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CAFCASS RESEARCH STRATEGY

Introduction 

Cafcass is committed to contributing to improved outcomes for children through evidence-based practice as outlined in the Knowledge, Learning and Practice Development (KLD) Strategy. Cafcass recognises that all interventions should be based on the best available research in conjunction with other knowledge generated through the legal and policy framework, best practice guidance, consultations with children, parents and other family members, multi-agency networking and practitioner experience.  The KLD Strategy commits Cafcass as an organisation to making appropriate knowledge, learning and development resources available to all its staff to enable them in their work. For the purposes of this strategy, ‘appropriate knowledge, learning and resources had been defined as those which contribute to better “Every Child Matters” outcomes for children and their families
. Its aims and objectives envisages a pro-active approach to knowledge generation as well as application: 

· Strategic aim “To contribute to the body of knowledge which informs law, practice and policy in relation to children and young people.” 

· Objective 1 “To acknowledge, consolidate and expand the role of Cafcass as a learning organisation, which can both generate and apply knowledge, including especially research-based knowledge.”

· Action “Encourage relevant research, seeks funding sources where possible, and properly disseminate research messages to staff”

The KLD Strategy therefore commits Cafcass to improving practice by increasing the research evidence available to staff which will contribute to better Every Child Matters (2004) outcomes for children and their families.

Cafcass staff already use existing research at the case level when making assessments, although there have been some criticisms about consistency in relation to this (Ofsted 2008). At the policy level existing research is used when producing policy and guidance (e.g. Domestic Violence Toolkit) and as evidence when developing new services (e.g. Trinder and Kellett 2007). 

The model below illustrates a ‘virtuous circle’, which builds on Cafcass existing strengths and strives to remedy identified gaps. This strategy forms part of the mechanism by which Cafcass plans to ensure research informs each stage of the ‘virtuous circle’. 
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(Source: KLD Strategy)

This strategy is intended to support people at all levels within Cafcass on their application of a current social work knowledge base (which uses research). Research that is relevant to Cafcass’ practice needs to be generated with a view to increasing our knowledge base. However, research does not operate in a ‘pure’ context. Its relevance for Cafcass rests in its application within practice. In using research, more questions are then generated about practice improvement, which still further research (and piloting of its findings) can help address.  

This strategy fits within the KLD Strategy.

Aims and Objectives of the Research Strategy 

In the past Cafcass has tended to be reactive rather than proactive in relation to research. This means it has responded to other people’s requests, more than it has generated its own agenda for research to inform its practice.  In 2006 HMICA recommended that Cafcass should: 

…develop a longer-term research strategy with a clear child-focus outcome in partnership with other family justice agencies, relevant organisations and departments (HMICA 2006, rec. 8, p. 11)

Therefore, part of the intent of this research strategy is to adopt a more proactive stance by identifying what new research and evaluation are needed to help improve practice and plan how those needs should be met. 
In addition, the strategy aims to: 

1. Provide a statement of purpose about the place of empirical research-based knowledge within a wider knowledge framework; 

2. Provide clarity about the relationships between (a) generating (b) disseminating and (c) applying research within Cafcass;

3. Establish a procedure for identifying the gaps in knowledge where practice-oriented research would contribute to improvement in Cafcass’ practice; 

4. Establish high, medium and lower level research priorities which reflect those areas the organisation wants to generate knowledge about more urgently; 

5. Define the kind of research programme Cafcass needs to develop in order to meet its practice needs; 

Definition of Research 

For the purposes of the Cafcass Research Strategy:

· Research is defined as “an activity which attempts to discover answers and generalisable new knowledge by addressing clearly defined questions with systematic and rigorous methods"
.

· Research covers any activity that aims to collect extra information from service users and staff over and above that routinely collected to plan and deliver services or aims to access information (anonymised or named) for other reasons than to monitor performance and plan services
.

A
Generating Research-based Knowledge 

Cafcass plans to develop and implement realistic action plans over the next three years to develop a diversified programme of planned research. However, Cafcass is primarily a service provider, rather than a research organisation. Thus any research undertaken within Cafcass needs to be that which has clear direct relevance to service provision. 

Note: This section of the strategy needs to be read in connection with “Doing Research in Cafcass” which includes the following: 

· Cafcass Research Governance Framework 

· Guidance about Writing a Research Proposal 

· Application for Cafcass Research Committee Approval (form)

· Guidance about Completing an Application for Cafcass Research Committee Approval

· Guidance about Ethical Issues to Address within the Application for Approval by Cafcass 

· Letter of Agreement Between Cafcass and Researchers 

· Research Officer’s Advice to the Research Committee (form)

In addition, the strategy needs to be considered in connection with the Annual Research Committee’s Action Plan, which sets out the goals and tasks through which the Research Committee plans to implement this strategy.

Procedure for Identifying the Gaps in Knowledge/Need for Practice-related Research 

Each year the Research Committee will initiate a consultation exercise within Cafcass to canvass opinions and identify gaps where practice-related research needs to be generated. This consultation will be done through: 

· Agenda item for discussion in senior management meeting(s).

· Email to various levels/types of staff (e.g. senior managers, service managers, business support, human resources, business support);

· News item on the intranet seeking suggestions from all staff;

· Channel C article.
This will generate information and ideas which the Research Committee will review in the light of the agreed priorities, enabling them to determine which project(s) they will seek to develop in the next year. 

Desirable characteristics of the programme of research 

Cafcass’ research programme will include: 

1. Some short-term specific ‘one-off’ research projects which provide quick results;

2. Some medium to long-term research projects which provide more in-depth information generated through a more thorough methodology but which will not be able to report results as quickly (e.g. one to five year projects);

3. Some projects which are initiated by Cafcass management directly reflecting the priorities and objectives of the organisation;

4. Projects which examine processes as well as work outputs and outcomes for children; 

5. Research that ensures all new initiatives within Cafcass are evaluated
;

6. Some (probably small-scale) projects which are initiated by staff, reflecting their individual interests. This (a) values staff ideas and (b) is likely to be more innovative than projects reflecting strict organisational priorities.

7. ‘In-house’ research that is linked with quality assurance systems, key performance indicators and national standards. In the past there have been examples where projects have been undertaken which border on research but which have not been reviewed within the Research Governance Framework by the Research Committee
. Often these ‘one-off’ pieces of work have arisen because of the need to ‘audit’ or ‘benchmark’ due to inspections and developing quality assurance mechanisms. This kind of work contributes to Cafcass’ knowledge base for practice and service development, often serving a vital role in organisational development and has been entirely appropriate. However, to maximise its usefulness, this work will now be linked to the research strategy. This will better enable these ‘one off’ pieces of data gathering and analysis to contribute to longer-term research about the same issues. To maximise the opportunities for audits (etc) to feed into longer-term research: 

(a) Cafcass has broadened the membership of its Research Committee to include senior staff? involved with the development of QA systems, National Standards and Key Performance Indicators; 

(b) Each year Cafcass is aiming to develop at least one formal research project linked to National Standards.

Sources of research data: 

With the advent of more systematic and comprehensive electronic case records, Cafcass is an ‘information-rich’ agency. The research programme needs to include projects which use these records systematically as a source of data for applied (practice-related) research.  Sources of information which will be used in Cafcass’ research are: 

1. Information already gathered through Cafcass’ own information systems (e.g. current electronic case records available through the case management system, personnel records, and paper-based records and reports completed as a part of casework such as Sec 7 reports); 

2. Additional data not normally gathered or included within casework (e.g. obtained via questionnaire surveys, research interviews or focus groups, etc). 

Potential researchers for Cafcass-related research projects 

Internal 

1. Cafcass staff who are undertaking some form of formal education programme will be encouraged to develop a research-based dissertation on topics that reflect Cafcass’ agreed research priorities. This includes people receiving funding under the sponsorship programme, and the business academy, as well as people funded by Cafcass for post-qualifying social work courses. 

2. Qualifying social work students completing a placement within this organisation who wish to complete a research-based dissertation.

3. Cafcass staff/teams who want to evaluate a local initiative through internally generated small-scale research.

4. Cafcass Research Officer.

External 

5. Established external researchers (e.g. university lecturers, etc), either in partnership with Cafcass, or under contract. 

6. Students undertaking post-graduate research that is registered with a university (e.g. PhD and M.Phil students, etc).

Funding a Research Programme

1. Doctoral research 

The Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) funds CASE studentships in partnership with agencies (who must contribute a proportion of the funding for a minimum of three years). The CASE sponsored student is registered with a university for a doctorate and undertakes research on a topic which the agency has helped to develop. Cafcass plans to apply for CASE studentships when appropriate.
2. External funds to support research projects

A systematic approach will be made to developing external funding on the basis of the research priorities. This will be done through: 

a. developing partnerships with key funders in the area of children and families service and family justice (e.g. Ministry of Justice, Dept for Children, Schools and Families, Children’s Workforce Development Council); and

b. developing partnerships with external researchers who are able to apply to key funding bodies to which a government agency like Cafcass is not allowed to apply (e.g. Nuffield Foundation, ESRC, Big Lottery Fund, etc) 

This approach will be more effective if Cafcass develops research projects in partnership with established academics whose field of interest includes children and families social work, particularly with an emphasis on the family justice system.  

3. Small scale internal research projects 

Cafcass plans to fund small scale, often locality or team-based research projects which are undertaken by ‘in-house’ researchers. The rationale for supporting these projects is that this will support the development of a culture of ‘research-mindedness’ because nothing generates an appreciation of the value of research more than actually doing research – however small a project. Criteria for eligibility and an application process for Cafcass staff to apply for this funding have been developed by the Research Committee and will be revised as needed on an annual basis. 

B.
Disseminating Research with Cafcass 

This section of the research strategy focuses on making research as accessible as possible within Cafcass.  All staff within Cafcass have individual responsibilities to ensure they search out and familiarise themselves with research that is relevant to their practice. In addition, the organisation accepts some responsibility for: 

· Encouraging staff to read/use research for their practice;

· Assisting people to find appropriate research;

· Ensuring research is disseminated to staff;

· Ensuring that guidance to staff incorporates relevant research based knowledge;

· Alerting staff about which research-based knowledge it is essential to know for safe practice, and what it is desirable to know.

Within this Cafcass will use the following mechanisms as its main tools for disseminating research internally: 

1. Internal Training 

All courses which are provided internally will incorporate up-to-date research based knowledge in their learning resources. There are a number of ways this can be done, for example: commissioning experts within their field to develop training packages for Cafcass; commissioning experts to deliver courses; including pre or post-course reading materials which include research-based information (e.g. copies of journal articles); national and area conferences which disseminate research (both that generated within Cafcass and from external sources). The Research Committee will take the lead within Cafcass for ensuring all internal training courses incorporate current research into their curriculum. 

External Courses 

Quite a number of Cafcass staff attend a variety of kinds of external courses each year. For example: Post-Qualifying training courses, Research in Practice learning events programme, external national conferences (e.g. Baspcan, Nagalro, etc), external local training events (e.g. LSCB multi-agency training courses). The benefits from such courses will be maximised for the organisation by ensuring all staff who attend external courses disseminate their knowledge within the organisation within one year of completion of the course. This will be achieved in a number of ways. For example: article for Channel C, presentation at national or area conference, presentation to local team meeting
. 

2. Good Practice Guidance and Toolkits 

Research based information is incorporated into Cafcass policies and guidance. Recent examples include: Children’s Needs, Wishes and Feelings Pack; Domestic Violence Toolkit. The Research Committee will take the lead to ensure research is included as appropriate within new policies and guidance.   

3. Intranet 

The Cafcass intranet includes a section for research
. These pages will include research reports and summaries relevant to Cafcass’ practice, accessible by all Cafcass staff. The pages will be updated a minimum of twice annually. In addition, some research précis (e.g. research alerts) are distributed as news items on the Cafcass intranet.

4. Channel C 

This internal monthly newsletter will be used to provide:

· Information to staff about updates to the intranet research pages; 

· book reviews about recent publications; 

· articles related to research (with a variety of foci, for example: research conference, research grants, outcomes from practitioner research projects, etc) to promote the value of research .

5. Email

Some research précis will be disseminated to all Cafcass workers through the email system (e.g. Research in Practice monthly research and policy update, Research in Practice prompts, précis of key research reports). Emails will be sent to key senior people within Cafcass who will then be then responsible for cascading the information down through the rest of the organisation (including self-employed staff).

6. Library and Information Service

The Library and Information Service will provide access to a full range of library materials relevant for children and families social work (e.g. published books, research reports and peer-reviewed academic journals). Additional resources (beyond the library’s own collection) will be made available via inter-library loan. 

7. Community Care Inform and Research in Practice: 
Cafcass has contracts with both these organisations. These provide all Cafcass staff with access to searchable databases with research summaries that have direct relevance to children and families social work practice.

8. Other Internet Sources 

Cafcass staff are all expected to access a wide range of research through the intranet, including (but not limited to): SCIE database; Department for Children, Schools and Families; Ministry of Justice; Joseph Rowntree Foundation; NSPCC; CWDC, etc. 

C. 
Applying Research to Cafcass’ Practice

Knowledge of current research based knowledge is insufficient. It needs to be applied to practice. While not discounting the importance of Sections A and B within this strategy, in many ways the ‘test’ of their success, rests within this section. This is because it is only the application of research within practice which will actually mean that research supports good outcomes for children. 

There are two main mechanisms Cafcass has developed to promote this: 

1. Training and guidance to support staff to enhance their skills at applying research to practice. For example: Currently the Evidence Matters handbook (developed by Research in Practice through one of its change projects
) is forming the basis for workshops being held to train staff in how to use research more effectively in their work. 
2. Quality assurance mechanisms to ensure practice is appropriately informed by relevant research. For example: staff supervision, annual performance appraisals, quality assurance reviews of Court reports, etc.  

Indicators that Cafcass is applying research appropriately in its work include: 

1. Key performance indicators are being achieved;

2. All new local, area or national initiatives that are proposed include explicit reference to underpinning research that has informed their development; 

3. All new developments within Cafcass include within them some form of evaluation;

4. Staff clearly indicate or refer to research that has informed their practice decisions in work they do (e.g. supervision records, file notations and case records, reports for Court, etc) 

5. All work with children and families falls within the ‘satisfactory to outstanding’ criteria of the “Quality 4 Children” performance management framework.

6. Evaluation research about the impact of research on practice is completed that indicates good outcomes for children as a result of Cafcass intervention. 

Cafcass Research Priorities

All the research areas listed below are ones which Cafcass has identified it would be interested in. However, within this list, priorities are ranked as shown by the following numbers: 

· 1 = Research Cafcass prioritises 

· 2= Research that would provide ‘added value’ to Cafcass and the children it serves

· 3 = Research that would be likely to be beneficial but which is of lower priority within the current framework. 

List of Priorities 

a.
Research which focuses on outcomes for children that are linked to the Every Child Matters agenda of ‘staying safe’: 

· Interventions to safeguard children (1)

· Safe outcomes for children (1)

· Immediate and long-term outcomes for child(ren) (e.g. where they live, who they live with, whom they have contact with, and whether this reflected the outcomes they and their significant family members wanted) (1)
b.
Research that examines the impact of the following bodies of knowledge on Cafcass’ recommendations, Courts’ decision-making and the eventual outcomes for children (both short and long-term): 

· (1) Attachment theory 

· (1) Children’s rights, wishes and feelings 

· (1) Risk factors already identified through national research about serious case reviews (e.g. substance misuse, domestic violence, parental mental illness, parental disabilities, etc)

· (2) Poverty and social exclusion 

c. 
Research that aims to fill certain gaps in knowledge relevant to Cafcass’ work: 

· Inspections (1)

· Children’s wishes and feelings (1)

· Adult family members’ wishes and feelings (2)

· Long-term outcomes for children of direct, indirect contact and ‘long-distance’ (in both public and private law cases) (3)

· Effects on children of moving cross jurisdictions in private law (3)

· International kinship placements (3)

· Outcomes for children who do not know the true nature of their relationships with their carers (3)
d.
Research that examines the effectiveness of Cafcass procedures, practice guidance and governance related to its statutory responsibilities with children and families (to inform the review of national standards and good practice guidance): 

· Ideal model for private law (1)

· Public law outline (1)

· Impact of Family Support Workers on practice (1)

· Multi-agency and multi-disciplinary working (2)

· Integrated working (2)

2. Research that addresses gaps in knowledge about best practice for Family Court Advisers and Family Support Workers (to inform the review of national standards and good practice guidance): 

· Culturally competent services to children and their significant family members (1)

· Meaningful and safe contact between children and their significant family members (1)

· Effective practice with learning disabled children and their parents (2)
3. Management related research that examines the effectiveness of Cafcass policies, procedures and guidance as an organisation and employer: 

· Staff supervision and appraisal (2)

· Professional development and training (internal and external) (2)

· Change management (2)  

Review of this Strategy 

This strategy should be reviewed every three years. 

In addition to the formal three-yearly reviews, each year an annual action plan needs to be developed detailing how the work will be taken forward during each budget year. 
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� See footnote 2


� This is differentiated from routine monitoring of the implementation of initiatives.


� For example: staff survey, survey of practice in 9.5 cases, children’s wishes and feelings, etc.


� Different mechanisms will be used because each is more/less appropriate depending on both the individual’s skills and also the type of external training that was attended.


� Note: these pages also include organisational policy and guidance about research (e.g. Doing Research in Cafcass).


� To which Cafcass contributed through both the working group and the piloting of materials


� Within these indicators, KPIs 3, 4, 5, 6, 7 are most closely linked with research evidence.
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