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IRO Annual Report April 2013 – March 2014 
 

 
 

The Contribution of Independent Reviewing Officers to Quality Assuring 
and Improving Services for Children in Care  
 
 

 

Purpose of the Report  
 
The IRO Handbook – Statutory guidance for independent reviewing officers and local 
authorities on their functions in relation to case management and review of looked after 
children states that the IRO Manager should be responsible for the production of an annual 
report for the scrutiny of members of the Forum for Looked After Children  (FLAC) and 
Middlesbrough Safeguarding Children Board.    
  
This report provides an opportunity to highlight areas of good practice and areas which require 
improvement, identify emerging themes and trends and describes areas of work which the 
service has prioritised during the year, and will prioritise in the coming year.  

 

 Description of Decision  
 
The report once considered by managers and members should be scrutinised and, once 
agreed, made available as a public document to evidence the scrutiny of the service. 
 

Executive Summary 
 
The report outlines the exercise of the functions of Independent Reviewing Officers in 
Middlesbrough in 2013-2014, and highlights the challenges arising from legislative changes 
since 2002, and from changes in regulations and section 7 Guidance 2011  

 
Purpose of service and legal context 
 
The Independent Review Officers’ (IRO) service is set within the framework of the updated 
IRO Handbook, linked to revised Care Planning Regulations and Guidance which were 
introduced in April 2011. The responsibility of the IRO has changed from the management of 
the Review process to a wider overview of the case including regular monitoring and follow-up 
between Reviews. The IRO has a key role in relation to the improvement of Care Planning for 
Children Looked After (CLA) and for challenging the Local Authority where areas of drift and 
delay are identified.  
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The recently published National Children’s Bureau research entitled ‘The Role of the 
Independent Reviewing Officers (IROs) in England’ (March 2014) provides a wealth of 
information and findings in regards to the efficacy of IRO services and outlines a number of 
important recommendations;- 
 

 IROs are to have relevant experience. 

 IROs are not to be given management duties that conflict with their 
independence, ie Regulation 33, Foster Carer Reviews and (possible Child 
Protection conference chairing). 

 IROs are to manage a case load within recommended limits of 50 – 75. 

 IROs are to maintain contact with children between reviews, to ensure the voice 
of the child is heard.  

 Robust challenge of processes is to be embedded. 

 IROs are to receive supportive management oversight in providing direction, 
effective training within a supportive culture and environment. 

 IROs are to focus on positive outcomes for children. 

 IROs are to ensure close liaison with guardians. 

 IROs may seek independent legal advice if necessary, separate to the Local 
Authority. 

 
 
What are we doing about it?  
 
Most of the recommendations have been implemented by Middlesbrough Independent 
Reviewing Services and those where necessary, will be developed over the next 12 months 
 
 
Professional Profile of the IRO Service 
 
The Service has seen a change of IROs within the last 12 months with the recruitment of three 
agency workers being employed to meet the demand of the service.  In March 2014, approval 
was given to recruit three new permanent IROs thus ending the need for agency staff.  It is 
hoped these new appointments will be in place later in 2014. 
 
The current permanent IRO team is made up of 3.6 FTE (Full Time Equivalent) staff at level L 
grade and a Senior IRO who provides supervision, monitoring and guidance to the service.  
Two independent officers are commissioned to undertake Foster Carer Reviews and a small 
number of Looked After Reviews.  They receive supervision from the Senior IRO as they are 
aligned with the structure of the team.  Two IROs used to carry out Regulation 33 reports, but 
they have subsequently been removed from the rota in line with the above recommendations. 
 
The permanent IRO Team with one additional agency IRO has remained stable over the last 
12 months. Due to high caseloads a further agency IRO position was recruited in February 
2013, but left after a short period and was replaced by another Agency IRO, unfortunately they 
left suddenly citing the high caseload as their reason for leaving.  This period proved to be 
particularly challenging and required the IRO Team including the Senior IRO to complete 
significant additional work at short notice over the summer period. Two further agency IRO’s 
were recruited in October and November 2013.  These additional IRO’s reduced the overall 
workload to a level more consistent with the current IRO guidance (2010) 75 – 95 cases. This 
has led to more continuity for children, where the turnover of agency staff in the early part of 
the year had adversely affected this. The cycle of case transfer and workers leaving caused 
stress factors and a temporary overflow of work for the existing IRO’s, prior to the increase of 
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overall agency staff in October 2013.  However despite these difficulties there was minimal 
sickness in the permanent IRO team over the year. 
 
In terms of diversity there is a mix of male and female IROs but not at the same level as the 
CLA population which averages 49.9% girls and 50.1% boys.  
 
IROs are integral to service delivery and meeting performance targets.  To this end they work 
to a yearly action plan and report on performance in a monthly forum to the Deputy Director, 
Safeguarding. 
 
There remains difference in the status of the IRO within Middlesbrough Safeguarding and 
Children’s Care hierarchical structure to that of other regional Local Authorities.  The grade 
remains that of an experienced social worker, and therefore in divergence with the guidance 
from the IRO Handbook, which states:   
 “the IRO should be an authoritative professional with at least the equivalent status to an 
experienced children’s social work team manager”. 
This has been an issue of concern to the IRO team since the initial Job Evaluation of 2008.  
The IROs made a further application for salary review under Job Evaluation in early 2013 
however, the grade remained at Level L.  
 

 

Quantitative information about the IRO service 

 
A total of 384 children have been through the reviewing system in the 12 months with 97 
new children being looked after during the year.  
 
A total of 970 reviews were held in the year 
 
 
Nationally, the average caseload for an IRO ranges between 50 to 95, despite the IRO 
Handbook 2013 recommending that case loads for IROs need to be between 50 and 70. The 
size of caseload alone does not indicate the workload for each IRO; the number of other 
responsibilities, the number of Cross Boundary placements, large family groups, and reviewing 
of short break provision impacts on the IROs capacity.   There are a number of children who 
are in full time care who also receive respite provision, although this is highlighted in the child’s 
main review, IROs have become concerned that the respite provision may not be given 
sufficient scrutiny, therefore this issue needs further consideration.  
 
Historically IROs have not reviewed pathway plans for young people post 18yrs. Initial 
thoughts from the IROs are that young people state they are pleased for the reviewing process 
to cease once they are 18.  The plans are currently reviewed by the manager within the 
Pathways Leaving Care and there has been no prior issue raised with regard to this process. 
 
Guidance from government suggesting the reviewing of pathway plans should be undertaken 
by the IRO, will need further discussion. 
 
Middlesbrough works on the premise that each IRO has responsibility for chairing Child 
Protection Conferences and as such during the 1st and 2nd Quarter of 2013 the average 
combined case load for the IRO was 113 which significantly reduced to 99 by the end of March 
2014.  This was due to changes in practices regarding double protection and children not 
having a child protection plan for longer than 2 years. 
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The Legal Aid, Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Act 2012 (LASPO Act) came into 
force in 2013 which had implications for the work of the IRO.  Nine young people became 
Looked After Children under S.104 LASPO 2012, because they were on remand awaiting trial.  
This was a small number of young people which represents 1% of the young people looked 
after. 
 
In 2013/14 four Young People required secure accommodation under the welfare provision of 
the Secure Accommodation Legislation in respect of Section 25 a) (b) Children’s Act 1989. 
There are no Secure Accommodation Placements locally, and are always some considerable 
distances from Middlesbrough. The secure process requires two IROs to be represented, one 
to chair the Secure Review and one to chair the LAC review and also form part the secure 
panel of three, which includes with an Independent Person to verify that the process has been 
followed within the current guidance.  Secure placements this year have been in South Wales, 
Scotland and Northumberland.  
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IROs average between 30 - 40 Looked After Reviews in any given month, a mix of first 
Reviews and subsequent Reviews. Reviews are generally held within the child’s placement or 
school, depending on the child’s circumstances. 
 
Timeliness of Reviews Annual Performance and Trajectory 
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IROs undertake a number of additional developmental roles, one of which has been to explore 
the opportunities of a “virtual communications system”.  There is an expectation that this type 
of communication network will be piloted in 2014, with the aim of increasing IROs ability to 
keep in touch with children and young people or provide a reviewing process.  This would be 
particularly helpful to those children who are placed some distance from Middlesbrough as 
there are occasions when the weather deems it impossible to travel.  The information sharing 
parameters for using the systems will be determined via the Middlesbrough Safeguarding 
Children Board and colleagues from the Data Protection Team.  Once the pilot is concluded a 
report will be completed to identify the feasibility of this system. If successful the system will be 
used as an additional tool for the IRO and will not replace face to face contact with 
children/young people. 
 
IROs have become more involved in planning meetings and visiting the child to determine their 
views in between the statutory Looked After Reviews. There remains some development work 
to be completed regarding IROs been notified of the change in plans/placements. 
 
IROs are represented on a number of strategy groups including Safeguarding Liaison, Tees 
Procedures and Family Placement Panel and Private Fostering.  
 
In addition the IRO Service provides data and analysis re their activity to Safeguarding 
Children Service, Performance Clinic on a monthly basis.  
 
The IRO service also provides training and awareness raising to the workforce in respect of 
Children Looked After and Child Protection Processes. 
 
Disruptions meetings have taken place for children when the placement has come to an 
unplanned end.  A critical evaluation was undertaken by the unit in March 2014 on a child who 
had more than average placement moves.  Themes and learning from all learning reviews are 
evaluated and shared within team meetings and development days. 
 
Recording on the Integrated Children’s System has improved over 2013 with the IROs 
recording references to Dispute Resolution and visits to children now being entered into the 
ICS system rather than the child’s electronic record held in the service area.   
 
IRO’s have access to Independent Legal advice from Cygnet in Redcar.  There have been a 
number of calls for advice made during this year, generally for clarification on the legal 
process. These have included; 
 

 Advice regarding a baby relinquished for adoption  

 Legal advice sought regarding children who are looked after under Section 20 of The 
Children Act, 1989, but do not have anyone with parental responsibility for them as their 
parents are deceased. 

 
  
 
Advocacy  
 
Formal Advocacy for children in Middlesbrough is provided by, NYAS (National Youth 
Advocacy Service).  
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Reports demonstrate that the engagement and outcomes for our children is the best in the 
region.  Positive promotion is given from social workers, IROs and the Children in Care 
Council.   
 
 
 
 

 

Qualitative information about the IRO service 
 
The unit distribute a consultation document to all children above four years old and up to 18 
years old, parents and carers in respect of the Looked After Review.  Audits indicate that there 
is a high participation of consultation documents completed by children and young people.  
Work has commenced on increasing the returns of the consultation forms from parents and 
other carers, including foster carers. 
 
Middlesbrough has more “Looked After” Children than its geographical neighbouring 
authorities and more than most of its statistical neighbouring authorities. At the end of March 
2014 there were 362 Looked After Children in Middlesbrough. This represents a slight 
decrease on March 2013 (381). The overall number fluctuates slightly month to month as 
children enter and leave the care system. However, the overall figure has significantly 
increased year on year particularly, in relation to children and young people who reside with 
extended family members under the Connected Person’s Framework. 
 
CLA population over 12 months 

 
 
Most children are placed with foster carers, some of these placements are ‘in-house’, but many 
are with Independent Fostering Agencies and are outside of Middlesbrough local authority 
boundary.  A number of children are in specialist placements or residential schools.  All the 
children placed in residential placements are 12yrs or over.  IROs state that young children 
placed out the area feel they receive a variable service from Middlesbrough. Links with 
CAMHS, Education and Medical (LAC medical) services show clear need for improvement 
when children are in a cross boundary placement. Out of county visits and crisis response 
cannot match the service for those placed locally.  
 
In certain circumstances due to availability or needs of a child at a particular time, there may 
be a requirement to source a placement for them outside the Middlesbrough Area.  There has 
been work undertaken by the local authority with a ‘Return to Middlesbrough’ pilot project, 
which has seen a number of children returned to Middlesbrough when a placement has 
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become available and an assessment of the child  deems it to be a suitable move. It is 
envisaged that this will become a process embedded into the authority.   
 
Equally the return to the council of the Children’s Homes from Five Rivers in February 2014 
will provide opportunities in the long term for the authority in respect of availability of 
placements.   
 
In 2013-14, over 970 Looked After Reviews were held in respect of Children and Young 
People of Middlesbrough, with reviews held in a number of boroughs throughout England.  The 
incidence of reviews is determined by statutory frequency.  Over a third of children in the 
Looked After system enter care during the year, and require Looked after Reviews at 
maximum intervals of 28 days, 3 months and 6 months thereafter. In order to ensure that 
statutory timescales are met, it is necessary to conduct reviews at even shorter intervals to 
allow for contingencies which may require a pre-arranged date to be altered.  This inevitably 
increases the ‘rate’ at which looked after reviews are required in order to meet government 
targets and statutory requirements.   
 
 
 
 
 
What are we doing about it?  
 
 In October 2013 IROs requested a case note header to record their visits on ICS, all 

visits backdated from April 2013 were subsequently taken from the electronic files 
and entered retrospectively on the system.   

 
 
 
Business Support Services for the Looked After processes have struggled to meet the rising 
level of need as indicated in respect of processing minutes and collating essential auditing 
material. Lack of cover for maternity leave has played its part with capacity within this area.  
 
Minutes not routinely distributed in a timely manner fails to comply with current statutory 
guidance (The IRO handbook, 2010, p47, 7.3), therefore, work continues to ensure the timely 
distribution of the minutes to families and professionals who attend the reviews.  
 
Concerns continue in respect of social workers convening and preparing looked After reports 
for reviews. Approximately 35% of Looked After meetings are not convened using the 
appropriate documentation.  This in turn impacts on relevant information being received in time 
for the review or relevant professionals not attending due to not being notified of the review 
being held.  In particular, the use of the Interpreting service is inconsistent and assumptions 
are made about a family's understanding of complex issues on occasion. 
 
 
What are we doing about it? 
 
IROs have developed a refresh training pack for social workers regarding Planning for a 
Review which will be delivered by the service area to individual teams.  
 
Looked After Review Minutes are not circulated to any professional internal to the 
council who has access to the Integrated Children Services as they are able to view and 
print off copies from ICS if required.  
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A Monitoring Action Sheet has been developed and is completed by the IRO and 
emailed to the Team Manager, highlighting practice and decision making in line with the 
IRO Handbook 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Timeliness  
The percentage of children whose reviews were conducted within statutory timescales during 
the current reporting period (April 2013-March 2014) was 86.3% compared with 84.1% in 
2012/13. 
 
Whilst placement changes do not always necessitate an earlier review, children who are 
placed for adoption or placed in Secure Accommodation move into an additional statutory 
review cycle of 28 days and 3 months, regardless of when the last looked after review was 
held or when the next is scheduled. It is not uncommon for an individual child to have four 
Reviews over twelve months which are chaired by an IRO. 
 
Some Looked After Reviews must be conducted as a series of meetings rather than as a 
single event, where this is appropriate to the needs of the child and his or her family, 
consistent with the concept of the review as a process rather than an ‘event’ 
 
The figures do not include a small number of other statutory reviews held for young people in 
the ‘secure estate’, which are not counted amongst the Looked After Review data. There were 
three children requiring secure reviews under section 25 Welfare Orders during 2013 -2014. 
 
The IRO continues to monitor decision making in relation to care plans and changes in 
circumstances reflecting the increasing integration developing between Court processes and 
Independent Reviewing Officers. Changes highlighted in section 7 regarding the Public Law 
Outline (Child care cases presented at Court) have seen a positive impact on local authority’s 
performance in progressing children’s plans for permanence. 
 
What are we doing about it? 
 
An independent review is to be undertaken within the review and development unit to 
establish business process mapping which will transfer processes from manual to 
electronic. 
 
Children/Young Peoples participation at Looked After Reviews is positive and there are a high 
proportion of consultation forms completed and submitted which demonstrates good 
preparation of the young person in readiness for their reviews taking place. 
 
The reviews have relevant professionals in attendance, in line with children’s wishes and 
views.  In promoting the children’s participation and inclusion, implementation of children 
chairing their own reviews has occurred and there are now several children who do chair their 
own reviews.  
 
The IRO service is represented at the Children in Care Council and regularly meets to discuss 
topical issues relevant to the young people. All documentation developed by the unit is 
approved by the Children in Care Council. The Chair of the Council met with the IROs in 2013 
to promote working relationships. 
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Quality Assurance of the IRO Service 
 
Middlesbrough Safeguarding Service has a formal dispute resolution protocol and this process 
is clearly embedded.  Regular reviews take place to ensure there is a clear and concise 
pathway to raise issues of drift and delay or challenge of professional practice in relation to 
children and young people’s plans, whether in Child Protection or Looked After processes.   
 
In addition IRO’s endeavour to provide a balanced, focussed, honest and supportive approach 
to encourage constructive communication between professionals to promote positive and 
timely outcomes for children, young people and their families. 
 
Supervision and training 

 
The Senior IRO provides supervision and ensures the IRO’s receive all necessary training. 
IROs have opportunity to attend in-house and regional training relevant to their service areas.  
 
Any resource issues that are putting at risk the delivery of a quality service 
 
The IRO role is not to identify resources needed to meet a young persons needs but to ensure 
that resources available to the local authority match the needs of the young person and are of 
a high quality. 
 
The Senior IRO also attends Regional IRO groups where good practice issues are shared and 
embedded within Middlesbrough. 
 
The completion and distribution of Looked After Minutes within timescales continues to be a 
challenge, mainly due to Business Support Systems not sufficiently robust to meet the   
demands of the service.   
 
The Winscribe typing service has previously enabled IROs to dictate and amend Looked After 
Review Minutes in a timely manner, however since the beginning of 2014 this service has 
become overwhelmed with requests from all service areas of the council, which has negatively 
impacted on the Looked After Review minutes been completed and distributed within 
timescales.  Possible solutions are being considered for the service so they may meet their 
targets for distribution of the minutes in the longer term.   
 
The distribution of consultation/feedback documents to children and young people, parents 
and foster carers is an area that requires further consideration to identify new and innovative 
systems to ensure views of children, parents and carers are gained. 
In addition the management of the Looked After Database also needs to be reviewed to 
develop efficient systems that will transfer to the new electronic system chosen by the Local 
Authority. 
 
The IRO banding continues on the basis of an experienced Social Worker level rather than that 
prescribed in National Statutory Guidance from the Secretary of State. IROs status in 
Middlesbrough is less than an ATM but equivalent to Level L.  This has caused challenges for 
recruitment of permanent IROs, particularly attracting professionals form outside the Authority.  
The use of agency staff, has impacted on the consistency of IROs for children and young 
people. 
 
Achievements for this last year  
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The service has worked to improve their recording on the ICS system.  Specific data fields 
have been created in the electronic records which clearly capture IRO activity, which includes 
contact with children and young people, issues raised with regard to planning for the child, 
Dispute Resolution Processes. 
 
Auditing completed by the IRO service in relation to the Looked After and Child Protection 
Processes, highlighted themes and trends which are routinely fed into the Safeguarding 
Service via a fora of performance clinics and management meetings. 
 
This ensures that training is identified for professionals where necessary and that gaps in 
services or changes in procedures are captured and addressed. 
 
IROs have continued to ensure the promotion of The Early Help Agenda and developed 
systems to ensure cases are reviewed at an earlier stage of the safeguarding process to 
promote the child remaining at home within their own families when safe to do so. 
 
IROs have developed clear performance indicators which are fed back to line management at 
monthly performance clinics. 
 
In March 2014 the Senior IRO contributed to the working party looking at permanence 
monitoring process to ensure that children being assessed as needing a long term placement 
or adoption avoid drift and delay in permanence planning. 
 
  
Areas For Development/Work Programme for 2014/15 
 

1) Capacity to meet the demands of the Review and Development Service 
 

As stated earlier in this report the IRO service in Middlesbrough has experienced a challenging 
period due to the high numbers of children looked after and children subject to Child Protection 
Plans.  This caused significant pressures to meet the requirements of the Handbook. 

 
Actions to be taken to improve capacity Issues 

 Appointment of three permanent IROs to the Review and Development Team within the 
first quarter of 2014/15.  

 

 Development work in relation to administration processes to develop more efficient and 
improved processes to ensure Child Protection and LAC Minutes are circulated on time. 
 

2) Improve Processes for Looked After reviews  
Work is required to ensure that the review is convened, prepared, held in timescales 
and minutes completed and circulated within timescales. 
 

Actions to be taken to improve processes 

 Training on Preparation for Review to be delivered to social workers 
 

 Work to take place with the Fostering Team to develop other strategies to ensure 
foster carers and children have their consultation forms in enough time to 
complete prior to the Looked After Review 

 

 Work to take place to promote return of parental consultation forms. 
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 IROs will have access to secure email address to allow them to email 
reports/minutes to other professionals 

 

 Ensure partner agencies are aware of new process for email circulation of 
minutes and notifications. 

 

 Notification guidance on children becoming looked After to be developed. 
 

 Themed audit to be undertaken to determine if new processes are embedded, in 
house and with partner agencies. 

 

 Review cases where children are looked after full time and receive short 
break/respite provision to ensure reviewing systems are adequate. 

 

 Themed Audit to be undertaken with care leavers to determine young people’s 
views on IROs reviewing their pathway plans post 18yrs 

 
3) Child Participation  
 
Child participation is positive and IROs will continue to engage with children and young 
people, including those in a cross boundary placement to ensure their needs are met and 
they receive a quality service from Middlesbrough Local Authority. 
 
Actions to be taken to maintain and improve child participation 

 IRO to continue having face to face contact in line with child’s wishes and current 
guidance 
 

 IROs to work in partnership with the Local authority in reviewing outcome report of 
virtual communications (use of ICT equipment)  

 

 Maintain links with the Forum for Looked After Children 
 

 IRO continued representation on the Return to Middlesbrough Pilot Project 
 

.  
 

 

Overview and Summary  
 
Despite the challenges within Middlesbrough the IRO service has managed to sustain a good 
level of performance against statutory requirements for Looked After Children.  
 
The service remains positive and committed to maintaining robust reviewing processes to 
ensure there are positive outcomes for the children of Middlesbough. 
 
Future work has been identified for 2014 – 2015 and with the positive relationships built with 
the team managers and partner agencies within the local authority it is anticipated that the 
tasks set within the work programme will be achieved. 
 
 
 


