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Partnership Overview Briefing

Working with Reluctant or Sporadic Engagement by Parents/Carers

Introduction

This guidance supports multi-agency practitioners in understanding and responding
effectively to situations where parents/carers demonstrate reluctant or sporadic
engagement. It provides an overview of potential risks, key issues, and appropriate
actions to safeguard and promote the welfare of children.

Understanding Reluctant or Sporadic Engagement

Reluctant or sporadic engagement can manifest in various ways, including:
¢ Missed appointments
e Inconsistent communication
e Providing vague or contradictory information
o Withdrawal from agreed plans
¢ Non-participation in meetings
¢ Apparent compliance without genuine change

¢ Hostility or avoidance of contact

Potential Risks

Disengagement by parents/carers can pose significant risks:

¢ Increased vulnerability: Children may be at greater risk of harm, abuse, or
neglect if their needs are not consistently addressed.

¢ Escalation of problems: Underlying issues may worsen if they are not identified
and addressed in a timely manner.

¢ Hindered assessment: Practitioners may struggle to gather accurate information
and fully understand the situation, impacting their ability to safeguard and
promote the child’s welfare.

+ Ineffective interventions: Lack of engagement can undermine the effectiveness
of support plans and interventions, limiting positive outcomes.
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appearance of cooperation to avoid further scrutiny, while not making genuine

« Disguised compliance: Parents/carers may present an

changes.

Key Issues to Consider

Practitioners should be alert to the following:

o Reasons for disengagement: It is crucial to understand why a parent/carer is
disengaging. Reasons may include:

o Previous negative experiences with services

o Lack of trust and confidence in practitioners

o Fearof consequences (e.g., child removal)

o Mental health difficulties or substance misuse

o Cultural or communication barriers

o Lack of understanding of concerns or processes

o Overwhelm due to multiple stressors

o Belief that their/the child's needs are not being met

o Domestic violence and abuse

o Coercive control being exerted by another family member.

¢« Impacton the child: Assess the direct and indirect impact of the disengagement
on the child's safety, well-being, and development.

¢ Communication and language: Consider whether communication barriers,
language differences, or specific communication needs are affecting
engagement.

¢ Cultural factors: Be sensitive to cultural norms, values, and beliefs that may
influence how families interact with practitioners.

e Power dynamics: Recognise potential power imbalances between practitioners
and families, and how these may affect engagement.

o Complexity of needs: Acknowledge that families may be dealing with multiple
and complex needs, which can make engagement challenging.
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Practitioners should adopt a proactive and persistent approach, guided by the following

Actions for Practitioners

actions:

e Early intervention: Address disengagement as early as possible. Don't wait for
the situation to escalate.

e Professional curiosity: Be professionally curious. Ask questions, seek to
understand the reasons for disengagement, and avoid making assumptions.

¢ Relationship building: Prioritise building a trusting and respectful relationship
with the parent/carer.

o Beempathetic and non-judgmental.
o Listen actively to their concerns and perspectives.

o Communicate clearly and honestly, using language that is easily
understood.

o Flexible approach: Be flexible and adapt your approach to meet the specific
needs and circumstances of the family.

o Offer a variety of communication methods (e.g., phone, text, email, home
visits, meetings in community settings).

o Bewilling to adjust appointment times and locations.
o Provide information in accessible formats and languages.

o Collaboration and coordination: Work collaboratively with other agencies
involved with the family.

o Share information appropriately and in a timely manner.

o Coordinate interventions to avoid duplication and reduce burden on the
family.

o Hold multi-agency meetings to discuss concerns and develop a
coordinated plan.

e Clear communication: Ensure clear and consistent communication with the
parent/carer.

o Explain the purpose of your involvement and the concerns that need to be
addressed.

o Provide written information about roles, responsibilities, and expectations.

o Keep the parent/carer informed of progress and any changes to the plan.
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¢ Advocacy and support: Advocate for the needs of the
child and ensure they receive appropriate support.

o Help the parent/carer access relevant services and resources.
o Empower the parent/carer to participate in decision-making.

¢ Risk assessment: Conduct thorough and ongoing risk assessments to evaluate
the potential impact of disengagement.

o Consider the child's age, vulnerability, and the nature of the concerns.
o Document all concerns and actions taken.

¢ Persistence and tenacity: Demonstrate persistence and tenacity in your efforts
to engage the family.

o Do not give up.

o Continue to offer support and maintain contact, even if engagement is
challenging.

e Supervision and consultation: Seek regular supervision and consultation from
your manager and colleagues.

o Discuss your concerns and strategies.

o Obtain guidance and support in managing complex or challenging
situations.

e Record keeping: Maintain accurate, detailed, and up-to-date records of all
contacts, concerns, and actions taken.

o Ensure records are shared appropriately with other agencies.

o Escalation: Follow your agency's procedures for escalation if concerns escalate
or engagement remains poor. Be prepared to take further action to safeguard the
child, if necessary.

Findings from the Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel

The Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel in England has highlighted the significant
challenges posed by reluctant or sporadic engagement by parents/carers in safeguarding
processes in several reports and briefings.

Key concerns and findings include:

¢ Obscuring the reality: The Panel has noted that the term "reluctant and sporadic
engagement" can sometimes "sanitise and disguise the realities of working with
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young people, some highly demanding families, and some that are deliberately
deceptive." This suggests that the level of disengagement can be more severe and
intentional than the terminology might imply.

some extremely hostile and intimidating families and

¢ Hindrance to understanding: In the national review into the murders of Arthur

Labinjo-Hughes and Star Hobson, the Panel emphasised that professionals were
"increasingly kept at arm's lengths by the perpetrators,” and there were "signs of
parental avoidance." This lack of engagement directly hindered professionals'
ability to understand the children's daily lives and the risks they faced.

¢ Missed opportunities: Reluctant engagement can lead to missed opportunities
for critical thinking and challenge by professionals. If parents/carers are not
forthcoming with information or actively avoid contact, it becomes difficult for
agencies to build a full picture of the child's situation and identify potential risks.

e Impact on information sharing: When parents/carers are disengaged, crucial
information about the child's well-being and any potential harm may not be
shared with relevant agencies. This can include observations of injuries, changes
in behaviour, or concerns raised by other family members.

o Professional confidence: The Panel has acknowledged that working with
families whose engagement is reluctant and sporadic can be an area where
professionals feel less confident. Understanding the typical signs of parental
avoidance is crucial for effective intervention.

e Need for specific skills: Engaging reluctant parents requires sharper specialist
child protection skills and expertise. Professionals need to be equipped to build
trust, overcome resistance, and understand the reasons behind the
disengagement.

e Importance of persistence: Practitioners working with disengaged families need
to be friendly, flexible, persevering, reliable, and non-judgmental to build trust and
encourage participation.

¢ Moving Across Boundaries: Families who are reluctant to engage may use moves
across local authority boundaries as a way to avoid concerns, as professional
networks and established relationships can be disrupted.

Recommendations and learning points from the panel include:

e Focus on the child's daily life: Professionals must actively seek to understand
the child's daily experiences, even when parents/carers are not fully cooperative.
This might involve speaking to other family members, friends, or observing the
child in different settings.


https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/628e262d8fa8f556203eb4f8/ALH_SH_National_Review_26-5-22.pdf
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should maintain professional curiosity and challenge any inconsistencies or lack

¢ Professional curiosity and challenge: Practitioners

of information provided by parents/carers. Assumptions should be avoided, and a
questioning approach should be adopted.

¢ Robust multi-agency strategy discussions: When there are concerns about a
child's safety and parental engagement is poor, robust multi-agency strategy
discussions (or professionals’ meetings in the context of the CHSCP’s
arrangements) are essential to share information and plan a coordinated
response.

¢ Information sharing protocols: Agencies must ensure that all staff are compliant
with information-sharing protocols and understand when and what information
should be shared, even if there are fears about doing so.

¢ Training and guidance: Safeguarding partners should provide training and
guidance to professionals on how to effectively engage with reluctant and hostile
families, recognise signs of avoidance, and apply critical thinking in these
complex situations.

e Addressing underlying issues: Disengagement may be a symptom of other
issues such as parental mental health problems, substance misuse, or domestic
abuse. These underlying factors need to be considered and addressed as part of
the safeguarding response.

In essence, the Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel consistently highlights that
reluctant or sporadic parental/carer engagement is a significant barrier to effective child
safeguarding. It necessitates a more proactive, skilled, and persistent approach from
professionals, coupled with robust inter-agency working and a focus on understanding
the child's lived experience.


https://www.chscp.org.uk/strategy-discussions/
https://www.chscp.org.uk/strategy-discussions/
https://chscp.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/18.-Professionals-Meeting-Guidance-FINAL-2024.docx.pdf

