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This example describes the ‘LIFE’ programme that has been developed by Swindon Borough Council, Participle and other partners in response to the challenges of working with families who have chronic problems, to improve outcomes and reduce costs. 
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‘We believe that the public sector’s role should be one of increasing the capacity of families and communities to help themselves, thereby reducing the dependency on public services. Joint working with Participle, a social enterprise company, has led to the creation of a new way of working based on the values of compassion, creating independence and empowerment. The approach involves using the expertise of families who are directly affected by multiple difficulties to design the LIFE programme. More than anything LIFE has shown us that being non-judgemental and prepared to challenge our own assumptions, provides the right environment for real change to happen.’
 Roderick Bluh, Council Leader 
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In 2008 Swindon Borough Council identified that some families were living in chronic crisis with high-level needs, where positive outcomes were more difficult to achieve and less likely to be sustained. These families had a combination of risks, such as poor achievement at school, poor attendance, exclusions, offending and anti-social behaviour, substance misuse, domestic violence and parental mental health, and other support requirements such as special educational needs and disabilities. To address these needs, the council and its partners worked with Particle to shape a more effective way of working with families in chronic crisis. 

How was the LIFE programme developed? 

A small staff team rented a council house in Swindon for six months and lived and worked alongside families in crisis to gain a greater understanding of their situation. The LIFE model was developed in partnership with families and the framework is based on a set of principles and behaviours which are family led. The emphasis is on building capabilities in family members to improve confidence and motivation to enable them to make sustainable changes to their lives.

How does it work? 
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The LIFE team is multi-disciplinary and includes staff from housing, police, education and children’s services, including social workers. Families are referred by other agencies, which identify families with complex needs that would most benefit from this service. Staff meet the families face to face and offer to work alongside them without any preconceptions. Parents and carers are able to choose the workers they want to support them, and the team and the family undertake an activity together to build the relationship. Staff and families then work together to understand the realities of a family’s situation and to develop the most effective approach to increase the family’s capacity and reduce risk factors. The approach is described as developmental rather than fixing the problem, the aim being to support sustainable change and not to create dependency on services. The invitation to engage with the programme remains open even if a family do not choose to take part initially. Staff remain in contact with a family that has been referred, giving them an ongoing opportunity to accept the invitation to work with the programme. This approach has proved very effective in engaging with the families referred to the service. 

The key element of this work has been the engagement of families, to create the space to have conversations. As the project leader says: ‘The programme is family led. Families are enabled to identify a problem, accept that it needs changing and then explore how they can achieve this.’ Workers engage with families in a non-judgemental way and offer support where families most need it. This enables and empowers families, so that they recognise that there are ways out of their situation and that there are new possibilities and opportunities. The aim is to enable families to identify what they want to change in their lives, the barriers to this and how they can achieve their aspirations. 
Staff are challenging within these conversations and keep a focus on safeguarding children and adults whose circumstances may make them vulnerable. To ensure that the work is purposeful, a clear plan is developed with the family, and progress is measured using a web-based tool using 10 indicators. The information generated is used with the families to review progress and for case recording. 

How many families are supported by the project?

The project is currently working with 12 families and five families have successfully completed the project. Two to three team members work with each family, depending on the size of the family and the complexity of the needs and risks. The length of involvement varies with families; on average it is two years. The 12 families currently on the programme have over 60 family members in total. On average each family receives 10 hours of direct contact with staff every week. Families receive ongoing support; and some even volunteer in the community to use their experiences positively in their engagement with other families. 

What difference has it made? 

The programme has had positive impacts for families and is good value for money.   

Benefits include:
· 13 children are no longer subject to child protection plans, due to risk factors decreasing
· 69% of adults on the programme are in employment or training, or actively seeking employment

· 10 children at risk of entering the care system have been effectively supported to remain safely with their families 

· 73% of family members have improved mental health, where this was identified as a risk factor

· six eviction orders have been avoided

· an 80% average reduction in police call outs 

70% of the children that are part of the programme have positively re-engaged with education, where this was an issue.

‘A synergy of change takes place across the whole family’, says the project leader. ‘Change in one or two members leads to positive change in the behaviour of other family members. The programme works in a holistic way; the professional relationship breaks down barriers that are preventing families from improving their situation.’

One parent commented on the positive change for her and her family since joining the programme: ‘I have more confidence than I have ever had and I am a new person. People care about what I think and what I do. I have the confidence to do things that I have never done before. Relationships in my family have improved and we get on better. The staff listened to me and made me feel like a real person; they did not put the blame on me. Having somebody to talk to who listens to what I am saying made me feel confident and relaxed. I trust the LIFE team.  

One staff member says: ‘The use of self is important in developing the relationship and identifying the change. Working for LIFE has enabled me to develop my skills and has allowed me to work with families in such a way that empowers the person to do things for themselves; it is about creating a space for the conversation.’

Recognising and minimising risks

Potential risks have been identified, such as staff colluding with families, over optimism and ensuring that there is sufficient focus on risks for children. Checks and balances are in place to reduce these risks. There is no lone working. All families have a team of two or three LIFE workers, who work as part of a ‘pod’ which includes a group of workers and their managers who share information on cases and reflect on practice. The team works with other professionals involved with the family through the ‘team around the child’ or a child protection core group. Investment in training has been significant. Reflective supervision is seen as key to this model of working. As well as one-to-one supervision, there is ‘live’ supervision and additional supervision from the Tavistock Clinic, regular development days and ‘pod’ meetings. The overriding principle is that the project works to safeguard and promote the welfare of children at all times. Social workers in the community teams are responsible for managing child protection cases. 

Future developments

Participle and Swindon Borough Council are committed to sharing the learning from LIFE and have established a new venture in ‘LIFE HQ’, which has secured funding to support the development of the LIFE programme in three other local authorities.

The council is planning to disseminate the learning from this project across the workforce, in order to mainstream the working principles. As part of this, over 500 service users have been consulted to ensure their views shape the development of work undertaken with families in the area.
Following the introduction of the National Troubled Families programme the LIFE principles will be integral to the way a dedicated team with the support of a pool of sessional workers will work in partnership with families to achieve the desired outcomes. The team will also mentor lead professionals as part of the mainstreaming approach.
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The Borough of Swindon is a local government authority in South West England. It is centred on the town of Swindon in Wiltshire.
Participle is a social enterprise company that works in partnership with Swindon Borough Council to develop a more effective way of working with families in chronic crisis. 
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Working with families through the ‘LIFE’ programme: Swindon Borough Council
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Overview – the provider’s message





 





The good practice in detail





 





�I wasn’t motivated before, as nobody cared. The LIFE team gave me motivation.��





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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