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I

F

t is a privilege to write this introduction on behalf of
Frontline participants, Firstline leaders and fellows.
I trained as a social worker through the first cohort
of Frontline in 2014 and have worked in local
authority children’s services ever since. I have met and
worked with many inspiring participants during this time,
and it feels fitting to open this Impact Report with an
acknowledgment of the thoughtful and relational work
that we are doing to support change for children and
their families.
I will always be inspired by the resilience, humour and
dedication of the social workers I have met. Those of us
who have trained through Frontline are fortunate to be
joining a profession that often seems overlooked, but
which makes a real difference to the lives of children and
families. Whether that is helping to make them physically
and emotionally safer, or forming healing and trusting
relationships, the work social workers do is lifesaving.
I fully believe that the reputation of the entire profession
should be raised.
I have two professional identities; systemic and family
psychotherapist and social worker. I think there is
great opportunity for the two fields to influence each
other, and without Frontline, I would not have had the
opportunity to learn from both fields alongside one
another. These qualifications and skills that will enable
me to stay within the sector for many years to come,
and I hope that I will continue to make a positive
impact on the children and families I work with.
With that, I welcome you to the Frontline Impact
Report 2020.

rontline’s vision is that no child’s life chances
should be determined by social or family
circumstance. With over 700,000 children in
England relying on the support of a social
worker each year, there is an urgent need for more
of the very best life-changing professionals.
To date, we estimate that over 100,000 children and their
families have received support from social workers on
the Frontline and Firstline programmes. In the last year
alone, fellows across the country have been developing
their social work practice and skills directly related to
issues that children and families commonly face, giving
a voice to these children and families by inputting into
policy, and developing their own innovations in their
local authorities and wider communities.
The impact that high quality, relationship-based social
work can have is evident throughout this report and it
is something we are immensely proud of. We will continue
to bring talented individuals into the profession, help
improve the leadership of existing social workers and
contribute to the wider social work system to bring
about lasting change for children and families.
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Those who had needed a social
worker in their GCSE year are
less likely to enter higher
education at age 18 and by
age 21, half of these young
people have still not achieved
level 2 qualifications (GCSE
or equivalent).4

O

ver the past six years at least 1.6 million
children, one in every ten, have needed the
support of a social worker.1 These children
are affected by the challenges their parents
experience — such as domestic abuse, substance
misuse, mental ill health — and are more likely to
struggle with social, emotional and mental health
difficulties as a result. They are more vulnerable to
often high-profile safeguarding issues that put them at
increased risk, such as knife crime, gangs, drug misuse
and more recently, county lines. Research unequivocally
shows that children growing up in these circumstances
are likely to do significantly worse than their peers at all
stages of education, with the gap only widening as they
get older.2 They are also less likely than other children
to be in education, employment or training after age 18.3
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3
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Education. Help, protection, education: Concluding the Children in Need review. June 2019.
Education. Children in Need of help and protection. Preliminary longitudinal analysis. December 2018.
Education. Children in need of help and protection. Data and analysis. March 2018.
Education. Policy paper. Review of children in need. June 2019.
Education. Help, protection, education: concluding the Children in Need review. June 2019.
Education. Characteristics of children in need: 2018 to 2019. England. October 2019.

In 2017/18, a quarter of children
who have ever needed a social
worker, currently or previously,
were persistently absent compared
with less than 10% of those who
had never been in need.5

Domestic violence and mental
health are the most common
risk factors identified in child
in need assessments.6
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A dangerous cycle
These children need and deserve to have an equal
chance to reach their full potential. Great social workers
enact real change that supports them to do this. At its
best, social work fosters relationships based on trust
and creates an environment where change can happen.

Previously we didn’t want to be involved with
children’s social care because of the stigma
and some of the bad experiences we have had
with social workers. Now we don’t want them
to go! In the past, we were made to feel as
though we were failures as parents, but Sharon
(Frontline participant) helped us shift this focus
which allowed us to stop blaming ourselves
and work to make things better for our family.
We felt listened to rather than just being told
what we were doing wrong. She made a point
of looking at what we were doing right.”
Family who received support from
Frontline participant

However, for social workers to be able to do this
work “there must be sufficient social work skill and
organisational capacity to effectively build those
relationships of trust and confidence in the first
place.”7 High caseloads coupled with a lack of direct
contact with children and families, often caused
by overly bureaucratic procedures and layers of
management, mean that in too many cases this
simply cannot happen.
The result is that families often feel they are
being taken through a list of rules and procedures
created by the children’s social care system,
without any real opportunity to get help. Families
that our participants work with often express the
weight of the stigma attached to having a social
worker and the subsequent feelings of shame and
disempowerment the process elicits.
Feeling this way can in turn cause some families to
become guarded and withhold information, creating
a barrier to and hindering the potential for change.
In more severe cases this can be perceived by a social
worker as posing a significant risk that required the
involvement of court proceedings, a process that often
leads to the complete breakdown of family – social
worker relationships. This is a cycle that tends to
repeat itself - families who have had previous children
removed from their care are more likely to have any
future children also removed.

Trowler, I. et. al. Care proceedings in England: The case for clear blue water. University of Sheffield and Crooks Public Service Fellowship. 2018.

7
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Break
ing
the cycle
Lacey, Lee and Logan’s story
One such case came to two Frontline participants, Sally
and Jacob. It involved an unborn baby becoming subject to
child protection and pre-court proceedings due to a family
history of abuse and neglect. The decision was taken
that the baby would be able to remain in the parents’ care
once born, but with intensive support from professionals.

This is the story of Lacey and Lee,
their experience of becoming parents
to baby Logan and having Sally and
Jacob as their social workers from
the beginning of this journey.
“As I’d had three children removed previously, I knew
there was always a chance Logan would be taken. Me
and Lee have changed and felt ready to have a baby,
settle down and be a family, but I’d had a really bad
experience with social workers before so I was really
anxious. We accept our past and know we didn’t do
things right, we hold our hands up to this, but this
time we were going to prove we could be good parents.
We just wanted a chance to show that.
“It’s hard to be open to or trust people you know are
coming to decide whether you’re good parents and
whether to take your baby away or not, so we didn’t
know what it would be like with Sally and Jacob. But
straight away something felt different. They made us
feel at ease and didn’t come across as negative; they

wanted to listen to us and focus on the present.
When we opened up to them about our past, they
could have judged us but they didn’t, they listened
and were honest, breaking everything down for
us so we could understand and be a part of what
was going on.

Sally tells me when I’m doing a good job, and
told me not to keep putting myself down. She
knew I didn’t believe in myself and reassured
me. This doesn’t mean she didn’t tell me when
she felt I’d done something wrong, but she
told me what I could do to make it better.”
Lacey
“This all meant we started to really trust them
even though we didn’t know whether we’d be able
to keep Logan, and I’ve never had that with social
workers before. We were always open with them
because we knew they were being open with us.
They helped us to look at the whole picture but
focus on the future rather than the past. We have
so much respect for them, and can’t thank them
enough for giving us a chance.”

Building relationships
from a place of trust
This was both Sally and Jacob’s
first time completing a pre-birth
assessment. They spoke to us about
the challenges of this
case, and how their training on
the Frontline programme guided
their approach.

“We both had reservations from
the beginning because of both
Lee and Lacey’s history, as well as
feeling nervous about completing our
first parenting assessment on a child
protection and public law outline
case. The systemic approach helped
us to focus on and be curious about
what might have been going on for
the family in the past, and what may
have changed, rather than focussing
on just the referral information. We
knew they hadn’t felt listened to by
social workers in the past, so had to
build a relationship with them from
a place of distrust. We gave them
space to share their experiences
and be the experts of their own
lives, then used this information
to consider the risk factors and
establish whether the parents were
able to understand and consider
the needs of the baby.
“We had strong concerns at the
beginning, but by being open to
understanding the wider context we
avoided thinking in a fixed and linear
way that would only prove these
concerns true. Having the space to
critically reflect on how we felt about
the case with Alicia (consultant social
worker) as it progressed enabled us to
balance statutory requirements with a
non-judgemental and holistic approach.

The positive working relationship that we fostered was the
defining factor in being able to take balanced risks in order
to try to support the family with having baby at home. Lee
and Lacey were also more trusting of other services as
a result so were able to access wider support.”
Jacob
Without this supervision, it would
have been very hard to remain
curious and empathetic despite
emotional conversations with the
parents that conflicted with our
value base. This was crucial as

it meant the parents felt comfortable
enough with us to share their
experiences and talk on a level
they hadn’t previously, which in turn
helped us with the assessment and
putting a support plan in place.”

Frontline Impact Report

Case study Frontline Impact Report

The problem we are addressing | 11

Significant and sustained change
Alicia, Sally and Jacob’s consultant social worker,
added that “one of the advantages of allocating Logan’s
case in the Frontline unit was that I was able to ensure
that the family would experience consistency without
a change of social worker occurring. This also enabled
Sally and Jacob to invest more time into building a
relationship with Lacey and Lee. At a meeting with other
professionals to discuss whether court proceedings
needed to be initiated, it was commented on that, based
on the family history, it would have been easy for the
decision to be made for Logan to be removed at birth.

“However, the assessment Sally and Jacob completed
presented a creative and innovative support/safety
plan that would enable the opportunity for Logan to
return home while sufficiently managing ongoing risks.
Both parents have made significant and sustained
change by addressing their own needs and trauma,
which was facilitated by Sally and Jacob working in
collaboration with them, reducing the imbalance of
power and exploring strength and resilience factors.”

As the number of children in care
continues to rise, the need for social
workers who have the skill, confidence
and time to do great work, with a
specific form of relational practice to
support families, is increasing. This is
why we are working to develop social
workers who invest time in building
good relationships with families, who
demonstrate skill and judgement in
challenging situations, and who take
measured risk to bring about the best
possible results for, and with families.
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What

Firstline programme
Developing managers
into outstanding leaders
We develop good managers into outstanding
leaders through our ten-month Firstline
programme, an intensive leadership
development programme for social work
managers. These leaders propel their
teams to give the best possible support
to vulnerable families.

we do

We recruit and develop outstanding people to be leaders
in social work and broader society. In the last seven
years, we have grown all our programmes, with more
than 1,000 alumni becoming part of our Fellowship.

2014

Frontline programme
Bringing people into the profession
We recruit and develop high-potential
graduates to become high-performing social
workers to provide life-changing support to
those who need it most. Over the two-year
programme, participants are developed to use
their social work practice and leadership skills
to bring about change inside and outside of
the social work profession.
383

343
197

39

Cumulative number of participants, Firstline leaders
and fellows between 2014 and 20198

487

2015

62

2016

2017

2018

2019

1392

The Fellowship
A movement of leaders

1001

1005

Frontline fellows are people who have
completed one of our programmes or who
have been a consultant social worker, who
are united through the shared purpose of
driving social change for children and families.
The Fellowship is directed and led by fellows
through three key channels: practice,
policy and innovation.

665

667

338

228
127

104

2014

2015

2016

2017

2018

2019

2014
8

2015

2016

2017

2018

Internal data on number of people who started one of our programmes or joined the Fellowship within each year. Data is based on records up until 31 October 2019.

2019
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G

Change through leadership

reat social work is challenging and requires a special mix of intellect
and interpersonal skills. Social workers must make life-changing
decisions while balancing care and control, navigating risk and
relationships and stepping into complexity. The quality of our
programmes is essential in helping new social workers and experienced
social work managers to do, or lead those doing, excellent social work.
Our programmes encourage reflective, relationship-based social work that
places children and families at its core. Our three practice models, along with
the experts by experience who play a prominent role in our teaching, equip
those on our programmes with the knowledge and skills to build relationships
with families that facilitate real change. Work is done in collaboration with
families and always stems from a place of curiosity and open-mindedness to
build trust with families, who are often understandably reluctant to work with
social workers. Our approach not only prioritises more direct time with families,
it empowers participants to make the most effective use of this time and
always remain focused on bringing about meaningful change for children.

1/3

Almost
of the 2019 Cohort
hadn’t considered
a career in social
work before Frontline9

87%

of the 2019 Cohort
hadn’t applied to
another social
work course10

46%

of the Frontline
2019 Cohort are
career changers11

“Seeing Frontline’s
website was the first
time I’d heard social
work be described
as a desirable or
even possible option.”

We believe that high-quality leadership and supervision are fundamental to
quality social work and therefore to ensuring that vulnerable children and
families receive the best support possible. Our participants learn in a unit –
a supportive model, led and supervised by an experienced social worker.
Participants share ideas and challenge each other on how they are weighing
risks and offering support to families. Those on the programme also receive
seven formal observations of their practice, so that they can use high-quality
feedback to hone their practice skill.
Additionally, by developing the leadership of existing social work managers
through the Firstline programme, we are helping to grow outstanding
leaders who are better able to support their teams and challenge them
to influence change both with the families they work with and the
organisations they work in.

Our practice models

Systemic practice
Frontline advocates an approach
to social work that uses systemic
ideas to influence both the way
we work together, i.e. the unit
structure, and the way that we
build relationships with, think
about and work with families.

The principles of great leadership are inherent to everything we do at
Frontline. Leadership in social work is necessary when empowering families to
change and when influencing other professionals to act in the best interests
of the child. It is also key for changing systems to best support effective work
with families. Individual acts of leadership with families and in organisations,
however subtle, can bring about significant and lasting change. As we
continue to bring more people into the profession with the desire and sense of
responsibility to challenge, innovate and change, their cumulative effect grows.
This year, our Fellowship will be over 1,500 strong. After completing our
programmes, fellows (alumni) join this growing movement where they can
contribute to wider system change so that more children can have a safe
and stable home to grow up in. The energies of this movement are being
applied in a range of different fields:
•

Improving direct practice

•

Generating research

•

Working on system-level policy

•

Working in the field of youth offending or adolescent mental health

•

Setting up new approaches to tackling entrenched issues and
moving into more senior positions in social work

Frontline participant,
2018 Cohort
Internal data collected from a survey of the Frontline 2019 Cohort.
Internal data collected during recruitment onto the Frontline 2019 Cohort.
11
Internal data collected during recruitment onto the Frontline 2019 Cohort.
9

10

Motivational interviewing
An intervention designed
to increase a person’s
motivation and commitment to
change, by focussing on their
personal strengths.

Parenting interventions
Parenting is at the heart of child
and family social work practice.
This model develops participants’
skills in understanding the parent–
child relationship and applying
theoretical concepts and research
in order to provide a relevant form
of parenting intervention.

Frontline Impact Report
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Impact on
children
and families
A

ll of this is ultimately done for one purpose:
to bring about lasting change, safety and
stability for the thousands of children
and families who are supported by social
workers each year. All of our participants are
required to seek feedback from the families they
work with. This both puts children and families at the
very heart of their development as social workers
and makes it the focus of improving their practice.

Case study Frontline Impact Report
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Deborah’s
story
Neither listened to nor understood
Deborah, who has muscular dystrophy and learning
difficulties, was well known to social services when
Laura (a Frontline participant) began working with
her. Having started to drink excessively, there was
no home routine. Lily, her daughter, was rarely
attending school and signs of neglect were
prevalent. Lily had previously been placed in
care for a year when she was younger and social
workers had been intermittently involved since
that time. Lily was placed on a child protection
plan and it was clear she was feeling neither
loved nor heard; her relationship with Deborah
was on the verge of breakdown.

Laura’s local authority often told
her to be realistic about Deborah’s
parenting capability. She notes that
she had to make a concerted effort
to avoid labelling Deborah as a ‘bad’
or ‘selfish’ mum.
Deborah reported that her previous experience of
social workers was generally negative, and she felt
that they neither listened to nor understood her.
Here, Laura tells us about how she approached
working with Deborah.
“Spending time building a relationship with Deborah
and Lily was my first priority.

They needed to know it wasn’t a ‘blame
game’. This meant that we could talk about
concerns without reinforcing any shame for
the family. Seeing the family as a system
and the problems as relational helped
remove shame as a barrier to change.”
“It also focussed on Deborah putting herself in Lily’s
shoes and trying to always see how the intentions
behind Lily’s behaviour could be well meaning. This
helped Deborah not to see Lily as ‘the problem’
in their family.
“We completed a genogram and came up with a
set of hypotheses together – sharing and working
through these with Deborah allowed the direction
to be steered by the family. Even if I felt that the
‘cause’ of the problem was different, focussing on
Deborah’s narrative allowed me to see her as the
expert of her family and for the change to come
from her. I was also able to share when I felt
differently as I had been transparent about my
hypotheses and views throughout. When we had
a legal planning meeting and were worried about
Lily going into care, this conversation, although
emotional, wasn’t scary or unexpected.

Showing, not telling
“Deborah’s learning difficulties meant that she often
found things confusing – long sentences and forms
don’t make sense for her. I wanted to help her see
Lily’s behaviour and school attendance as a sign of
something more going on rather than Lily ‘trying to
cause trouble’. I drew some iceberg diagrams to try to
explain what could be going on under the surface in
a more accessible way, and to help her put herself in
Lily’s shoes. We explored attachment and trauma theory
to help Deborah understand why Lily might struggle
with understanding and regulating her emotions,
concentrating and building relationships.

Deborah recently told me that our work
helped her to understand how her
upbringing has affected her, and how her
behaviours impact Lily. She also told me
that explaining things in accessible
language and writing any report in a
language she would understand made
her feel understood and respected.”
“She commented, ‘You showed me how to do things,
you didn’t just tell me what to do. You understand
me and do things in front of and with me. I know I
can turn to you.’
“In a recent meeting with other professionals, we
used feedback loops and hypothesising (from
systemic theory) to be creative and remain curious.
More importantly, it also prevented the meeting from
becoming a box-ticking exercise. We are hoping to
reduce our involvement with the family at the next
meeting as they are doing well. Deborah now has
carers in the home, there have been no incidents or
concerns involving drinking, Lily hasn’t missed a day
of school and support is in place to help Lily process
her emotions in a healthier way.”

You showed me how
to do things, you didn’t
just tell me what to do.
You understand me
and do things in front
of and with me. I know
I can turn to you.”

Frontline Impact Report
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Hannah
Thompson
Curriculum
Lead
“Frontline privileges and combines
three practice models, each with
a significant evidence base, in a
way that is unique in social work
education. A systemic approach is at
the very core of all the development
our participants receive. This ensures
that problems are seen to exist within
relationships, not an individual, and
are sat within a wider family context.
Approaching families this way with
a consideration for the complexity
of relationships and their ‘story’
so far avoids blame which is often
experienced. It instead focuses on
the potential for, and how to best to
facilitate, change using the whole
family system. As Laura explained,
this avoids evoking feelings of shame,
instead empowering Deborah to
be the ‘expert of her own life’. This
simultaneously removes the oftenstark power imbalance felt by
families, which leads to defensive
and guarded behaviour.

Forrester, D., Westlake, D., Killian., Antonopoulou, V., McCann, M., Thurnham, A., Thomas, R., Waits, C., Whittaker, C., and Hutchison, D. ‘A randomized controlled
trial of training in Motivational Interviewing for child protection’. Children and Youth Services Review 88: 180–190. 2018.
13
Estimate based on internal survey data and most recent DfE workforce statistics.
14
Cardiff University. Independent evaluation of the Frontline pilot. Research report. March 2016.
15
DfE. Longitudinal study of local authority child and family social workers (Wave 1). Research report. August 2019.
12

need for ‘immediate action’; however,
the technique of motivational
interviewing encourages our
participants to explore an individual’s
readiness to change and the process
needed to facilitate this. It gives
families the space to think about
their own trauma, the impact this
has had on them and the impact it is
having on those around them. This
was pivotal in supporting Deborah
to connect with her daughter and
identify behaviour patterns.
“Building on this, Laura used
mentalisation techniques to
encourage Deborah to see the
world through Lily’s eyes. This
enabled Deborah to analyse how
Lilly might be feeling and how
this might cause her to behave
in a certain way. Encouraging
individuals to explore the
perspectives and feelings of
others, as well as their own, relies
on social workers being able to
build strong relationships and
practise empathetic listening
skills. We believe this is at the very
heart of great social work practice,
ensuring families feel respected
and heard.

“Throughout the programme, all our
participants undertake seven direct
observations to test the application
of taught knowledge and skills with
families. These are marked against
competencies (such as the helping
relationship and intervening to
create change) which research
suggests foster better parental
engagement and self-reported
improvements in family life.12
“Working within an open and trusting
Through this process we can
relationship is crucial to seeing positive capture ‘what makes good social
results. Trust also acts as a vehicle to work practice’ and enhance the
elicit and explore individuals’ motivation quality of direct work with children
to change. Many interventions within
and their families to bring about
social work are geared towards the
positive, sustainable outcomes.”

To date, we estimate that
Frontline participants have
worked with more than

50,000
children while on the programme.13

An independent study of
Frontline found evidence of

higher-quality practice
when compared with other routes.14

A recent longitudinal study of
child and family social workers
found that

94%
of those who entered the
profession through Frontline
believed that the programme had
prepared them well for a career
in social work, compared with

70%
of those who first qualified
with an undergraduate social
work degree.15
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Turning good managers into
exceptional leaders
Honing this standard of practice is not possible without high-quality
supervision and strong first line management. Managers and leaders
can set out a clear framework and direction for practice, and create
a culture with high standards that is open to learning. This requires
confidence, skill and sound judgement to make high-stakes decisions
and the ability to challenge and support social workers to do the very
best for children and families. Despite this, the development of social
work managers has previously been overlooked.

Firstline, our leadership development programme
for social work managers, develops good managers
into outstanding leaders better able to support and
supervise their teams. We develop Firstline leaders
(managers selected to join the programme) to improve
their quality of supervision, oversight and observation
of social work practice; their ability to provide feedback
and manage performance, and their willingness to
take responsibility to influence change within their
organisations they work in.
Resilience and self-reflexivity sit at the core of the
seven key competencies that Firstline leaders develop
during the programme.
They enable focus and tenacity when faced with
increasingly challenging circumstances, improve skill in
identifying potential and areas for future growth, and
foster an awareness of how behaviour impacts others.
Empowering people and listening to their views are
just as relevant in leadership as they are in frontline
practice, as is using curiosity, empathy and imagination,

We have managed to reduce the number of
children we are involved with by well over a
quarter and the number of children in child
protection by a third. As a result, children
are receiving clear and focused intervention
and social workers are getting space to build
relationships and undertake purposeful work.”

Olga Staicu is a Service Manager in Hertfordshire.
Through the Firstline programme, Olga has improved
her leadership in three areas:

• Increasing her influence through public
speaking to increase her team’s profile
as well as that of children’s services
• Embedding praise and feedback into
the culture of her team

97%
of Firstline leaders reported that
the programme helped improve
the service their team deliver
for children and families.16

• Promoting best practice to set a good
example for newly qualified social workers
and addressing poor practice quickly
In March, Olga’s team were awarded a Children’s Services Award and Services
to Families Team of the Year Award. Work with two families stood out upon
receiving this award: supporting a mother to overcome her alcohol addiction
and de-escalating a serious domestic violence case. Olga has since been
successfully appointed as service manager (a three-year plan which she
says, because of Firstline, she achieved in three months). Olga is working on
high-profile cases where she is pushing for creative solutions to ensure that
children stay at home whenever it is the best outcome for them to do so.

Firstline leader, Spring 2018 Cohort
to see the whole, rather than the part. Firstline leaders
have reported an improvement in their team’s morale,
productivity and well-being, as well as improved practice
and overall performance.

Internal data collected through a survey of the Firstline Autumn 2018 Cohort.
Estimate based on internal survey data and most recent DfE workforce statistics.

16
17

An estimated

48,000
children have received
support from teams managed
by Firstline leaders.17
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Gateshead’s story

E

nabling excellent children’s social work in a
high-risk, resource-stretched and politically charged context
requires not just good managers, but exceptional leaders.
Social workers need to be empowered and responsible
for influencing change within their wider context, with the aim of
improving the system. We partner with local authorities that can
help to create and sustain an environment which encourages and
supports this, and we work with them to improve working conditions
and provide the highest support possible.

If there’s one thing that unites all our partners, it’s
the challenge of recruiting and retaining experienced
social workers. Working with so many local authorities
and trusts throughout England affords us privileged
oversight of the fantastic work happening up and
down the country to attract, nurture and develop
talented social workers.

Our recent recruitment and retention conference was a
chance to share both our own insights and those of our
partners with the wider social work profession. In total, 74
social workers and HR colleagues attended, with 11 talks
and workshops running throughout the day. Attendees
were engaged, curious and left with practical advice
that they could implement in their local authorities.

Gateshead local authority, which we have supported
with recruitment and development of social workers
across both of our programmes, is an example of
this learning and insight in action. Frontline and
Gateshead formed a partnership in 2015, when four
managers joined the pilot of the Firstline programme
to develop their leadership skills. Wanting to tackle
the challenge of recruiting and retaining frontline

social workers, Gateshead became one of the
first local authorities in the North East to accept
participants on the Frontline programme the
following year.
In the years since, Gateshead has gone from
strength to strength, embedding a systemic
practice model across all its teams.

Case study Frontline Impact Report

A recent Ofsted inspection of the local authority noted that
“The local authority is increasingly effective at recruiting
and retaining staff, including through the Step Up to Social
Work and Frontline programmes. Social work practice in
Gateshead is flourishing.”
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Barry
Lesley
Principal Social Worker Firstline leader
for Gateshead
“Since partnering with Frontline, we’ve taken on board
the combined knowledge of our Frontline participants,
consultant social workers and Firstline leaders. We
have brought it all together and created a bespoke
programme of systemic practice, which we’ve
embedded across all our teams.
“Our participants have been bright, articulate and
socially aware. They bring an amazing creativity in
direct work with children and families, coupled with
a confidence in defining what theories, models and
approaches they are applying. This has spread across
the teams as workers have become established – for
example, some of our language has changed. We talk
about scripts, stories, externalising; multi-generational
cultural genograms are everywhere.
“A greater emphasis on relational social work has
meant families are more involved in their own plans;
our social workers understand the difference
between ‘doing with’ and ‘doing to’ families. They
have a greater voice and are more likely to be
recognised as the critical people in any plan of
intervention. As a result, for the first time, our local
authority now has an active group of parents and
grandparents that help us shape our work and they
tell us exactly what they think.”

“I started the Firstline programme having just become a
manager of a new team, and one that was experiencing
several challenges. There was no team culture, high staff
turnover and we had significant development requirements.

“The programme supported me to challenge constructively
and ‘get to the point’, rather than avoiding or diluting
the issue, particularly around practice. I have been able
to instil a vision and culture where everyone helps
each other, and the team are more unified as a result.
Everyone has a ‘can-do’ attitude and really cares about
the families they’re working with – they really go above
and beyond.”

Sabreena
Frontline participant
“Gateshead is a local authority which is keen to learn
and is always striving to improve. I feel really lucky to
have been placed here because I am in an incredibly
supportive environment. I’ve had regular supervisions
with my manager, who is training on the Firstline
programme, and time to reflect which is what suits
my learning the best. I feel like I’ve seen the shift
that systemic practice being rolled out across the
board has had – it’s built a sense of community and
a shared approach to striving for best practice
across the service.”
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Agency worker
turnover
2016
Agency workers 19

Turnover 17%		
2019
Agency workers 6

Turnover 6%			
The innovation shown, changes
implemented and improvements made
by Gateshead have had significantly
positive effects on staff, as well as
the children and families they serve.
In a survey taken by all staff, they
reflected feeling valued, safe in their
roles, that they are receiving good
support from managers and peers,
and that there is robust management
oversight. As a result, Gateshead has
experienced a reduction in the use
of agency workers and a reduction
in staff turnover.

Allan
Head of Region in the
North East for Frontline
“The success of our partnership with Gateshead lies in its
unwavering commitment to finding a practice model that meets
the needs of children and families. Gateshead’s extensive and
ambitious workforce development is underpinned by evidencebased practice, there is a resolute focus on change and above
all it is not just open but excited to explore new ways
of working.
“This has enabled a really open and curious dialogue between
us about its specific needs as a local authority and how we
can help meet them. As well as training team managers through
the Firstline programme and providing trainee social workers
into the local authority through the Frontline programme, we
have delivered systemic training at all levels, from the director
level down to frontline practitioners.
“The relationship is truly collaborative and Gateshead has
been great at challenging us to adapt our ways of working.
It was the first local authority to have a five-person unit, has
experimented with increasing the number of consultant social
workers per unit and is currently running a hugely successful
pilot of a practice educator qualification programme for its
deputy consultant social workers which we will soon roll out
across more of our partner local authorities.
“Having both our programmes and a growing number of
fellows working in the local authority has helped to embed
and promote systemic practice within the local authority and
supported a shared vision for the direction the local authority
is heading in. Gateshead is going from strength to strength
and it has been a privilege to be part of that journey.”
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Gateshead is just one of the 88 local authorities (58% of
all local authorities in England) that we have partnered with
to date across the Frontline and Firstline programmes.18

Supporting local authorities to tackle
the causes of poor retention

Geographical spread of...
Current participants
Current Firstline leaders
Current fellows
Yorkshire
60
16
34

North East
76
14
115

East Midlands
40
12
33

North West
85
9
130
West Midlands
149
8
85

East England
65
24
107

South West
45
10
10

South East
30
13
28

Greater London
197
350
321

Internal data on our current partnerships and data on fellows who completed programmes in local authorities or trusts in each region. Based on most up-to-date data for each
fellow at 31 October 2019.
19
Lloyd C., King, R. and Chenoweth, L: ‘Social work, stress and burnout: A review’. Journal of Mental Health 11(3), 255–265. 2010.
18

We recognise that retaining social workers once they
have qualified is an important issue for social work
employers, and for the children and families they
are serving. Research has found the most common
reasons (so-called push factors) for poor retention,
and we are working with our local authority partners
to address and mitigate these. In an often pressurised
working environment, high-quality support and
supervision give social workers space for critical
reflection and can reduce the impact of stress.
Throughout the two years of the Frontline programme,
participants receive extensive supervision from
consultant social workers, practice tutors, their
local authority and our academic partner. They also
have access to one-to-one sessions with a qualified
coach to provide a confidential space to reflect, build

emotional resilience and develop their leadership
skills. Participants have reported that these sessions
have helped them to manage stress, overcome
challenges in their role, improve their ability to
apply skill and knowledge, collaborate and bring
about change.
Feeling a strong sense of team is also central to
social workers’ happiness and wellbeing,19 and fosters
an open and supportive working environment. This
has been reflected across the both the Frontline and
Firstline programme; participants on the Frontline
programme are placed in units of four supported by
a social work expert, while the Firstline programme
provides opportunities for managers to learn together
and build networks with other social work managers
across the country.
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83% of those who completed the
Frontline programme are still working
in social work practice.
20

83%

All cohorts

96%

2017 Cohort (1 year qualified)

82%

2016 Cohort (2 year qualified)

73%

2015 Cohort (3 year qualified)

64%

2014 Cohort (4 year qualified)

Social work practice
Mission-aligned
Other

Internal data based only on survey responses collected in September 2019 from all cohorts of the Frontline programme. This may differ from the methodology used
in external evaluations.
20

I think coaching has really helped me have
space to reflect on my practice, decision
making and challenges. It has helped improve
my confidence and capability in my work.
It’s been crucial in developing my resilience
to manage the challenges of this year and
social work in general.”
Frontline participant, 2017 Cohort

The coaching has had a big impact on me and
will stay with me for some time to come. It really
helped me to get back in touch with my own
values, how these marry up with the job and how
to be the kind of social worker I wanted to be.”
Frontline participant, 2017 Cohort
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Wider
impact

B

What do our fellows do after completing the
Frontline, Firstline and consultant social
worker programmes?

oth inside and outside social work practice, fellows from across all of our
programmes are implementing innovative ideas, engaging local communities and
working to bring about change for vulnerable children and families. These are just
a few examples of the many initiatives we are supporting fellows with to do this.

Inside social work practice — 89%
Outside social work practice — 11%

21

Charities / third sector 2.6%
Social worker 38.1%

Child and
family therapy 1.4%
Education 0.6%

CAMHS 0.6%
Service manager / Head of service 4.5%

Further study
/ research 1.2%

Exact seniority unknown
/ Other 6.2%

Assistant team
manager 4.5%
Senior social worker

Government
policy 0.9%

4.6%
Team manager 22.5%

Consultant
social worker
8.6%

Government
other 0.9%
Other
2.8%

Inside social work practice

Outside social work practice
Internal data received from fellows from the Frontline, Firstline and consultant social worker programmes, between 31 October 2018 and 31 October 2019.

21
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Heather Wheat
London

Sharon Wilgar
Manchester

After attending a Fellowship Retreat earlier this year,
Heather wanted to set up group supervision for deputy
team managers, as they were the only staff group
who didn’t incorporate group supervision into their
own practice. Heather has said that “the deputy team
managers now have a space and opportunity to reflect
on what’s working well, share practice ideas, problem
solve, practise difficult conversations, up-skill and provide
each other with support”. Positive impact for children and
families is now achieved by having connected, highly
skilled leaders within the service ready to support and
respond to the needs of their teams.

When Sharon and her team were assigned the case
of a child undergoing gender re-assignment, they
realised there was a need to review and amend
the assessment process and framework to ensure
that integrated questions around gender and sexual
identity. As a team they are now in the process of
creating a template to help recognise if a young
person is struggling with their identity as LGBTQ
and if they know there are services available
outside of statutory support.

Dave Macfarlane
Windsor and
Maidenhead
Lauraine Portwood
Essex
Lauraine wanted to ensure that the learnings and
experience that she and other fellows received from
Frontline weren’t forgotten amongst the day-to-day
demands of service delivery. Pitching this to senior
leaders, she received approval to implement Practice
Forums across the four regions of Essex. These are
used to discuss and plan how to integrate their new
learnings into service delivery.

The Innovation Hub is a Frontline fellow-led community
addressing a variety of challenges that face the social
work profession. They’ve begun working on a variety
of innovative projects – small to large-scale, local to
national – that start to tackle these issues.
The first of these was implemented by Dave and a small
team who set out to rewrite their old case recording
system. The aim of this was to allow workers more time
to have face-to-face contact with families and spend
less time at their desks. They experienced enormous
success and began coaching others in some of the
lessons they’d learnt along the way. Before long, other
grassroots projects began to develop – giving them
a platform to start building a community of innovators.
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John Scadden
Middlesbrough

Katie Rice
Nigeria

Ola Wojnowska
London

John is setting up a trauma-informed practice ‘community
hub’ to increase the practice skills of anyone in the
community working with children and families. The
Fellowship team has supported John to accelerate his
project by connecting him with other expert fellows
and pairing him with an innovation coach.

Katie is currently in Nigeria to recruit, train and oversee
the work of 20 para-social workers who are supporting
over 1,000 children caught up in conflict. Many of these
have been soldiers or runners for Boko Haram and other
armed groups.

Ola works as a Policy Advisor for the Department
for Education in a unit focussing on improving the
educational achievement of disadvantaged groups. She
wanted to take learnings from the Frontline programme
about the obstacles disadvantaged young people face
and contribute to improving the services they access
on a more systematic level.

Beth Vecchione
Sunderland

Phil Spencer
Sri Lanka

As a social worker, Beth was frequently told by young
people that they would like to attend a dance or similar
sporting class but were unable to, due to a variety of
barriers. As a dancer herself, Beth strongly believed in the
positive impact it could have on mental health and positive
outcomes for young people. This inspired Beth to set up
Care to Dance, a social enterprise with the mission to
pioneer new ways of using dance to improve the wellbeing
and life chances of young people in care. The classes
provide young people in care with a place to go each week
that provides a space to safely express themselves through
dance, share a common purpose and build strong and
lasting relationships.

Phil moved to Sri Lanka to work as a Child Protection
Adviser for a small NGO, providing drop-in centres
for children living on the street and in vulnerable
communities. Despite around 1,000 children using the
centres each week, there were no formal safeguarding
roles or policies in place. Phil worked to appoint and
train specialist Child Protection Officers in each centre,
provide basic training for all staff, and create
a safeguarding framework and support process
for the entire organisation.

Frontline Impact Report

Glossary
Child in need: A child is defined as ‘in need’ under the
Children Act 1989, where a) they are unlikely to achieve
or maintain, or to have the opportunity of achieving
or maintaining, a reasonable standard of health or
development without the provision for them of services by
a local authority; b) their health or development is likely to
be significantly impaired, or further impaired, without the
provision for them of such services; or c) they are disabled.
Child in need plan: A child in need plan is drawn up for
children who are identified as requiring support services
to meet their needs. It should be completed following an
assessment where services are identified as necessary.
Child protection plan: Where a child protection conference
determines that a child or children are at continuing risk
of significant harm, a child protection plan is formulated to
protect the child. A core group of professionals, including
the lead social worker, are responsible for keeping the child
protection plan up to date and co-ordinating inter-agency
activities within it, to support change within the family.
Consultant social worker (CSW): CSWs play a crucial
role in supporting, developing and assessing Frontline
participants through a unit model approach. Each CSW is
responsible for a unit of (usually four) participants who
are undertaking year one of their master’s in social work.
They model excellent practice with families which
is observed by participants, who they then support
to build their own practice skills.
Empathetic listening: as listening and questioning
technique which develops and enhances relationships
with a stronger understanding of what is being
conveyed, both intellectually and emotionally.
Experiential opportunities: Experiential learning is a
process through which individuals develop knowledge,
skills, and values from direct experiences outside a
traditional academic setting. This encompasses a variety
of activities, including internships and creative or
professional work experiences.
Experts by experience: Individuals with first-hand,
lived experience of having a social worker or being
involved with social services in some way.
Feedback loops: The concept of feedback loops is
used to describe the patterns or channels of interaction
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and communication. Negative feedback loops are those
patterns of interaction that maintain stability or constancy
while minimising change, while positive feedback loops are
patterns of interaction that facilitate change or movement
toward either growth or dissolution.
Fellows: Alumni of all Frontline programmes: Frontline,
Firstline and CSW.
Fellowship: Frontline fellows are people who have
completed one of our programmes, who are united
through the shared purpose of driving social change for
children and families. The Fellowship is directed and led
by fellows and focusses on three key areas: practice,
policy and innovation.
Frontline unit: A group of usually four Frontline
participants within a local authority. Supported by a CSW,
the unit model is based on a systemic practice model for
working with families where cases are managed through
weekly unit meetings.
Genogram: A diagram, similar to a family tree, used to
map out interpersonal relationships within a family.
Group supervision: A space and opportunity for a group
of peers to reflect on what’s working well, share practice
ideas, problem solve, practise difficult conversations, upskill and provide each other with support and feedback.
Hypothesising: Systemic hypothesising asks us to
think about the patterns of relationships and beliefs
held within the family’s context, and how they influence
the problem. It does not look for a single ‘right’ or ‘true’
hypothesis, instead it involves entertaining multiple
and even contradictory possibilities that are then
viewed as either more or less useful, depending on
the family’s feedback.
Innovation coach: Part of Arc Ventures, these coaches
have years of experience setting up projects, social
enterprises and other innovative projects with the
aim of improving society.
Local authority: A local authority is an organisation
that is officially responsible for all the public services
and facilities in a particular area.
Mentalisation: The ability to make links between
thoughts, feelings and behaviour in oneself and other
people. In the context of the attachment relationship,
this is linked to parent’s capacity to recognise what their
child is capable of thinking and feeling and that their
child may be experiencing things differently from them.

Mission-aligned: Roles that, though not involved in
direct social work practice, share the same mission
and purpose of protecting and supporting vulnerable
children and families.
Motivational Interviewing (MI): A strengths-based
intervention which is designed to help resolve
ambivalence and strengthen a person’s motivation and
commitment to change. It is used widely in the field of
addictions, but in recent years its reach has extended to
a range of services including health, probation, education
and more recently social work.
Parenting assessment: A social worker’s assessment of a
parent’s ability and capacity to provide good enough care
for their child, considering the parent’s personal history,
views and attitudes towards parenting, understanding of
child development and a child’s needs, the resourcefulness
of the parent to seek help and support, and who forms their
support network. The social worker will observe the parent
with the child undertaking everyday tasks.
Practice educator: At Frontline we place an emphasis on
direct observation of practice. Practice educators observe
and grade seven direct observations of each participant’s
practice, are responsible for their overall assessment, and
will recommend if they should qualify as social workers at
the end of the year. CSW training involves achieving the
stage two of the Practice Educator Professional Standards.
Parenting intervention: Parenting is at the heart of child and
family social work practice. This model develops participants’
skills in understanding the parent–child relationship and
applying theoretical concepts and research in order to
provide a relevant form of parenting intervention. The
Frontline parenting programme is based on the principles of
social learning theory, attachment, trauma and mentalisation.
Practice forum: A network of social work managers who
come together to share learnings and support each other
in small groups across a large county.
Practice tutor: The equivalent of a lecturer, senior lecturer
or principal lecturer. The practice tutor will take an overall
monitoring responsibility for a participant’s learning for
the duration of the programme and has a key role in
assessing their practice.
Pre-birth assessment: A required assessment if there
is evidence to indicate an unborn child may be at risk
of significant harm.
Pre-court proceedings: The Public Law Outline rules
say that, when social workers have serious concerns

about a child and are thinking about going to court,
they should invite the parents to a meeting to
discuss their concerns. This is also known as a ‘preproceedings’ meeting. This meeting considers what
needs to be done to protect the child from harm, and
how an agreement can be reached to ensure this. The
aim here is to see if any agreements can be made to
address concerns without needing to go to court.
Public Law Outline: If a social work team considers it
necessary to engage in court proceedings to protect a child
from harm, they must follow the rules and procedures set
out the Public Law Outline on how to deal with such cases.
Recruitment and retention conference: As many
local authorities struggle to retain social workers in the
long term, leading to a reliance on agency workers, Frontline
hosted a conference focusing on practical, low-cost
ways to improve recruitment and retention in the sector.
The conference involved keynote speakers, a variety of
interactive sessions, and the opportunity to network with
social work leaders from across England to learn how others
are tackling the challenges in recruitment and retention.
Self-reflexivity: Looking at oneself in the moment and
asking what am I doing, what do I notice the effect of
my doing to be, and what do I do next?
Service manager: The role responsible for managing
the day-to-day operational business of the team
of social workers responsible for safeguarding and
promoting the best interests of children.
Supervision: Support provided to social workers to
provide a space for reflection and help them build
effective professional relationships, develop good
practice, and exercise both professional judgement
and discretion in decision making.
Systemic practice model: Frontline advocates an
approach to social work that uses systemic ideas to
influence both the way we work together, i.e. the unit
structure, and the way that we build relationships with,
think about and work with families. This model was first
successfully introduced by Reclaiming Social Work
and has also been called the ‘Hackney Model.’
Trauma-informed practice: A way of providing services
by which social workers recognise the impact of early
adversity in the lives of individuals, view presenting
problems as symptoms of maladaptive coping, and
understand how early trauma shapes a person’s
fundamental beliefs about the world and affects his
or her psychosocial functioning across the life span.
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