Brighton & Hove Children’s Services — Practice note

RISK MANAGEMENT STATEMENT

This document must be read in conjunction with the following other
documents/procedures:

1.1

2.1

1.
2.

3.
4. Children in Need policy Statement (Issued July 2012)

Sussex Child Protection Procedures

Brighton & Hove Supporting Families Document (Revised January
2012)

Family CAF Procedure

Context
Principles of a child-centred whole system in Brighton & Hove

Child centred

1.1.1
1.1.2  Family is the best place to bring up children and young
people
1.1.3 Helping involves direct work
1.1.4 Early help better for children and young people
1.1.5 Variety of need reflected in helping responses
1.1.6 Good professional practice informed by theory and
research
1.1.7 Uncertainty and risk accepted as infrinsic to the work
1.1.8 Most important measures of success are whether help is
effective  and outcomes are achieved
1

1.1.9 Outcomes for children must be identified and prioritised
appropriately across the professional network working in
partnership with families

1.1.10 Children with additional needs may have increased
vulnerability to risk

1.1.11 A system that is sensitive to the individual cultural and
identity needs of children, young people and families

Infroduction

This statement addresses the way in which risk is managed by
Brighton & Hove Children’s Service, including the Children and
Families Delivery Unit. All assessments of children’s circumstances
are assessments of risks — they may conclude that there are no
risks to address but they should all assess risk. It is right therefore
that a coherent approach is set out so partners understand the
statement for managing risk in Children & Families.
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This statement starts from the understanding that risks to children
exist — the job of social work (as the lead agency in statutory risk
assessments) and partners is to understand and manage that risk
effectively. Risk management does not mean risk taking, which
exposes children to avoidable injury and harm, nor does it mean
risk aversion which can lead to an overly interventionist role in the
lives of children and their families. Risk management means
understanding and analysing the risks children face and actively
managing them to reduce their impact. It means balancing the
risk of non-intervention with the risks associated with intervention.

The statement takes as its underlying principle that it is the role of
everyone in all agencies to enable children to live safely at
home in their families wherever possible. Therefore, input into
families has to focus on identifying, reducing and managing risk
to ensure children’s safety at home. Where that is not possible, or
cannot be made possible in a timeframe consistent with the
needs of the child, then intervention needs to be purposeful and
focussed.

Child protection work is essentially an inter-agency function —
children can only be kept safe through agencies working
together effectively and efficiently. The Police, Schools, various
aspects of health provision and other community services share
that responsibility with children’s social work. Children’s social
work is devoted to the management of risk; it is a risk
management agency.

Some Dangers in Managing Risk

Much has been written about some classic difficulties in child
protection work. Largely they are a consequence of risk not
being properly understood and managed. For example:

3.1.1 Rule of opfimism — comes as a result of not properly
understanding the risks children face and results in leaving
children in places of danger;

3.1.2 Rule of hopelessness — a sense that no change can be
arrived at and staff give up seeking positive changes. This
can result in avoidable interventions or children left at risk;

3.1.3 Incident-led responses — seeing only the presenting issue
and not the history or context;

3.1.4 Assessment Paralysis/A focus on the adults — staff aligning
themselves with and seeking to assist adults and losing sight
of the child. An accurate assessment of risk well managed
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ensures the needs of children are kept at the heart of the
work;

3.1.5 Assessment Distortion — a position adopted by a multi-
agency network that is led by one agency to such an
extent that other and potentially opposing views are not
voiced or heard;

3.1.6 Inter-Agency communication failures — key information not
being shared either at all or in a timely manner;

3.1.7 Procedural Compliance — a view in child protection work
that risk cannot only be managed but be eliminated
through an increasing adherence to and reliance upon
procedures. Inherent within this approach is a focus on
maximising compliance - from staff and from systems -
such that all risk is effectively managed out of the system,
which is an untenable position.

3.1.8 The Start Again Syndrome — whereby families experience
professionals failing to take account of previous
professional assessments and decision making ,particularly
when families move areas

None of these positions are balanced and balance is essential to
the effective management of risk. An approach which
embraces strengths and capacity to change is important in
working with vulnerable families, so is a degree of scepfticism;
engaging with adults is absolutely unavoidable and an
adherence to set procedures is necessary to avoid an anarchic
response. The views of all agencies, particularly where they
diverge, should be heard and balanced to arrive at an informed
position. The key is that these, and other considerations, are well
balanced and that the development of assessments, the
gathering of information and the exploration of new hypotheses
allows for the respective balance between these themes to be
managed and amended as required.

This balanced position is often a difficult and challenging one to
arrive at - it is a matter of fact that child protection is a complex
and multi-faceted task. It is managing this complexity and
practitioners being able to adopt this balanced position which is
what is meant by ‘authoritative practice’. One way authoritative
practice can be evidenced is by social workers and fellow
professionals attaining and holding that balanced position and
being able fo shift that position to reflect changing
circumstances for children — there wil be times when an
optimistic and supportive position should take precedence and
others when a more explicit scepticism and mistrusting approach
is warranted.
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“Authoritative practice means that professionals are aware of
their professional power, use it judiciously and that they also
interact with clients and other professionals with sensitivity,
empathy, wilingness to listen and negotiate and to engage in
partnerships. They respect client autonomy and dignity while
recognising their primary responsibility is the protection of
children from harm and the promotion of their well-being.”
adapted from Jane Gilgun

It is this ability to shift perspective whilst hanging onto the
centrality of the safety of the child that is a key element in
authoritative practice and what is meant by the phrase - ‘an
assessment is an on-going process not a one-off event.’ (Key
message from Haringey Serious Case Review, 2009).

Assessing Risk

“The challenge is not in finding the answer — it's in identifying the
next question”

Eileen Munro, in her work, ‘Effective Child Protection’ ! states that
in order to manage risk, there is a need to identify:

4.2.1 What has been happening

4.2.2 Whatis happening now

4.2.3 What might happen

4.2.4 How likely itis

4.2.5 How serious it would be

4.2.6 A combination of seriousness and likelihood leading to an
overall judgement of risk

It is self evident that risk can only be properly managed if it is
properly understood. That means assessments must be focussed
on identifying and quantifying risk — Section 47 Children Act 1989
sets out the circumstances under which an investigation info
specific incidents or concerns should take place, but adll
assessments are assessments of risks.

‘Assessment’ is the purposeful gathering and analysis of available
information. In the context of child protection, assessment should
underpin professional judgements to inform and determine the
level and type of intervention with vulnerable children and

1 Munro, Eileen (2008) Effective child protection. Sage Publications, Los Angeles, USA.

ISBN 9781412946957
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young people who may have been harmed or are at risk of
harm.

Assessment of risk in child protection must consider both past and
present factors in order to identify future risks to a child or young
person. One of the dangers identified above is that of only
seeing risks in relation to a specific and presenting incident rather
than understanding what has already happened to affect the
child. Typically, for example, children will have lived with
incidents of domestic violence for some time before coming to
the attention of the agencies and not to understand that history
will seriously underplay the harm to the child. A key part of
understanding the history is to inquire into the history of the
adults/parents involved - their backgrounds and experience of
being parented will be crucial to an understanding of their
current behaviours.

Interventions should not be delayed unfil the end of an
assessment, but should be determined in accordance with what
is required to ensure a child or young person’s safety, taking
account of any indications of accelerated risks and warning
signs. The type and level of intervention, irrespective of when it is
made, should always be proportionate to the evidenced
circumstances and risks to the child/ren.

There is no definitive, fail-safe method of predicting risk of harm
to children and young people. Risk assessment matrices and
check lists can be helpful in guiding understanding but they
cannot be absolutely relied upon to provide definitive answers to
levels of risks faced by children. What these tools cannot do and
do not purport to do is to predict future risks or events — ultimately
they can produce an evidence base to help inform future
interventions, but that stil must be driven by professional
judgement. Risk exists on a continuum rather than being a set
score on a grid or matrix and it can and does change over time
dependent on a whole range of different factors.

Good risk assessments are characterised by certain factors — they
construct a coherent story about the child’s circumstances; they
appreciate that there will be ambiguity and uncertainty about
some matters; they have been constructed through the testing
of hypotheses and a curiosity that sees people in their contexts;
they are considered and thoughtful and finally they allow for
and enable change.
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Managing and Responding to Risk

Having arrived at an accurate and comprehensive assessment
of risk, the task then becomes identifying the ‘right’ response to
manage and reduce that risk.

The key is to identify and quantify ‘likelihood’ and ‘impact’. Staff,
managers, case conferences and other professional groupings
are required to be specific about the risks (as opposed to
concerns) that a child is facing and, in identifying them, setting
out both the potential for those risks occurring and the impact
upon the child if not managed or addressed. Child protection
conferences are central to the effective inter-agency
management of child protection. It is important to establish in
the conference the nature of the risk to the child/ren and
establish what needs to change to reduce the risk. For this to be
effective we need to have a shared understanding of what is
meant by risk and significant harm.

This process must be informed by accurate assessment, current
research, expert opinion as necessary and supervisory and other
scrutiny. The likelihood and impact judgements must be both
transparent and defensible and should, wherever possible, be
arrived at in conjunction with the family and be thoroughly
informed by either the views of the chid and/or an
understanding of the circumstances of the child.

Effective risk management is essentially a reflective process —
reactive risk management almost always means overly hasty
and ill thought through actions will follow. Clearly some risks are
such that immediate action is required — however no risk is so
pressing that there is not room for some thought and reflection
before proceeding and the evidence about the damage done
to children through over hasty intervention is compelling.

An assessment of and response to risk must clearly separate out
risks — which are matters that are causing or could cause
significant harm to a child — from concerns. Concerns are about
a child’'s quality of life which could be improved by some
purposeful intervention. If possible they should be addressed and
resolved. However, the reduction of concerns is not the same as
lessening the risk to a child and it is crucial this separation is kept
by practitioners and managers alike. Section 5 below sets out
some tools and aides to risk assessment which will help generate
a factual and detailed account of the risks children face.
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Risk assessments must separate facts from opinions — one of the
key aspects of supervision and line management is to help
practitioners separate out their observed evidence of risk from
their opinions and help staff to arrive at professionally informed
judgements.

What is particularly important in the management of risk is that
professionals are also weighing up the risks associated with the
intervention and balancing those against the current risks to the
child. They must address both the needs of the child in the here
and now and weigh up the likely impact both of intervention
and non-intervention. Risk management must relate both to the
immediate problem and be forward looking.

Child Protection Plans need to separately idenfify risks and
concerns. It is the identification of risk that informs the decision to
construct a plan; the plan reduced the impact of the risks so that
the child is no longer likely to suffer significant harm or that the
risks , whilst still present, are being managed in such a way now
that child no longer likely to suffer significant harm. The Child
Protection Plan must be constructed on SMART outcome
focussed lines, with clarity about who is responsible for what,
when, how and why.

The Child Protection plan must identify:

5.9.1 Whois at riske

5.9.2 From whom or from what¢

5.9.3 What specific actions/interventions will reduce/eliminate
those riskse

5.9.4 Who will lead on them?

5.9.5 How agencies can measure reduction in risk?

5.9.6 Within what timescale are these changes to be made?
5.9.7 What are the contfingency plans?

It then becomes the responsibility of the core group to define the
detail of the Child Protection Plan and ensure that work between
conferences is purposeful and focussed and that all agencies
and parents are maintaining good communication to ensure the
plan is delivered.

When the judgement is that cases need to move into the Court
arena, the detailed intervention or Child Protection Plan
becomes the outline of the local authority position. It will form the
basis of the letter before proceedings and the beginning of
discussions between the parties, setting out exactly what the
concerns are and what the declared expectations on parents
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are and the court and guardians can more easily judge the
reasonableness of that position. This approach therefore allows
for there to be a very direct lead in to the Public Law Outline
(PLO) process.

Aides to Risk Assessment

Within this broad strategic framework and the assessment
guidance, there are a number of more detailed and readily
available tools designed to help understand levels of risk faced
by children and to help identify the right response to that risk.

The Sussex Child Protection Procedures set out national and local
obligations and expectations and are designed to ensure
statutory expectations and accepted notions of best practice
are met.

Ready access to all managers in all the services is part of the
culture in Brighton & Hove. Front line staff need to feel able to
seek guidance and advice as required and at times when it is
most needed. The delivery of a front line service to vulnerable
children is our core activity and all managers are committed to
ensuring that that work is carried out to the very highest
standards and will support staff to ensure it is.

That said, the provision of regular and structured supervision is
the core process by which staff are managed and where risks
are identified, explored and responded to. The construction of
an effective relationship between supervisor and supervisee will
enable social workers and other front line staff to be able to
voice doubts and concerns, reflect on their practice, identify any
of the distorting factors identified in 2.1 and think what they are
bringing to bear to any given situation — and from the explicit
identification of these themes comes safe practice. The
procedures set out the service's expectations of supervision and
much fraining and development work is in place to ensure it is an
effective process in the borough.

The Child Protection Plan and Care Plan are key documents is
sefting out identified risks and how they should be managed and
practitioners and their managers should be actively using them
to steer their day to day activity. Equally, core groups are the key
arena for ensuring risks are being well managed by the
partnership and review conferences the arena to review the
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extent to which the protection plan is effective in managing and
reducing risk. CAF and ETAR look at the wider managing risk
arena out of social care but are subject to the same scrutiny and
use in steering the implementation of the actions and ensuring
that there is robust monitoring of the impact and outcomes.

James Dougan
Head of Children & Families
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