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1 Introduction
The primary purpose of children’s family time (previously referred to as supervised contact) is to promote and maintain the relationship and important links between a child and parent/relative whilst the child is placed with alternative carers.  An important part of this is ensuring children have family time that is safe, positive, age appropriate, enjoyable and purposeful for them, as well as beneficial to their birth families and extended family members.  We know that for the majority of our children that are looked after, sustaining or aiding links with their birth families is important in terms of their identity needs and supporting them in their permanent placements. 
Children tell us that family time is something that they really look forward to and they are very upset when family time does not go ahead.  This can impact on their emotional wellbeing, placement and engagement with school.  It is for these reasons that children’s family time with their birth families will be child-centred in its focus with the aim of maintaining a service of highly skilled and experienced supervisors that runs smoothly.

Our overall expectations in relation to non-negotiables is focussed upon our use of ‘language that cares’.  We have introduced the term ‘family time’, to replace ‘supervised contact’, promoting relationship based social care. However some children who have been in care a long time prefer the word “contact” we should ask children how they want their time with their family referenced. Keeping the child at the heart of good practice here at Bracknell Forest Council.
1.1 Scope of Policy
This policy sets out arrangements for children looked after by the Local Authority to have high quality family time with their parents, anyone with Parental Responsibility who is not a parent, siblings, any relative, friend or other person connected with the child to ensure their short and longer term needs are prioritised and should be read in conjunction with Contact with Parents/Adults and Siblings (proceduresonline.com).
When considering the frequency of family time, this will be done in the context of a child’s permanency plan, care plan and what purpose family time is to fulfil. For further information and guidance, see Permanence Planning (proceduresonline.com).
1.2 Legal Context & Guidance
The underlying principles with regards to family time are as contained in the Children Act 1989, Schedule 2, the Adoption and Children Act 2002 and The Children Act 1989 Guidance and Regulations - Volume 2: Care Planning, Placement and Case Review (2015).
1.3 Policy Statement
Bracknell Forest Council will promote, encourage and facilitate family time between children that are looked after, their families of origin and others who have played an important part in their lives. 

Consideration of the impact of family time on the child, both positive and negative, will be included in any assessment process and when decisions are made about family time arrangements.  Family time will not go ahead as planned when there is clear evidence that it prevents the authority from safeguarding the child's welfare. If this happens, those affected will be notified. 

Good, regular, and consistent family time arrangements are important in facilitating reunification.  For most children, the aim from the outset will be to reunite them with their family, provided it is safe and practical.  Developing and maintaining close links between the child and their family are essential to this objective. 

Where children have to live apart from their family, regular, sustainable and positive family time arrangements will contribute to helping the child develop a proper understanding of their identity and origins, supporting their permanency needs and promoting their stability. 
Managing family time can place considerable strain on all the parties involved therefore, a clear understanding about the arrangements should be agreed from the beginning to help prevent future difficulties.

1.4 Principles
The following set of principles underpin our approach to facilitating family time for all children who come under the scope of this policy:

· We actively promote children who are looked after to spend time with their parents, sisters and brothers, wider family, friend/s or other person/s connected with the child, including previous care givers when reasonably practicable and consistent with the child’s welfare.
· Family time is always for the benefit of the child. It should be seen as supportive and that it is the child’s right to spend time with their family.
· We will supervise family time only when necessary to ensure children are safeguarded and their welfare promoted; where possible, this will be someone familiar to the child – family member, friend, key worker/care giver when safe.
· We consider the child’s network, including the role of the care giver in family time when planning the stages of arrangements. 
· We will use best endeavours to ensure family time is facilitated in an appropriate child-centred venue, taking account of the child and/or young person’s age and whom they are meeting to promote a positive experience.
· We encourage sessions to be engaging and fun.  We will support families to identify activities that will best facilitate the child’s enjoyment while offering appropriate bonding, with financial assistance where considered necessary.
· We actively consider diversity factors as part of all assessments for family time, taking account of ethnicity, culture and language needs (including those where English is not their first language) of children, young people and their families. 

· We support children and young people having a choice about who they wish to see and spend time with. 
· We actively support brother and sister relationships to ensure enduring links are maintained and promoted through family time.
· Workers will support family time and offer parenting advice and support where necessary. 
2 Arrangements for Promoting Family Time
2.1 Approving and Planning Family Time

Bracknell Forest has a duty to endeavour to promote family time between the child and parents, siblings, anyone with Parental Responsibility, any relative, friend or other person connected with the child unless it is not reasonably practicable or consistent with the child's welfare.  The assessment and discussions with the child will identify those people for whom it is important to maintain family time.  
This will be in the manner consistent with the child's Care Plan; which, itself, will take account of any Child Protection Plan or Court Order that may be in force, and takes account of the child’s longer-term care planning.  There is a presumption of continued family time between the child and their family while the child is looked after, unless it is not consistent with the child's welfare.

Family time between children and their parents, brothers, sisters or relevant others may only be permitted if previously agreed by the social worker and should be set out in the child's Placement Plan.

The purpose of the family time and how it will be evaluated will be made clear in the Plan. Family time arrangements should be focused on, and shaped around, the child's needs. The child's welfare is the paramount consideration at all times. Each child's wishes and needs for family time should be individually considered and regularly assessed and reviewed.  The wishes and feelings of the child should be ascertained, wherever possible, using direct work, advocacy and communication services if necessary.  For all children, relationships with family members, previous carers, friends and others are valued. Family time can be very important in helping children develop their sense of identity and understand their lives.  
Both direct and indirect family time arrangements should always be clearly detailed, setting out how family time will take place, the venue, the frequency, the support, and supervision, and how the arrangements will be reviewed.  The use of mobile communication should also be considered for example with regard to a child or young person’s age.
Where family time is extended as part of a plan to gradually return the child to the parents' care, the Placements with Parents (proceduresonline.com) should be followed.

For foster carers providing short breaks, the foster carer will maintain family time as agreed in the Care Plan.

Independent Reviewing Officers (IRO) will ensure that Looked After Reviews consider whether family time arrangements including sibling family time in Care Plans has been set up and that the child is happy with the family time both its frequency and its quality.  The IRO should inform the child that they can access Advocacy Services if they have a complaint.
2.2 Family Time Considerations for Babies and Infants

· New-borns and young babies may struggle with high frequency family time of more than an hour at a time; some may not manage an hour.

· Any time spent away from the primary caregiver (in most cases the foster carer) will be stressful for very young babies in the first few weeks of life. Infants most likely need a high level of family time with their parent. 
· Arrangements should be reviewed in line with the baby’s developmental needs; as an infant gets older and becomes more familiar with family members, this may be the time to consider an increase in arrangements.
· If a parent wishes to breastfeed, this must be considered in Family Time planning, and enable delivery of expressed milk to foster carers outside of this time. 
· Minimise disruption to normal routines; consult with carers around arrangements including the timing of the sessions, days, venues and familiar face in terms of Family Time Supervisor.  Where appropriate, foster carers should be encouraged to attend alongside a supervisor to reassure a young baby and to support parents to interact in a way that the baby likes.  
· Think about facilities, venue, feeding and changing, and provision of floor space, blankets and clean age-appropriate toys.
· Request for health visitors to attend family time if appropriate, or for parents to be supported to attend clinic; this can be used for parents to ask health related issues, support with breast feeding, advice around weaning with involvement from the carer for example.
· Babies are non-verbal.  Being aware of how they communicate their distress whether through non-verbal cues is really important and may not be through overt signs of distress such as crying. 

Remember - Family Time needs to be: ‘predictable, consistent, reliable, sensitive, responsive, attuned care to promote healthy brain development, healthy stress response and secure attachment relationships’. (Sue Ranger, Contact Time for Infants: Help or Harm?’)
2.3 Time with Brothers and Sisters

Maintaining family time with siblings from both the same or different parents is reported by children to be one of their highest priorities (The Children Act 1989 Guidance and Regulations Volume 2: Care Planning, Placement and Case Review).  It is not always possible or appropriate to place brothers and sisters together.  Where brothers and sisters cannot be placed together it requires the active involvement of all parties to facilitate family time between them. 

Children of different ages can have brothers and sisters who remain at home or who are spread across multiple care placements or adopted separately.  Every situation is unique, and there are numerous circumstances that may result in brothers and sisters not living together.  Where children are placed with separate carers, they should be supported to arrange regular family time.  
Family time with birth parents or between brothers and sisters does not always have to take place with everyone attending together.  Sometimes, individual contact between a child and a parent can help develop and improve relationships and contact arrangements that may be right for one child, may not meet the needs of another, and it is therefore important to look at the individual needs of children and make an informed decision based on a clear assessment of the child’s needs and relationships with siblings and parents.

Contact between brothers and sisters needs to be assessed and appropriate levels of support or supervision put in place if required, depending on the ages and circumstances of the children.

2.4 Family Time Practical Arrangements
Bracknell Forest actively supports face to face meetings and visits as the best way of maintaining important relationships. Other means can be encouraged, including letters, mobile communication, video calls photograph exchanges etc. which should be borne in mind.  Bracknell Forest and carers will work collaboratively to explore opportunities to use media to support positive relationships for children. 
Children will be supported to ensure they are safe online rather than this form of family time being avoided.  It may be useful to encourage young people to share details of how they communicate with others (this may include mobile phones or other social networking sites and apps and consoles such as Xbox or Play Station) and an agreement reached between the young person, social worker and carer about how safely to do this. 
i) Supervised Family Time 

The need to supervise family time will be considered as part of the assessment and planning process by the social worker and their Manager.  It is the responsibility of the child's social worker to ensure that if family members are used for this the person(s) supervising family time is appropriately skilled and experienced to do so.

The primary focus of the assessment of this issue will be the safety and welfare of the child.

Where professional supervised family time is deemed necessary, the reasons will be clearly recorded and the role of the supervisor or supervisors clearly defined.  The Step in Mosaic ‘Contact Risk Assessment’ must be completed. 
In addition, social workers are asked to complete a Referral for Family Time before any new sessions can be agreed. This includes all the people included in the session, days of the week and times the child/ren is/are available to attend.  
Following acceptance of the referral a Family Time Risk Assessment and Agreement (within Mosaic) needs to be completed.  This document is agreed by all adults before the first session. The social worker or worker known by the child and family is asked to attend or supervise, where possible, the first session. 

The risk assessment must be completed fully before supervised family time begins and will take account of all factors that could impact on the success of supervised family time and relevant safeguards including:

a. Any history of abuse or threats of abuse to the child, carers, staff or others;

b. Previous threats to disrupt family time or failure to cooperate with conditions agreed for supervised family time;

c. Previous incidents or threats of abduction; 

d. Previous incidents of coercion or inappropriate behaviour during family time;

e. The transient or unsettled lifestyle of the parents; 

f. The child's behaviour and needs, including medical needs. 

Where any of the above features in the risk assessment, and supervised family time is to continue, the risk assessment will set out the specific measures to be put in place to minimise risks.  The assessment will then be approved and signed by the social worker's Team Manager.

If there is a delay in formalising family time arrangements, a short term solution can be agreed with the family and social worker so that some contact can proceed in a timely way.  This might include an alternative venue with the child/ren’s social worker initially supervising the arrangement.
Where supervised family time takes place, the detailed arrangements for the supervision will be set out in the Placement Plan. 

In addition, the family time agreement with the parents and other relevant parties having supervised family time, signed by them, should state clearly any specific conditions relating to the family time and any expectations placed on the parents or relevant parties:

a. The agreement should be clear about where the family time will take place and whether any flexibility is allowed for activity or movements within or away from the agreed location; 

b. It should also be clear about whether the person(s) having family time are permitted to give the child food, drinks, gifts or money during family time; 

c. It should state clearly the circumstances in which family time will be terminated. 

The agreement will state the adults who will be allowed to attend for supervised family time and supervisors should be asked to apply that strictly.  
Particular attention should be given to when and how visits are ended and who leaves first to ensure all necessary safeguards are in place and are in line with the risk assessment (in terms of who sees who and proximity etc).
Significant changes to Care Plans, court proceedings and/or decisions made about the frequency of future family time are all likely to be potential challenges and thus it is important to be sensitive to this to ensure risks are minimised.  
If or when there are any changes to family time arrangements, a new risk assessment and agreement but be completed or updated as required.
The staff/carers and any other person involved in the supervision of the family time should be provided with copies of the Placement Plan and the agreement with the parents or relevant adults involved so that all are clear as to the purpose of supervision.
Those supervising the family time should be known to the child and the family before the supervised family time takes place as part of a transparent, supportive process to reduce anxieties for all, especially the child. 
In the event of difficulties emerging, the supervisors will be clear who to contact and what details they will need to share.

The supervisor's observations of family time will be clearly recorded in the child's record in line with our Case Recording (proceduresonline.com), within 24 hours, and these will be made available to our Joint Legal Team where appropriate.
The supervisor will promptly report to the social worker (in their absence the duty worker) any concerns about the child or parent’s presentation or actions during the family time. The social worker in consultation with his/her Manager will discuss and review arrangements to minimise safeguarding concerns. 
ii) Review of Family Time Arrangements

The social worker and his/her Manager should keep family time arrangements, including the continuing need for supervision, under regular review.

The risk assessment in relation to the arrangements for supervising family time will be reviewed at least every six months, or sooner if any incident or report identifies concerns.

Where the child is the subject of a Child Protection Plan, the family time arrangements will be reviewed as required in the Child Protection Plan.

Any significant reactions that the child has to family time should be reported to the child's social worker by those observing family time arrangements, for example foster carers, residential staff and/or supervisors of family time.  The emphasis is on seeking to understand the presenting behaviours and support the child/family to experience a positive meeting.
The family time arrangements will also be reviewed in any Placement Planning Meeting and at the child's Looked After Review meetings.

Where a contact order is in force and it is considered that the family time arrangements set out in the Order should be altered, the agreement of the child and the parents should be sought and legal advice should be obtained as to the need to seek a variation of the Court Order.

2.5 Changes to Family Time Arrangements
i) Cancellation of Family Time 

Family time should never be cancelled unless there is a very good reason, e.g. it is deemed that it would not be safe for it to take place or the child/ adult/ sibling attending is too unwell for it to take place. The supervisor should refer to local schools policies around illness to inform the decision if the session should be cancelled.  Family time should take place in accordance with the child's Placement Plan, Court Order and any Court Directions.

Wherever possible, the staff/carer should consult the child's social worker in advance if they consider there is a good reason to cancel the family time. 

If family time is cancelled by the carer or family, the social worker or, if the social worker is not available, the staff/carer will ensure that the child and, as far as practicable, the parent or relevant adult is informed in advance and that the reason for the decision is explained. The social worker or staff/carer should arrange an alternative family time.

If family time does not take place and consultation has not been possible with the social worker, the staff/carer will inform the child's social worker as soon as possible and confirm in writing the decision to cancel and the reason.

It should be noted that cancelling family time arrangements is an absolute last resort.  However, if arrangements are cancelled by the Local Authority the decision to do so must be approved and agreed by a Team Manager and Head of Service, and immediate arrangements to reschedule the visit must be made.  
Family time arrangements will never be withdrawn as a sanction imposed on a child.

Emergency restrictions on family time can only be made to protect the child from significant risk and will be notified to the Placing Authority (child's social worker) within 24 hours.
Any actions and decisions in relation to cancellation should be clearly recorded on the child’s file immediately.

ii) Suspending or Terminating Family Time

Any proposal to suspend or terminate the family time should be considered as part of the child's Looked After Review, unless the circumstances require an urgent decision to be made, in which case the social worker will be consulted, and legal advice should be obtained. 

Any such proposal should be made in the context of the overall aims and objectives of the Care Plan.

Even where it is not possible to hold a Looked After Review because of the urgency of the situation, the reasons for the proposal will be explained to the parents and to the child, and their agreement obtained if possible.

Where the proposal is to suspend the family time, the length and purpose of the suspension together with the basis upon which family time will be reinstated will be made clear.

Where the child is the subject of an Emergency Protection Order, Interim Care Order or full Care Order, an application to the Court for authority to terminate the family time will always be necessary if family time is to be suspended for more than 7 days.  As soon as such a decision is made, Legal Services should be notified as a matter of urgency so that the necessary court action can be initiated.

Written confirmation of the decision made and, where relevant, the intended court application, together with the reasons, will be sent to the parents/relevant parties, child (depending on age) and any other relevant person (for example the child's advocate, an Independent Visitor or Children's Guardian).  Staff/carers and other agencies involved with the child's care will also be informed. 

iii) When direct time is not in child’s best interests – facilitating indirect time

There is a requirement in the Children Act 1989 that the Local Authority will promote the child’s relationships with his/her family.  However, there are occasions when it may not be in the child’s best interests to spend quality time with their family.  This may be due to the child’s care plan changes, ongoing safeguarding concerns impacting the child’s welfare or as part of managing a child’s care as part of a transition period. 
There is provision in the Children Act 1989 Section 34(4) for the local authority or the child to apply to the Family Proceedings Court for an order refusing, varying or requiring supervision of the contact with a child who is the subject of a Care Order. 

There is also provision in the Children Act 1989 Section 34(6) for contact with a child subject to a Care Order to be suspended for 7 days, where this action is urgently required to safeguard or promote the child's welfare. 

Any proposal to suspend, vary or terminate direct family time should be first discussed with the child’s social worker and team manager before raising through the Independent Reviewing Officer to be considered as part of the child’s Looked After Review. Unless the circumstances require an urgent decision to be made, in which case legal advice should be obtained following line management guidance.

Any such proposal should be made in the context of the overall aims and objectives of the Care Plan.

Even where it is not possible to hold a Looked after Review because of the urgency of the situation, the reasons for the proposal will be explained to the parents and to the child, and their agreement obtained if possible.

Where the proposal is to suspend the contact, the length and purpose of the suspension together with the basis upon which contact will be reinstated will be made clear in writing to parents/those with parental responsibility.

Where the child is the subject of an Emergency Protection Order, Interim Care Order or full Care Order, an application to the Court for authority to terminate family time will always be necessary, if family time arrangements are to be suspended for more than 7.

This decision must be endorsed by the Head of Service at a Legal Advice Meeting. 
Written confirmation of the decision made and, where relevant, the intended court application, together with the reasons, will be sent to the parents/relevant parties, child (depending on age) and any other relevant person (for example the child's advocate). Staff/carers and other agencies involved with the child’s care will also be informed.

2.6 Recording of Family Time
The purpose of recording family time is to provide a record for the child and/or parent about their time spent together, which can be seen to be a useful part of a child’s life story, particularly for young children.  The preparation of a report also informs and supports decisions surrounding the child’s care plan, particularly during care proceedings and other assessments.
Family time is recorded by the person undertaking the observation/supervision of the session, which is ordinarily the allocated/named family time supervisor.  The observations are recorded onto a pro-forma (see Annex 1 for ease of reference).  It is recommended that a contemporaneous account is prepared immediately, and no more than 24 hours following the session to ensure optimum memory recollection for the child and family. 

The following principles are helpful when considering the quality of family time recording:

· Clearly state the purpose of the session

· Be clear about who is going to read it – who is the audience.  At a minimum this will be the child and their parent(s) but may also include the Family Court judge, other legal professionals, social work practitioners and Team Manager

· Language should be accessible and able to be read by the child (and grown-up child) and their family

· The recording should be clear and concise

· The recording should be analytical, not just descriptive

· If English is not the first language of someone reading the recording, this must be translated into the relevant language for each person

· A strengths based approach should be adopted rather than merely seeking to record deficits - the recording should provide a balance between what was good and what could have been better

· Attendees are made aware that the Family Time session is being recorded

· A copy of the recording is made available to the Joint Legal Team where appropriate and the parents have a right to have a copy of the recording as soon as it has been written up.  This will enable the parent to know what has been recorded and that there would be no surprises about what has been recorded when the information is presented to Court

Areas to consider when recording family time include:

· How was the child before arriving for family time – notice behavioural/physical presentation and that this will present differently depending on age
· Confirmation if family time was a planned session – attendees/venue/times should be recorded

· Details of the quality of the handover before and after should be noted

· How the child presented behaviourally/emotionally during the session including what happened

· How the child presented at the end of the session and following the session.
· Support, advice and guidance provided to the parent/child during the session
· Strengths and recommended areas to feedback for learning 

3 Confidentiality

For children subject to Care Orders it will sometimes not be consistent with a child's welfare to disclose their address or contact details to their parents or others.  If the child's address is not to be disclosed, legal advice will be sought and recorded and the Head of Service should make this decision.  The decision will then be considered at all subsequent Child Looked After review meetings if the address continues to be withheld.
Family Time Supervisors need to be mindful of confidentiality when in public places during family time sessions. It is important that you do not wear your council ID and do not talk about confidential information in public. 
4 Supervision of Family Time Supervisors
Bracknell Forest actively promotes reflective supervision for all staff supervising Family Time.  This is offered at once monthly intervals at a minimum frequency. 
The focus of supervision is to offer space to reflect, review and evaluate practice adopting a strengths-based approach in line with our social work model and approach.

For more information, please refer to Supervision Policy.
5 Using Feedback as learning – How are we doing?
Feedback from those accessing the service is seen to be highly valuable and is an instrumental aspect of developing and improving our services.
We promote feedback from children, carers, parents and professionals using the Family Time Service to enhance service provision and improve outcomes for all children and families accessing the service. 
There is a feedback form (Annex 2) which should be made available for all family time service users. It is planned for this to become an online mechanism in Q3 2022/2023. 
6 Independent Visitors
Children who do not see family members on a regular basis may benefit from the additional support of an independent visitor.  There is a duty for the local authority to consider this and to appoint an independent visitor in respect of any child being looked after if it is believed that it would be in a child's best interest.  

Independent Visitors (IVs) are volunteers who befriend and spend time with a child or young person within Local Authority care.  An IV is a reliable, consistent and independent friend who visits a looked after child or young person who doesn't change when placements or social workers change.  They provide a good, stable, adult role model for the young person, befriending and listening, on an open-ended basis for as long as both parties want it to continue.

The IVs can also attend a young person's review if the young person agrees with this.

Further information on the Bracknell offer can be found at:
Provision of Independent Visitors for Children Looked After (proceduresonline.com)
There is no need to appoint an independent visitor if the child or young person objects, and the social worker is satisfied that the child has sufficient understanding to make an informed decision.
Annex 1 – Family Time Recording Template
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FAMILY TIME RECORDING

Basic Details

	Child’s Name 
	ID

	Allocated Case Holder 
	Team Family 

	Family Time Supervisor  
	Date of session  

	Venue 

	Time of arrival 
	Time of Departure   

	


Present during Family time 

	Name 
	Relationship to Child 

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	


Family time information 

	Journey to Family Time and Arrivals


	Observations of Family Time

Prompts:  Basic Care (feeding, changing), Emotional (eye contact, emotional warmth),  Stimulation, Ensuring Safety, Boundaries/Guidance, Stability

	


	Endings and Journey Home

	


	Any further comments 

	


	Family time supervisors’ signature   


	Date 




Annex 2 – Feedback Form

Family Time Service

                                                            Feedback Form

Bracknell Forest Council is committed to providing a helpful, flexible and quality service for you and your child/children. We value your feedback about Family Time, and we will use this feedback to improve what we do. 

You may wish to remain anonymous, however if you record your name we can get in touch with you to discuss any improvements you have suggested or clarify any queries you have raised.

Date:
     

Who do you have contact with?
     

Your Name (optional):     

What age are your child/children?

Please answer all the questions below:


How long have you been having supervised contact?

Where do you have contact?

(if there is more than one venue, please tick more than one box)


The Oaks
(
Family Centre 
         (
Open Learning Centre
(


Community
(
Your home
         (
Other:…………………………………...

How often do you have contact?

How long do you see your child for?

In terms of satisfaction how would you rate the staff?

  Very
    Satisfied        Not Sure
Unsatisfied      Very 

Satisfied



                    unsatisfied

    (             (               (              
 (               
 (
How would you rate the facilities available to you and your child/children during Family Time?
           

  Very
    Satisfied        Not Sure
Unsatisfied          Very 

Satisfied



                    unsatisfied

    (             (               (               
(               
 (
In terms of satisfaction how would you rate the service you receive?
                                              

Very
    Satisfied        Not Sure
Unsatisfied          Very 

Satisfied



                    unsatisfied

    (             (               (               
(               
 (
Are there any other comments that you would like to make about the service you receive?

Have you got any suggestions to help us get better at what we do?

Many thanks for taking the time to fill out our feedback form! Your opinions are very important to us. We value and welcome feedback from our families so that we can make the service better.  It is also nice to hear if we are getting it right!

We also have a complaints & compliments process and you can find the complaints form at 

https://www.bracknell-forest.gov.uk/council-and-democracy/get-in-touch/complaints/childrens-social-care-complaints
Family Time Policy and Procedures
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