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What we do and how we help
children and families
Cafcass is an abbreviation for Children and Family
Court Advisory and Support Service. Cafcass
independently advises the family courts in England
about what is safe for children and in their best
interests.

The family court may ask us to work with families in
two main areas, including:
| Private law cases: which include helping parents to make arrangements about
their children after or during their separation. In these cases, a Cafcass social
worker is asked to work as a Family Court Adviser. Their job is to help the court
make a safe decision about arrangements for who the child lives with or spends
time with.
| Public law cases: which include working with local authorities about future
care and adoption arrangements for children who are no longer able to live safely
with their parents. Here a Cafcass social worker is asked to work as a Children’s
Guardian. Their job is to check the local authority’s work and planning that they are
doing with the children to make sure it is the best and safest arrangement for the
future care of the child and their brothers and sisters.

How Covid-19 affected our work with children and families
When ‘lockdown’ started, we received lots of questions and concerns from families about
the impact this might be having on their own situation. Families were mostly worried
about contact arrangements for children where parents were separated. We also heard
of the same anxieties for children in the public care system whose contact with family
networks and carers was being disrupted. We provided guidance for families and worked
closely with the Family Justice Young People’s Board to provide guidance for children too.
The number of new cases we received became much less at the start
of ‘lockdown’ and the family courts had to delay a lot of hearings.
However, many cases were then seen by the courts using technology
such as telephone and Skype video calls.
At the time we are writing this report, there are still delays in the
system and some children and families are having to wait a long time
for their case to be heard in court. We are working closely with local
authorities and the Judges to try to improve the length of time children are waiting. We
are trying to make sure that the most urgent work is done quickly and safely.
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Our year in numbers
The number of children and young people we worked with
who are going through the family courts
We worked with
Public
law

141,253

Private
law

16,893

28,393

Children and young people we
were already working with
New children and young
people we worked with

28,118

67,849

children and young people

78,755

applications received
in 2019-20 related
to private law

We wrote
45,711
safeguarding
letters in
2019-20.

Cafcass received
13,060 care
applications this
year, relating to
21,061 children and
young people.
Over a third of the
private law applications
that we received in
2019-20 were about the
time a child spends with
a parent
(child arrangements
orders).
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24,488

applications received
in 2019-20 related to
public law

On average,
each public
care case had
6.1 hearings in
2019-20.

A child and family journey with Cafcass public law
After receiving the care
application, a Cafcass
children’s guardian is
chosen. The children’s guardian
is an independent person who
is there to help the court
decide what is best for Billy.

Billy is 10 and lives with
his mum and dad. The local
authority has said that Billy
is not safe and protected
with his parents, and they
have made a care application
for him to be a looked after
child.

The children’s guardian looks at
the local authority’s work, speaks to
Billy and meets with his parents and
close family. It is the guardian’s role
to understand what is best for Billy
and to make sure his voice is heard
when the judge reads the report from
Cafcass.

The court makes a final
decision about what’s
best for Billy based on the
information provided by the
children’s guardian and local
authority.

In this example, the court thinks it is
best for Billy to live with his grandma
until a point where it might be safe
for him to live with his parents again.
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A child and family journey with Cafcass private law
Martha is eight years old and lives
with her mum. Her parents, Jerome
and Penny, are separated and Martha
has not seen her dad for a long
time. Jerome has applied for a Child
Arrangements Order to see
Martha more often.

Cafcass says Martha’s needs are
not being met because of the
difficulties between her parents.
She is becoming very anxious
about her loyalty to each parent
and she feels caught in the middle
of their difficulties with each other.
The court asks Cafcass to find out
what is best for Martha. A Cafcass
FCA speaks to both parents and
Martha to understand what they
would like to happen and makes a
recommendation to the court.

The Cafcass guardian says the
parents could be able to use
the Cafcass Positive CoParenting Programme
(CPPP). The judge agrees.
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Martha’s parents agree for
Martha to spend time with her
dad in a way that works for
her, and also promise not to
involve her in their arguments.
The Cafcass guardian writes a
report to the court to inform
them of the agreement.

The family court asks Cafcass to
find out more. A Family Court
Adviser (FCA) speaks to each of
the parents separately and writes
the information in a safeguarding
letter, which is given to the court.

The court sees that things between the
parents are complicated and difficult
to fix. The court says Martha must be
represented separately in court to make
sure what is best for her remains the
focus. A children’s guardian is chosen to
do further work to understand what is
best for Martha, and to find a solicitor to
represent her in court.
During the 12-week CPPP,
Cafcass works with the family
to improve communication
between the parents and to
share Martha’s wishes and
feelings through a message to
them both. This helps Martha’s
parents decide what will be
different in their relationship
with Martha going forward.

The court confirms the new
arrangements for Martha and
the case is closed to Cafcass.

Our goals
FOR OUR WORK WITH CHILDREN AND FAMILIES
to deliver the best quality social work and support services for every child and
to improve their lives wherever they live

FOR PEOPLE WHO WORK AT CAFCASS
to give our staff the support, resources and the working environment they need
to sustain excellence in increasingly challenging times

FOR ORGANISATIONS WE WORK WITH
to share our knowledge, learn from others and use our influence to improve
the family justice system and wider family policy
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Our progress
We have already started working towards our goals in 2019-20.

FOR OUR WORK WITH CHILDREN AND FAMILIES
{ The way we record information about children has been reviewed to make sure it is
clear and easy to understand.
{ We are creating a system which will make sure children are able to find out
information about their case with Cafcass and understand the decisions that were
made and what happened.
{ We are reviewing complaints, serious incidents, case reviews and critical judgements
to make sure that we learn from them and make changes so that we can improve our
work with children and families.

FOR PEOPLE WHO WORK AT CAFCASS
{ We worked with our staff diversity networks and our diversity champions to review
our progress against our current diversity and inclusion strategy which ends in 2020,
and to find out what we needed to focus on over the next three years.
{ In 2019-20 we successfully finished the first part of our new case management system,
which will help us make sure we can record information about children and families in
the clearest way.
{ We have made our leadership meetings more useful and made sure that the right
members of staff are included in these meetings.

FOR ORGANISATIONS WE WORK WITH
{ We have created a plan to reduce demand for our services related to private law so
that we can make sure the quality of our work is still good.
{ We allowed people working on eight new research projects to access to our data.
Researchers are never given the names or personal details about children and families
but they are given information that helps them to research and learn more about
children and families in the family courts.
{ We worked with other organisations to set up a Family Justice Reform
Implementation Group to support the Family Justice Board (which involves very
senior government ministers, the President of the family courts and senior people in
family justice) by making sure changes are made in the family justice system which will
make children and families lives better.
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Our performance
The quality of our work
In 2019-20 we looked closely at 9,828 individual cases to check the
quality of the work with children and families. 75% were either ‘good’
or ‘outstanding’.
Since 2019 we have been reviewing the quality of our work with
children and families in each of our 18 service areas. By October
2021 we will have reviewed all areas. Each time we finish a review, the
person leading that area agrees with their managers and the senior leadership team at
Cafcass what needs to happen next to improve the quality of our work in that area.

Learning from feedback
This year we received 12 complaints from children about our work.
Of these, 11 were about private law cases. In half of these cases,
children said they felt that they hadn’t been listened to by the FCA.
In two cases the child felt that they didn’t have control over what
was happening. In each of these complaints, a manager from Cafcass
investigated the complaint and then talked to each FCA about what
could be learned and done differently next time. We do not want any
child to be left feeling we haven’t listened to them.
We also received 1,434 complaints from adults, mostly about what the report and the
safeguarding letter in their case said. We encourage our FCAs to be honest with families
from the start, so they know the FCA is focused on what is best for each child involved.
We are setting up a Family Forum that will help us to understand how families experience
our service so we can be as kind and helpful as possible, even in difficult cases.
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Our staff
464

2,012

14.3%

Employees

Black, Asian and
Minority Ethnic
employees

as at 31 March
2020

1,542
6
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Employees with
a disability
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7.9%

*Corporate professionals include: senior managers,
business services and specialist staff
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How we spent our money
The pie chart below shows how we spent our money in 2019-20.

Depreciation and
amortisation
£372,000 (0.3%)
Other charges
£20,262,000 (14.6%)

Costs related to working
with other organisations
£2,445,000 (1.8%)

Agency staff
£2,521,000 (1.8%)
Self-employed
contractors
£2,396,000 (1.7%)

Staff costs
£110,882,000 (79.8%)

Total money spent: £138,878,000
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Family Justice Young People’s Board:
Who we are
We are a group of over 50 children and young people aged
between 7 and 25 years old who live across England and
Wales. We all have either direct experience of the family
court or have an interest in children’s rights.
We try to represent the voice of all children involved in the family court and to
work with Cafcass and other family justice organisations to improve the service
provided. By sharing our experience of the family court, we’re able to make sure that
the organisations we work with listen to our feedback, learn from this and make
improvements. These improvements benefit children who are currently going through
family court proceedings and others who will do in the future.

“Being part of the FJYPB is liberating. We are all special because we are connected. Each of us have
had good and bad experiences but we are all working together to change the family justice system
and make it better for those children and young people who may have not found their voice just yet.
“Being on the Board opens you up to share your own opinions and ideas, it helps you develop as
a person for the better. Despite our own struggles, we are still standing together. Each of us has
developed our own skills such as presenting, speaking in public, and developing our confidence.
“Personally, I feel I wouldn’t have been able to get this far without them.”
Fahmida, FJYPB member

“I have been pleased with the
interviews I have been involved
with this year. I was involved in the
recruitment for the CEO of Cafcass.
The FJYPB is continuing to grow
and members are becoming more
involved as it does.”

“It’s nice to see our
name - people know
more about the FJYPB
now.”

“I helped with the Cafcass
strategy. It was very interesting
to have a say. We were able to
have a direct say in something
that was very high up and
important.”
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Thoughts from the Family Justice
Young People’s Board
This annual report comes at a time that members of the Family
Justice Young Peoples Board (FJYPB) will remember for many
years to come. We hope that times such as Covid-19 will
never happen again, but it will certainly have a lasting impact
on us, on our families, on our relationships, education,
wellbeing and careers. As children and young people with
direct experiences of the family court, thinking back on
our experiences has helped us to push for change within
the sector. So, thinking about the work that we have done
over the last 12 months allows us to think about how and
where we can make the most difference for children and young
people throughout the year ahead.
We want to keep focusing on the voice of the child in everything that we do for the family
justice system. This will help us to strengthen the quality of family justice work and make
sure we are involved in all discussions. We want to keep offering suggestions for further
improvements with support from Cafcass.
We worked with Cafcass’ Chief Executive Jacky Tiotto to make sure we can be seen and
heard all over the country! We were able to join her leadership roadshow journey and bring
together key members of Cafcass’ senior leadership team. We helped the speakers, hosted
quizzes and importantly showed our friendly faces. This helped us to understand some of
Cafcass’ challenges and provide suggestions for how they might be tackled so that children
and young people are always heard.
We have also worked closely with the Department for Education. In 2019, we were asked
to produce a poster to be sent around schools. Some of our members said they felt
unsupported by their schools when they were going through the family court, as if it did
not affect their education. Others felt that school was a place with caring and thoughtful
staff members who were happy to listen to them. So, the purpose of this poster was to give
children going through the family courts the option to speak to someone independent who
would listen. This was a success because we were able to actively make changes and do
something that some of our members felt was missing from their experience.
The next 12 months will bring its own hurdles and pressures, especially knowing how
Covid-19 has already affected children currently going through the family court. We are
want to make sure the voice of the child is heard in every family court case. This will not be
an easy task, but we keep working with Cafcass to listen to our unique contributions. We
will also try to make sure that the whole system continues to make improvements.
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Glossary
Cafcass and the Family Justice Young People’s Board (FJYPB) have together created a
glossary of the more commonly used terms and words in family proceedings. We thank the
FJYPB and other colleagues for co-ordinating this, helping readers to understand some of
the words used in the easy read version of our Annual Report.
Adoption order – A type of order made by the family court which transfers parental
responsibility to new, adoptive parents and means that a child or young person is no longer
legally the child of their birth parents. It allows them to start a new family.
Agency staff/workers – Social workers who do not normally work for Cafcass but will
sometimes do work for Cafcass during busy periods.
Application – This is how a person asks the family court to help them.
Care order – An order made by the family court when the local authority can prove that a
child or young person living in their area is not being looked after properly.
Child arrangements order – When people can’t agree on where a child might live or
who they should see, the family court might be asked to decide. The judge will look at what
is best for the child or young person and make a decision setting out what people must do.
Children’s guardian – Sometimes when the problems within a family are really difficult
then the family court will ask for a children’s guardian to help them. The children’s guardian
is an independent person who is there to keep the court focused on what is best for the
child or young person. They will also appoint a solicitor to act for the young person in court.
Cafcass Positive co-Parent Programme (CPPP) - this is a 12-week programme for
families which provides structured sessions to parents in family proceedings. It aims to
promote positive change, improve communication between parents and restore the focus
on the child in cases where parents may have got stuck in their own conflict and lost sight
of their children.
Family court – This is where important decisions are made about children, young people
and their families. It is different to criminal courts where people go when they might have
done something wrong. Decisions in the family court are made by judges or magistrates
when people can’t agree about what is best for a child or young person.
Family Court Adviser (FCA) – Sometimes the family court may ask an FCA to meet
with a child or young people to talk about their wishes and feelings and to make sure the
family court hears what they have to say. The FCA also gives their view to the court about
what is best for the child. FCAs do not need to meet all children and young people because
sometimes families can agree themselves on what is best.
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Guardian’s report – The family court will ask the children’s guardian to write a report to
help it make decisions about a child or young person. The report will include information on
their wishes and feelings and a recommendation from the children’s guardian on what they
think is best for the child. The report will also include information from the other people
involved such as the parents and any other individuals such as experts.
Judge – Sometimes families have problems which they might find too hard to sort out by
themselves. A judge works in a family court, listens to everybody and then decides what is
best for the child or young person involved in the case. They have the final say and will make
the decision about that child or young person’s life.
Local authority (also known as children’s social care or social services) – This
organisation is responsible for making sure all children and young people in their local area
are kept safe by the people who care for them.
Private law – These cases are brought to the family court by private individuals, generally
in connection with divorce or parents’ separation. The family court may make a child
arrangements order, prohibited steps order or a specific issues order or no order at all.
Public law – Public law cases are brought to the family court by local authorities where
they are worried that a child or young person is not being looked after safely. The family
court may make a care order, a supervision order, or no order at all.
Safeguarding letter – This is a letter that a Cafcass worker will write and send to the
family court. They will speak to the parties (usually the parents) and ask about the child or
young person’s safety and any worries that they might have.
Social worker – These specially trained people help to make sure children and young
people are safe and properly looked after. They will work with families to help make it
possible for children to stay safely with them. If the family court decides that it is not
possible, they will help to make sure there is somewhere else that is safe where a child can
live.
Solicitor – A legally trained person who provides advice to people going through the family
court and can speak for them in court.
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