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1. Introduction

Parent & Carer evaluation of the Newcastle Children Services Common Assessment Framework (CAF): the benefits of participation

A core principle of Newcastle Children’s Services CAF is the active participation of parents and carers in the development and delivery of services. This is their right. Their participation is essential to the on-going design and delivery of services intended for them if these services are to be effective, targeted to need, achieving measurable outcomes, and conducted in partnership.

For Newcastle Children’s Services, the participation of parents and carers is a right to be acted upon, to be facilitated, fostered, and engaged with at every level of planning and delivery. It is a process of actions and activities, of listening and of creating the opportunities to hear the voices that should be most valued: the voices of children and young people, and crucially, the voices of their parents and carers. Families live in communities, and communities have a significant role in their lives and in the outcomes that can be achieved for them. Parents and carers are experts in their own right, and Newcastle Children’s Services welcomes the opportunity to learn from them. Their experience of the CAF is one of these key opportunities to learn.

The parent and Carer Participation (PCP) Coordinator and the CAF Coordinator designed the format of this evaluation study. The interviews were carried out by the PCP coordinator. Just as the CAF is a voluntary process, the evaluation of parents and carers views was completely voluntary and confidential.
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2. Methodology
Parents and Carers were identified by the CAF assessor/ Lead Professional initially and the contact details were passed to the PCP Coordinator. This method guaranteed a level of objectivity and the parents and carers were encouraged to express honest and frank opinions on the basis that we can’t learn if people don’t tell us!

The parents and carers were given the option of participating in their preferred way:

· By telephone interview

· By one to one interview

· A group exercise

· Questionnaire

The information they gave us was assured of our respect and confidentiality and their personal anonymity guaranteed. Parents and carers were asked to give their informed consent to the use of this data for training and publicity purposes. They were made aware that the evaluation was purely voluntary.

The areas that we wanted to consult on were agreed, and a brief set of questions (to serve as prompts for discussion) was agreed by the PCP Coordinator, Locality Manager, and CAF Coordinator. These questions are given in section 3 below.

Parents and Carers are very busy people with a thousand and one priorities and so, as an incentive to participate, a free prize draw was agreed and they could, if they wished, have their name put in to the draw for a prize of £50.00 in vouchers.

The contributions of parents and carers to the CAF evaluation give us valuable insight into how families in Newcastle experience the CAF. Strengths were identified, as too were the opportunities for improvement and the actions needed to make these improvements. Overwhelmingly the majority of parents and carers recognised and praised the high standards of service achieved by Newcastle Children’s Services.

Of the 30 parents and carers who agreed to participate in the evaluation exercise, all elected to be interviewed and for this to be a telephone interview – constraints of time were given as the key reason for the parents’ choice of telephone interviews. Interviews took place from December 08 - February 09. All interviews were undertaken by the Parent and Carer Participation Coordinator at the time and day that was convenient to the parents and carers.  All consented to their information being made available for training and publicity purposes.

Of the 30 who were interviewed, only 1 participant decided to withdraw from the evaluation, giving as the reason that they did not want further involvement from Children’s Services. This high level of participation is significantly different from national comparative studies that show nearly 3 out of 4 people do not engage in similar circumstances. This demonstrates the enthusiasm of the parents and carers in Newcastle for the consultation exercise and their desire to have their voices heard. This is the key to this evaluation exercise. From the outset it was designed to result in qualitative information, the ‘told stories’ of parents and carers, instead of generating quantitative and statistical data from which their voices and experiences are excluded. This document is rich in the data that matters most – parents and carers experiences of the CAF.​
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3. Results
Q1. Why did you agree to participate in the CAF?

The majority of participants responded that they had a problem that needed a solution, and they thought the CAF would benefit their child/family. A third of the respondents were encouraged to engage because they had trust in a professional that was known to them and that professional explained the benefits. Many of the participants felt faith in the process, and that they would get the help and support and support their family needed.

“To me, it was a way of getting the ball rolling”

“I was getting nowhere and this got things going forward”

Q2. Was there anything about the member of staff that you worked with that helped you make the decision to participate?

The majority of the respondents felt that they trusted the lead professional or assessor, and there had been a certain amount of contact with the CAF assessor and/or LP that helped them and encouraged them to see the benefits of the CAF. Many saw the importance of the CAF as a means of bringing services together and said this was a big improvement on their previous experiences of fragmented services. 

“Thanks to her (the LP) it got me on the right road”

“It was worth trying – it kept the roof over my head!”

“I got the support I wanted”

Q3. What was it like to be involved in the process?

Almost all of the respondents were happy about the process and at least two thirds of these parents and carers had found it helpful. A small number of parents said that initially they feared that by getting involved with the CAF their children would be ‘taken away’ from them, but this anxiety was soon alleviated by the approach of the LP.

“It was like my prayers had been answered. I felt like I was getting nowhere before the meeting and after the meeting it was like a weight had been lifted off my shoulders”

“It was a useful and good experience; I wish they’d had this around when my daughters were growing up”

“I could talk to them about anything and they listened”

“My life would have been upside down if I hadn’t got involved”

Q4. Was it useful to you and your children, and if so, how?

Virtually all parents and carers said that this had been really useful to them. Being able to talk to the professionals that were working with the child was a big plus for the parents and carers, and they felt that the support, advice, and problem – solving was more coordinated. Some parents and carers said that they gained a valuable insight in to their child’s activity, and in turn the professionals gained an insight into the family’s activities. Some of the parents and carers said that their children had found it useful too. Most of all, the parents expressed relief to know that they were not alone, that they could get help and that their child was not the only child experiencing difficulties.

“My daughter found it useful and it has improved her self – esteem and confidence”

“My daughter is a different person, happier at school and at home”

Q5. What did you think about the form?

Although about a quarter of the respondents thought the form was too long, the majority had no recollection of the form itself and no comment to make about length etc. For most of the parents and carers the act of completing the form was important as an emotional and learning experience.
“I didn’t fully realise what the situation was until I put it on paper”

“It was quite an emotional experience”

Q6. What did you think about the meeting?

The large majority of parents and carers were very happy with the meetings, saying these were convened at times and dates that suited them. Because of demands on their time, the parents said that bringing all the professionals together cut down on meetings and led to a clear action plan. Many parents and carers said that the CAF introduced a new way of working with professionals from previously and this was a positive experience. They felt that all the issues were discussed a plan identified with timescales, and they felt the pace was less pressurised.

“It was the first time I felt listened to”

Q7. What was it like having a lead professional (LP)?

All respondents said they felt comfortable and happy with their LP. The LP gave support, was reliable, organised meetings and contact, and importantly for the parents, gained their trust; parents described being able to trust their LP as the essential factor in establishing the relationship.

‘I could not fault her’
‘She went beyond the call of duty’
‘You know which professional to contact about anything instead of contacting lots and getting passed around’
‘My LP is non – threatening, she is not an authority figure who makes you feel anxious but a calming lovely person’
Q8. What are your thoughts on having your information shared?

Although a few parents said they were initially anxious about having their information shared with other professionals by the LP, nearly all accepted that this was the means to having their needs properly assessed and helped. Many parents said that as the CAF progressed, they found the respect for confidentiality and for their information helped them to relax and feel secure. 

“It was by having information shared that I found out I wasn’t the only one”
“Everything was out in the open, everyone knew where everyone stood, I feel I can go to the team if I have a problem”
“It can only benefit those involved, saves repeating your-self to lots of professionals”
“Happy. It showed me I was in the same boat as other people. The professionals have more strategies and getting feedback was positive”

“Questions were asked that needed asking”
“It was a great relief to share information; I felt that school listened to me”
Q9. If you had a friend who was about to be involved in CAF what advice would you give them?
The overwhelming response of the parents was: Go for it! Several of the parents reported that they have already recommended the CAF to friends and family.

“I don’t feel alone, I no longer feel isolated”
“I would recommend it. It can be daunting in a room full of people. You should keep focused and have your say. Sometimes professionals don’t speak plainly”
“To do it; I would reassure them that the kids will not be taken away”
“Don’t feel intimidated, it is there to help you/your child. Be as open and honest as you can to get the best out of it”
Q10. Tell us what you think could have been done better or differently?
The majority of the respondents said they were very happy with the CAF and didn’t personally think there was anything that needed to be done differently. Some said the form could be shorter – as a help to the LP and not because they felt it had been too long. Some also said that if they had been introduced the professionals prior to the CAF it would have helped them relax and been less intimidating. They suggested an ‘ice-breaking’ activity might be helpful.

Q11. If there was something that we could have provided for you when the action plan was developed what would that have been?

Two thirds of the respondents thought everything necessary was provided but a third gave responses that ranged from practical things for the home to trips out.11 of the respondents made suggestions that they thought would have made a difference. The suggestions ranged from practical items for the home (washing machine, cooker, adult bed, furniture) and trips/outings that would help to build self-confidence and self-esteem, or help the bonding with their children.

“I have always wanted someone to come out and see what my daily life was like. A break would be good, not respite, but my child is much better when he goes out, his behaviour improves. I was frightened to ask for help, there’s a fear of being labelled a bad parent, I would never get a social worker involved. There’s not a lot of ‘me’ time”
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4. Lessons learnt and themes

Trust us as parents and carers!
Feeling they can trust the LP and the professionals involved was the most essential factor in the parent’s ability to build relationships with them. As the relationship grew in trust so also increased the parent’s confidence in the CAF process and that positive outcomes would be achieved. Mutual respect was necessary to the relationship-building process, and parents emphasised the need for the importance of their involvement to be recognised and articulated by the professionals. They had confidence in the abilities of the professionals and wanted professionals to reciprocate by having confidence in their abilities as parents and carers.

Overwhelmingly the respondents were pleased with the outcomes achieved and saw the CAF as a wholly positive experience that brought professionals together and agreed a plan of action. However, prior to this experience they approached the CAF with anxiety, concerned that their engagement might lead to professional involvement in ways beyond their control. Once they had established confidence in the process through a relationship of trust with the LP they felt professionals worked in partnership with them in a relaxed and supportive way. They also felt that there was a safety net for them after the process finished and they could contact professionals when necessary.

Parents and carers are busy people!

Many parents and carers expressed disillusionment and frustration with previous experiences of fragmented services, professionals who did not attend meetings with them, or meetings that did not start on time and actions not achieved. Overwhelmingly the same parents and carers said their experience of the CAF, to the contrary, had been of professional engagement that was appropriate from the outset, of meetings starting on time, and held at venues accessible and suitable for the parents. The parents said they felt actions for achievement were agreed in partnership with them and that outcomes were positive. 
Word of mouth counts!

This evaluation set out with the aim of enabling the voices of the parents and carers who had engaged with the CAF to be heard and for their stories and experiences to inform the future direction and progress of the CAF in Newcastle. The quality of the data they have provided, literally does speak for itself, and this evaluation is rich in the information that only parents and carers can provide. They have told us that their experience of the CAF is wholly positive and that they would unequivocally tell their friends to ‘Go for it!’ This is a success that Newcastle can be justifiably proud of, especially in comparison with evaluations from other local authorities nationally. The importance of this word of mouth affirmation from parents and carers cannot be underestimated as a factor for future on-going success in CAF delivery. Parents and carers feel appreciated and respected as partners in achieving good outcomes for their families with professional assistance and support. They feel valued, trusted, respected, and listened to by professionals. They want to be asked about their experience of the CAF and many want to play a role in passing on their experiences to us and to their friends and other family members. This enthusiasm can and should be put to work for the benefit of other parents and carers.

“For what they’ve done for me, it’s been great, helpful. You are not alone, get in touch”
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For more information contact:

Val Chadwick

Parent & Carer (PCP) Coordinator


Children’s Services

Blackfriars 

Dispensary Lane​​

Newcastle upon Tyne

NE1 4XN

Tel: 0191 2606512

val.chadwick@newcastle.gov.uk

There are a number of sources for more information and guidance

For more information about CAF, information sharing, ContactPoint 

​​​and more, visit www.newcastlechildrenservices.org.uk/caf 

The Children’s Workforce Development Council supports 

the implementation of Every Child Matters 
www.everychildmatters.gov.uk 

The Families Information Service website is a guide to services 

and organisations working with children and young people 

www.newcastlefis.org.uk

This leaflet has been produced by Newcastle City Council 

www.newcastle.gov.uk​​
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