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Practice and policy context
• New public management
• Audit, inspection and quality assurance
• Integrated children’s system (ICS)
• Institutional and professional risk
• Compliance and blame culture
• Evidence-based practice
• Child welfare inequalities

Hood, 1991; Munro, 2004, 2011; Bywaters, 
2014; Bywaters et al., 2015
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The concept of New Public Management (NPM), as described by Hood (1991), embraces various characteristics of reform to the UK public sector since the late 1970’s. In general, these reforms have endeavoured to make the professional bureaucracies originally established by the post-war welfare state more ‘business-like’, and in the process make professional groups more accountable to service users and taxpayers (Cochrane, 2000). The ‘doctrinal components’ of NPM include a commitment to ‘explicit standards and measures of performance’, and ‘greater emphasis on output controls’ (Hood, 1991: 4). Over time, these components have become associated with a regime of targets, audits and external inspection, reinforced by IT-based workflow systems and the threat of sanctions for non-compliance. According to some commentators, this aspect of NPM reached its apogee during the New Labour administration (1997-2010), in which centralised targets were at the heart of government efforts to improve the quality of public services (Bevan and Hood, 2006; Seddon, 2008). The effects on child protection services have been viewed by most commentators as inimical (see above), but the principles of NPM continue to remain highly relevant today, particularly the idea that organisations and professionals should be held accountable to explicit standards and measures of performance (Speed and Gabe, 2012).

When it comes to child protection, local authorities in England have been under pressure to develop auditable processes linked to electronic records and workflow databases such as the Integrated Children’s System (Wastell and White, 2010; Munro 2004). Over recent years, such systems have helped to produce statistics for a variety of purposes. For policymakers, aggregated data on a local authority level have been a way of promoting accountability and transparency, for example by enabling services to be evaluated periodically against benchmarks of acceptability. For senior administrators, detailed local meaures have become a vital part of quality assurance, meaning that organisational performance can be monitored and thus avoid the calamity of an ‘unsatisfactory’ rating from the inspectorate. For practitioners and team managers, although afflicted by the bureaucracy involved in feeding the databases, there may be a degree of protection from institutional and professional risk, i.e. evidence of ‘doing things by the book’. 
 




Performance-based accountability

based on Freidman, 2001
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Most of the literature on performance measurement draws a distinction between structures, processes and outcomes, although the terminology used can vary. One framework that crops up fairly regularly in the field of child welfare is the performance matrix outlined by Friedman (2001), which is reproduced in guidance for local child protection boards as shown below:


The matrix distinguishes not only between ‘effort’ (i.e. inputs) and ‘effect’ (i.e. outputs), but also between quantity and quality. An additional row has been added to indicate what actions are being taken on the basis of the measures. Freidman (1997) notes that the most significant results are provided by ‘quality’ measures, particularly those in the bottom right quadrant that indicate the quality of ‘change for the better’ produced by the service. Unfortunately, these are also the most difficult measures to obtain, partly because the nature of outcomes often takes a long time to emerge. As a result, organisations tend to collect a lot of process and quantity measures. The problem is illustrated when this typology is used to categorise the main child protection measures collected nationally by the Department of Education (see Appendix 1). Only three ‘quality of effect’ measures are evident, compared to 22 other types of measure, and these relate to the proportion of re-referrals and re-registrations – i.e. they are a ‘negative’ measure in the sense of highlighting the rate of cases that are not dealt with first time round. Barth and Reid (2000) point out that child welfare services have tended to ignore what happens to children after their involvement with services ends (Barth and Reid, 2000), although connecting CIN statistics to information on educational achievement from the  National Pupil Database has recently been suggested (DfE, 2015).





Socio-technical systems design

• Majority of human error down to systems not 
individuals

• Measures should be derived from purpose of 
service – from service user’s point of view

• Design systems to deliver ‘value work’, e.g. 
services being delivered ‘right first time’ without 
fragmented workflows, referrals, hand-overs etc.

• Bad design leads to failure demand – often 
caused by focusing on cost

Seddon, 2008; Woods et al., 2010; 
Gibson and O’Donovan, 2014
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Socio-technical systems design (STSD) presents an alternative solution to complexity by seeking to reduce centralised managerial control and task specification, and instead delegate as much as possible to the people who deal with demand at the ‘sharp end’ of practice (Woods et al., 2010). By freeing people up to innovate and adapt to unpredictable situations, organisations can focus on meeting demand from the service user’s perspective rather than complying with standards and targets. One effect is to drastically reduce failure demand, as services start to organise themselves to meet predicable demand as soon as it appears at the organisation’s front door, and ‘pull in’ expertise to meet unpredictable demand without time-consuming referrals, multiple assessments, and case handovers (Seddon, 2008). In child protection, such ideas have been implemented in places to good effect, and often seem to involve a shift to ‘simple organisations and complex jobs’ (e.g. Goodman and Trowler, 2011; Gibson and O’Donovan, 2014). These redesigned services provide families with straightforward access to a range of professional support, rather than shuffling them up a tiered structure of impenetrable specialist services (Hood, 2015).
 
 
 
There are two important points to note here. The first is that a socio-technical perspective does not imply an abandonment of measures; on the contrary, there is an insistence that measures should be derived from the purpose of a service, which is defined from the user’s point of view (Seddon, 2014: 86). The second is that measures are not primarily conceived as a way of promoting accountability, in the sense this term is used in current political parlance. Instead, the measures serve as a way for agencies to experiment with systems design in order to fulfil their purpose from the end-user’s perspective. In other words, measures are used to promote learning and innovation within organisations, rather than enforce adherence to benchmarks and standards that are imposed from without. In turn, the role of inspectors and regulators becomes one of helping agencies to devise and interpret the right measures, rather than devise a hierarchy of performance based on compliance with targets.	
 
Gibson and O’Donovan describe how some local authorities in England and Wales drew on one form of systems thinking (Seddon, 2008) to redesign their child protection services (Gibson and O’Donovan, 2014). Fundamental to this was being able to understand the purpose of the service from the child’s perspective (e.g. to ‘have a family that can keep me happy and safe’). This enabled practitioners and managers to see what was important from the child or family’s point of view (‘value work’) and what was not important. From this standpoint, the performance of the system would be measured by:
•	how well social workers were understanding the problems they encountered,
•	the timeliness of the intervention
•	whether social workers were able to intervene and stabilise the situation ‘right first time’ so that these cases did not re-present to the system at a later stage (Gibson and O’Donovan, 2014: 40)
 
To give an example, timeliness was measured in terms of ‘end to end times’ for a service from the child’s perspective. This might sound obvious, but a study of the new measure under the ‘old’ service design revealed the following:
 
‘[The researchers] recorded end to end times from the child/young person’s perspective, i.e. counting instances where cases had not been dealt with satisfactorily right first time and were thus reappearing into the system at a later date. In this system, the mean was an appalling 852.3 days and the upper control limit 4073.1 days’ (Gibson and O’Donovan, 2014: 46)
 
Of course, these figures would not have been reflected in the official statistics, which concentrated on whether fragmented activities such as assessments and referrals had been completed within the stipulated timeframes. After redesigning services against demand, end to end times were eventually reduced to a mean of 31.8 days with an upper control limit of 131.7 days.  Failure demand was also measured, and was found to reduce by 25-30% as a result of redesign. Other measures were developed purely for the purpose of ‘ongoing learning and improvement in the system’. The authors note that qualitative measures were ‘much more difficult to establish’ and do not give any examples, although they insist that ‘if the new qualitative measures were linked back to what matters to the child, then they became meaningful and useful in ensuring that the help/support given to the child was effective’ (Gibson and O’Donovan, 2014: 44).



Exploring child protection measures

• Publically available datasets – performance 
measures, finances, workforce data and 
Ofsted inspections 

• Trends of local authority performance 
indicators over time

• Associations between quantity and quality 
indicators, including Ofsted ratings

• Impact of an ‘inadequate’ Ofsted rating on 
performance

Hood et al., 2016a; 2016b





Trends in quantity indicators

• Trends in quantity indicators
• Overall increase in quantity of work
• More emphasis on CP interventions
• Noticeable rise in CP activity post-2007
• Spike in care orders 2007-2010
• Effort and effect indicators show workflow in 

different parts of the system
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From 2009 to 2014, rates (per 10,000 population) of child protection investigations went up by 65%, child protection conferences increased by 45%, child protection plans by 38%, and care proceedings by 56%. 





Trends in quality indictors

• Timeliness measures show steady increase 2001-07, mostly to 
ceiling of about 80%

• Decline in initial assessment timeliness from 2007-13 
(continuous single assessments introduced in 2013)

• Most CIN cases cease within 3 months, and most CP plans 
cease within 6-11 months

• Proportion of CP plans lasting over 2 years has been falling 
while the proportion of CIN plans lasting over 2 years has 
been rising

• Sharp dip in re-referrals in 2009-10
• Repeat CP plans in slow decline before rising steeply from 

2010-14



Relationships between quantity 
and quality indicators



Indicators and Ofsted Ratings



Ofsted and the inspection of 
children’s social care
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A small number of indicators were able to predict an inadequate Ofsted rating in 2012 and 2013:
timeliness of initial assessments, rates of re-referrals, and agency workers.
Changes in performance measures in the year following an inadequate Ofsted rating seemed to suggest greater use of child protection plans and investigations compared with similarly performing local authorities.




Implications
• The increasing focus on child protection is a particular problem for 

local authorities in areas of high deprivation, which are more reliant 
on non-statutory agencies to help manage demand.

• Local authorities in more affluent areas might have a greater 
tendency to use protective rather than preventative measures to 
work with families.

• Overall pressure on frontline services may partly be down to their 
‘filter-and-funnel’ design, which means some families experience 
several assessments and even multiple case closures before their 
needs are addressed.

• Existing quality indicators tend to measure the timeliness of 
completing work processes, but these seem to have little bearing 
on outcomes.

• The Ofsted inspection process, with high numbers of local 
authorities rated inadequate, may be exacerbating the shift towards 
protective interventions in the sector.
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Existing performance indicators are insufficiently focused on outcomes and may be contributing to institutional anxiety about risk in children’s social care. Different measures are needed to refocus services on what end-users want them to achieve.
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