
The purpose of this survey is to provide a national measure to support sector led improvement
and development. It will be used by the National IRO Managers Partnership to inform the work of
our regional networks and as a means to share 'what works' ideas to assist development of best
practice across the country. 

Introduction 

National IRO Managers Partnership - Responding to Messages from
Research: State of the Nation Survey

This survey attempts to take into account the wider context within which IRO services operate. The partnership believes that
services will have a better chance of success when all parts of the system are better able to recognise the social work skills and
contribution of IROs to safeguarding and promoting the wellbeing of children and young people in care.

This survey draws on the findings and key messages of research undertaken by:  University East Anglia (2015) Care
Planning and the Role of the Independent Reviewing Officer Report 

Closing date of this survey:  17th March 2017 

Holding children at the centre of what we do through our work with and for them, we aim to promote and lead excellent care and
services for looked after children and care leavers.

Respondent Details

National IRO Managers Partnership - Responding to Messages from
Research: State of the Nation Survey

We recommend completion of the survey in full but you are welcome to skip any questions you consider less relevant.

1. Name

2. Region

3. Please specify name of Local Authority or Trust
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https://www.uea.ac.uk/documents/3437903/0/Care+Planning+and+IROs+UEA+Oct+2015.pdf/e9236f71-d2db-46bc-95ec-884eeef1471d


  

4. Role

Independent Reviewing
Officer

IRO combined role (IRO
& Conference Chair)

IRO Manager

Head of Service or similar

Other (please specify)

We recommend completion of this survey in full but you are welcome to skip any questions you
consider less relevant.

Key messages for policy makers

National IRO Managers Partnership - Responding to Messages from
Research: State of the Nation Survey
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5. Are IRO workloads consistent with DfE requirements? 
Extract from IRO Handbook: The manager should ensure that the size of the caseloads enables each IRO to comply with primary legislation, the Regulations

and relevant guidance in order to achieve the outcomes for every looked after child that a conscientious and caring parent would seek for their own children.

This may include having the authority limit requests by the current Local Authority for the IRO to undertake additional tasks, which are not part of the IRO

role. 

Guidance for completion of this Question 5:  For the purpose of this survey, please assume 'caseload' as taken to mean a ‘case’ as a child as opposed to

family and specify numbers based on FTE only and child in care (looked-after) children only. Please use the comments box to provide supplementary

information about, for example, rationale for any difference in the spread of caseload between FtE in the same authority. An example might be a caseload of

40 looked after children for the purpose of this survey return but actual number of cases held being equivalent of  80 encompassing , but is also a conference

chair – how to record this and assess if it is reasonable? Sorry to have questions not answers, but I think you’ll need to think these things through – children

subject of CP Plans (Conference Chair function).

a) No: Caseloads 70 plus & extra tasks.

b) No: Caseloads 70+ No extra tasks.

c) Yes - in line:  Caseloads 60-70. No extras.

d) Yes - strength: Caseload 50-60. No extras.

e) Yes - strength: Caseloads 45-50. No extras.

f) Yes - strength: Caseloads 40-45. No extras

Please state if the service operates dual roles (combined CP Chair & IRO roles).   

1) Very weak 2) 3) 4) 5) Real Strength

Other (please specify)

6. How realistic are IROs workloads and administrative support arrangements?
If the IRO service is to be effective, it is essential that IROs have realistic workloads and good administrative support. Calls for a clearer ‘footprint’, more

recording of their intervention, should be married with provision of sufficient resources.

Sý Sý Sý Sý Sý
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1) Very weak 2) 3) 4) 5) Very strong

Other (please specify)

7. How would you rate the administrative support arrangements for the IRO service?
The volume of reports and administrative work, the design of IT systems and quality of template forms need to support IROs ability to maintain clear and

up-to-date records. Systems need to avoid duplication, and be meaningful and ‘user-friendly’. If the IRO service is to be effective, it is essential that IROs

have realistic workloads and good administrative support. Calls for a clearer ‘footprint’, more recording of their intervention, should be married with

provision of sufficient resources. 

Sý Sý Sý Sý Sý

1) Very poor 2) 3) 4) 5) Very well

Other (please specify)

8. ‘How well does the IRO service strike a balance between engaging with problems in order to achieve
desired changes, or a more ‘hands-off’ approach to independence?  While a degree of distance from day to day

operations is important for IROs to have a distinct perspective, effective independence may actually require sufficient engagement with operational

problems to win influence over operational staff (social workers and managers). The evidence of the UEA study does not support the separation of IROs

from local authorities, as it does not suggest that this would enhance effective independence. Chances of success are greater when there is a culture

of 'negotiated settlements', and the negotiations may be particularly difficult in some circumstances. A full picture of the IRO service should take account

of this ‘hidden’ work. 

Sý Sý Sý Sý Sý

Very poor Very well

Other (please specify)

9. How well do existing operational arrangements support effective challenge of care planning at the
informal level? 
Under current operational arrangements it is possible for IROs to show effective independence through challenging care planning and provision that

seems to them inadequate. It is important to appreciate that challenge does not necessarily involve formal escalation, but more often discussion and

negotiation, which may in many cases actually be experienced as help and support. 

Āþ Āþ Āþ Āþ Āþ
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None whatsoever Clear & effective

Other (please specify)

10. Is there clear guidance and support on when to move from informal approaches to formal dispute
resolution stages?

Āþ Āþ Āþ Āþ Āþ

Very poor Very well

Other (please specify)

11. How well do existing operational arrangements support effective whole system support of good care
planning? 
The requirement of realistic workloads and adequate resources does not only apply to the IRO service, but to the looked after children service as a whole,

and to the other agencies that provide support for children in care and their families.

Sý Sý Sý Sý Sý

1) Not enough challenge 2) 3) 4) 5) Suitably challenging

Other (please specify)

12. Are IROs suitably challenging or is there a need for more challenge? 
Participants in the UEA study ranged from those who considered IROs to be suitably challenging and who called for greater challenge (this included team

managers and social workers, not only IROs). There was a preference for more cooperative, less confrontational methods of intervention, but there was

evidence that most IROs had used some of the more formal dispute resolution procedures, and were prepared to do so if they considered it necessary. 

Sý Sý Sý Sý Sý
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1) Very resistant 2) 3) 4) 5) Very well respected

Other (please specify)

13. What is the prevailing attitude towards the IRO role and challenge of care planning? 
Most IROs thought that their views were respected by local authority managers and social workers, but some gave examples of resistance or their views

not being properly addressed.

Sý Sý Sý Sý Sý

1) Unhelpful - often at
loggerheads 2) 3) 4)

5) Sufficient scrutiny &
collaborative approach

Other (please specify)

14. Overall, how well do the skills and preferred attributes and approaches of different IROs compare
with the competence and confidence of social workers, team managers, senior managers, children’s
guardians, foster carers, and so on?
Effective intervention is the result of the dynamic relationships between all the different people involved in the system, including the children and their

families. Many of the problems of the looked after children system are the result of factors such as need for more social workers and social work time,

need for more good quality foster and residential placements, and need for more services provided by other agencies. This all means that scrutiny and

challenge on their own may not be sufficient to move things forward. There is no point shouting more and more loudly at people to do something which is

simply beyond their power to do. So, the IRO role has evolved in order to be most useful in these circumstances: to combine scrutiny with the

collaborative approaches, a willingness and ability to assist directly in resolving the problems, to sometimes help in making plans not just checking them,

to ‘keep things on track’, to build bridges between young people, parents and social workers, to help maintain the ‘team around the child’. 

Sý Sý Sý Sý Sý

1) Very under resourced 2) 3) 4) 5) Very well resourced

Other (please specify)

15. How well resourced is the IRO service?
When the IRO service itself faces challenges of heavy workloads and limited resources, the extent to which progress chasing and challenge is done is

going to be more limited. This can result in IROs not always appearing sufficiently challenging or independent; and indeed, sometimes they may not be.

But awareness of these potential drawbacks, together with an understanding of the realities of practice and the reasons why practice takes the forms it

does, is a better basis for realistic, targeted changes and improvements, rather than wholesale criticism and risking the positive features that have

evolved.

Sý Sý Sý Sý Sý
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1) Very under resourced 2) 3) 4) 5) Very well resourced

Other (please specify)

16. How well resourced is the IRO service?

Sý Sý Sý Sý Sý

Key messages for the courts and children’s guardians

National IRO Managers Partnership - Responding to Messages from
Research: State of the Nation Survey

1) Rarely sought 2) 3) 4) 5) Routinely sought

Other (please specify)

17. Is it routine for the courts to ask for confirmation of the IRO's view?
It is important for courts to be sure that IROs know of and support the local authority’s care plan. It should be routine to ask for confirmation of the IRO’s

view.

Sý Sý Sý Sý Sý

1) No knowledge of it 2) 3) 4) 5) Fully embedded

Other (please specify)

18. How well embedded is the Cafcass & IRO Good Practice Protocol for Public Law Work applied?
Children’s guardians and IROs should be aware of the Cafcass and Independent Reviewing Officer Good Practice Protocol for Public Law Work. The

UEA research showed considerable stereotyping and negative attitudes between the two groups, although there were also examples of effective

cooperation and positive evaluations of the other professional’s role.

Sý Sý Sý Sý Sý
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1) Hardly ever 2) 3) 4)
5) Strength - good

communication

Other (please specify)

19. How well do Guardians and IROs communicate?
Given the restrictions on the guardian’s role in the context of high demand and time-limited care proceedings (‘proportionate working’), it is important that

guardians try to keep in touch with IROs while the case is in proceedings. They may not be able to attend the Looked After reviews, but should try to

discuss matters beforehand, ensure that they are notified swiftly of the decisions, and receive the minutes promptly.

Sý Sý Sý Sý Sý

1) Hardly ever 2) 3) 4)
5) Strength - good

communication

Other (please specify)

20. How well do Guardians and IROs communicate?
Given the restrictions on the guardian’s role in the context of high demand and time-limited care proceedings (‘proportionate working’), it is important that

guardians try to keep in touch with IROs while the case is in proceedings. They may not be able to attend the Looked After reviews, but should try to

discuss matters beforehand, ensure that they are notified swiftly of the decisions, and receive the minutes promptly.

Sý Sý Sý Sý Sý

1) Never 2) Plan to start 3) Annually 4) 6 months 5) Quarterly

Other (please specify)

21. How often are team meetings between guardians and IROs held?
Periodic team meetings between guardians and IROs can be  effective ways of building good working relationships (see also Dickens, 2015).

Sý Sý Sý Sý Sý
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1) Hardly ever 2) 3) 4)
5) Strength - good

communication

Other (please specify)

22. How well do Guardians and IROs communicate?
Given the restrictions on the guardian’s role in the context of high demand and time-limited care proceedings (‘proportionate working’), it is important that

guardians try to keep in touch with IROs while the case is in proceedings. They may not be able to attend the Looked After reviews, but should try to

discuss matters beforehand, ensure that they are notified swiftly of the decisions, and receive the minutes promptly.

Sý Sý Sý Sý Sý

We recommend completion of the survey in full but you are welcome to skip any questions you
consider less relevant.

Key messages for local authority man

National IRO Managers Partnership - Responding to Messages from
Research: State of the Nation Survey

1) Lacking 2) 3) 4)

5) Strength - well
established & making a

difference

Other (please specify)

23. How sufficient are the current systems for hearing the views of IROs about case related matters,
and the wider service the local authority is providing?
Senior managers should ensure there are clear systems to hear the views of IROs about case related matters, and the wider service the local authority is

providing. There should be clear systems for giving feedback on these matters.

Sý Sý Sý Sý Sý
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1) Poor 2) 3) 4) 

5) Strength - well
understood & applied in

practice

Other (please specify)

24. How satisfactory are the arrangements for ensuring that social workers keep IROs informed of the
progress of cases?
Operational Managers should ensure that social workers keep IROs informed of the progress of cases, and are prompt in completing all the necessary

paperwork for LAC reviews.

Sý Sý Sý Sý Sý

1) Lacking 2) 3) 4)

5) Strength - well
established & making a

difference

Other (please specify)

25. How sufficient are the current links and agreements with other agencies, especially education and
healthy, to prioritise high quality services, and effective development and improvement?
Senior managers have a responsibility to ensure effective links and agreements with other agencies, especially education and health, to prioritise

services for looked after children and their families; and independent foster care providers, to ensure a suitable range of high quality provision, and

effective monitoring and support for their foster carers.

Sý Sý Sý Sý Sý

1) Poor 2) 3) 4)

5) Strength -
generally actioned in a

timely way

Other (please specify)

26. How satisfactory are the arrangements for ensuring that social workers undertake the
tasks/decisions identified from the Looked After review?
Team managers should enable social workers to undertake the tasks identified in the review in a timely manner, and ensure that they do.

Sý Sý Sý Sý Sý
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1) Poor 2) 3) 4)

5) Strength -
generally actioned in a

timely way

Other (please specify)

27. How satisfactory are the pre-review consultation forms for young people, parents & carers?
The UEA study identified many complaints about the quality and poor user-friendliness of pre-review consultation forms (either paper or on-line), for

young people and for parents. These need on-going review and up-dating.

Sý Sý Sý Sý Sý

1) Poor / ineffective 2) 3) 4)

5) Exceptionally well
implemented / very

effective

Other (please specify)

28. How well are we implementing the IROs consultation with young people / how effective do we think
we are?  The UEA study identified many complaints about the quality and poor user-friendliness of pre-review consultation forms (either paper or on-

line), for young people and for parents. These need on-going review and up-dating.

Sý Sý Sý Sý Sý

29. Any additional thoughts or comments

11



30. Can we contact you for a more in-depth phone survey?

Name  

Local Authority  

Email  

Phone  

31. Contact Address

Reference: University of East Anglia (2015) Care Planning and the Role of the Independent
Reviewing Officer Report (Pages 155 - 156)

Key messages for IROs and IRO managers

National IRO Managers Partnership - Responding to Messages from
Research: State of the Nation Survey

Social workers and team managers do recognise the importance of the IRO’s independent view and the need for challenge, but
prefer the more collaborative and less confrontational ways of doing so. Most IROs preferred this way of working too.

It can be difficult to judge the right time to move from these informal approaches to formal dispute resolution procedures, and often
easier to see it with the benefit of hindsight. IROs should be prepared to use the formal processes, but try informal approaches first,
as expected by the IRO Handbook.

The annual IRO report is an important opportunity to highlight the outcomes of the informal approaches, to draw attention to any
benefits for children, families and workers that have been achieved through these ways of working.

Involving children and young people in their reviews can be challenging, but also one of the most rewarding parts of the job. The
guidance specifies that review meetings should be ‘child centred’, but also there is a list of matters that have to be covered. It may
not be easy to square these requirements, involve parents as well, ensure the discussion is comprehensive, honest and
constructive, and protect the child from inappropriate information or unhelpful views. Practical aspects such as venue, timing and
who attends/for what part of the meeting may require careful planning.

Hearing children’s views more widely, not only in the reviews, is a crucial step towards promoting their participation. Building good
links with the local authority’s children and young people in care council would be a way of doing this.

Young people do complain that reviews are ‘boring’, but as they get older, most do attend and consider it important to do so. The
research showed IROs using a variety of methods to make reviews more ‘child friendly’, and there are innovative approaches such
as the child centred review system developed by Sheffield Children’s Involvement Team. It is important to make sufficient time to
talk with the children beforehand, to help prepare them, and afterwards, to check that they feel they were heard, and have
understood the decisions. IROs and social workers should discuss and clarify who will do this work.

The (UEA, 2014) study showed the value of the multiple roles and tasks that IROs and the review process can achieve, but these
are not a substitute for the social work service that should take place between reviews; it is important to differentiate between these
two aspects.
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It is not a requirement to contact or see children in between reviews, and in most cases this is not necessary. In some cases it may
not be practicable. There may be cases in which it is desirable but IROs should think clearly about the reasons for this and the
implications for the roles of the other professionals and carers involved.

Parental participation is also an important part of the job, and a number of parents spoke positively about the IROs’ role in helping
them to participate in reviews and stay involved in their child’s life. Again, this requires good preparation and time to talk with the
parent(s) afterwards. IROs and social workers should discuss and clarify who will do this work.

Contact arrangements can be some of the most complex and contentious matters, whether between children and parents, or
children and their siblings. Plans should be carefully discussed and explained between all the parties.

Review recommendation should be ‘SMART’, identifying who is responsible for implementing them, the timeframe for doing so and
the monitoring arrangements. Social workers appreciated IROs who took an active role in checking whether tasks had been
undertaken.

Sharing information, tips and viewpoints is an essential step towards promoting best practice.

IROs need ‘challenge’ and support themselves. IRO managers have an important responsibility to provide this, and to represent
their service in discussions with local authority managers.
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