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SCRUTINY COMMITTEE REPORT

To:  Chair, Ladies and Gentlemen

Caseloads – Children’s Services

1.0 SUMMARY OF THE REPORT

1.1 This report has been prepared in response to Scrutiny Committee’s request for 
additional information.  Caseloads are particularly high in one area of the service, 
measures are in place to manage this but further work is required.

2.0 RECOMMENDATION(S)

2.1 That Scrutiny Committee members, receive this report and raise questions and 
challenge that will enhance the delivery of the Children’s Services Action Plan that is 
identified in .6.1.

3.0 INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

3.1 Lessons from research about outcomes for young people, learning from practice 
review, our professional standards, prudent financial management, and our duty of 
care to service users and staff underpin our commitment to ensuring that children’s 
services staff have manageable caseloads. 

 
3.2 In the course of Scrutiny Committee’s work in other areas, Committee Members 

have previously asked questions about caseload size. This resulted in a report being 
brought to Scrutiny Committee in December 2016. A summary of the central themes 
and decisions from that report is included below.
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4.0 WHERE WE WERE 

4.1 The 2016 report highlighted the following points:

 There is no definitive standard for identifying appropriate caseload size, and 
views differ about what an appropriate caseload size should be.  In Merthyr 
Tydfil Children’s Services, caseload size is determined by the professional 
judgement of the manager having balanced the likely demands of the case 
with the capacity of the practitioner. This is because the demands of any case 
vary enormously, and there is at any one time a number of factors influencing  
appropriate  caseload size including:

(a)  The demands and complexity of the case
(b)  The skills and experience of the worker
(c)  Other factors including the employee’s circumstances and capacity of the     
       team to support the practitioner with the tasks involved in the case

 The previously commissioned workload management tool was not valued by 
managers and staff and not viewed as effective given that it created additional 
work resulting in no benefit.

 Caseload size was being monitored via a management information report at 
monthly Extended Children’s Services Meeting. That meeting focused upon 
exceptions with plans for reducing caseload sizes that were either in excess 
of 30 per full time Equivalent Social Worker or below 20.

4.2 The table below sets out progress against what we said we would do in 
November 2016:

Action  as in Scrutiny Committee Report 
in November 2016

Progress as at November 2017

Reduce demand on the service as a 
result increasing the impact of 
preventative services

Demand is high with a recorded 30% 
increase in 16-17 compared to the prior 
year. Some caution is advised in viewing 
this statistic in isolation. Whilst it is an 
increase, it is in part due to an 
improvement in reporting new concerns on 
open cases. The increase is reflected 
across Wales with a number of authorities 
reporting increased numbers of children 
who are looked after or subject to Care 
Proceedings.

Ensure that we have staffing resources 
allocated to the relevant part of the 
service

There have been no changes to staffing 
establishment. The single greatest 
challenges have been managing the 
impact of parent leave and vacancies. At 
times we have created capacity to manage 
workload by:

(a) Asking staff to  work outside of 
team remit to manage demand

(b) Use of agency social  worker to 
manage demand and risk



Action  as in Scrutiny Committee Report 
in November 2016

Progress as at November 2017

Ensure that the work involved in case 
closure and step down is achieved in a 
more timely fashion allowing staff to 
move on to new challenges. 

Changes to the case closure and step 
down process to ensure that it is SMART 
and avoids the delay that we are 
currently reporting.

There has been some progress. There has 
been very close tracking of this in one part 
of the service in order to ensure that 
progress has been achieved.

Changing our data management system to 
the Welsh Community Care Information 
System (WCCIS) led to an interruption in 
our regular performance reporting on this.  
This is now back on track in relation to 
caseload management with enhanced view 
and reporting.

Enhance our response to support 
practitioners with high caseloads, 
making sure that practice is safe and risk 
is shared

This has been effective in the area of the 
service where caseloads are highest,  but 
staff are concerned about the impact for 
practice of high caseloads.  Some staff in 
one part of the service raised their 
concerns about work life balance, workload 
demands and the way in which they are 
supported.  Colleagues from HR and 
business change are supporting a task and 
finish group aimed at improving support.

The future role of the caseload weighting 
system

This is not a system that is currently used 
given that it was deemed to be neither 
helpful nor effective. Enquiries made with 
other sources have not been fruitful. 
Caseload size is therefore determined by 
the manager in discussion with the 
practitioner bearing in mind practitioner 
skills, support that is available and demand 
on the service. 

Measures that can support staff in safe 
management of high caseloads making 
sure that practice is safe and risk is 
shared.

 These measures include :
 regular supervision

 regular involvement and review 
by senior management team at 
times of peak demand and 
reduced capacity

 drawing on support that is 
available  from other parts of the 
service and the Council 

 judicious use of agency staff 
listening to staff and responding 
to concerns about caseload size 
and support



5.0 WHERE WE ARE NOW 

5.1 Managing demand continues to be a key challenge. The Service presently faces 
continuing pressure with two areas of the service facing particular difficulties. The 
nature of the challenges vary slightly but the root cause is managing demand at 
times of reduced capacity due to vacancy and parent leave. The period of time 
between notice given and completion of induction can be up to 6 months.  As 
highlighted above, during this time the service manages  by looking for opportunities 
to do things differently, for example by mobilising  available staff from  other parts of 
the service, increasing the quality and focus upon duty systems, and where risk 
cannot be managed in any other way by the use of agency staff. 

5.2 The change in approach to working with families that is required of the Social 
Services and Well-being Act means that practitioners need to spend more time 
working with families to achieve lasting change in an operating environment where 
office based activities and reporting requirements are unchanged. Furthermore, 
acceptable caseload size is universally cited as fundamental to achieving positive 
outcomes for children, young people and their families.  Strategically, we are yet to 
see the reduced demand at the front door that is anticipated will be delivered as a 
result of improved preventative services. 

5.3 From a staff point of view, there are concerns about capacity to provide the service 
that families deserve and the risks involved in this for young people and the 
authority.

5.4 Recruitment of suitably qualified and experienced social work staff is a national 
challenge with Universities reporting that for the first time that they are unable to 
entirely fill student social worker places. Further work on a Cwm Taf footing is 
underway to assist in understanding and resolving this regionally and Merthyr Tydfil 
Children’s Services and Human Resources colleagues will contribute to and track 
that work given its self -evident advantages to the current situation.

5.5 We will be supported by colleagues in HR in developing a recruitment strategy for 
the service that puts the Service in the strongest provision possible to recruit the best 
candidates in the shortest timescale possible. The full range of activity aimed at 
addressing present issues is included below at 6.1. However, until the Service is 
operational at full staffing establishment we are unable to offer an informed view 
about the sufficiency of staffing establishment. 

6.0 WHERE WE WANT TO BE 

6.1 This action plan has been developed with practitioners and managers and will be 
monitored at the monthly extended manager’s meeting and Head of Service 1:1 with 
the Chief Officer for Social Services.



What Would good 
look like? 

What needs to be done next? By Whom 
and By 
When ?

Update / 
Review 

Strategic  vision to 
invest in prevention 
leads to reduced 
demand for 
statutory children’s 
services leading to 
more manageable 
caseload size

 Strategy for Tackling Poverty 
is being developed.  
Children’s Services will 
contribute to this 
recommending that 
performance measures and 
targets include an eye to 
reducing demand for 
statutory children’s services.

 Improvements to the 
provision of Information 
Advice and Assistance will 
further develop opportunities 
for step down to preventative 
services where that is safe 
and appropriate 

Led by Head 
of Well-being 

Principal 
Officer for 
Early Help 
and Well-
being 

The service can 
recruit the best 
candidates without 
delay 

 With support of HR a 
recruitment strategy will be 
developed. This will look 
broadly at  pull factors   to 
attract strong candidates

 We will continue to consider 
 learning and impact from 
any exit interviews

Head of HR 
and 
Children’s 
Services 
Management 
Team

Caseload sizes are 
manageable 

 Continue to use management 
information to monitor this as 
a whole service monthly, 
incrementally reducing our 
tolerance to high caseload 
size as demand reduces and 
full staffing establishment is 
achieved

 Improvement to the flow of 
business ‘case transfer’ 
prevents build up in  / 
bottleneck in Intake Team

Children’s 
Services 
Management 
Team led by 
Head of 
Service 

Staff who are 
 concerned about 
 their support or 
caseload size know  
how to get support 

 Letter to all staff about 
supervision arrangements, 
work life balance and support 
that is available to staff.

Head of 
Service – by 
20.12.17

Teams facing 
challenge will be 
supported 
effectively 

 Principal Officers,  and Head 
of Service will develop a plan 
to support staff and manage 
risk  in circumstances  where 
teams face  particular 
challenges linked to 
workforce capacity

Principal 
Officers and 
Head of 
Service as 
per 
requirements



7.0 WHAT WE NEED TO DO NEXT 

7.1 The action plan above will be discussed at Extended Managers Team Meeting in 
December and implemented and reviewed.

8.0 CONTRIBUTION TO CORPORATE PRIORITIES

8.1 Achieving and sustaining manageable caseload size cuts across all areas of 
Children’s Services Strategy including the areas where we are contributing to 
Corporate priorities.

LISA CURTIS JONES- CHIEF OFFICER 
FOR SOCIAL SERVICE 

COUNCILLOR DAVID HUGHES 
PORTFOLIO COUNCILLOR FOR SOCIAL 
SERVICES

BACKGROUND PAPERS
Title of Document(s) Document(s) Date Document Location

Social Services Scrutiny 
Committee – Children’s 
Services Caseload Size 

December 2016 Unit 5 

Does the report contain any issue that may impact the Council’s 
Constitution? 

No 


