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BOLTON FRAMEWORK FOR ACTION GUIDANCE

POLICY FOR THE RESOLUTION OF PROFESSIONAL DIFFERENCES IN SAFEGUARDING CHILDREN
INTRODUCTION
Lord Laming was commissioned to provide an urgent report on the progress being made, across the country, to implement effective arrangements for safeguarding children. One of the recommendations within this report, in relation to Inter-Agency working, was that “formal procedures are in place for managing a conflict of opinions over the safety of a child” (Recommendation 19, The Protection of Children in England: A Progress Report. The Lord Laming. March 2009.)

Bolton’s Framework for Action promotes positive communication between all agencies and provides guidance when there is disagreement between agencies thus: “If there is disagreement about the proposed actions, the person requesting the advice must discuss with his/her Line Manager. If necessary the Line Manager will contact the Line Manager of the agency providing the advice for further discussion.” However there is a need to formalise this process in order to satisfy Lord Laming’s recommendation.

Safeguarding Children will always be an area in which there may be professional differences of opinion about the best course of action. It is very important that there are structures in place to support all those working with children to discuss their views positively and for them to be able to constructively challenge other professionals/agencies where necessary.

PRINCIPLES
It should be recognised that:-

· Differences of opinion between practitioners and agencies can lead to conflict which may result in less favourable outcomes for children
· All agencies are responsible for ensuring that staff members are supported and competent in reporting professional differences which are proving difficult to resolve by discussion; a difference in status or experience may affect the confidence of some practitioners in pursuing this course of action
· Appropriate supervision is required in addressing professional differences to ensure that the child is safe from harm and inter-agency relationships are not adversely affected; discussion may be raised in management supervision, specialist supervision and peer/group supervision or during a request for advice and guidance.

· All agencies should demonstrate commitment to resolving differences, promote a respectful acceptance of differing viewpoints and acknowledge the positive role that challenge can play in the safeguarding of children

· Professional differences only become dysfunctional if not resolved in a constructive and timely manner
PROFESSIONAL DIFFERENCES 
Professional differences in managing concerns may occur where:-
· There is an internal disagreement within an agency as to whether a concern should be referred to Children’s services
· A practitioner is concerned that another professional/agency has not remained child focused and is being distracted by parental issues

· There is disagreement around thresholds between agencies
· There is a lack of understanding/lack of knowledge about other agencies’ roles and responsibilities
· Differing views are held on the need for action

· There are difficulties in effective communication e.g. unavailability of staff, restrictions on electronic communication systems, telephone messages not responded to
· There are difficulties in another agency recognising the need to share information
· An agency is concerned that there is an element of “drift” i.e. a concerning situation is allowed to continue for an unacceptable period of time
· There is a difference of opinion on the need for a Child/Family Action Meeting and/or whose responsibility it is to arrange
· There is a difference of opinion on the need to convene a Case Conference
· There is a difference of opinion on a case being closed
Practitioners should always attempt to resolve differences through open and honest discussion and within a time frame that ensures that the child is protected from harm.

WHERE PROFESSIONAL DIFFERENCES REMAIN
If practitioners are unable to resolve their differences through discussion, they must refer to more experienced or senior members of staff, ideally their immediate line manager.
Every agency should have their own procedures in place for how to deal with concerns within their own setting. 
Differences between practitioners in different agencies will require the Line Manager or Team Leader to liaise with their counterpart/equivalent in the relevant agency.

If agreement cannot be reached between the first in line managers then the issue must be referred through the management structure - Please refer to Flow Chart Appendix 1.
NB It is the responsibility of each agency to maintain records of all discussions.

At whatever stage the differences are resolved it is important that this information is then shared back to the practitioner who initially raised the concerns. The aim of this feedback is to facilitate/restore positive inter-agency relationships in working together to safeguard and promote the welfare of children.

PROFESSIONAL DIFFERENCES AT CASE CONFERENCES
Every effort should be made through discussion and explanation, to reach a consensus in the Case conference.

As a last resort, the Independent Reviewing Officer (IRO) will ask each agency representative with different Line Management structures, to offer their view. The majority view will be taken and dissents recorded.  Should the vote be split equally, the child will be the subject of a Child Protection Plan and the IRO will refer the matter to the Head of Service Child Protection within 5 working days. They will arrange for the Appeals and Split Decisions Panel to hear the matter within 28 days of notification. (Framework for Action)
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