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Cafcass strategy refresh: Early thinking

Background

The purpose of Cafcass Open Board meetings is to allow board members, stakeholders, members of staff, and
members of the public to discuss issues of significance to the children, their families, and the professionals we work
with. Cafcass holds two of its Board meetings in an open forum annually.

This first Open Board meeting of 2019 focused on the refresh of Cafcass’ Strategic Plan, which is currently being
developed. An introduction to our approach was delivered by Teresa Williams, Director of Strategy, followed by a
presentation on service user engagement delivered by Kevin Gibbs, Assistant Director. The meeting ended with a
question and answer session between Cafcass, board members and other attendees.

Introduction by Edward Timpson, Chair of the Cafcass Board

The Chair of the Board, Edward Timpson, started by setting out the reasoning behind
the strategy, including the ambition to build on the progress Cafcass has made since our
Outstanding Ofsted result in 2018. He also confirmed the ambition for our work to be
high impact and to help the children and families we see.

Strategic consultation, Teresa Williams, Director of Strategy

Teresa Williams, Director of Strategy at Cafcass, set out that this open session is an
important part of Cafcass engaging with members of staff, service users, stakeholders
and professionals, to gather views on how we can improve our service. She provided
background to our current strategic plan and noted that its aim was to drive where
we are going as an organisation, with a coherent approach and clear understanding

of what we will focus on. The current operating context was discussed, observing an
increase in demand as well as more complexity around cases. She noted that these
demands also require a continued focus on supporting the health and wellbeing of our
workforce.

The framework for the new strategic plan was built from the feedback received from discussions in team meetings,
from a webinar on values organised by the strategy’s working group and from discussions with the Family Justice
Young People’s Board (FJYPB). Teresa explained the proposed structure, which is based on three pillars: Practice,
Partners and People; and set out some initial feedback around refreshing our organisational values.

The three pillars are intended to capture how we will deliver the best outcomes for the children we work with,
working with the courts, the family justice sector, and wider social policy. Teresa outlined current initiatives which
will deliver these, and then more ambitious examples of what we might do. For example, the practice pillar refers to
the delivery of high quality service to all children and families, wherever they live.



A more ambitious approach to this could involve extending the menu of commissioned services and interventions.
The partners pillar involves the exchange of knowledge, expertise and learning to improve the family justice system:
the ambition or ‘stretch’ could include extending our partnerships to include other areas of public policy. Teresa
emphasised the importance of building local relationships and partnerships as well as sharing our data. The people
pillar focuses on having a more active role in the wider workforce issues including a commitment to continue to
provide the necessary and best resources for our staff so that in turn they can carry out their best work.

Teresa then set out some initial thinking around measuring success. This is likely to involve moving on from
performance indicators towards assessing feedback from service users and staff and partner organisations. She
concluded by considering what outcomes we may need to focus on. For example, do families walk out of court and
think the decisions that have been made will last? And how do we capture this?

Cafcass is working to improve capability, infrastructure and technology to support its staff, as well as capturing
long-term outcomes.We are already beginning this work with partners, such as ADCS, and through considering an
end-to-end pathway approach for children and families across the family system and other sectors, such as health and
education.

Improving service user feedback and outcomes, Kevin Gibbs,
Assistant Director

The presentation delivered by Kevin Gibbs, Assistant Director, considered one aspect of
our draft strategic plan, which is improving outcomes through better engagement.

Kevin acknowledged that Cafcass is already doing well on many fronts, evidenced

by positive feedback received from children, families and stakeholders; from the low
volume of complaints from adults and children; from the reduction in Ombudsman
investigations; from greater engagement with service user representatives such as on

the Child Impact Assessment Framework; and through our role in sponsoring the
FJYPB.

However, he also acknowledged that more can be done to enhance the voice of the child at all stages, including when
the case is concluded. This, would require greater communication around what we do and why; before, during and
after our work has concluded. Children and young people should have access to information at all points in their
journey.

One way we are improving the journey for children and families is through the behavioural insights approach to
managing demand and expectations. Kevin explains that we have a complaints process that delivers in key aspects. In
relation to children, we generally receive three or four complaints from them on a quarterly basis. However, there is
a need for a more active and systematic approach to seeking feedback, for a clearer delivery of information at each
stage, and a need for capturing data on individual needs and analysing broader themes. Cafcass is currently looking at
developing our work on the voice of the child (VOTC) to be a centre of good practice.

Kevin concluded by talking about the next steps involving the Cafcass Family Forum.This is an opportunity to bring
together people who have used our service to help identify improvements and act as a sounding board for us at all
levels.




Themes from the discussion

Feedback and the Cafcass Family Forum

There was strong interest and initial support for this initiative. Attendees and Board members considered how
people will be selected to join the Family Forum and how it will be most effective. Teresa confirmed that this would
be modelled on best practice from other organisations which have developed this approach, such as the Family Rights
Group. There was support from the FJYPB for offering a wider range of feedback mechanisms and doing more to
explain decisions at each stage of the process.

Teresa also confirmed that by introducing this model, we would not be closing other forms of engagement with
partner organisations and stakeholders. It was noted that working with these groups was an important part of
making the case for reform in the family justice system.

There was a discussion around current behaviours around seeking and providing feedback. There was a suggestion
that Cafcass should use the work on behavioural insights to identify ways in which it can be more responsive and
effective. Terminology was also considered, with a challenge around whether Cafcass should refer to cases or
children.

A Cafcass manager present reinforced the positive response she had seen in her team around the work done to date
to gather staff views, to shape the strategic plan.

Cafcass profile

It was noted that there is a strong level of trust between the social work staff and children and families, and whether
this model could help build confidence with other professionals. There was also the suggestion that trust on this
level could help build confidence in the service that Cafcass provides. Reciprocity, i.e. what we can learn from
partners, stakeholders and the children and families we work with, as well as what we can offer to them, is key.

There was a discussion around whether it was time for the work of Cafcass to become more prominent, with Board
members noting that some staff felt that this was the case.This would not be done for the sake of ‘branding’ but to
share our expertise and build an understanding of the work we do.

There was a discussion around the name of the organisation: whether this accurately represented our role and
whether this could be improved.

Outcomes for children

The discussion continued around what success would look like, from the perspective of the children and families we
work with, and from partner organisations and stakeholders.

There was a discussion on the length of cases: specifically, the time between hearings and the impact that this may
have on children.‘Waiting time’ was suggested as a new performance indicator by one attendee. Cafcass noted that
some time did need to be allocated to receiving information from outside the organisation, to inform safe decision
making, but acknowledged the impact time does have on children and parents.

The Board considered how to achieve the right balance between focusing on reviewing processes and continuous
improvement against maintaining delivery, when designing our new strategy. It was noted that there is a tendency to
focus on processes when dealing with the practicalities of rising case demand, but we need to remain focused on the
outcome of our interventions.

Board members raised the importance of technology, noting the sophisticated tools and systems Cafcass uses and to
ensure that these continued to feature in our strategy.
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