Cafcass Open Board Meeting
27th January 2017:

Panel Discussion Report

Children affected by domestic abuse
Background
Cafcass Open Board meetings consider issues of high importance to the children, families and professionals using
the Family Courts in England. Stakeholders and members of the public are invited to attend the meeting, join the
discussion and put questions to the Board and corporate management team.
Our January 2017 meeting considered children affected by domestic abuse in the family courts. Presentations from
a Cafcass Family Court Adviser, a manager, and the Chief Executive brought to life how Cafcass approaches cases
where domestic abuse features. An open discussion was then facilitated by Cafcass Chair Baroness Claire Tyler.

Introduction by Baroness Claire Tyler, Chair of the Cafcass Board
Baroness Tyler welcomed attendees to the meeting, noting that domestic abuse is a
topic that has been considered by policy makers and within parliament. Awareness
by the public has also been heightened through high profile campaigns and the
Archers storyline featuring coercive control, which is now recognised as a form of
domestic abuse. Baroness Tyler referenced the developments Cafcass has made in
approaching domestic abuse in its casework, specifically the domestic abuse practice
pathway (DA pathway). She then set out the format of the meeting, inviting the
speakers from Cafcass.

Setting the scene, Anthony Douglas, Chief Executive of Cafcass
Cafcass’ Chief Executive Anthony Douglas explained that the organisation is charged with
working with around 120,000 children each year and that our systems, and those of other
agencies in the family justice sector, need to provide a clear structure yet adapt to meet
local circumstances and the needs of each child. He made the following observations:
• Domestic abuse can have a significant short and long term impact on children’s
wellbeing. It is often the cumulative nature of abuse that is detrimental, with life-long
effects in some children.
• Most cases involving domestic abuse are not clear cut: allegations are difficult to
prove or disprove and cases are emotionally charged. It is therefore vital that our
work is grounded in a strong evidence base – this ranges from the tools Cafcass uses
to the information we draw on, such as police and other background checks. We need
to understand the static and dynamic risk factors, with the latter being the ones
that can change. Another critical evidence base is understanding the child’s daily lived
experience: how children are expressing themselves and behaving.
• Parents may come to court having expectations about the process that cannot be met.
It is important that parents understand that what will happen is an examination of
safety, with an overarching aim of resolving the case safely and as quickly as possible.
There has been a shift in the courts from promoting contact ‘at all costs’ to making an
informed decision.
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How we approach cases
Service Manager Alice Smith, and Family Court Advisor Emma Hayes set out how Cafcass will work a case where
concerns around domestic abuse have been raised. Alice explained the frameworks for practice, confirming that the
process is always child-led. She explained that the DA pathway is set out in core training and that this tool is available
on the Cafcass website.
Alice explained that the model of practice oversight ensures safe and consistent practice. She set out four cases that
had ‘typical’ indicators of domestic abuse but stressed that the work is not around fitting a particular case type: each
case is dealt with on its individual circumstances. Alice also explained the need to constantly assess the dynamic risk
factors, to see if there is a way that these can be managed so that the child is safe.
Emma explained, using a case study, how she approaches cases as a practitioner. She set out how she would use the
DA pathway and the domestic abuse risk identification matrix. Emma continued to set out the difference between
static and dynamic risk factors, so that the group understands how these are considered in our work.

Themes from the discussion
After reflecting on the insight the presentations had provided to the group, Baroness Tyler invited questions and
opened up the meeting for discussion. She challenged attendees to set out where Cafcass could do better, so that the
organisation can develop and improve on the strong foundation set out in the first part of the meeting. The following
areas and themes arose:

1. The provision of support services
The provision of support services, which can be a critical part of managing risk or moving the case forward.
Attendees questioned whether there was adequate provision of Domestic Violence Perpetrator Programmes
(DVPPs). Cafcass clarified the role of DVPPs and the circumstances which would make a DVPP suitable. Attendees
also considered whether there was any post-intervention assessment, noting the importance of understanding the
impact of such an intervention. The work of the Family Justice Observatory was cited for its work on analysing
whether there had been a positive impact in the long term.

2. Joint research
The joint research Cafcass is undertaking with Women’s Aid, to better understand what is happening where domestic
abuse is alleged in family court cases about child contact. The research will consider over 200 applications for child
contact, to gain a better understanding of the prevalence of domestic abuse allegations in these cases and the nature
of the dispute. The analysis will help understand the complexities of allegations in these cases, and the final outcome
in court. The research is due for publication later this year.

3. Cafcass tools
How frequently tools, such as the DA pathway, are updated and what informs these updates. Cafcass confirmed
that the pathway is considered in group supervision sessions, with the opportunity to reflect on its application in
particular cases, and this feedback is taken back to managers to adapt our approach where necessary.
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4. Dealing with the complexity of cases
The complexity of the cases we deal with and the importance of getting the right balance between an evidenceinformed and transparent structure and individual application based on the unique circumstances of each case.
Attendees thought the DA pathway was a prime example of facilitating such a balance.

5. 'Live time' information
What ‘live time’ information practitioners could draw on; and what is taken from past behaviour (such as history of
previous relationships). The information that schools can provide was cited by Cafcass and attendees as often critical.

6. Challenges of disclosing domestic abuse
The issue of disclosing domestic abuse and the challenges in this was debated by the group. Cafcass covered the
various sources whereby domestic abuse may be disclosed. Attendees noted the difficulties some alleged victims
may face when it comes to the information required to qualify for legal aid provision: Cafcass cannot provide legal
advice but will signpost to services that can support with statements and other services. There are also additional
safeguards that can promote disclosure, such as information going to the court without going to the other party.
One attendee pointed that the absence of police information does not necessarily mean no risk; it could be a risk
indicator if domestic abuse is disclosed.

7. Learning from Serious Case Reviews
The chair of the Quality Committee, Mary McLeod, raised the work the organisation had done in learning from tragic
cases that resulted in a Serious Case Review (SCR). One of the issues that has emerged from Cafcass’ research is the
unpredictability of behaviour in cases where one parent has murdered their children.

Conclusion
The meeting closed with the story of a young man in prison, who was a father. After being part of a group discussion
with other young fathers in prison and reflecting on a video they watched together, he realised that this was the
first time that he understood properly what constituted both an abusive relationship and a healthy relationship. This
was because all he knew from his childhood experience was abusive relationships. Baroness Tyler reflected on the
importance of educating people so that they know better than what they have experienced, critical to the wellbeing
of the next generation.
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Attendees
Name
Adrienne Barnett
Dr Elizabeth Gibby
Brian Hitchcock
Ciara Bergman
Danielle Mcleod
David Marjoribanks
Hayley Meachin
Arran Poyser (Ex-Chief Inspector for Cafcass)
Dean Rogers
Dehorah Toni
Felicity Kagana
Marianna Tortell
Nick Denys
Sara Kirkpatrick
Sian Hawkins
Daniela Nickols
Lydia Mason
Paul d'Inverno
Martin Jones
Julie Brown
Melanie Carew
Anthony Douglas
Christine Banim
Nicola Blakebrough
Jane Stuart
Helen Watson
Sandeep Cheema
Christine Casely
Elizabeth Morrison
Nickie Aiken
Caroline Corby
John Lakin
Mary MacLeod
Francis Plowden
Deep Sagar
Fay Selvan
Stuart Smith
Paul Grant
Baroness Claire Tyler
Bethany Shepherd

Organisation
Brunel Law School
Ministry of Justice
Mens Aid
Domestic Violence Intervention Project
SafeLives
Relate
British Association of Social Workers
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Domestic Violence Intervention Project
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Respect
Women's Aid Federation of England
Resolution
National Police Chiefs Council
Ofsted
Parole Board
Cafcass
Cafcass
Cafcass
Cafcass
Cafcass
Cafcass
Cafcass
Cafcass
Cafcass
Cafcass
Cafcass Board Member
Cafcass Board Member
Cafcass Board Member
Deputy Chair of Cafcass Board
Cafcass Board Member
Cafcass Board Member
Cafcass Board Member
Cafcass Board Member
Cafcass Board Member
Chair of Cafcass Board
FJYPB Member
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