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Independent Review Officer Service quality assurance report 
Quarter 4 (January 2014 to March 2014)  

 
Introduction 
 
This report summarises the quality assurance work undertaken by Independent 
Reviewing Officers (IROs) during the fourth quarter of 2013/14 (January to March 
2014) with respect to the level of IRO and social work practice and performance 
for children in the care of Kent County Council.   
 
The report is divided into 4 sections: 
 

• Section 1 – Workload 
• Section 2 – IRO practice and performance 
• Section 3 – Social work practice and performance 
• Section 4 – Children and young people’s views  

 
Due to the recent implementation of a new children’s Information System (Liberi) 
in December 2013, it has not been possible to provide information in time for this 
report on the proportion of reviews chaired within timescales or the percentage of 
review minutes completed within 15 working days.  It is expected that this 
information will be made available in time for inclusion in the IRO Management 
Report for 2013/14, which is expected to be finalised in June 2014. 
 
Key headlines 
 

• Children in care numbers have stabilised over the year period, although 
there remain fluctuations on a daily and monthly basis. 

• IRO caseloads have been steadily reducing, although this needs to 
continue in order to enable IROs to be as effective as possible in their 
case oversight role. 

• There has been some improvement in participation of children at their 
reviews, especially in relation to the number chairing all or some of their 
reviews.  Further work is required to strengthen further participation and 
involvement, including outside of the review. 

• The IRO service receives a late notification of children coming in to care in 
approximately a fifth of cases. 

• There has been a significant drop in the number of formal escalations 
made by IROs.   

• The percentage of care plans that are meeting the child / young person’s 
needs continues to improve.  The work underpinning the care plan is of a 
much higher consistency, which suggests that Social Workers do not 
always effectively translate all that they are doing into a written plan. 
Further work is also required around the implementation of the plan within 
the child / young person’s timeframe, although this has also improved. 

• There has been a significant drop in the proportion of Social Worker’s 
reports for the review graded as satisfactory or better since the last quarter.  
A key factor remains the timeliness of these reports being completed and 
provided to the IRO before the review. 

• The majority of children and young people (95.8%) are considered to be 
receiving their Pledge commitments – although only 15% of children / 
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young people report in the consultation questionnaires that they know 
what the Pledge is.   

• 70% of children / young people who responded to the leaving care survey 
said they found it difficult to get the support and help they needed after 
leaving care. 

 

Section 1:  Workload 
 
The number of children and young people in care 
 
At the end of Quarter 4 there were 1842 children and young people in the care of 
Kent County Council. This is a rise of 11 when compared with the number of 
children and young people in care at the end of March 2013 (1831). 
 
Of these 1842 children and young people, 1624 were UK citizens and 218 were 
unaccompanied asylum seeking children (UASC).  Compared to end of March 
2013, the number of UK citizen children in care had decreased by 17 and the 
number of UASC in care had increased by 28.   
 

    
A breakdown of the number of children and young people in care by Area/Service 
as at 31st March 2014 is presented in the PIE chart below:  
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The overall distribution of children in care across the authority and by service 
remains relatively unchanged, although it does reflect the slight increases in the 
numbers of children in care in the East Kent Area, the Service for 
Unaccompanied Asylum Seekers, Catch 22 (16plus) and the Children’s Disability 
Service, while North Kent, West Kent and the South Kent Area have all had 
decreases.   
 
IRO caseloads 
 
The IRO service comprises of 22 full-time or equivalent (FTE) IRO’s.  Three of 
these posts (both within the South / East Area team) are currently filled by 
agency staff until permanent IROs can be recruited.  The service also has a 
reserve of 2 IROs under zero hour contract arrangements, who are called upon 
to assist when vacancies arise and / or when the main constituent of IROs are 
unable to chair due to sickness.  Work is currently being undertaken to review the 
structure of the IRO service in order to ensure that it is delivering an effective 
service.  A key focus of the review is on how to improve the level of recruitment 
of IROs with relevant Team Manager experience, which is a key attribute outlined 
in the statutory guidance within Volume 2 of the Children Act 1989 (IRO 
Handbook).  This review is also looking at whether the number of FTE IROs 
needs to increase from 22 FTE to 24 FTE in order to ensure that caseloads are in 
line with the statutory guidance of no more than 70 children in care per FTE IRO.   
 
IRO caseloads were at 83.72 per FTE IRO by the end of the Q4 period.  This 
represents a slight drop of 3.78 cases per FTE IRO when compared with Q1, 
although caseloads have risen by approximately 0.5 per FTE IRO when 
compared with caseload sizes in Q2.   
 
Actual caseloads currently average 86.3 as a result of some IRO vacancies.  This 
is mainly affecting the SK/EK IRO Team, which has an average caseload of 89.3.  
This issue is being addressed through the recruitment of new IROs.   
 
 

The number of reviews chaired 
No optimum performance defined 

 
A total of 1251 reviews were chaired during the Quarter 4 period, which 
represents a decrease of 134 when compared with the Quarter 4 period of 
2012/13 (1385).   
 
Over a full year period, the IRO service has chaired 5220; a decrease of 176 
when compared with 2012/13. 

 
Section 2: IRO performance 
 

 
The % of reviews chaired by the IRO service 
  No optimum performance defined 

 
The IRO service chaired 99.9% of all reviews chaired during quarter 4; an 
increase in performance of 0.6% when compared with the Q3 period, 0.5% when 
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compared with Q2 period (99.4%) and 0.1% when compared with the Q4 period 
of 2012/13. 
 
Performance for the whole year is at 99.5%, which reflects an increase of 0.2% 
when compared with 2012/13. 
 

  
 

 
Participation of child/young person at Statutory Review 
Further improvement required 

 
The IRO service and the operational social work teams have joint responsibility 
and accountability for this area of practice. 
 
During Q4 period, 4% of children and young people (excluding children under the 
age of 4 years) did not participate in their review (96% participated at some level). 
This represents a slight drop (0.7%) when compared with the Q3 period (96.7%) 
although a slight improvement (0.3%) when compared with the Q4 period of 
2012/13 (95.5%). 
 
The average performance for the whole year (213/14) showed a participation 
level of 96.9%; an improvement of 0.3% when compared with performance in 
2012/13. 
 
While these findings reflect a generally improving picture with respect to 
participation and involvement of children in care at their reviews, further work is 
still needed to increase performance higher.  There is an expectation that all 
children and young people in care over 4 years of age should be participating at 
some level in their reviews.    Participation is a focus outside of the review; in 
everyday practice.  IROs should be using their oversight to ensure that children’s 
views are recorded in their own words on assessments and plans made about 
them and that information about how to complain and access advocacy services 
is provided as a matter of course at every child in care review meeting.    
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Children and young people chairing their own review meetings 

 Further improvement required 
 
There has been a 390% increase in performance with respect to the number of 
children and young people chairing all or part of their reviews over the whole year.  
During this quarter 4 period, 78 children and young people were enabled to chair 
part of their reviews, with a further 4 young people chairing the whole review 
meting (82 in total).  This compared with 8 in the Q3 period of 202/13, 21 during 
the previous Q4, 31 in Q1, 48 in Q2 and 72 in Q3. 
 
 

 
 
 
Section 3: Social work performance and practice 

 
Late notifications of reviews 
Performance is poor 

 
A late notification is defined as 2 or more days after the child has come in to care.  
A delay in the IRO service being notified promptly delays an IRO being appointed 
and makes it harder to ensure that the initial review takes place on time. 
 
The IRO service received 32 late notifications from operational social work teams 
during the Q4 period.  This represents 20.3% of all children and young people 
(158) beginning care episodes during this period.  When compared with the Q3 
period, there has been a slight decrease in performance of 1.2% although Q4 
performance is better than Q1 (22.4%) and Q2 (23.7%) and the average for the 
year as a whole (21.4%).   
 
When compared with performance during Q4 of 2012/13 (15.8% late 
notifications), there has been a drop in performance of 4.5%. This has been 
raised with the Assistant Directors responsible, emphasising the need for each 
area to have a named admin link to the IRO service to ensure timely notifications. 
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Escalations / IRO challenges 
Performance is good 

 
During this quarter period, of the 1246 cases reported on by IROs, 91 formal 
disputes (7.3%) were raised under KCC’s IRO dispute procedures; requiring the 
local authority to address the issue within 20 working days.  A further 129 
challenges (10.4%) were raised informally by IROs during the Q4 period. 
 
Of the 91 formal disputes, 78 (85.7%) were addressed at the level of Team 
Manager, 12 were escalated to Service Managers, and 1 was escalated to the 
Assistant Director level before a resolution was achieved.  No cases required 
being raising formally to the Divisional Director for Specialist Children’s Services 
or higher.   
 
There has been a marked drop of 9.1% in the overall number of disputes made 
by IROs compared to the Q3 period (September to December 2013) (from 26.8% 
to 17.7%), although this is qualified by a rise in Q4 in the number of disputes that 
have been made formally; 5.4% in Q3 compared with 7.3% in Q4.  When Q4 is 
compared with the previous Q4 in 2012/13, this shows a significant drop in the 
number of disputes made; from 54.7% to 17.7%, with formal disputes reducing 
from 15.8% to 7.3%. 
 
The average % of cases where an IRO challenge has been made over 2013/14 
is 30.6%.  The drop in disputes that has been evident over the last year and a 
half is likely to be down to overall improvements in Social Work practice as well 
as IROs being more focussed and balanced on how they use their powers; 
balancing the need for effective challenge along with support to help get things 
done.  This improvement can be evidenced in the quality of care planning activity, 
including the implementation of plans that has been evident in IRO QA reports 
over this time period.      
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The single main focus of IRO disputes was on the care plan / pathway plan, 
accounting for 39% of all disputes issued (formal and informal). 
There does remain some variation between operational Areas / Services in the 
number of escalations, which is shown in the table below:  
 

 
 
Quality of practice 
 
Since April 2013, the IRO service has moved the majority of its quality assurance 
focus from process driven activities onto the quality of social work practice and 
activities that are more closely associated with positive outcomes for children and 
young people in care. 
 
At the present time, this focuses heavily on care planning, including the core 
activities that underpin a good plan and its implementation, the quality of the 
social work report for the statutory review, and the delivery of Kent’s Pledge to 
our children and young people in care. 
 

Care Plans 
  Performance needs improving 

 
Of the 1135 QA audits undertaken by IROs during the Q4 period, 916 were 
deemed to be of a sufficient standard or better (80.7%), while 219 (19.3%) were 
considered inadequate.   
 
This finding confirms an ongoing improvement in performance in care planning 
which has been evident over the last year and a half.  For example, in Q3 of 
2012/13 65.8% of plans reached a satisfactory level or higher, which improved to 
75.4% in Q4 of 2012/13, 74.8% in Q1, 78% in Q2 and 79.9% in Q3. 
 
Performance is higher when evaluating the activity that goes on in order to form a 
care plan.  This activity is based around 12 core components that make up a 
good plan that are individually graded by IROs after each review.  Overall, the 
IROs findings equates to a performance potential of 90.9% during the Q4 period, 
which has improved from a baseline of 84.5% at the start of the year in Q1.  In 



 8 

addition, the quality of implementation of the care plan has also improved, from 
81% in Q1 to 84.9% in Q4.   
 
The discrepancy between performance in relation to the care plan grading and 
the grading of the core components that make a good plan highlight that further 
work is needed to help Social Workers produce clear and cogent plans which 
does full justice to the work they are doing.  The need to conceptualise the plan 
into a coherent whole is important to ensure that in the event of a change of 
worker or intervention by another agency/team, that there is a clear 
understanding of the plan for the child / young person.   
 
Further work by IROs is taking place to improve care planning over 2014/15.  
This includes strengthening the way in which IROs report on the quality of 
contingency planning, which from June 2014 is included as a core component of 
the care plan which is given a quality assurance grading.  Contingency plans that 
respond to issues which, on a balance of probability may occur in the foreseeable 
future, help to ensure that care plans are future proofed, help children to achieve 
their potential and reduce the risk of drift in care.  Some areas where contingency 
planning may be needed focus on placement stability, children at risk of going 
missing from care, education, health and contact with family.   
 
The IRO service will also be providing workshops for Social Workers on Care 
Planning.  Future QA reports will also be separating out IRO grading of care 
plans to highlight the proportion graded good or better.   
 

  
 
A summary of the findings in relation to the core elements that make up a good 
plan is presented below:  
 

 
Achieving permanence for the child  
Performance is good 
 
Q4: 91.7% graded adequate or better (range 86.9% to 96.4%) 
Q3: 88.9% graded adequate or better (range 79.7% to 96%) 
Q2: 85.8% graded adequate or better (range 80% to 91%) 
Q1: 83.4% graded adequate or better (range 75% to 88%) 
2012/13: 80.1% adequate or better (range 73% to 87%) 
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Promotion of health needs 
Performance is good 
 
Q4: 94.4% graded adequate or better (range 82.7% to 100%) 
Q3: 93.7% graded adequate or better (range 83.8% to 98.4%) 
Q2: 92% graded adequate or better (range 83% - 97%) 
Q1: 91% graded adequate or better (range 74% - 100%) 
 
 
Promotion of educational needs 
Performance needs improving 

 
         Q4: 87.9% graded adequate or better (range 76.4% to 100%) 

Q3: 89.1% graded adequate or better (range 72.5% to 100%) 
Q2: 88.1% graded adequate or better (range 69% - 95%) 
Q1: 86.7% graded adequate or better (range 66% - 98%) 

 
 
Promotion of personal interest and activities 
Performance is good 

 
Q4: 95.1% graded adequate or better (range 78.6% to 100%) 
Q3: 93.9% graded adequate or better (range 82.2% to 100%) 
Q2: 95.2% graded adequate or better (range 78% - 100%) 
Q1: 89.9% graded adequate or better (range 73% - 98%) 

 
 
The participation of the child/young person in developing their plan 
Performance is good 
 
Q4: 94.2% graded adequate or better (range 88.6% to 97.9%) 
Q3: 95.4% graded adequate or better (range 91.7% to 100%) 
Q2: 96% graded adequate or better (range 88% - 99%) 
Q1: 93.7% graded adequate or better (range 82% to 100%) 
2012/13: 86.1% adequate or better (range 82% to 93.5%) 
 

 
Promoting placement stability 
Performance is good 
 
Q4: 94.3% graded adequate or better (range 83.3% to 98.2%) 
Q3: 94.2% graded adequate or better (range 80.1% to 98.4%) 
Q2: 92.9% graded adequate or better (range 81% - 97.5%) 
Q1: 91.2% graded adequate or better (range 73% to 96%) 
2012/13: 85.8% adequate or better (range 78% to 98%) 
 

 
Relationships with family and friends  
Performance is good 
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Q4: 97% graded adequate or better (range 88.4% to 98.9%) 
Q3: 94.7% graded adequate or better (range 83.7% to 100%) 
Q2: 91.5% graded adequate or better (range 81% - 97.5%) 
Q1: 89.8% graded adequate or better (range 75% to 100%) 
2012/13: 86.5% adequate or better (range 79% to 93%) 
 

 
Keeping children safe 
Performance needs improving 
 
Q4: 95.7% graded adequate or better (range 85.9% to 98.4%) 
Q3: 94.4% graded adequate or better (range 85.1% to 95.7%) 
Q2: 94.4% graded adequate or better (range 83% - 99%) 
Q1: 92.8% graded adequate or better (range 78% to 97%) 
2012/13: 89% adequate or better (range 87% to 93%) 

 
Transition planning 
Performance is good 
 
Q4: 94.2% graded adequate or better (range 92.7% to 97.1%) 
Q3: 93.1% graded adequate or better (range 88.6% to 97.3%) 
Q2: 92% graded adequate or better (range 83% - 96%) 
Q1: 91.3% graded adequate or better (range 76% to 97%) 
2012/13: 82% adequate or better (range 74% to 89%) 
 

 
Direct social work 
Performance needs improving 
 
Q4: 90.3% graded adequate or better (range 83.3% to 95.9%) 
Q3: 88% graded adequate or better (range 78.5% to 96.1%) 
Q2: 90.4% graded adequate or better (range 83% - 100%) 
Q1: 88.8% graded adequate or better (range 78% to 96%) 

 
 
Statutory visits 
Performance needs improving 
 
Q4: 82.9% graded adequate or better (range 78% to 96.4%) 
Q3: 83.7% graded adequate or better (range 77.1% to 96.8%) 
Q2: 90.4% graded adequate or better (range 77% - 94%) 
Q1: 85.1% graded adequate or better (range 72% to 93%) 

 
 
The Social Worker’s report for the review 
Performance is poor 

 
During Q4, the IRO service quality assured 1114 cases with respect to looking at 
the quality of the Social Worker’s report for the review.  Of these 773 (69.4%) 
were considered satisfactory or better.  This represents a significant drop in 
performance of 14.4% when compared with Q3 (83.8%) and the average for the 
year (82.6%).   
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Kent’s Pledge 
Performance is good 

 
The delivery of Kent’s Pledge to our children in care was quality assured by IROs 
in 1144 cases during the Q4 period. Of these, 1096 (95.8%) were deemed 
satisfactory or better in terms of how the Pledge was being delivered to the 
children and young people concerned.  This represents an improvement of 3.1% 
when compared with Q1. The average for the whole year (2013/14) is 93.9% 
based on 4677 quality assurance audits.  
 

  
 
Section 4: Children and young people’s views 
 
The IRO Service conducts a number of different surveys to ascertain children 
and young people’s views of the services that they receive.  This includes exit 
interviews, which are available to all children and young people aged 8 years 
plus who want to provide feedback on the services they receive at the point they 
leave care.  The IRO service also collects information from consultation 
questionnaires that are completed by children and young people to help them 
prepare for their review meetings. Further work is also undertaken by IROs 
through focus groups with disabled children, unaccompanied asylum seekers and 
older young people in care in order to develop a rounder picture of the key issues 
affecting them.   
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A detailed report setting out the findings from this work over quarter 4 is 
presented at appendix 1.  Below is a summary of the key findings from the IRO 
surveys for the Q4 period below: 
 

• 10 children / young people completed the exit interview survey in Q4, 
which represent a response rate of around 20% 

• 100% said they understood their plan 
• 90% said they felt able to give their views and that they were considered 
• 80% said they felt their IRO had kept an eye on their case between 

reviews 
• 60% said their IRO had been helpful (this compares with 90% for social 

workers and 80% for carers) 
• 70% felt it had been difficult to get support after leaving care 

 
The following key messages came from 151 responses (a 12% response rate) 
that children and young people had made in their consultation questionnaires 
during the Q4 period: 
 

• 84% said that they understood their care plan 
• 68% said they knew how to make a complaint 
• 15% said they knew about Kent’s Pledge 
• 6% said they would like to chair some or all of their review meeting 

 
 
Paul Brightwell Head of Quality Assurance, Children’s Safeguarding Unit 
Specialist Children’s Services Division 
Families and Social Care Directorate 
Kent County Council FSC 
Tel: 01622 694308   email: Paul.Brightwell@kent.gov.uk 
 
3rd January 2014 
 
 
 
 
 
              = Improving performance                 = Good performance 
             
 
              = Unchanged performance               = Improvement required 
 
 
              = Drop in performance                      = Performance is poor 
 
 
             = No optimum performance defined 


