A guide to serious case reviews for staff and managers
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Introduction

The death or serious injury of a child is a distressing event for everyone and when this then leads
to inquiries being made about the work of professionals who were providing services to the child
and family it can lead to staff/professionals feeling very anxious. That is why it is important that all
staff involved in the process of a serious case review (SCR) into the death or serious injury of a
child have a clear understanding about why the review is happening, what it expects to achieve,
what it involves, what is expected of them and what is the timeframe.

Waltham Forest local safeguarding children board’s (LSCB) has set up a serious case review
panel, (SCRP) to oversee all the arrangements for case reviews. The panel members are senior
representatives from children and families social care, education, health, police, and legal
services.

The LSCB recognises that involvement in a SCR case can be a very difficult and stressful
experience. It is important that staff involved in the review process are kept informed about the
progress of the review and the time scales involved. This will be done through their usual line
management arrangements and where possible direct from the LSCB. They should also be
offered counselling and other forms of support as necessary by their own agencies. Staff should
discuss issues of support within their usual line management arrangements.

What is a serious case review?

It is a multi agency review of a case. The principles and framework for the management of SCR
are set out in chapter 8 of Working Together to Safeguard Children and also in the London Child
Protection Procedures.

Working Together states that a LSCB should always undertake a SCR when a child dies and
abuse or neglect is known, or suspected to be, a factor in the child’s death. It also adds that a
LSCB should always consider whether to complete a SCR in cases where a child has sustained
a potentially life-threatening injury or serious and permanent impairment of health and
development, suffered serious sexual abuse or been killed by a parent with a mental illness. In
addition the LSCB should also consider a SCR if the case gives rise to concerns about multi-
agency working — the way in which local professionals and services work together to safeguard
children.

The purpose and function of case reviews

The overall purpose of a case review is to learn lessons about how we provide services and work
together, so that we can continue to improve our safeguarding practice and the way we work with
children and their families.

We do this by drawing together all the information about the management of a case; looking at

how the events and relationships, both within the family and within the professional network, can
be understood and identifying the lessons that can be learned from the case that will inform and
improve professional practice in the future. It will also include identifying how these lessons can

be acted upon and what is expected to change as a result

A review is not about looking for blame, but about an open and transparent learning from
practice, in order to improve multi-agency working and outcomes for children. Waltham Forest
LSCB actively promotes the ‘no blame’ premise of this work and the lessons learned approach of
any review which has the full backing of all senior managers in the accountable agencies.
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3.4 Waltham Forest LSCB recognise that this learning takes place in a context where some staff
involved may be experiencing high levels of distress and anxiety. The objective is to conduct a
review that both acknowledges the importance of professional accountability and retains its
sensitivity to the needs and feelings of the individuals most directly involved. Support for staff
involved is an integral and central part of the process.

4 What does the review involve?
4.1 There are several stages in this process:

e A SCR panel meeting is held following a referral from any of the agencies to consider if a case
meets the criteria.

e The LSCB informs Government Office for London (GOL) and Ofsted that the case will be
discussed by the serious case review panel.

e The panel makes their decision against the criteria in “Working Together”. If the criteria are met,
the panel writes the terms of reference for the review, identifying the particular areas/issues that
need to be addressed by the individual management review (IMR) authors when conducting their
review of the case and interviews with staff. The terms of reference should be shared with all staff
whose work is part of the review, so they understand the focus of the review.

e Case files in all agencies that worked with the family are secured. In cases where work with the
family is continuing, copies must be made of the record so that the work can continue.

¢ All agencies involved identify a professional to undertake a chronology and IMR. This person
should be someone who is a child protection specialist and has not had direct involvement in the
case. For example in health agencies this will usually be the designated or named nurse.

e The LSCB send the terms of reference to GOL and Ofsted, which includes the agreed timeframe,
which at the moment is four months from the point the decision is taken to undertake a review.

e IMR authors complete the chronology on a standard template that identifies all individual contacts
with the family and professionals e.g. phone conversation, visit, correspondence, supervision
discussions etc.

e IMR authors then interview relevant staff involved. The IMR author should share the terms of
reference with staff whom they are interviewing, which explains the focus of the review. The
purpose of the interview is to gain as full a picture as possible of the events that have taken place
and the perceptions and views of staff and the context in which decisions and actions were taken.
Prior to this the IMR author will have read case files and other relevant documentation and
records and will have several areas they want to explore. Staff can also raise areas they wish to
bring to the author’s attention.

e The IMR author then completes their report and includes all the factual information and then
analyses this, offering their opinion based on their overview and additional information such as
relevant research. They conclude with recommendations and an action plan

e The IMR authors must then feed back to staff their findings and recommendations. It is important
that agencies start to implement the learning from the individual management review immediately
it is available.
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An independent person, commissioned by the LSCB, will then undertake an overview report that
brings together all the IMRs from all the agencies. They critique the IMRs and analyse the
information and make recommendations.

This report then goes to the strategic leadership board of the LSCB for approval.

The LSCB then completes an action plan to address the issues raised in the overview report and
this plan is monitored by the Quality Assurance sub group of the LSCB.

The report with action plan is then sent to Ofsted who grade it and to GOL for information.

Who will do the independent management review (IMR)?

The arrangements may vary between agencies but it is expected that the person who carries out
the review will not have had direct involvement with the case. They should be sufficiently
independent of the staff involved to be objective and they should have knowledge and experience
of safeguarding work.

Who can staff talk to about the review and how are staff supported?

It is very important that staff feel supported during the SCR process. The usual confidentiality
rules apply with regard to not discussing the details of a case outside of work. If there is a police
investigation there may be further restrictions see (7.1). However, staff are encouraged to
discuss the case with their team and manager and other colleagues and professionals involved in
the case.

Where there is a death or serious injury to a child staff may wish to express their sympathy to the
family. Staff who provided a service to the child/family may wish to hold some form of memorial
service if a child has died. It is important that staff feel able, as much as is possible, to
communicate with the family as usual. If in any doubt staff should ask their managers to discuss
with the LSCB business manager.

Staff should receive support from their line managers and their individual agency throughout the
process. Most agencies have support/counselling services available that staff are encouraged to
access.

Staff should be kept informed of the progress of the IMR through their managers. On completion
of the IMR the author should ensure staff are made aware of its contents and recommendations.
We recommend that authors host a feedback meeting with all staff involved in their agency and
share in detail the issues addressed and the recommendations made for improving practice. The
IMR contains details of different professionals practice and therefore is confidential and can not
be shared in this group.

In addition to support provided by individual agencies, Waltham Forest LSCB will host at least
two staff support meetings at the beginning and end of the review process and at other times as
necessary. This is to ensure staff are fully aware of the terms reference at the beginning and
clear about the outcome and recommendations at the end.
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If there is a police investigation am | still allowed to talk about it?

If there is a police investigation it may mean discussion of the actual incident and/or run up to the
incident is not appropriate or permitted. If this is the case please seek advice from the LSCB
business manager. It is important to note that a police investigation is a moving process and it
may be at one point in time staff are advised not to discuss the case amongst themselves but at
a later date this advice might change. It is therefore important to check throughout the process
and seek advice from the LSCB business manager.

Guidance for managers

Managers should encourage staff to seek support and guidance from line managers. For
managers with a case in their team they should encourage team discussion to provide support.
This meeting should be an opportunity for staff to talk about how they are feeling and what
support they need, it should not be a discussion about who did what, when etc. If this type of
discussion is required we recommend it is undertaken by a trained facilitator and guidance should
be sought from the LSCB business manager as to the timing of this type of group.

Is the report available to the general public?

All IMR reports have to be anonymised. The identity of staff is only known by the SCR panel, the
IMR authors and the overview authors. These documents are not made public.

At present the overview report is confidential to the SCR panel. The panel can choose how
widely it shares it with senior managers in partner agencies to support them improving practice
through learning lessons. An executive summary (again anonymised) is produced which is a
public document. This will be placed on the LSCB website for a period of time and sent to all staff
who were involved.

How does the review relate to disciplinary action?
The two processes are separate. Each agency has their own disciplinary process. The objective

of the review is to improve inter-agency working and to ensure that the agencies, which make up
the LSCB, are accountable for the quality of their work in relation to children and families.

Review of other cases

Waltham Forest has decided that safeguarding practice can be improved by learning from a

number of cases where the cases do not meet the criteria for SCR but feel there are important
lessons which could be learnt about multi-agency working or practice. In these circumstances a case
review or management review will be undertaken. These will in general follow the same process to a
SCR but are not subject to inspection by Ofsted.

Suzanne Elwick 14" December 2009
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