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Northumberland has implemented an effective risk management model to safeguard adolescents who are at risk of significant harm from their own behaviour and their approach is having a good impact on safeguarding outcomes. This example provides an overview of the processes in place in Northumberland and the impact that this way of working is having. It includes information about the risk management framework, a multi-agency partnership approach and engaging young people.
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‘It is widely recognised that adolescents with complex behaviours present a particularly difficult challenge to local authorities as a result of their high-risk behaviours and their unwillingness or inability to positively engage with services. 

Here, in Northumberland, we began to develop a strategic response to these challenges that was based on the premise that adolescents were still children and that they were still entitled to the same protections under the Children Act (1989).

This approach was developed as a response to a number of local factors, including the high use of secure accommodation, high levels of first-time entrants to the youth justice system and, tragically, the death of a young person in 2007 as a result of substance misuse. A combination of these factors led to the development of a clear strategy to support adolescents and the provision of services specifically designed to promote better outcomes for these young people.’ 
Paul Moffat, Corporate Director, Children’s Services
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Background
Safeguarding services for children and young people in Northumberland were judged outstanding at the most recent inspection of safeguarding and looked after children’s services in March 2012. 
Research (Ages of Concern, Ofsted) clearly demonstrates that the highest risk of death or serious injury to children occurs in very early childhood or adolescence. In December 2007, Ethan, a 14-year-old boy, died as a result of a heroin overdose. Ethan was looked after and being supported by a range of services that were intended to protect him. Following his death, an independent management review was undertaken to establish what lessons could be learnt and what actions needed to be taken to minimise the risks to other young people. The review identified that there was a gap in support available to young people who were at risk of significant harm as a result of their own behaviours and that poor communication between agencies had led to a lack of coordinated intervention. The review recommended that the local authority considered how to improve these aspects of its work with vulnerable adolescents. As a result of this recommendation, Northumberland’s multi-agency Risk Management Group (RMG) was formed in August 2008.

The risk management framework
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The Risk Management Group is a multi-agency group that works with young people to develop a consistent approach to risk management. A tool, the Vulnerability Checklist, has been developed and the assessment covers a range of risk and protective factors, including emotional health, physical health, sexual health, social and environmental factors, substance misuse, offending behaviour and whether a young person has been reported missing to the police. 
The risk management process can be used for any adolescent considered to be at high or very high risk due to their own behaviour. The practitioner undertakes an assessment of the risks based on a scoring matrix. A multi-agency meeting is then held to undertake a risk assessment and a lead professional is identified. This will be the practitioner considered to have the best relationship with the young person to take the lead in coordinating meetings and sharing information. Young people who are at low or medium risk remain the responsibility of the key agency who is working with them. Practice guidance provides advice about the escalating nature of risk and the importance of immediacy of harm when determining the levels of risk.

If the assessed risk remains high or very high after the multi-agency assessment then the young person is referred to the risk management group and a detailed plan is developed before the meeting to manage and reduce the risks on a multiagency basis. The plan will identify the support services that will be or are being provided to manage the identified risks. The plan will also identify the agencies responsible for providing the support and the timescales. The risk management group is chaired by a senior manager and attended by team managers and this along with a centrally held risk management log enhances the ‘corporate parenting’ responsibility, whether this is for a young person who is looked after or living at home. The plan is reviewed every three weeks during which time evidence of risk reduction is gathered. The young person’s name will not be removed from the risk management log until the risk is considered medium or low. At this stage, the management and oversight of the plan will return to the appropriate agency.

The risk management plan is not intended to replace any action, which an individual agency may consider necessary, to safeguard and protect the welfare of a child or young person. Rather, the plan is intended to enhance the planning process in respect of individual children and ensure coordinated multiagency planning is in place.

A multi-agency partnership approach

The work of the risk management group is overseen and monitored by Northumberland Safeguarding Children’s Board (NSCB) and has resulted in the formation of a vulnerable adolescents sub group which provides a focus for monitoring and evaluating the work of agencies; and safeguarding development across the area. To date, the risk management group has helped to reduce the levels of risk for 91 young people.
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Before the formation of the risk management group, a range of agencies working with young people used different risk assessment tools and applied different thresholds and approaches to managing risk. This single risk assessment tool has enabled practitioners to work to a single document to inform multi-agency intervention and coordinate their work. Practitioners say that they use the tool to provide focus to cases where there is lower level risk too. The sharp focus of the multi-agency plan has also facilitated an improvement in the quality of planning across the agencies. 

Agencies report that they no longer feel that they are managing risk alone; there is a shared approach to working with young people and a shared accountability for managing risk, which has led to an enhanced understanding of each other’s roles. There is a strong sense of ownership throughout, from the Director of children’s services to front line practitioners. Partnerships have been strengthened over time with this approach and practitioners feel that this has contributed to effective working relationships at all levels. One practitioner said ‘there are no barriers to partnership working in Northumberland’.

Lack of engagement by young people is addressed fully as part of the risk assessment and helps to understand current risk. Practitioners say that this approach to risk management ensures that the complexities of working with young people who are hard to engage are well understood, addressed, monitored and reviewed.

On an individual case basis this approach is facilitating a shared understanding of risks and continuity in safeguarding between authorities as young people move in and out of the area. Social workers and practitioners from other authorities are invited to contribute to the risk management plan and to attend the risk management group where appropriate. The risk management plan is also shared with other authorities when children move area. 

Young people and parents’ perspective

Young people and parents report a clearer understanding of the risks and are fully involved in the formation of the vulnerability checklist and decision making. The identification of a key worker who they get on with enhances their engagement and enables them to see for themselves the level of risks reducing over time.
[image: image5.png]


   I feel like a weight is lifted off my shoulders[image: image6.png]


 
The coordination of a group of practitioners working to one plan also ensures that young people and parents do not have to repeat their story to several different agencies. Competing demands for appointments and young people’s time is reduced and this enables clarity of focus in the work.
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   I felt like I couldn’t breathe for the different support I had before[image: image8.png]



Parents say:
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   I was unsure at first about what I saw as an outside intrusion into our lives…but the worker was very non-judgemental and it helped to have someone outside of the family to talk about the dangers of my daughter’s actions[image: image10.png]
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   The stress of dealing with your child going missing and at severe risk of sexual exploitation is extremely difficult and scary. The worker was always there to support us… and helped to keep communication open between us and my daughter[image: image12.png]
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Impact of the work

Professionals in Northumberland have been able to clearly identify the types of risk that exist for young people within different communities across the county and have allocated resources accordingly. For example, the creation of an A&E pathway to children’s services as a routine part of drug treatment interventions offered at A&E. 
[image: image19.png]


Strengthening of partnership working with the police has led to greater levels of awareness of the nature of child sexual exploitation within Northumberland. This has led to an increase in the use of Harbouring Notices and disruption techniques. The police is using the intelligence gathered from the group to target individuals and there has been an increase in the numbers of arrests of individuals believed to be involved in the trafficking of children. 

The risk management group has also been successful in developing a bid for £230,000 capital funding to create a provision of supported housing for young people who are leaving care, custody or residential drug treatment. There are 12 properties within the ‘moving on’ scheme which provides high-quality and stable accommodation for young people at a point of transition - a key risk factor in increasing vulnerability. Work in this area has contributed to a 70% reduction in the use of custody over the past four years. There has also been an 80% reduction in youth offending for first time entrants since 2007 and a reduction of 20% in alcohol-related anti-social behaviour. All care leavers are in suitable accommodation.

There has been improved joint monitoring of children who go missing from home or care through the risk management group and, as a result, a new partnership agreement with the police and children’s services has been developed. The work to safeguard and monitor young people who run away has been successful in reducing the numbers of children and young people at risk of going missing.
The work of the group has contributed to a reduction in the use of secure accommodation from approximately seven places a year to an average of one. There are currently no children or young people in secure accommodation.

And, importantly, as a result of the risk management group there have been no further deaths of young people from substance misuse. 
Northumberland is keen to share this approach with other authorities. Work has already been undertaken with a number of local authorities interested in adopting this approach to managing risk. Rachel Farnham, service manager and coordinator for the risk management group, is keen to stress the flexibility of the framework and the fact that it is easily adaptable to local needs. 
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Northumberland is geographically the sixth largest county in England but with a population of approximately 313,000 people is the least densely populated. Children and young people aged 0 to 19 years constitute 21.5% of the total population. Sixteen areas of the county are ranked amongst the 10% most deprived in England with 18.6% children aged below 16 years defined as living in poverty. Almost two out of every three children live in households which are dependent on worklessness benefits. Annually, children’s services receive in the region of 4,600 referrals, process 9,000 contacts and complete 2,600 initial assessments and 2,200 core assessments. A further 700 child protection investigations are undertaken jointly with Northumbria Police. 
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Managing high risk behaviours in adolescents: Northumberland County Council








 





Brief description





 





Overview – the provider’s message





 





The good practice in detail





 





�    The worker provided us with a link to other agencies. This opened doors and made the process manageable �


Parent





�   I wouldn’t be here without the risk management group�


Young person





A case study: Jane


Jane is a 15 year old who has been known to Children’s Services since she was 13. It was at this point her mental health began to deteriorate and her risk-taking behaviours escalated. Jane would regularly go missing from home, and this resulted in a difficult relationship with her adoptive parents. After Jane’s home situation broke down, she was admitted into care. The primary concern was that Jane would regularly went missing and met with adult males who were known to pose a risk to children. Jane did not see herself as being sexually exploited and felt she was making choices about her relationships as she had been sexually groomed by the men. Jane was supported by the multi-agency Risk Management Group for 10 months. During this time, a number of strategy meetings were held with the police and other safeguarding partners to develop a consistent plan of response to Jane going missing and being sexually exploited. At the same time, direct work was carried out with Jane around going missing and staying safe in relationships. 








This work explored areas such as when and why a child needs to be reported as missing to Police, what the risks of going are, and how to stay safe in relationships.  Although Jane continued to go missing for prolonged periods, she would always be offered a Return Interview by the social worker. The Return Interview allowed Jane to discuss her experience and share information about individuals with whom she had been associating. Subsequently, through information shared by Jane and through working to the Joint Protocol for Missing Children in care, custody or residential drug treatment, Northumberland, a series of Child Abduction Warnings and Harbouring Notices were served on a number of adults living in the local community. Presently, while Jane does abscond from care periodically, she now spends time with other young people of a similar age and no longer engages with adults who pose a risk to her.








The work of the group has led to a reduction in the use of secure accommodation from approximately seven places a year to an average of one.





Provider background





 





Are you thinking of putting these ideas into practice; or already doing something similar that could help other providers; or just interested? We’d welcome your views and ideas. Get in touch � HYPERLINK "https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/ofstedgoodpractice" �here�.


To view other good practice examples, go to: � HYPERLINK "http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/goodpractice" �www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/goodpractice�
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Provider name
Good practice example: Remit 
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Northumberland County Council
Good practice example: Children and Families Services


