also be negotiating changes to working patterns to enable more evening or weekend Hearings.   This would offer more flexibility for panel members and families, although partner agencies would have to be willing to complement such a change.

(3) The Scottish Executive has provided Panel Chairs with software (“CHARM”) to help plan rotas.  A proposal to provide Chairs with laptops to improve communications is being worked-up.  The recent report on Children’s Panels by the Scottish Committee of the Council on Tribunals identified that there should be more continuity of panel members at review hearings.  CHARM will be further developed to take account of this need.  

(4) Where Hearings sessions straddle lunch/ tea time, SCRA could provide panel members with refreshments.

Lack of formal support
12. Another area of concern is the lack of visible support for panel members.  In a few areas there is an informal network of support for new panel members, in the shape of a buddy system.  In others, panel members feel well supported by colleagues or the chair/deputy chair.  However, many feel that the fact they are unpaid volunteers is overlooked.  Some feel that the use of volunteers equates to provision of a ‘system on the cheap’ and that investment of their time and emotional input is not matched by demonstrable support. 

Discussion:  

(1) Training events include opportunities for social interaction to allow sharing of experience.

(2) Insurance for panel members is explored further, to cover panel members for incidents occurring in the community as a direct result of carrying out panel duties.

(3) The Scottish Executive is working up a “model” of support which local authorities should be giving to unpaid volunteers, e.g. reimbursing panel members for full mileage expenses, for travel both within and outwith the local authority area, where panel members wish to use cars for convenience.  The model will take account of existing supports and issues such as helplines etc

(4) A national confidential telephone help/ advice line could be provided for panel members to seek advice following difficult case/ suffering from stress

(5) Other areas which could be explored/ consulted upon include replacing the loss of earnings allowance with payment of a sessional fee to panel members for each Children’s Hearing session attended.  

(6) Linked with the lack of support is the issue of (apparent) lack of recognition.  At a national level, recognition can be delivered in a number of ways, e.g. through the honours system.  Recognition could also be heightened through the accreditation of training, perhaps with a Minister presenting diplomas to those successful?  Perhaps Panel members should have a more “visible” title or be entitled to use letters after their name.
Lack of attendance
13. Some Hearings are poorly attended by families or social workers and proceedings are consequently disrupted.  In some cases ‘stand in’ social workers are provided, who are less familiar with the circumstances of the case.  There is a reluctance to cancel the Hearing due the backlog of cases created as a result.

Discussion: The Scottish Executive could work with local authorities to stress the importance of ensuring attendance of relevant social workers, teachers and other professionals at Hearings.  
Support from employers
14. Inadequate support from employers is an issue for many panel members.  Often the employers’ policy on such volunteer service is supportive but this is not reflected in the attitude of line management or colleagues.  It is not unusual for panel members to have to take annual leave to carry out panel duties or training.

Discussion: 

(1) An awareness raising campaign is run in 2003, to highlight the work of the Children’s Panel.

(2) Individual employers are lobbied.  Other supports might be: a ‘Certificate of Participation’ is awarded to employers who support the Children’s Hearings System by releasing staff for panel duties; to provide a national resource to assist local authorities/ CPACs to work  on “lobbying” employers and employees.

Training
15. Attendance at training is also seen as a cause for concern.  The core training offered by Children’s Panel Training Organisers is highly regarded.  However there was a strong feeling that much local training is neither relevant nor appropriate and many panel members were resentful of the time required to attend such training, when they already have high demands on their time.  Letters issued to panel members who have been unable to attend a training session are felt to be too strongly worded.  Rural sessions are better attended and where overnight accommodation is provided, this can be seen as a positive, social aspect of the training.  

Discussion: 

(1) In line with the work being done on social worker qualifications, panel member training could be accredited with each stage of the existing programme attracting an appropriate level of credit.  This could lead to presentation of a diploma after, say, 3 years service. 

(2) Training committees consult with panel members regarding their training and developmental needs.  Training sessions could then be designed to provide a balance of information sharing, discussion and social contact. Sessions are evaluated and the information used to plan future sessions. In this regard a toolkit could be worked-up to assist training committees

(3) Training committees share their proposed local training programme with CPTOs. CPTOs and CPACs liaise on local training needs.  

(4) More frequent observation of panel members could enable a closer link to be established between training and performance.  However, this would place a greater burden on members of CPACs and their sub committees.     

Chairing Hearings
16. Some panel members feel pressurised to chair Hearings in their first term of appointment.  Despite attending training, many feel they are not ready to do this.

Discussion: 

(1) CPTOs could carry out an evaluation exercise of the training programme for new chairs to identify why members feel it is not giving them sufficient confidence to begin practice as chair. 

(2) Chair training could be repeated or extended.  

NEXT STEPS

17.  Resolving the issues identified above will require a range of policy development, resources and sustained pressure.  SEED’s aim is to use the above discussion points to seek advice from CPAG, CPCG, SACP and SCRA prior to full consultation on a draft strategy in the latter half of  2003.  
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