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Dear Jenny
Monitoring visit to Liverpool City Council children’s services

This letter summarises the findings of the monitoring visit to Liverpool City Council
children’s services on 13 and 14 December 2023. This was the first monitoring visit
since the local authority was judged inadequate in May 2023. His Majesty’s
inspectors for this visit were Kathryn Grindrod and Teresa Godfrey.

Areas covered by the visit

Inspectors reviewed the progress made in the following areas of concern identified at
the last inspection:

B The receipt and response to contacts and referrals, including those decisions for
no further action or signposting to other agencies.

® Child protection enquiries, including the quality of strategy discussions and
section 47 enquiries.

B Child and family assessments.

This visit was carried out in line with the inspection of local authority children’s
services (ILACS) framework.

Headline findings

Since the last inspection, a new senior leadership team has implemented a clear
improvement plan and secured significant financial investment to address practice
shortfalls. The new permanent director of children’s services (DCS) has a good
understanding of what needs to change, and she has worked at pace to bring about
some early improvements. Contacts about children in need are now promptly
accepted at the ‘front door’, and immediate risks to children are quickly recognised
and responded to in a timely way by staff. Thresholds are appropriately applied at
the front door for children who need a social work service. This was not routinely
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happening when the inspection took place in March 2023. Domestic abuse and early
help workers are now co-located at the front door and the partnership presence is
being further strengthened. The quality of child and family assessments is still weak
and children’s needs are not always identified and responded to effectively during
the assessment process. More needs to be done to address this significant practice
shortfall.

Leaders are well sighted on these issues, and they understand that there is much
more to do to improve the consistency and quality of practice. They are working to
address these issues with determination and pace.

Findings and evaluation of progress

Contacts are now accepted at the front door in a timely way. Managers promptly
triage contacts, and identify children at immediate risk of harm and take appropriate
and timely action to safeguard them. However, some children experience delays in
having their needs assessed and addressed due to partner agencies not referring
their concerns to the front door promptly enough. In addition, contacts received from
some partner agencies are not always sufficiently detailed. This creates additional
work for staff at the front door as they seek to secure further information to inform
next steps.

There are sometimes delays for children in need who are not at immediate risk, from
the point when contacts are created on the system and when social workers
commence screening activity to determine next steps. Although these delays have
significantly reduced from those that were seen at the last inspection, senior leaders
agree that this area of practice needs to be strengthened further.

Screening activity at the front door is completed appropriately. Family history and
previous involvement with services are routinely collated. However, there is
insufficient consideration of the need to contact fathers or male partners in most
screening activity. This means that decisions are made without a full understanding
of the significant people who contribute to children’s lives. Although children are
sometimes spoken to as part of screening processes, this information is not routinely
considered to inform decision-making. When it is decided that the threshold for social
work intervention has been met, children’s cases are progressed to assessment
teams for a social work assessment in a timely way.

Partner agencies in the multi-agency safeguarding hub (MASH) provide relevant
information to assist social workers and managers to make decisions about next
steps. There is now a more extensive range of partners represented in the MASH, in
addition to police and health colleagues. This now includes early help, domestic
abuse professionals and the Probation Service. However, it is too early to determine
the impact that this expansion of the front door will have for individual children.
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Management oversight is recorded on all contacts received about children in need
and at risk of harm, including at the conclusion of activity at the front door.
However, the quality of management oversight is mostly too basic and brief, and it is
not specific to the individual needs of the child and their family. As such, it does not
always help workers to determine specific issues that need to be clarified, such as
whether parental or child consent to gather information is required. The issue of
consent is not properly understood by managers or workers at the front door, and it
is not always secured or appropriately overridden prior to completing checks with
partner agencies. This means that the rationale for information-sharing between
agencies is not always clear.

When there are significant and immediate concerns about risks to children, these are
recognised, and strategy meetings usually happen quickly. This is an improving
picture since the last inspection. Strategy discussions are well attended by key
partners, who share detailed information and contribute appropriately to decision-
making. There is now a clear rationale for agreed actions, which are usually detailed
and timebound. This means that immediate risks to children are identified and
responded to effectively, pending fuller child and family assessments, or an
escalation of children’s cases into child protection processes. Assessment teams also
convene strategy discussions appropriately when concerns escalate during their work
with families. However, section 47 child protection enquiries are usually very briefly
recorded and provide limited additional information.

Although children’s cases are allocated to social workers in the assessment teams
without delay, too many assessments of children and families are of poor quality.
Assessments do not properly evaluate historical risk factors and the cumulative
impact that these factors have on children. Instead, they often consider incidents
and issues in isolation. This is particularly true when domestic abuse and substance
misuse are ongoing issues in children’s lives, including when adults who have been
subject to domestic abuse are sometimes unrealistically expected to protect children
from harm.

Social workers do not always know about the range of services available to children
and families in Liverpool, including from early help services. As a result, some
children do not benefit from the involvement of specialist agencies that can help to
reduce risks to them and respond to their needs. This means that the quality of
social work intervention during a child and family assessment is too inconsistent, and
it does not have a positive impact on children’s lives. Children are not always spoken
to during assessments and partner agency involvement in the assessment is limited.
This is sometimes compounded by a lack of consideration of individual children’s
needs, including their cultural and language needs. This means that some children’s
needs remain unrecognised and unmet.

There have been significant changes in senior leadership since the inspection in
March 2023, when services to children were judged to be inadequate. The new
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permanent senior leadership team has quickly established a detailed and realistic
view of the areas that require improvement. Leaders have welcomed external
scrutiny to supplement their developing internal quality-assurance processes and
have completed wide-ranging audits of work at the front door. As a result, leaders’
self-assessment accurately reflects what was seen by inspectors during this visit. The
DCS and her senior leadership team know that there is still much to do to ensure
that children in Liverpool receive effective services that reduce risks and ensure that
their needs are met.

At a strategic level, leaders understand the urgent necessity for the planned changes
and have committed financially and publicly to supporting the detailed and wide-
ranging improvement plan. This includes ensuring that there is additional capacity in
the senior leadership team to drive improvement, and to develop quality-assurance
activity across the service. It also includes addressing long-standing issues in other
council services, such as information and communication technology and property
services, which can hinder the provision of effective and strong social work.

Senior leaders are laying strong foundations to enable the necessary improvements
to be delivered. Strategic priorities were quickly identified, and responded to,
following the last inspection. This includes making immediate changes at the front
door to strengthen the response to contacts and referrals, pending an imminent
service redesign. There is a recognition by senior leaders that high caseloads have
impacted on staff morale and prevented good-quality social work practice from
taking place. This awareness has led to leaders securing significant investment to
support an increase in staffing and management capacity at the front door and in the
assessment teams. This includes the creation of three additional social work teams in
the assessment service, which has led to a reduction in extremely high caseloads for
social workers in recent months.

Despite this, caseloads are still too high in the assessment teams. This means that
effective direct work with children does not always take place, and that some
children do not have their ongoing needs met. This sometimes leads to repeat
contacts as concerns about children are not successfully addressed in the longer
term prior to their cases being closed. Additional teams of social workers are due to
start work in January 2024, in order to increase capacity further. A detailed and
wide-ranging recruitment and retention plan has been developed, which aims to
attract and retain permanent social workers.

A new quality-assurance framework has recently been launched, which includes the
introduction of routine collaborative auditing with practitioners and managers. The
recent implementation of this is still limited by a lack of closing-the-loop activities,
based on a clear understanding of what good social work practice looks like. These
issues were quickly recognised by leaders, who have embarked on an appropriate
programme of work, which is leading to some early progress.
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Social workers in the assessment team have not consistently received supervision,
although the recent increase in managers in that part of the service has led to some
improvements in the frequency of supervision offered to staff. Supervision
sometimes lacks consideration of children’s experiences, focusing instead on
processes and tasks. As a result, the quality of supervision is not strong enough to
recognise and challenge ineffective social work practice.

Workers described lots of change over the last few months. Most workers told
inspectors that they are kept informed about imminent changes to the front door,
although there is a level of anxiety about how the proposed changes will impact on
them going forward. Despite this anxiety, workers and managers at the front door
described a calmer working environment where they now have the time and support
to make the right decisions for children. Some staff told inspectors that this is an
improvement on their experience at the time of the last inspection.

I am copying this letter to the Department for Education. Because this is the first
monitoring visit to your local authority, we will not publish this letter on the Ofsted
website. You may share this letter with others if you wish.

Yours sincerely

Kathryn Grindrod
His Majesty’s Inspector



