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I am delighted to present this interim research report which reflects the initial stage of our Welsh
Government funded Parent Advocacy Programme and has been completed and led by Dr Clive Diaz
and his team at CASCADE. I would like to take this opportunity to thank Clive and the team for
working so hard and believing in parent advocacy.
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In April 2020, NYAS Cymru were successful in being awarded
a grant via Welsh Government’s Social Services
Sustainability Fund to develop a Parent Advocacy
Programme across Pan Gwent for three years. The Parent
Advocacy Programme is committed to providing an
independent, professional advocacy service for parents with
children under the age of 18 who are subjected to social
services involvement.

Our overall aim is to reduce the numbers of children entering
the care system in Wales. NYAS Cymru are passionate about
providing choice and control to parents by creating
compassionate communities. Our goal is to empower families
and keep families together wherever possible. We do this by
taking preventative and positive action. The Parent Advocacy
Programme supports parents to navigate systems and to be
fully involved in the decision-making processes when social
services intervention is required.

As we developed the Parent Advocacy Programme, our
independent advocates have worked alongside social
workers from children services on cases resulting in strong
partnerships. By supporting parents to understand legislation,
processes, and systems, and by helping them communicate
with their children’s Social Worker, we have been able to
improve the relationships between parents and Social
Worker. This has created positive communication and both
parties being able to view each other’s perspectives and
ultimately, helped keep families together.

NYAS Cymru aims to address the power imbalance between
social workers and parents; supporting parents to engage
effectively and to keep children safe and thriving. As we
develop our service further, we are committed to providing
peer advocacy for families; we will be developing our ‘parents
supporting other parents’ model within communities.

On behalf of all of my team at NYAS Cymru, I would like to
say thank you to Welsh Government for supporting and
believing in the concept of the Parent Advocacy Programme.

The Parent Advocacy team at NYAS Cymru have been
outstanding in their continuous commitment that they have
provided during a pandemic. My sincere thanks to Daljit Kaur
Marris and Nadia Lovell for their leadership and passion
whilst implementing this programme and to the advocates
who work tirelessly with and on behalf of parents.

Finally, to all the parents who were brave enough to be
involved and speak up to the research team, thank you so
much. Our ambition remains high; we will continue to provide
the independent professional advocacy support that parents
are longing for and deserve across Pan Gwent. We will
continue to enquire what the next phase of this research
study highlights, learn from this vital work in order to drive
positive change across Wales and empower parents.

NYAS Cymru have become the leaders for parent advocacy
in Wales and we are thrilled to see the commitment from
Welsh Government and Ministers for the roll out of parent
advocacy in this Senedd term’s Programme for Government.

I hope you enjoy reading this valuable initial research report.
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Research Associate CASCADE
NYAS Cymru’s Parent Advocacy Project, (PAP), in PAN Gwent supports parents to engage with
social services about concerns for their children. The project is based on the belief that when parents’
voices are heard, they become more empowered to play a meaningful role in decision making,
alongside children’s social care and other key agencies.

Supporting this view, parent advocacy featured as an option
for change from the Care Crisis Review (2018: 29),
recognised for its ability to "prevent problems escalating",
helping parents to "understand better the concerns of
agencies, know the options available to them, and be helped
to reduce or resolve any conflict with professionals". Working
with parents and families to identify emerging needs, the PAP
in Gwent aims to address these in a co-productive model of
practice.

NYAS Cymru has been running the PAP in Caerphilly since
April 2017. The pilot initiative was commissioned following a
needs analysis by Families First in the Caerphilly borough.
This analysis suggested that parents felt powerless when
involved in statutory processes for children and needed to
have their ‘voices heard.’ The resultant commissioning of
parent advocacy in Caerphilly was the first project of its kind
in Wales and the consistently high referral rate demonstrated
the need for the service.

In 2020 service delivery was expanded across PAN Gwent.
Based on the success of the Caerphilly pilot, the Welsh
Government funded NYAS Cymru to offer the PAP throughout
Pan Gwent until March 2023. Advocacy has been described
as a 'golden thread' running through the Social Services and
Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 (Clements 2017), reflective of its
key principles of voice and control, prevention, early
intervention and co-production. Whilst parent advocacy does
not feature as a statutory entitlement in Part 10 Code of
Practice (Advocacy), this is the first time that a Government-
funded parental advocacy initiative has been set up in the
UK. To date, NYAS Cymru has supported more than 973
parents across Gwent via one to one and professional
meetings.

Recent research from the USA has shown that effective
parental advocacy can reduce the need for children to go into
state care (Tobis 2014, Tobis and Bilson 2020). However,
there is little evidence of this in relation to the UK context. It
is therefore essential to carry out robust research to ascertain
its effectiveness in empowering parents and reducing the
numbers of children on the Child Protection Register and in
care in a safe and appropriate way.

Research has highlighted consistently over many decades
that parents do not trust child and family social workers, and
often have poor relationships with them (Featherstone at al
2017, Gibson 2017, Diaz 2020). Parents find key child
welfare meetings to be particularly challenging and often do
not feel able to participate in decisions about their lives,

leading them to feel marginalised and disempowered. In turn,
this impacts on their willingness to seek help from child and
family social workers, and to accept help when it is offered.
Further to this, the numbers of children in care and on the
Child Protection Register in Wales has risen steeply over the
last 10 years.

Our study aims to evaluate the support offered by the
expanded PAP in PAN Gwent to parents whose children are
open to children’s social care services. We will seek to
understand how the PAP impacts on parents’ ability to
meaningfully participate in decision-making, and whether the
programme will empower parents during child welfare
meetings, including child protection conferences (CPCs). We
also wish to ascertain whether the service may lead to a
reduction in the numbers of children on the Child Protection
Register and coming into state care.

The evaluation started in March 2021 and will continue until
March 2023. This interim report provides an overview of our
work so far, focusing on the two research questions:

1. In what ways is the Parent Advocacy Service perceived to
support parents to play a more meaningful role in decision
making when there are child welfare concerns?

2. What are parents’ and professionals’ experiences of the
Parental Advocacy Programme?
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Aims
of our
research
Our research aims to understand

a) the perceptions of key stakeholders engagedwith the Parent
Advocacy Programme; and
b) the underlyingmechanisms that lead to successful outcomes
–what works, for who and in which circumstances?
This interim report provides an overview of key literature related to
Parent Advocacy. It also outlines some early findings relating to parents
and peer advocates’ views of the child protection system, how
advocates support parents and some of the challenges that NYAS
Cymru have encountered in implementing parental advocacy across
PAN Gwent. These concepts are interdependent and will inform the
design and focus of the wider research over the next two years.



This mixed-methods study will use a realist evaluation methodology to answer the research
questions. Realist evaluation involves an iterative process of theory development based on
understanding underlying causal mechanisms, the patterns of outcomes associated with them,
and the ways in which context influences the relationship between the two. Realist approaches
seek to develop theories about how context influences the outcomes of an intervention.
This theory-driven approach emphasises contexts, mechanisms and outcomes, rather than
outcomes alone (Pawson and Tilley, 1997).

The initial phase of this programme, as described in
this interim research report, consisted of a review of
the key research literature on parental advocacy in
the child protection system. Our initial findings are
based on data from interviews with seven parents
who have worked with the PAP, as well as two
advocacy managers, five parental advocates and
three social workers. We also used an online survey
to gain perspectives on the service from an additional
eight parents, one social worker and two advocates.

The interviews and surveys used a qualitative
approach that centralised the experiences of
participants. Our sampling frame was purposive;
parents and professionals who have worked with the
Parental Advocacy programme. Rather
than generalising our conclusions to
the whole population of parents
who are open to parental
advocacy services in Gwent, we
aim to explore, in-depth, the
experiences of as broad a
range of parents and
professionals as possible
within the limits of the study.

Prior to completing this research, we obtained approval from the
Research Ethics Committee in the School of Social Sciences at
Cardiff University. This ensured appropriate consideration of
issues including confidentiality, informed consent, data protection
and protection from harm.

Parent participants are a vulnerable group whose engagement
with Children’s Services may be both stressful and upsetting. Prior
to each interview, participants were given the opportunity to ask
questions and were informed that they were free to withdraw from
the study at any point or decline to answer specific questions. We
also offered support and signposting to appropriate services if any
participants became distressed during their interview.

All participants gave consent to take part and were made
aware of our responsibility to report any disclosures of illegal
or unethical practice to management, which may
jeopardise their confidentiality within the agency.
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Data
collection
and analysis
to date
All interview data was transcribed verbatim and analysed using a thematic
framework, allowing codes, categories and themes to emerge from the empirical
data. Data production and analysis was conducted concurrently. The emergent
themes will be explored in future interviews.

Our analysis highlighted three main themes:

1. Parents’ views of the child protection system and social workers
2. Parents’ and professionals’ perspectives of the parental advocacy
service

3. Challenges in implementing Parent Advocacy across PAN Gwent.
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The literature on this topic in the last two decades has
described Parental Advocacy as a ‘new and significant
evidenced-based strategy for supporting families’ (Berrick et
al, 2011, p. 9) that ‘represents a new way of doing business’
(Frame et al, 2010, p. 3). It has the potential to create a
‘paradigm shift’ (ibid., p.2) that ‘questions the centrality of
professionally driven case planning’ (Sears et al, 2017, p.80)
and potentially leads to more shared decision-making and
improved relationships between professionals and families.

Here we explore parents’ and children’s participation; child
protection; social worker perspectives; meaningful
engagement in decision making; the potential of parent
advocacy; and the challenges of parent advocacy.

Our previous research (Diaz et al 2020) found what appears
to be a disconnect between the importance social workers
attributed to children’s and parents’ participation and how far
they actively sought to ensure children and parents
participated in reviews and decision making. Although all 11
social workers interviewed asserted that children’s
participation in review meetings was extremely important,
they also reported that either they or the IRO would make all
key decisions regarding the arrangements for the meeting.
This may be seen as an example of what Argyris and Schön
(1974) identify as a disjunction between “espoused theory”
(what professionals say they do) and “theory in use” (what
they actually do). Whilst these social workers appeared to
view children’s and parents’ participation as important, there

was little evidence that their practice ensured that this
happened. The reasons for this may be outside social
workers’ control, in the shape of structural barriers such as
heavy workloads and bureaucracy, but there remains a
pronounced dissonance between what is espoused and what
actually takes place in practice: one social worker
acknowledged that in practice, children’s participation in
reviews was often tokenistic.

Social worker 6: I think […] a lot of what we do can be
quite tokenistic. You know, it’s one thing going and getting
the child’s view before the review which is what I’ve done,
but on reflection that’s still quite tokenistic. That’s a visit to a
child with a pre-set of questions for a meeting that isn’t going
to change it in structure, and the actual issues can be pretty
abstract and complex and they are very, very difficult to
explain to a child.

The social worker here is articulating a view shared by many
of the study participants, namely that they had a paternalistic
approach. Professionals often think that the concepts are too
complex for children (and sometimes parents) to understand,
and that even if they see the child ahead of the review, it will
not impact on the agenda, structure or focus of the review.
This ties in with a notion that all professionals had, which
was that “keeping children safe” was more important than
upholding the rights of parents and children to participate
meaningfully in decisions made about their lives.

STAGE ONE:



Over the past two decades in the UK and elsewhere, the importance of involving children, young
people and parents in social work decision-making has been increasingly recognised.

Engagement of and partnership with parents has long been recognised as a crucial component of
social work, enshrined in law and policy, and identified as an effective way of helping children and
their families (Horwitz and Marshall 2015, Sankaren 2015).

When enabled and supported to take part, children, young
people and parents can play an essential role in the planning
and delivery of services. Improved engagement and
participation allow them to have a meaningful influence on
decision making about their lives (Kennan et al. 2016;
McDowall 2016) and helps relationship building between
families and professionals (Stabler et al 2019). This is more
likely to lead to families having ‘buy in’ and everyone working
together to help improve family dynamics and long-term
outcomes for children and families.

Nevertheless, parents and children in numerous research
studies have reported feeling stressed, marginalised and
oppressed by the child protection process (Corby et al 1996,

Cossar et al 2011, Appleton et al 2016, Gibson 2014, 2020,
Muench et al 2017, Diaz 2020). In our own recent research,
based on interviews with 52 parents and 40 children in two
local authorities, most parents agreed that CPCs in particular
were oppressive (Muench et al 2017, Diaz 2020). These
negative feelings towards CPCs discourage parent and child
participation and impact negatively on opportunities for
building positive working relationships with social workers.
These findings echo those made previously over many years
(Corby et al 1996, Cossar et al 2011, Appleton et al 2016,
Gibson 2014), suggesting that despite best efforts, the child
protection process and CPCs in particular are not helpful for
families.

Cohen and Canan (2006) suggest that engagement is an
important element of any service provision because without
this, the service could not fulfil one of its key tasks, which is
to help families function better and keep children home with
the parents safely when possible.

Non-engagement or poor engagement is detrimental to
outcomes. Devine (2017) noted that a failure to engage is a
strong predictor of children’s services intensifying and
escalating their involvement. Similarly, Berrick et al (2011),

considered parental engagement, and in some cases,
meaningful engagement, as one of the most important
predictors of reuniting children with parents who have
substance misuse issues.

The majority of evidence shows that a failure to engage
and/or comply increases the chances of undesirable
outcomes. Therefore, engagement has an important legal
and ethical component, as well as a hypothetical claim that it
will improve outcomes.
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The application of parent advocacy is now being considered within children’s
services in the UK, drawing upon the success of similar initiatives, especially in
the US. There is a compelling case for parent advocacy to be implemented,
not least to contribute to resolving the longstanding challenges within
children’s services of effective and meaningful participation.

The implementation of new initiatives in practice is highly complex, and
different organisations are likely to react to the same initiative in different
ways. It is encouraging, however, that the Welsh Government are
investing in parent advocacy, which is factored into the next term of the
Welsh Government’s work programme. It is hoped that it will play a role in
the on-going reform of children’s social care in Wales.

Research has highlighted that there may be challenges relating to the
implementation of parent advocacy within the pre-existing child protection
system. Frame et al (2010) claim that parent advocacy runs contrary to the
dominant, prescriptive, professionally led approach to case management. Some
practitioners may feel threatened by the inclusion of parent advocates and find the
challenge to established practices or policies difficult to receive. Because of this, the
introduction of parent advocacy requires strong leadership and a spirit of collaboration.

Interest has been growing in parent advocacy, with increasing research detailing the
benefits and challenges.
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This service needs
to bemore than Pan Gwent
wide. Parents feel very lost.
If it wasn’t for NYAS Cymru’s
Parent Advocacy, I would still
be lost in the system andmy
child would not be at home.

PARENT INVOLVED IN
PARENT ADVOCACY PROGRAMME

Positively, among social workers, there is consensus that parental engagement and partnership
working is valuable (Corby et al 1996, Darlington et al 2010).
The participants interviewed in Darlington et al’s (2010)
study all agreed that participation was an important
ethical position but also vital to improving outcomes for
children. One statutory social worker commented:

Despite this, it has proved extremely difficult to translate
the principle of partnership working into practice. For
example, Corby et al’s (1996) analysis of parents’ views
on CPCs found that all of the parents were anxious,
many felt like objects, and there was an implicit
understanding between social workers and parents that
compliance was a key contributor to deterring further
escalation of social care involvement. Consequently,
parents felt that being open, especially about areas of
disagreement, was risky, and they felt inhibited to share
their thoughts and feelings.

I feel strongly that
themore power you can

give back to the parents, themore
likely it is that they are going to feel
empowered tomake the changes that
they need to, to keep their kids safe…
themore youmake people feel part
of the child protection process, the

more likely it is you’re going
to get a positive outcome

(p. 1022).



To protect anonymity, social workers and advocates are
distinguished by numbers and parents have been given
pseudonyms. First, we consider some of the challenges
around implementing the parental advocacy service across
Pan Gwent, particularly in the context of a pandemic.
Second, we explore parents’ and advocates’ views of the
child protection system and social workers. Finally, we
highlight the ways in which parents and professionals believe
the parental advocacy service has helped them.

The impact of COVID-19 and lockdown on the
role and implementation:
It became clear from interviews with NYAS Cymru senior
managers and parental advocates that they have faced
challenges in implementing parental advocacy across Pan
Gwent. Numerous issues around COVID-19 made the
recruitment of new parental advocates as the service
expanded very challenging. The pandemic and lockdown
have also restricted the development work they have been
able to carry out with new staff and with social work teams,
impacting relationships with social workers and also
potentially inhibiting relational development with parents.
Advocacy manager 2 outlines this point:

Advocacymanager 2: It’s still been a struggle to break
into the likes of (LA and 5) for us just yet, just because…
having the right contacts in place… and to ensure that the
right staffing… so a huge let down for us has just been the
recruitment of staff, which has delayed our rollout of the
programme as well… so that has been a huge struggle…
I guess maybe there’s something about it being parent
advocate instead of child advocate.

Although NYAS Cymru managers have attended social
worker team meetings online, they report that engagement is
often fairly poor due to cameras being turned off as well as
telephone and email distractions. As a result, there have
been few referrals from some Local Authorities. It is hoped
that restrictions will reduce in 2022 and NYAS Cymru will be
able to carry out work with social workers and managers in
person, which will improve their engagement.

Supporting staff and the emotional impact of
the parental advocate role
Advocacy managers also reported various challenges in
terms of how to support parental advocates carrying this
difficult role during the pandemic. It is possible that these are
contributing to the difficulties faced with recruitment.
Challenges primarily concerned aftercare for staff, emotional
support, and tensions regarding potentially providing support
for parents who may have abused their children.

Advocacymanager 2: I would say in the last 12 months,
the biggest contender we’ve dealt with is just the aftercare
that we provide to our staff. Because I think that’s something
that’s come to light is just the difficult situations that parent
advocates are experiencing and the nature of issues that
parents are posing for them. So, I’m just thinking, it’s quite a
common theme that we do get safeguarding questions
coming in towards the latter part of the week and concerning
parents who are on the verge of taking their own life. So
that’s a common theme that we’re dealing with, and mental
health. Only last week we had two… and it does get really
difficult then to offer support to the staff team… where I come
in and to ensure that we have the aftercare for the team…
and to offer additional support to their existing supervision…
I want to call it clinical supervision... because I think they do
need it.

Numerous studies highlight the impact of emotional
challenges faced by professionals working with people with
mental health issues. Vicarious trauma is a major issue also
for staff working in the child protection arena. This is a
significant challenge that agencies such as NYAS Cymru are
facing when supporting staff working with such vulnerable
families, many of whom have been negatively impacted by
the pandemic, lockdown and increased inequality.

This section presents the key themes from interviews with six parents, five parent advocates, two
advocacy managers and three social workers, and survey responses from eight parents, one social
worker and two advocates.
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STAGE TWO:



A further challenge of the advocacy role was feeling that the
child protection system is potentially unjust and parents are
not given a fair hearing. For example, the quote from parent
advocate 5 below illustrates this point:

Parent advocate 5: A lot of people who are, you know,
talking about their childhood trauma and … and just
witnessing how that now impacts on them as parents and
their parenting. And going on a journey with parents and
knowing all their views, wishes and feelings only for, as
yesterday, with the negative parenting assessment and the
distinct possibility that the child will be adopted now. And just
having to get rid of that somewhere. Yeah. Yeah, so of course
yes it is. And a lot of death has happened recently with lots of
my families. It just felt quite intense from that point of view,
that everyone I was speaking to had suffered a significant
loss.

Overall, the advocacy workers we interviewed felt well
supported by managers and supervisors at NYAS Cymru. For
example, Parent advocate 5 and 7 said,

Parent advocate 5: We’re lucky, our manager is very, you
know, available… I mean obviously we have supervision, but
I tend to favour more kind of informal supervision type
things… we’re lucky our manager, she’s very available … and
then there’s…. you know, we have got sort of the wider team
that work on parent advocacy or like Project Unity staff as
well…. So there is quite a lot of support available.

Parent advocate 7: Because it's an emotional job. You
know, you're dealing with really emotional situations and
trauma […] So I think you've got to have someone... and my
manager was fantastic, really, really supportive.

These quotes highlight that, whilst the job of an advocate can
be emotionally demanding, having a manager or colleague to

turn to ensures that the advocates feel supported within their
role. Despite the pandemic creating barriers to face-to-face
support, advocates are able to use online platforms such as
Microsoft Teams to access support from their managers.
Advocate 7 also reflected on an instance whereby listening to
the traumatic experiences of a particular parent had
adversely affected them. However, this advocate was able to
talk to their manager, who swiftly removed them from any
work commitments for them to process what they had heard
and for them to access any additional support. Whilst time-
constraints and high caseloads of advocates may be
demanding, having reliable and supportive managers and
colleagues ensures that any risk of vicarious trauma can be
managed sensitively and efficiently.

Parents’ and advocates’ experiences of the
child protection system and childcare social
workers
Getting the balance right between building positive and
meaningful relationships with parents and focusing on the
children’s welfare is challenging, particularly when social
workers have high caseloads. This has become more difficult
during the pandemic. It is therefore unsurprising that most
parents who took part in this study were very negative about
the child protection system, the meetings, reports, language
used and social workers. Our research also highlights
advocates having a mixed experience of working with social
workers. While some were positive about how effectively
social workers had worked with advocates and parents, most
had worked with social workers who did not seem to
understand the advocate role and who were not always
proactive at making contact and involving them in the work to
support families.
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In terms of parents’ experiences of social workers, the quotes
below were typical:

Interviewer:What is your experience of children’s
services?

Anwen: Bad… I tend to lose my temper with my social
worker on the phone and in meetings… I have got one social
worker in particular that I refuse to speak to… it kept me
calmer hearing from (the advocate) than hearing it from the
social worker.

Interviewer: Do you feel your views and wishes are taken
into account by children’s services?

Anwen: No… The advocate does help me deal with social
services, as I have a very strained relationship with them.

Rebecca had a similar view of children’s services:

Interviewer:What is your experience of children’s
services?

Rebecca:Oh, negative… There has been a lot of um, I
suppose, discrimination… I’ve felt targeted by a lot by them.

Parent advocates’ experiences of working with social workers
were mixed. Some had positive working relationships with
social workers, while others had experienced some
challenges.

Parent advocate 5: I think it really depends on the social
worker and the team’s sort of attitude to advocacy. Some
social workers and some teams I don’t think see any value in
it, and I think they can make it difficult for us…

Interviewer:What is your relationship like with social
workers?

Parent advocate 4: It varies. Generally, quite positive. It
can be quite difficult. They can forget sometimes so you don’t
get an invite to the meetings and it’s rather quite last
minute… Sometimes you have got to chase things up... But I
just think that’s because they are so busy.

While advocates’ reports of positive relationships with social
workers are encouraging, despite the challenging situations,
their reflections also highlight key factors that have the
potential to inhibit the effectiveness of the role, namely: social
workers’ attitudes towards parental advocacy and willingness
to involve advocates in the process. However, parental
advocacy is an emerging area of advocacy in Wales and the
UK, which has yet to be trialled or implemented in all local
authorities. It is important that there is proper recognition and
promotion of parental advocacy in Children’s Services, where
it is available. If this does not happen, it may result in lack of
consistency in referrals or even misunderstanding the role of
an advocate; this misunderstanding may further fuel
potentially negative attitudes towards parental advocacy.

How advocates support parents
All of the professionals, parents and advocates in this study
provided insight into the advocate role and what they do to
support parents. The parents identified a range of methods of

support that advocates had been able to provide. Parents
also reflected on the positive impact of the role of the
advocate on their experience with managing the demands of
social work (child protection) involvement.

Three subthemes were identified around how advocates
support parents in relation to:

• Communication, understanding jargon and social
work terminology

• Improving the relationship between the social worker
and parent

• Improving parents’ understanding of social worker
expectations within Child Protection processes.

Communication, understanding jargon and
social work terminology
Most parents noted a marked positive change in the way in
which they communicate with social workers after they
started being supported by parental advocates. Almost all
parents agreed that their advocate had supported them,
noting the impact of support in meetings, and being spoken
up for in situations with social workers.

Rhian: Yes, sometimes in meetings before you know what to
say but being there you stumble and forget and my advocate
has been my rock, which makes me more confident as I know
she is there supporting and helping me along the way.

Rosie: My advocate has spoken for me and stuck up for me
because at times I feel like professionals haven’t listened to
me and haven’t understood what I’ve had to go through; my
advocate has made them understand that.

Rebecca: I found personally um, with myself it's helped me
[…] if I was stuck where, where you know I didn't understand
any of the like jargon […] after meetings I can say to her, like
X Y Z about it and she’s like explained it more in a less
jargony way.

Previous research has highlighted that both children and
parents find the jargon used by social workers and other
professionals alienating, yet there has been very little positive
change in this area of practice in recent years.

Importantly, most parents acknowledged the supportive role
of advocates during meetings, especially when they are
feeling emotionally heightened or under pressure.

Rebecca: We normally have a meeting beforehand. Um and
like she’ll ask what I want to say um or want brought up or
this that and the other. And if like I forget, I know she’s like,
there to prompt me to like. You know, it’s having that security
blanket like you know, that support… I’d probably would have
had a massive meltdown because of not understanding
things.

Meera: Because I’m not good at understanding, she’ll speak
up for me. I tell her what to say and then she speaks up for
me and she, like, comes to meetings with me.
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Most advocates also reinforced what parents had said in
relation to when there are challenges in communication and
difficulty in understanding social work terminology. The
interviewed advocates shared the perspective that this was
an integral part of their role and work with the parents:

Parent advocate 2: Some have real difficulty in
communicating verbally their views, wishes and feelings, and
that will be my main role there.

Parent advocate 3: There’s a lot of jargon sometimes,
which is why afterwards it is really important for us to go
through it, because they won’t ask there and then, they have
all these questions afterwards.

Both parent and advocate reflections align with Brown (2006),
in which positive assessments from social workers were
usually as a result of parents who had strong skills to
navigate social work involvement, such as effective
communication and the ability to research rights. While our
participant quotes do not suggest that social workers had
failed to support parents to develop skills, they demonstrate
how the use of complex language and jargon can create
barriers for parents in high-pressured situations involving
social work. They also illustrate the power of advocacy to
help parents develop effective communication with
professionals.

One social worker mentioned a particular case with a parent
who had learning disabilities, where there were questions
relating to their capacity. This social worker expressed that,
since working with the advocate, communication with the
parents was easier. However, the social worker noted that the
relationship with the parent had worsened as the parent still
struggled to grasp why social services were involved:

Social worker 1: I think the relationship has definitely
deteriorated, significantly so in the last month, but that’s
attributed to the kind of heightened frustration of the family
that the process is still continuing, and probably their lack of
understanding as to why, and their lack of insight into why.

I absolutely love working with the advocate. I tell you now, I
absolutely really value working with her. I find that she makes
things… she makes things much easier, I think, to
communicate, because often I’m kind of communicating
through her. So, I think there’s this kind of friction naturally
between me and parents, and I think liaising with her in the
middle often helps reduce that friction. Because they will
share their views and frustration, then she will share that with
me in a much less frustrated and angry manner, and then I’m
able to reflect to her and make her understand why that’s not
possible, and then she’s able to relay that in a way that… it’s
difficult for me to be able to do with them because, you know,
my role is so different, isn’t it?

Other social workers also reflected on the helpfulness of the
advocate role in terms of supporting parents with
communicating under pressure.

Social worker 2: So, I think when we say things in
meetings, the advocate is there, so they can give them a ring
and go up and visit after and explain to her a bit better. So,

they understand and they can outline things. I know
sometimes at meetings that we can speak a bit jargon-ish,
like there’s a lot of information to take in, so they put it in
basic terms for them, and then if they’ve got any questions,
then they give us a ring…

Like this family in particular has made massive progress
especially since the advocates have been involved. I
think that’s all down to them being able to explain to
them better and being quite involved with them.

The above social worker quotes demonstrate how parental
advocates can help social workers in their role, while also
supporting parents. Key social worker tasks, such as
explaining what the concerns are and helping parents
understand the changes they need to make, are also carried
out by advocates. Advocates can explain things to parents,
who are generally more receptive to advocates than to social
workers, with less emotion involved in conversations. This
enables parents to process and discuss what they may have
heard from the social workers initially with their advocate.

Improving the relationship between the social
worker and parent
Most parents reflected on challenging relationships with their
social workers, as discussed earlier in this report. Some
parents had issues with the lack of consistency in assigned
social workers:

Rebecca: That’s part of what’s in the complaint, you know,
the inconsistency of social workers. So like even down to
when they had done a parenting assessment. It’s one person
who done the assessment and then she left, so another one
done a follow up instead of like re-questioning me then done
an addendum. You know, so all in all, just for this time alone
there’s been like five social workers. There’s been no
consistency at all.

Anwen:Obviously I don’t feel angry with my advocate so I
can talk to her normally and she then relays; she bridges the
gap a little bit.

Some parents did not reflect on a substantial change in their
general attitude towards social services. For example, Anwen
described the irreparable relationship with social services:

Anwen: The damage has been done between myself and
social services. I’ve just got a huge distrust of them and I
can’t see any way back from that. In the beginning, perhaps, I
mean, maybe if I had an um had an advocate from day one,
um that might have made a difference.

Anwen’s reflections suggest limitations to how much
improvement an advocate can make to the parent-social
worker relationship, especially if the advocate has become
involved part-way through social work involvement. However,
this also makes an argument for early intervention of parental
advocacy services. There are questions around when social
workers feel they should make referrals for parents and if
parents should only be referred if they have evident additional
support needs. If social workers are only encouraging
referrals for parents with particular characteristics (mental
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health issues, learning disabilities, etc.), then there is the
potential for missed opportunities with parents who are not
perceived by social workers as obviously needing the support
of an advocate.

Zara, who had fundamental issues with how she felt social
workers operate, believed that every parent should be able to
receive support from an advocate:

Zara: So yeah, advocacy services, I would 100% advocate
them, you know, put forward for anybody, anybody dealing
with social workers. It's so important.

Some parents noted an improvement in their relationship with
social workers, attributing this to the confidence in their ability
to communicate and feel heard by social workers.

Caroline: Yes, I feel confident to speak more.

Rhian: They seem to listen more now I have an advocate.

Ffion: Advocate has changed [my relationship with social
services] because I learnt how to express my way to social
[workers] and how to word it tidy.

The improvement in this relationship also links back to
research by Brown (2006), which suggests that a parent’s
ability to effectively communicate with social workers can
lead to more productive and positive outcomes. Some of the
advocates also mentioned the improved relationship between
social workers and parents during their involvement with
families.

Some social workers reflected on the improvement in their
relationships with parents in terms of productivity during child
protection processes:

Social worker 2: So, think it enables us to work with
[parents] more effectively as well, so if they don’t feel
comfortable telling us something, then they can tell them,
then they can relay it back to us. That’s a massive positive
really.

Social worker 1: I can imagine how things might be difficult
or might be different if I didn’t have the advocate that I’m
working with now. I think she’s really clear about what her
role is. I think she’s really, really effective in her
communication with them and me.

These quotes from social workers highlight the positive
impact an advocate can have in relation to supporting their
relationship with parents. Advocates can clarify and reiterate
important information to parents, allowing parents time to
process key issues and concerns that social workers and
other professionals have. Just by advocates giving parents
time to process, or an opportunity to share something they
may not yet feel comfortable sharing with a social worker,
helps to build more effective and productive communication
between all parties. Overall, improving communication
between parents and professionals helps to build trust by
supporting parents to be more open and honest. This is in
line with similar recent research carried out in the USA
(Lalayants et al 2017) and is a very positive provisional
finding.

Improving parents’ understanding of social
worker expectations within child protection
processes
Parents who feel unsupported during social work involvement
are less likely to engage with professionals (Muench et al.
2016). A recent report examining CPCs during the COVID-19
pandemic (Nuffield Family Justice Observatory 2020), found
that remote CPCs hindered parental engagement further. The
report highlighted the alienation parents experienced,
especially when they had not had the opportunity to speak to
anyone prior to the CPC taking place remotely. Most of the
parents we interviewed reflected on an improved
understanding, since being supported by an advocate, of
Local Authority expectations during social work involvement.

Anwen:Where my solicitor will provide me with legal
information, my advocate is very good with, um, what I can
and can’t do outside of the law sort of thing. So, like,
complaints procedures and what I’m allowed to ask for and
things maybe my solicitors won’t deal with. She has given
very good advice on that.

Ffion: Yes, definitely an example is when they ask about
contact with baby’s dad, and I get to say what I want to
happen, instead of social services making a choice.

Rebecca: Yeah, I feel a lot more like, confident and um,
yeah, it’s having that comfort blanket, you know. I feel like I’m
able to speak up, ‘cos it’s knowing my rights and knowing a
lot more um, in depth rather than just like black and white
thinking of ‘my children are going to be taken off me’. It was
more, yeah, so she helped immensely.

The parents quoted above reflect on their improved
knowledge of their rights and how legislation works in
practice. The reassurance and support of their advocate to
understand complex information enables the parents to feel
less intimidated by the social work process and lessens
shared fears, such as the removal of children from a family
home.

Most advocates also reflected on the change in how a parent
understands social services involvement:

Parent advocate 5: Having a full explanation of the
process and the social worker’s responsibility can sometimes
help parents to understand why social workers are doing the
things they’re doing.

In general, the difficult relationships between parents and
social workers, and the wider child protection system, can be
seen to be eased to some extent by parent advocates. This
may be due to their translational role; arbitrating between the
two parties to improve relationships; or simply their ability to
explain social workers’ expectations of parents. Whichever
the mechanism, the advocates seem to have the potential to
challenge or lessen the adversarial nature of the process.
This was generally perceived positively by all stakeholders.
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Recent studies have shown that the move to online child
welfare meetings has been very challenging for parents, and
they find them even more difficult than in-person meetings
(Baginsky and Manthorpe 2020). As UK lockdown policy
changes, these meetings are also likely to change, so we are
mindful of considering this in our ongoing research.
Nevertheless, many of our findings will remain valid beyond
this period.

The report has also highlighted some challenges around
implementation in different areas of Gwent. For example,
there have been difficulties with staff recruitment and
challenges around ensuring parents are aware of the NYAS
Cymru parental advocacy service. Currently it seems very
dependent on individual social workers’ knowledge of the
service and being supportive of its aims and objectives. It
would be beneficial for NYAS Cymru and Local Authorities to
work together to consider other ways of ensuring that all
parents who are open to children’s social care are aware of
the parental advocacy service and its potential benefits.

Despite these challenges, our initial findings are very
encouraging. The qualitative data generated to date contain
numerous examples from parents of how the parental
advocacy service has helped them better understand
children’s services and how advocates have helped provide
parents with a more meaningful voice in decision-making
forums such as CPCs.

The emergent themes have started to uncover key elements
(potentially mechanisms) that have the potential to support
service delivery:

Trust - Perceptions among parents, parental advocates
and social workers of one another reveal a complex network
of trust, with both positive and negative elements. Our
research suggests that parental advocacy can improve
relationships between social workers and parents and
increase the trust they have in each other. The wider study
will explore this in more detail to identify implementation
factors that maximise trust among stakeholders.

Communication - Improved between social
workers and parents when parental advocates were involved.
Our research suggests that parental advocates can support
parents to have a better understanding of social work-related
jargon and empower them to navigate the complex landscape
and terminology of child protection services more confidently.

Inclusion - There is scope for parental advocates to
support better inclusion of parents in decision-making. This
can range from small details, such as having professionals’
cameras switched on during online meetings to broader
issues, such as ensuring that social workers and parents
have a better understanding of each other’s viewpoints. This

links to the point made about trust above, early evidence
suggests parental advocates can act as a bridge between
social workers and parents.

By accounting for the nuances of each theme and the
contextual factors that affect these, we have begun to identify
mechanisms that underpin successful implementation of
parental advocacy initiatives and the circumstances that
enable these to work effectively.

To date, NYAS Cymru parental advocates have worked with
973 parents across Pan Gwent. Within these early stages of
the study, we have already been able to identify some
promising themes from our interviews and surveys with
parents and professionals. The research suggests that
parental advocates are having a positive impact on parents’
opportunities to play a more meaningful role in decision-
making with social workers.

The next phase of the research will involve further interviews
with parents, social workers, managers and parental
advocates so that we can develop, understand and test the
emerging themes in more depth. We are also planning to
interview parents who have previously been supported by
parental advocates and who no longer require assistance
from NYAS Cymru, thus enabling us to consider the long-
term impact of the service.

In 2022, we are also planning to observe child welfare
meetings which parental advocates attend; this will allow us
to consider the impact they have on the dynamics between
social workers and parents and whether as a result of their
attendance, parents have a more meaningful role in decision-
making. This ethnographic approach will help us collate rich
data as situations arise and will provide more of an insight
into how parent advocacy fits into child protection social work
from the perspective of parents, social workers and
managers. We are also keen to work with NYAS Cymru and
Local Authority senior managers to consider ways in which
awareness of NYAS Cymru’s Parent Advocacy services can
be raised among parents and social workers/professionals
across Pan Gwent.

Lastly, we plan to start to disseminate these early findings
from our research to social workers, managers, parents,
advocates and other professionals across Pan Gwent, so
they are more aware of the potential benefits of parental
advocacy. This should again assist with increased take up of
parental advocacy services across Pan Gwent.

NYAS Cymru will continue to work with Welsh Government to
share these findings and progress the development of parent
advocacy in Wales so all parents are involved in decision-
making processes of their child’s welfare.

We started the initial research report in March 2021 during the COVID-19 pandemic, when the service
was working in very challenging circumstances. While we acknowledge this is a global problem, our
initial research was carried out during a time when many meetings were conducted online, which has
implications for communications and trust between parents, advocates and social workers.

Conclusion
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