
RETENTION STRATEGY

SUMMARY OF COMMENTS 

Background

1. The draft paper outlining a suggested retention strategy was circulated and comments invited in the period January – March 2003.  Comments were received from PWG, CPCG, CPAG, SCRA and individual panels/CPACS.  The paper was broadly welcomed as an attempt to identify and address issues affecting the functioning of the Children’s Hearings system.  It was noted however that the problems of retention identified did not apply throughout Scotland.  Some respondents commented that the research could have been more comprehensive.

2. Issues identified fell into 3 broad areas: resourcing children’s services, facilities and procedures for hearings and support for panel members.  It was noted that some of the issues could be addressed in the short term while others would have to be considered as part of longer term strategic planning and included as part of any review of the Children’s Hearings system.  The following comments reflect the various views expressed.

Comments

3. Resourcing children’s services

Lack of adequate resourcing is generally seen as the key factor in the demotivation of panel members.  This includes lack of social work support in terms of non-implementation of panel decisions, late reports and lack of attendance at hearings. Only proper resourcing will improve retention.  

3.1
Rigorous monitoring is required to ensure supervision requirements are implemented.  This is seen as primarily the responsibility of local authorities and could form part of the reporting on time intervals, which should be reinvigorated.  SCRA noted that while they can monitor timescales for reports, they cannot oversee implementation of supervision requirements.   

3.2
It is the responsibility of the Reporter to follow up late reports, perhaps by issuing reminders.  One respondent expressed the view that where a local authority failed to supply a report, a written reason should be provided.  There was strong feeling that where reports were not received, the hearing should not go ahead, except in the most urgent circumstances.   Guidance should be issued on dealing with late reports.  Training for social workers should stress the importance of timeous reports.

3.3
The suggestion that local authorities develop more strategic planning and innovative approaches was welcomed.  SCRA proposed that the Scottish Executive establish a workforce and service planning strategy group involving ADES, ADSW and others.

3.4
In the longer term, a more radical overhaul of social work recruitment and retention is necessary, including a review of social worker salaries. Targets for Fast Track Hearings should become standard for all hearings.  National standards for Reporters were proposed.

4. Facilities and scheduling of hearings

SCRA acknowledge that much of the inherited estate does not meet all standards but additional investment will enable SCRA to address this.  SCRA aims to meet its Property Standards Schedule target, and will take forward issue of water coolers on hearings premises.

4.1
The suggestion that Reporters be trained in working with volunteers was welcomed by many respondents.

4.2
On restoration on evening hearings, SCRA indicates that it is currently working with children’s hearings and local authority partners to improve scheduling and servicing of hearings, taking account of needs of all involved, but that any statement about negotiating changes to working conditions of Reporters is premature.

4.3
Chairs should be notified if a 4th hearing is to be added to a session, so that panel members’ availability can ascertained.

4.4
Better use can be made of hearings premises by panel members to facilitate exchange of information and discuss practice.

4.5
Continuity of Reporters and Social workers should be considered but there is less support for continuity of panel members.


4.6
Local authorities must be clearer about the needs of panel members.

5. Infrastructure

This includes formal support for panel members, support for employers, training etc.  The children’s hearings system currently has little in way of volunteer management.

5.1
Support for panel members is the responsibility of panel chair in first instance, and their ‘pastoral role’ should be formally acknowledged.  Training for panel chairs in administration and people management could be provided.

5.2
A ‘buddy system’ works in some areas and could be encouraged in training.  The suggestion of a national confidential phoneline was welcomed by many, but some saw this as a service local authorities could provide.

5.3
Long service as a panel member should be acknowledged by a letter, a Ministerial reception, or the Honours system.  Some local authorities already provide civic receptions.

5.4
Panel members should be properly recompensed, for child minding etc.  However, the suggestion that panel members be paid a sessional fee met with a mixed response, due to tax implications, the impact on those in receipt of benefits and the concern that this may attract panel members for the wrong reasons.  This would require consultation.

5.5.
Employers should be targeted as part of awareness raising 2003. This is being addressed by the Publicity Working Group.  Greater media attention aimed at employers is generally welcomed.  The benefits to employers of ‘public volunteering’ should be emphasised, with employer accreditation a possibility.  Financial incentives/tax benefits for employers should be explored.

5.6
Accreditation of training, not necessarily on vocational level, is welcomed, although the suggestion of a formal title did not receive support.  Guidance should be issued on catch-up training for those who transfer to another panel or who are unable to attend a training session in their own area.  Distance learning should be explored.  CPTOs could consult more with local authorities regarding input to training programmes.

5.7
As regards chairing hearings, some areas do not have a problem with this issue.  Where problems occur, the response was mixed on how this should be handled, with the majority view that chairing should be strongly encouraged but not forced.  There are opposing views on whether training on chairing should be part of regular training or separate.
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