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Summary 
The report provides an account of the performance of Kent County Council’s 
Independent Reviewing Officer (IRO) Service for children in care during the year 
2013/2014 (1st April 2013 to 31st March 2014.  The report is divided in to 5 
sections: 
 

• Section 1 – Background information (pages 2 to 4 ) 
• Section 2 – IRO Workload (pages 4 to 7) 
• Section 3 - IRO practice and performance, including findings from 

feedback surveys (pages 7 to 20) 
• Section 4 – Social work practice and performance (pages 20 to 27) 

 
Key headlines 
 

• IROs completed 4685 quality assurance audits over the year out of 5220 
reviews chaired; a 90% completion rate. 

• 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. 

• IRO activity data shows that there has been a drop in the amount of time 
IROs spend seeing children between reviews 

• The proportion of review meetings chaired within statutory timescales 
remains high at 97.2% 

• 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, which is believed to reflect improvements in the quality of 
practice observed with looked after children over the year.   

• 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 / 
young people report in the consultation questionnaires that they know 
what the Pledge is.  



• Around half of our children who respond to surveys say they are not 
getting a copy of their care plan.   

• 6% 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. 

• Although carers were generally confident about IRO practice and quality of 
service being provided to children and young people, they would like 
improvement in the following areas - understanding the role of IROs, 
having IROs contact numbers and being able to contact IROs in between 
reviews, continuity of same IRO for the child and the length of reviews 
being shorter. 

• Overall comments from social workers and other professionals indicate 
that they find the IRO service to be very responsive and demonstrate 
sufficient case oversight.  

• Parents are generally positive about the IRO service. However, they would 
like to receive review minutes on time, have greater involvement in their 
child’s review and discuss their concerns with the IRO before the review 
meeting. 

 

Section 1: Background Information 
 
The role and responsibility of IROs 
Good and effective corporate parenting means the local authority and its partner 
agencies making a positive difference for children and young people in care in 
how they are brought up, in the outcomes that they achieve and how they think 
and feel about themselves and others. 
 
This requires IROs to make sure that care plans reflect each child/young 
person’s needs and that the actions required to achieve the plan are identified 
and implemented effectively – in the child/young person’s timescales. 
 
The way in which IROs are expected to undertake their tasks are set out in the  
Department for Education’s IRO Handbook, which forms part of the regulations 
and statutory guidance set out in Volume 2 of the Children Act 1989 – Care 
Planning, Placement and Case Review.  Since April 2011, IROs are expected to 
oversee the quality of practice with respect to the whole child’s case, including in-
between review meetings.    
 
The statutory duties of the IRO are set out under section 25B [1] of the Children 
Act 1989.  These are:  

• Monitor the performance by the local authority of their functions in relation 
to the child’s case 

• Participate (usually as chair) in any reviews of the child’s case 
• Ensure that any ascertained wishes and feelings of the child concerning 

the case are given due consideration by the appropriate authority.  IROs 
are expected to arrange to have contact with children in care before the 
day of their review meetings 

 
IROs have the power to: 

• Adjourn reviews (regulation 36 (2)) if they are satisfied that the local 
authority has not complied adequately with all the requirements relating to 
the review (such as consulting the child/young person, parents etc). 



• Freeze decisions until a child in care’s review has been held that involve 
any unplanned change to the child’s accommodation that would impact on 
their education (especially at key stage 4), changes of placement where 
the child has been settled and established for some time, and changing 
their legal status before the age of 18 years. 

• Raise concerns through the local authority’s formal dispute resolution 
process, which should have a timescale of no more than 20 days. 

• Refer cases to the Children and Families Court Advisory Service’s 
CAFCASS (regulation 45), including the use of a concurrent referral at the 
same time that they instigate a formal dispute resolution. 

 
The IRO service has a key role to play in helping to reduce overall numbers of 
children in care through ensuring that care plans are both cogent and 
implemented in a timely way to prevent children drifting in the care system. 
 
About Kent County Council’s IRO service 
The IRO service is part of Kent County Council’s Social Care, Health and 
Wellbeing Directorates Specialist Children’s Services Division; sitting within the 
Children’s Safeguarding Unit.  The role of the County IRO Manager is undertaken 
by the Head of Quality Assurance. 
 
There are 2 IRO teams: 

• The East and South Kent Area team (1 Team Manager and 12 IROs) 
• The North and West Kent Area team and unaccompanied Asylum seeker 

team (1 Team Manager and 10 IROs) 
 
The IRO function for looked after children is separate from the chairing of child 
protection conferences, which is undertaken by the other arm of this reviewing 
service.  KCC employ 11 CP chairs, which are incorporated into 1 county team, 
managed by a CP chairs Team Manager.  Together the 2 IRO teams and CP 
chairs team form one county service.  A separate annual report, setting out the 
work of the CP chairs and the findings from their quality assurance auditing and 
oversight is produced, complimented with quarterly quality assurance reports 
throughout the year.  
 
In May 2012 the capacity of the IRO service was increased by 46%; from 15 full-
time IRO posts to 22 full time posts.  A further increase of 2 full time or equivalent 
IRO posts was agreed in April 2014 in order to reduce further IRO caseloads and 
enable IROs to undertake a more robust level of case oversight and see children 
and young people between reviews more often. 
 
In addition to the permanent IROs within the service, the IRO service also 
employs an additional IROs on zero hour contracts (2 as at 31st March 2014) to 
assist in chairing reviews when there are IRO vacancies / staff sickness etc.   
 
Training and development 
All IROs receive regular supervision from their IRO team leader every 4 weeks 
through of individual and group supervision.  Team meetings take place every 2 
months, alternated with 2 monthly IRO practice meetings. 
 
The IRO Team Managers undertake 1 case file audit of each IRO every 2 
months; a total of 192 audits p.a..  The findings from these case file audits are 



used to provide feedback to the IRO / CP chair during their line management 
supervision.  This approach has been in place since April 2013 and reflects good 
practice highlighted by Ofsted in their June 2013 report evaluating IRO services 
in England. 
 
County meetings are held every 6 months and an annual away day enables the 
service to look at key areas of development for improving its practice and delivery 
of the service.  The most recent away day took place on 18th April 2013 and 
focussed on 3 areas: 1) improving the way in which social work practice is quality 
assured, 2) the role of the IRO in challenging and supporting social work practice 
and 3) promoting children and young people’s participation.  The most recent 
IRO county meeting took place on 27th August 2014 and focused on 
strengthening the way in which IROs challenge and support Social Workers and 
their managers to improve practice and promote better outcomes for children and 
young people.  
 
A bespoke training program is prepared annually in consultation with IROs.  For 
2014/15, this includes specific training on improving IROs ability to combine the 
use of challenge and support in order to promote better practice and positive 
outcomes for our children and young people.  A legal update workshop will also 
be provided and a detailed program for the year developed at the IRO awayday 
in November 2014. 
 

Section 2:  IRO workload 
 
The number of children and young people in care 
 
At 31st March 2014 there were 1842 children and young people in the care of 
Kent County Council.  This represents a rise of 11 when compared with the 
number of children and young people in care at the end of March 2013 (1831).  
The main reason for this rise in Looked After Children numbers has come from 
an increase in the number of unaccompanied asylum seeking children receiving 
a service from the local authority.  When this group of children in care are 
excluded from the figures there was a reduction of 17 children when compared 
with 31st March 2103.   
 
During the final quarter period of 2013/14, an additional 40 children and young 
people started to be looked after (131 starts compared to 91 ends), suggesting 
that evidence of a sustainable reduction in looked after children numbers had not 
been achieved by the end of 2013/14.   
 

   



 
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 charts below (see page 5):  
 
When compared with the previous year, the overall distribution of children in care 
across the local authority and by service shows slight increases in the numbers 
of children and young people looked after in the East Kent Area (1%), the Service 
for Unaccompanied Asylum Seekers (1.4%), Catch 22 (16plus) (1%) and the 
Children’s Disability Service (0.9%).  This in large part is a result of reductions in 
children in care numbers evidenced in North, West Kent and the South Areas of 
Kent although there has been a rise in the number of UASC. 
 

  
A new initiative that is being implemented by the IRO service from May 2014 in 
order to help identify and reduce children drifting unnecessarily in the care 
system is to regularly monitor average time in care for all children and young 
people where the plan is a reunification home or adoption.  This is performance 
monitoring is being undertaken to help IROs ensure that there is a robust focus 
on reducing drift in care so that wherever possible and appropriate children can 
achieve permanence outside of the care system as quickly as possible. 
 
The findings from this performance monitoring will be reflected in future quarterly 
reports and annual IRO management reports.     
 
        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 has also led to a decision being made to increase the 
number of full time or equivalent (FTE) IROs by a further 2 posts to 24 fte posts 
in total.  This is part of an overall strategy to ensure that IRO caseloads are in 
line with the statutory guidance of no more than 70 looked after children per FTE 
IRO.   
 
IRO caseloads were at 83.72 per FTE IRO by 31st March 2014.  This represents 
a slight drop of 3.78 cases per FTE IRO when compared with the quarter 1 
period of 2012/13, although caseloads have risen by approximately 0.5 per FTE 
IRO when compared with caseload sizes by the end of the quarter 2 period.   
 
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, including the 
use of agency IRO where necessary to fill vacant posts.   
 

 
The number of reviews chaired 
 

A total of 5220 reviews were chaired by IROs during 2013/14; a decrease of 176 
when compared with the total number of reviews chaired in the previous year.   
 
1251 reviews were chaired during the Quarter 4 period (January 2014 to March 
2014), which represents a decrease of 134 when compared with the Quarter 4 
period of 2012/13 (1385).   
 
IRO Activity 
In February 2014 IROs participated in a 1 week audit of their activity in order to 
establish how much time IROs spend on different tasks.  The findings from this 
audit are presented in the bar graph below, along with findings from similar audits 
undertaken in 2011/12, 2010/11 and 2009/10 (second bar graph). 
 
When compared with previous years, there has been some change in the amount 
of time that IROs spend on activities in relation to 3 areas: 
 

1) Quality assurance:        The proportion of time spent by IRO quality 
assuring social work practice has reduced from 8.3% in 2013 to 7% in 
February 2014, although it remains well above earlier years (e.g. in 2012 it 
was at 1.5%).  This slight reduction reflects a commitment to streamline 
the process of quality assurance; making it easier and quicker for IROs to 
audit practice and care planning at the same level as before.  

2) Administration:        The amount of time IROs spend on administration 
tasks has increased from around 41% to 46%.  This increase is mainly 
down to introduction on a new children’s information system (Liberi) and 



the impact this has had on how quickly IROs can navigate and input their 
work on the new system.  It is expected that as IROs become more 
familiar with the new information system that the proportion of time spent 
on administration tasks in this area will reduce.  

 

  

  
 

3) Seeing children between review meetings:         This area of IRO 
activity has been steadily reducing over the last couple of years; from 
3.9% in February 2011, 2.9% in February 2013 to 2.5% this year 
(February 2014).  A key focus for 2014/15 will be to find ways to enable 
IROs to establish more contact with children and young people between 
reviews.  This will focus on a number of areas: 

 
i) We will find ways in which we can minimise the amount of time that IROs 

need to spend on administration tasks.  Previous measures have 
focussed on using ICT, such as digital Dictaphones and Voice 
Recognition software to reduce the time it takes for IROs to complete 
review minutes.  In addition, we will also explore how administration 



support available can be used to support IROs to see children between 
reviews more often. 

ii) A decision has been made to increase IRO capacity by 2 FTE IROs, from 
22 to 24.  This will reduce average caseloads from 84 to 76 based on 
current looked after children numbers.  The time freed up from having 
smaller caseloads will be prioritised by IROs to see children between 
review meetings more often. 

iii) Any administration and travel time saved from changes to the frequency of 
review meetings for children in permanent placements that arise from 
statutory guidance on achieving permanence for Looked After Children, 
which is expected to be published by the DFE in 2014, will be re-
directed onto IROs seeing children between reviews more often.    

iv) We will streamline the way in which IRO quality assure / audit practice and 
care plans by introducing an online feedback audit form in place of a 
paper feedback audit that IROs currently use. 

 
Section 3: IRO performance 

 
The % of reviews chaired by the IRO service 
 

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 
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 
 

The IRO service and the operational social work teams have joint responsibility 
and accountability for this area of practice. 
 



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. 
 
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%). 
 
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. 
 
 
           Reviews chaired within statutory timescales1 
 
During the quarter 3 period of 2013/14, 97.2% of reviews were chaired within 
statutory timescales. This is a slight decrease of 2.3% when compared with 
performance in quarter 1 (99.5%), although remains above the national average 
for local authorities.  Performance during the same period in the previous year 
was at 96.4% and was at 96.7% for the whole year 201/13. 
 

  
 

The % of review minutes completed and distributed within 15 
working days 

 
                                                 
1 Due to the recent implementation of a new children’s Information system (Liberi) in December 
2013, it has not been possible to provide information on the proportion of reviews chaired within 
timescales or the percentage of review minutes completed within 15 working days.  The 
performance data presented is for the periods of 2013/14 covering Quarter 1 to Quarter 3. 



The IRO handbook requires review minutes to be completed and distributed 
within 20 working days of the review meeting. The first 15 working days are used 
as a benchmark for the IRO to produce the minutes and distribute these to the 
relevant Service Manager for sign off - who then arranges distribution to review 
participants within 5 working days of receiving them. 
 
The performance with respect to the number of review minutes distributed by 
IROs within 15 days was 73.6% by quarter 3.  This represents a decrease of 
11.4% when compared with performance during quarter 1.  Performance during 
quarter 3 of the previous year was at 78.5%.  The average for the year (Q1 to Q3 
periods) is at 79.2%, which represents a slight increase of 1.4% when compared 
with performance for 212/13.  
 
The average number of days for completion of review minutes is 11.1 days which 
is decrease by 1.9 days when compared with quarter 1.  The year average is 
10.6 days.  The maximum number of days taken for the completion of review 
minutes by an IRO is 55 days. 
  
 
       Children and young people chairing their own review meetings 
 
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 the 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. 
 

 
 
Children and young people’s views of their IROs 
 
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.  
 
During 2013/14, the IRO service received a total of 440 responses to the various 
surveys / interviews that are available for children to provide feedback: 
 

• 447 responses via the review consultation booklet 
• 40 leaving care interviews 
• 38 responses to the online IRO survey 

 
The ‘Your Voice Matters Survey’ run annually since 2014 via Our Children and 
Young People’s Council’ (OCYPC) was responded to by 326 young people and 
also provides additional information about children’s views of their IROs.   
 
Children and young people have asked to be presented with fewer surveys and 
for this reason the IRO Service will be stepping down its use of the online survey 
and concentrate on the use of the consultation booklet (whose primary purpose is 
to help children prepare for their review meetings) and the leaving care interviews, 
which provide a unique perspective on children’s views compared to the other 
surveys being used across the local authority.  There has been a steady decline 
in completion so of the online survey – from 102 in 2012/13 to 38 this year, while 
use of the consultation booklet is increasing.   
 
A summary of the findings from the surveys and focus groups are presented 
below: 
 
Online survey 
 
Of the 38 children who responded to the online survey: 
 
100% of the children and young people said that they knew they had an IRO and 
that they also knew their name.  This contrasts with the Your Voice Matters 
survey, which found that only 73% of the children responding said they knew who 
their IRO was.   
 

100% of the children and young people said they knew how to get in touch with 
their IRO. 
 
56% of children/young people said they prefer to meet the IRO where they live 
and 44% would prefer to meet the IRO in the school.  
 
Children and young people would prefer to be contacted by their IRO between 
review meetings by phone (67%), email (22%) and some other way: letter (11%). 
 
100% of children/young people felt they were listened to and their views taking 
seriously at their review meeting.  
 
83% of children and young people said they felt their views were taken seriously 
at the review meeting. 



 
50% of children and young people said they had received a copy of their care 
plan and 100% felt they had a say in their care plan.  This finding corresponds 
with the Your Voice matters survey, which found that 44% of children received a 
copy of their care plan.   
 
100% of children and young people said they felt they could talk to their IRO 
about things that were worrying them and want following up. 
 
Leaving care surveys 
 
40 children and young people responded to a leaving care survey during 2013/14, 
which represents around 20% of the children who left care during the year aged 
from 6 to 18 years of age. 
 
78% of the 40 children had been in care once and 15% more than once and 7% 
did not respond to how many times they have been in care. 
 
34% rated their time in care as ‘Very good’, 38% Good and 28% ‘Neither good 
nor poor’. 
 
100% said that they understood their Care Plan.  
 
100% felt that they were able to give their views about their care plan.  
 
97% felt that their views were considered. 
  
77% thought their IRO kept an eye on their cases, including the time between 
reviews. 
 
97% stated that some individuals such as -social workers (28%), carers (31%), 
teachers (11%), youth workers (5%), IROs (14%) who were particularly helpful 
while they were in care.  
 
Since leaving care, 40% of young people felt that it was very easy or easy to get 
the support that they needed, while 6% stated that they had found it difficult to 
get support.   
 
Positive feedback from children: 
 
“ Just always asking how are you and if you need any help. ”  

 

“ They helped me through everything and without them I wouldn’t have 

coped. ” 

 

“ Since living in supported lodgings with W and R I’ve always been 

happy. ” 



 
Critical feedback by children: 
 
“ Every now and then it would be difficult to get hold of my Social 

Worker and that annoyed me. ” 

 

“ It was hard for me moving to different areas and places. ”  

 
Feedback from review consultation Booklets 
 
During 2013/14 447 children completed a consultation booklet as part of 
preparing for their review meeting.  This represents around 11% of the reviews 
that took place for children aged 8 years plus.  The number of children using 
consultation leaflets has increased over the year – from 70 in the quarter 1 period 
to 151 during the final quarter period of the year.  It is expected that an increase 
in the use of the consultation leaflet by children and young people will continue to 
rise over 2014/15.   
 
It is important that social workers ensure that children receive a copy of the 
consultation leaflet prior to their reviews and that where needed; they spend time 
with the child supporting them to complete it.  
 
 74% felt good about where they live. 
 
43% felt good about their school. 
 
73% felt very well about their health. 
 
79% said they felt very safe where they live. 
 
57% felt very safe at school. 
 
69% said they see their social workers ‘the right amount’  
 
44% said they definitely understood plans for their future. 
68% knew how to make a complaint. 
 
31% knew about ‘our children and young people council. 
 
15% knew about the Kent pledge. 
 
7% would like to chair all or part of their next child in care review. 
 
Feedback from foster carer’s 
 
96 foster carers responded to the online survey during 2013/14. 
 



39% of carers rated the IRO service as excellent with 42% rating it as very good 
and 16% as satisfactory. 
  

  
74% considered that the IRO had spent time talking to the child/young person 
before the review meeting. 
 

  
97% felt that the IRO managed the review meeting appropriately. This increases 
to 100% when ‘partially’ responses are included. 
 
97% felt that the review covered all the issues relevant to the child and their care 
plan. 
 
92% felt the IRO took into account the child/young person’s views. 
 
50% said they received a copy of the IRO minutes within 20 working days of the 
review meeting.  
 
84% rated the quality of the IRO review minutes as requiring improvement to 
good or good; 37% rated it as extremely good.  
 



  
79% said that the review minutes accurately reflected the review discussion, 
which increased to 82% when partially responses are included.  
 
50% considered that the IRO demonstrated case oversight and appropriate 
involvement between review meetings. This increased to 71% when ‘almost 
always’ (13%) and ‘most of the time’ (8%) are included.  
 

  
45% said the IRO was easy to contact between reviews. 
 
Positive comments made by carers are: 
 

“ Children I care for have been with me for over four years and we’ve 

had the same IRO.  This helps the child enormously particularly when 

social workers seem to change.  She is very approachable. ” 

 

“ The IRO is always on time and fully up to date with the child’s needs.  

It has been very beneficial to the child that they have not had a change 

in IRO. ” 

 

“ I have had an excellent service from the IRO, she is very child/ young 

person focused and my young person looks forward to seeing her at his 

review. ” 

 

“ IRO has a very organic approach to these meetings and allows everybody 

around the table to talk openly and work together to form the best 

possible solution for the child.  He also has a calm approach and 

remains neutral in the whole process. He will suggest ideas and allow us 

all as a team to resolve them, while being able to keeping his 

authority. ” 

“ All the IROs I work with do review the meeting before it ends and 

makes sure we all know what actions we have to take from the meeting. ” 
 



“ Thought the meeting at the home was particularly useful the IRO to see 

R in his own environment. ” 

 
 
Critical comments from carers: 
 

“ Length of time of the LAC meeting can be an issue for carer, and 

especially the professionals involved with the child. Average time is 2-

3 hrs.’!! Most professionals just can't allocate this much time to be 

involved. ” 
 

“ I would like to see a more robust policy regarding foster children 

being allowed to stay at other foster carer’s homes ” 

 

“ We feel IRO officers are too far removed from one meeting, not always 

realistic to everyday situations. “ 

 

“ For me the aspect often lacking at reviews seems to be the "power" 

and/or lack of consequences to do anything about Action Points from the 

previous review that are not done. Many young people comment that 

reviews are a waste of time as nothing gets "sorted". Furthermore, quite 

often the young person seems to have no ownership of their own reviews. 

People are invited who the YP either does not know or does not like. 

Again, this at times, is unavoidable but it can also result in 

unproductive reviews. ” 

 

“ LAC reviews can go on for a long period of time, and often young 

people find this very exhausting and lose interest in the meetings very 

quickly. ” 

 

Feedback from staff Surveys 
 

20 professionals responded to the survey during 2013/14. 
 
89% of those responding to the survey rated the IRO service as adequate or better. 
 

 
 
67% felt that the IRO Service was extremely or very prompt when booking looked after 
children reviews and a further 33% as satisfactory.  
 
89% said they were given details of the review date, time and venue within a reasonable 
timescale.  
 
78% considered that the IRO took into account the child and young person’s views.  
 



44.4% (and 22.2% partially) felt that the IRO spends time the children and young 
persons before the review.  

 
 
78% felt that the review was appropriately managed by the IRO.  
 
78% felt that the review covered all the issues relevant to the child and their care plan. 
This increases to 89% when ‘partially’ responses are included. 
 
78% said they received a copy of the IRO minutes within 15 working days of the review 
meeting. 
 
56% felt that the review minutes accurately reflected the review discussions. This 
increases to 78% when ‘partially’ responses are included.  
 
78% rated the quality of the IRO review minutes as satisfactory or better. 
 

 
 
44.4% considered that the IRO always demonstrated sufficient case oversight, an 
increase of 12% from the previous quarter.  This increases to 89% when ‘Almost always’ 
and ‘Most of the time’ responses are included. 
 



  
 
100% said that it was easy to contact the IRO between reviews.  
 
Examples of positive comments made by staff are: 
 

 “I find the satisfaction of the service to be dependent on the IRO. In 

this case, was excellent in listening to the child and being responsive 

to this. ” 
 

“ I have worked with a number of IROs and have always found the service 

very responsive ………….this is because of joint working and ongoing 

professional discussion resulting in issues being addressed at an 

earlier stage. “ 
 

“ The IROs I have worked with have used evidence based practice to 

inform their activity ”. 
 

Suggested areas for improvement: 
 

“ The Reviewing Officer would benefit from spending more one to one with 

child prior to review or in between reviews. ” 

 

“ It can be extremely difficult to attend some LAC reviews particularly 

when dates and times are rearranged as fostering social workers are 

never consulted about their availability when a change occurs.  

 

“ I am aware that many of the IROs have a large caseload and this often 

means that the time that they can spend with child in-between reviews 

can be limited or non-existent.  Therefore, this does not reflect on the 

excellent quality of their work but it impacts on their availability. ” 

 

“ It would be very helpful if the minutes could come out sooner ” 

 

“ LAC reviews that take place at school take up lots of school 

professional’s time particularly when their input is only small and the 

main issues are placement or health. One experience was three hours with 

only 5 minutes input from myself. LAC reviews would be better held 

somewhere away from school. ” 

 
Feedback from Parent’s 
 
A total of 31 parents provided feedback during 2013/14. 
 
100% said they knew the name of their child’s IRO before the review meeting. 
 
100% said they knew the purpose of the review. 
 



88% said they were provided with a copy of the consultation document to help them 
prepare for the review.  
 
63% said were given support to attend the review. 
 
25% said they spent time talking to the IRO before the review meeting. 
 
75% said they felt their views were considered. 
 
100% also said they understood the care plan for their child. 
 
50% said they received the review report within 20 working days of the review. 
 
88% described the review minutes as adequate or better and as accurately reflecting the 
review discussion. 
 
75% said they felt able to contact the IRO between reviews. 
 
Examples of positive comments made by parents are: 
 

 

“ I liked the fact that my views were listened to and the Reviewing 

officer made sure that things that were discussed in previous reviews 

had been done and completed and if not, why not ” 
 

“ That my daughter can speak her mind about what she wants from the 

review ” 
 

“ I know the IRO well and she knows my son as she has been consisitent 

while my son has been in a placement ”. 

 

“ It went ok we agree on it ” 

 
 

Suggested areas for improvement 
 

“ Having only met the IRO on the day of the meeting we feel that maybe 

if IRO had seen our son beforehand, IRO may know more about him. ” 

 

 “Listen to the parents more often & not cut them out as if they 

weren’t there. ” 
 

“ The meeting could be made a little less formal ” 
 

“ Being able to discuss concerns before the review would be helpful ” 
 

“ The minutes take far too long to produce, are inaccurate in key areas 

and when I report this, my comments are ignored. ” 

 
Section 4: Social work performance and practice 

 
Late notifications of reviews 
 

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 160 late notifications from operational social work 
teams during 2103/14, representing 21.4% of all children and young people 
beginning looked after episodes during the year.  When performance in quarter 1 
is compared with that in the quarter 4 period it shows that there has been a slight 



decrease in the number of late notifications being made; from 22.4% to 20.3% of 
new care episodes. 
 
When compared, however, with performance during Q4 of 2012/13 (15.8%), 
there has been a drop in performance of 4.5%. 
 
 

 
 

 
Escalations / IRO challenges 
 

 
Over 2013/14, 1466 practice challenges were made by IROs, which represents 
30.3% of the looked after children’s cases that were reviewed.   
 
During the final quarter period, of the 1246 cases reported on by IROs 18.1% of 
cases reviewed had some form of IRO challenge, 91 formal disputes (7.3%) were 
raised under KCC’s IRO formal 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. 
 
Of the 527 cases that were subject to a formal IRO challenge, 351 (66.6%) were 
addressed at Team Manager level, 126 (24%) were escalated and resolved at 
Service Manager level, and 33 cases (6.26%) went to Assistant Director level 
before being resolved.  17 cases where a formal dispute was made during 
2013/14 required being raised to the Divisional Director for Specialist Children’s 
Service.   
 
By the final quarter period the number of formal challenges resolved at team 
manager level had increased to 85.7% and no cases had to be raised to the 
Divisional Director or higher in order to be resolved.   
 



There has been a marked drop of 9.1% in the overall number of disputes made 
by IROs compared in the final quarter period when 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 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.      
 
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 



 
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 
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  
 
Q4: 91.7% requiring improvement to good 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%) 
 

 
Promotion of health needs 
 
Q4: 94.4% requiring improvement to good 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 
 

Q4: 87.9% requiring improvement to good 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 
 
Q4: 95.1% requiring improvement to good 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 
 
Q4: 94.2% requiring improvement to good 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 

 
Q4: 94.3% requiring improvement to good 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  

 
Q4: 97% requiring improvement to good 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 
 
Q4: 95.7% requiring improvement to good 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 
 
Q4: 94.2% requiring improvement to good 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 
 
Q4: 90.3% requiring improvement to good 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 
 
Q4: 82.9% requiring improvement to good 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 
 

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%).   
 



  
 
Kent’s Pledge 
 

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.  
 

  
Additional consultation with IROs have also raised the following issues regarding 
practice with looked after children 
 

Areas identified as being ‘Good’: 
 

The local authority is pro-active in seeking Legal Orders for children in line with 
their wishes & feelings – Swale 
 
There is Good liaison/joint working between Children in Care Social Workers & 
Fostering Social Workers to address placement issues – Thanet. 
 
There is an overall reduction in delay and drift  
 
Clearer efforts are being made to family find for children with a plan for adoption - 
very good early identification for babies, often matching at approval or with 
existing sibling adopters. Improvements noted in identifying adopters for older 



children with complex needs. Good use of a timely approach to whether adoption 
continues to be a feasible plan or needs to be changed to long term fostering  
 
VSK- Generally VSK is doing a great job with timely intervention and effective 
support  
 
Newly Qualified Social Workers –IROs have been really impressed by some of 
the newly qualified Social Workers – picking up quiet complex families and 
quickly understanding the needs of the children and young people and 
addressing matters promptly 
 
Direct work – IROs have noted several examples of good direct work particularly 
with two young men, who are reluctant to talk about feelings/ views on placement 
etc. and with two younger children where there have been a number of 
disruptions. Their social workers have “held “ these children well – increasing 
visits according to need 
 
Increasingly seeing more creative use of visiting time – taking children out 
and really getting to know them – getting involved with activities that the child 
enjoys away from the placement.  
 
Children’s Participation- More evidence seen re proactive work to encourage 
children’s participation. A West Kent Area workshop was well attended and IROs 
are seeing greater emphasis that the children in care review is the child’s 
meeting 
 
Information sharing- particularly where a parent has learning difficulties or 
mental health issues 
 
Requiring Improvement to ‘Good’: 
 
Pre- Meeting report- Some Social Workers are still not producing Pre-Meeting 
reports before Reviews. The absence of review social work reports prior to 
review and not at all at reviews is still too common across the county 
 
Poor CAMHS service continues to be a problem but also the funding to other 
resources e.g. NSPCC and AFC projects has been cut and they are 
closing/reducing service so no identified alternatives/more appropriate projects 
available.    
 
Inconsistent updating of care plans following reviews 
 
Distribution of review minutes – IROs note that a significant number of reviews 
have not had previous minutes circulated at all.   
 
Consultation Leaflets are often not sent to children to help them prepare for their 
reviews 
 
Communication with parents & communication with foster carers - More evidence 
is needed regarding involving and keeping parents informed..  
 



Evidencing Life Story work - Some accounts of really good work but not always 
evidenced/ and not always timely.  Life story books still varied in standard and 
quality.  
 
Varied use and level of support and use of interpreters for UASC  
 
Paul Brightwell Head of Quality Assurance, Children’s Safeguarding Unit 
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Tel: 01622 694308   email: Paul.Brightwell@kent.gov.uk      28th August 2014 
 
 
 
 
 
              = Improving performance                 = Good performance 
             
 
              = Unchanged performance               = Improvement required 
 
 
              = Drop in performance                      = Performance is poor 
 
 
             = No optimum performance defined 


