Cafcass Open Board Meeting
27th March 2015:

Panel Discussion Report

How mental health issues in families affect
children both directly and indirectly
Background
Each year Cafcass opens two of its Board meetings to the public. The March 2015 Open Board focused on mental
health issues in families and how they affect children both directly and indirectly within the specific context of the
family justice system.
Colleagues and stakeholders from across the sector together with members of the public were invited to attend to
discuss the nature of the issues and what can be done to help children and young people.
The meeting included presentations from the Earl of Listowel, the Family Justice Young People’s Board, YoungMinds
and an open discussion led by Baroness Claire Tyler. The key themes arising from the discussion included how
mental health affect the family unit, working together to better support children and young people and support
mental health workers, and how data can be used to understand common features affecting mental health.

Introduction by Baroness Claire Tyler, Chair of the Cafcass Board

Having promoted the importance children’s health and wellbeing professionally and in
Parliament for a number of years, Baroness Tyler expressed her pleasure that the focus
of the Board meeting would be on mental health in the context of the wider family and
the impact it has on children and young people in particular.

Welcome from Anthony Douglas, Chief Executive of Cafcass
Anthony Douglas said that the voice of the child is at the heart of Cafcass’ work. He
emphasised that professionals must recognise the importance of the child’s journey and
their timescales, noting that mental health problems in childhood can lead to wider and
deeper problems and difficulties in adulthood. Anthony Douglas pointed out that the
work Cafcass practitioners carry out provides just a snapshot into a child’s life; therefore
it is important that practitioners and other professionals work to identify what young
people are going through, and how the development of mental health problems can be
prevented through using the most effective interventions as early as possible.
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Themes
1. Mental health as an issue that affects the family unit
The meeting clearly identified that mental health is an issue that affects the family as a whole, not just individuals
within it. Baroness Tyler spoke about the inter-generational context of mental health issues, referring to perinatal
mental health as a rising issue. Children are more likely to experience mental health issues if their mother has also
experienced them, or in cases where their parents battled mental health and didn’t receive the help they needed.
Baroness Tyler highlighted that one in four people experience mental health problems at some point in their life
and over half of these adults verified that they started in adolescence, by the age of 14. She suggested that children’s
mental health should not be compartmentalised from adult mental health.
Kate-Blake-Holmes, PHD Researcher and Associate Tutor in the School of Social Work, University of East Anglia
noted the importance of ensuring that children who live with parents with mental health problems, as well as young
carers who look after parents with acute problems, are themselves cared for and that their development of mental
health issues is mitigated. Guest speaker Laurie Oliva, Youth Engagement Manager from YoungMinds explained the
organisations’ efforts to understand the landscape of children’s lives today and the pressures they face which may
cause them to develop mental health difficulties. Results of a survey conducted by the charity in 2013 showed that
school pressures, sexual pressures, technology, bullying, youth unemployment and body image all played a role in the
development of mental health difficulties.

2. Working together to provide the best support to children with mental health issues
Anthony Douglas, Claire Tyler and Laurie Oliva were pleased to report the increasing coverage and awareness of
mental health issues in recent months. Anthony Douglas drew attention to campaigning that has been taking place
and recent grants to a number of services. However, it was acknowledged that there is little information about
mental health and that children’s mental health services were still seriously under-resourced. Chloe, aged 15,
member of the Family Justice Young People’s Board (FJYPB), spoke about her personal experience of mental health
issues which were triggered when she moved from living with her father to living with her mother. She spoke about
the support she received from mental health workers at Better Together, Action for Children and the Children
and Adolescent Mental Health Service (CAMHS) to help assess her issues and how she was feeling. Chloe called for
more support and training for school counsellors, as well as more support for school pupils being bullied. Baroness
Tyler further highlighted the need for better counselling services in schools, emphasising the important role they play
in providing early intervention and support. Jeremy Gleaden, Senior HMI, Social Care Policy at Ofsted noted that
school inspections are looking more deeply into the health and social needs of children and whether these are being
met by schools.
Carole Goodman, Senior Head of Service at Cafcass encouraged Cafcass representatives on local family justice
boards and safeguarding boards to use their membership to inform and raise awareness of children’s mental health
issues. It was acknowledged that many are still uninformed and lack information about children’s mental health.
Fay Selvan, Cafcass Board member, highlighted the crucial input of the FJYPB to inform the wider sector of young
people’s experiences to create change. Likewise, Laurie Oliva implored professionals in the wider health and social
care sector to promote resilience, prevention and early intervention. She drew attention to the fact that many young
people currently accessing mental health services are not being seen until ‘crisis’ point and that their experiences of
the system are largely fragmented. Laurie Oliva and Stuart Smith, Cafcass Board member identified that children’s
mental health services and wider organisations carrying out work to support children and young people must
become more integrated, more focused and more effective.
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3. Supporting mental health workers and their relationships with children
Guest speaker the Earl of Listowel spoke about mental health issues affecting children in care and emphasised the
vital role of nurses who work with children and young people with mental health difficulties. He affirmed that good
mental health is founded on strong and positive relationships and that nurses who work with young people who
are struggling with mental health problems often provide a stable, positive figure in their lives. Assisting children in
care to maintain strong, secure relationships allows for positive relationships in their adult lives. The Earl of Listowel
suggested the appointment of specialist mental health professionals to advise important decisions and to ensure that
children’s interests are put first. They would provide important support and assistance to child care workers and
other people who have direct relationships with children, such as Children’s Guardians and foster carers.
Florence Merredew, Health Group Development Officer, BAAF, further emphasised the importance of gaining the
perspective of medical advisors. She drew attention to a rising tension between future cuts and the extensive work
needed to be carried out to fully understand and respond to mental health issues.

4. Using Cafcass data to understand common features affecting mental health
Richard Green, National Child Care Policy Manager for Cafcass, presented the results of a small scale study carried
out by Cafcass which looked at the extent to which mental health issues feature in Cafcass cases. Twenty cases were
studied. Ten were private law cases and ten public law cases. The study found that exactly half of the cases featured
mental health concerns, five within private law cases and five within public law cases. The roughly equal incidence
across private and public law was surprising. Those carrying out the study were able to identify whether children
were receiving mental health services and at what level. Richard Green pointed out that it would be of additional use
to have more information on the type of mental health service a child accesses and who was providing the service.
It was identified that, with the use of Cafcass data, it may be possible to find common features in cases where
children have mental health issues. Encouragingly, the study revealed that all children with mental health issues were
receiving support – however, it is widely recognised that not all children are adequately supported. Stakeholders
acknowledged the overlap between child sexual exploitation (CSE) and child mental health, noting that children who
are victims of CSE are likely to suffer mental ill-health, and recognised the need to research this further.
Stakeholders were keen to acknowledge the unique national data Cafcass holds concerning both public and private
law cases, emphasising that Cafcass is in a position to create change because of the role they play in these cases.
Neville Hall, Assistant Director, suggested the collection of Cafcass data featuring mental health issues to form part
of a larger study. Arran Poyser, former Chief Inspector for Cafcass 2001-2005, highlighted the enormous potential of
this data and the importance of Cafcass research being available to those in the wider health and social care sector.
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Conclusion
Baroness Tyler thanked everyone for their insight, noting that several significant points had come out of the
discussion. These were:
• The need for Cafcass practitioners to have a basic understanding of mental health issues and for this to be a core
part of their training.
• The importance of sharing Cafcass data, using this data for research and making it available to others to assist the
work of the family justice sector.
• The need to communicate and work effectively with other bodies and agencies within the family justice system to
create a more integrated and effective response to mental health issues across the sector.
• The importance of recognising that mental health issues feature across both private and public law.

New members appointed to the Cafcass Board
Cafcass is pleased to welcome Deep Sagar and Paul Grant to the Cafcass Board, who have been newly appointed
with an initial term of three years from 1st April 2015. Francis Plowden, who has served on the Board since 2012,
has also been reappointed for this period.
Deep Sagar
Deep Sagar had a career in the private sector, working in senior management for companies like Coca-Cola and
Unilever internationally. More recently he has had many non-executive roles across sectors. His present roles
include Chair of the Information Standards Board for education, skills and children's services and Member of the
Parole Board. Previously he held roles such as Chair of G3 (Inspiring Individuals) and Turnstone Support and
Non-executive Director of HM Inspectorate of Education.
Paul Grant
Paul Grant has been the Managing Director of his own consultancy firm since 2006. He is a non-executive Director
at both Nottingham CityCare Partnership and Accent Housing Group. His previous career is in regeneration
(Deputy Chief Executive of New Deal for Communities in Nottingham) and in criminal justice and rehabilitation.
He also set up, and is currently Vice-Chair, of Nottingham Black Families in Education. He had seven years past
experience as a Non-Executive Director with the Nottinghamshire Probation Trust.
Francis Plowden
As a current Board member at Cafcass, he chairs the Audit and Risk Committee. He had a long career in
PricewaterhouseCoopers and its predecessors, holding a number of senior positions including Global Government
Sector Leader. Since 2001 Francis has held a considerable portfolio of public and other appointments across
the private, public and voluntary sectors – for instance, Board Member of Care International (UK,) Trustee and
Chairman of the Audit and Finance Committee of West Dean College, Board Member and Chairman of the Audit
and Risk Committee at the Serious Organised Crime Agency (2009-2013).

5

