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2. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

PROJECT BACKGROUND 

This research project was facilitated by Interchange; a registered charity who connect VCOs 

who require research to be undertaken, with students in higher education looking for research 

project opportunities (Interchange, 2019). The project was undertaken by an undergraduate 

student at the University of Liverpool, in collaboration with the National Youth Advocacy 

Service (NYAS). NYAS are a national children’s charity based in Birkenhead, Merseyside. 

Their services include a supervised contact service, which allows children whose parents are 

separated to rebuild relationships with the non-resident parent, in a safe environment.  

KEY RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

This project aimed to explore the child’s journey through the contact service, considering the 

significance of the child’s voice throughout the process. The project evaluated the impact of 

the voice of the child at the beginning, middle, and end of their contact journey, to uncover any 

barriers preventing the child from being heard.  

METHODOLOGY 

The research analysed the procedural documents underpinning the contact service, and the 

extent to which the child’s voice is heard through these. Qualitative interviews were carried 

out with five contact facilitators, working for NYAS. The interviews provided insight into the 

child’s journey through contact, uncovering facilitator’s perceptions about areas where the 

child may be overlooked. 

KEY FINDINGS 

 In the early stages of contact, procedures are in place to keep the child at the heart of 

the process. Documentation directly considers the child’s voice by asking for their 

views and expectations of contact, and children are offered a preparation session 

without their parents present, allowing the facilitator to ascertain their wishes and 

feelings. 

 Children’s preparation packs may be criticised as being too much like “homework” and 

“not related to the reality of what [children] are going through” (Participant A). 

 Some parents are very resistant to contact, meaning they struggle to promote it 

positively to children. This can create tension and stress for the child, impacting on 

their contact journey. 

 CAFCASS contact logs used to document contact may be considered repetitive and 

overly prescribed, thus not reflective of the journey of the child. Private forms, on the 

other hand, may be argued as having a lack of structure. 

 Children do not have opportunity to give feedback on the process, meaning that, in 

some cases, their voices may be lost.  

 Post-contact, children do not have the opportunity to voice their opinions on what they 

would like to happen in the ‘next-steps’ for their future. A similar limitation was found 

in the fact that private cases often have no next-steps planning at all. 
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 At times, parents’ wishes may be placed above those of the child. 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

From the findings of this research, it was possible to make the following recommendations: 

 Revise preparation packs received by children to make them more engaging. New 

means of preparation may be introduced, such as interactive activities or an online app. 

 Provide resistant parents with additional support, which may be in the form of further 

preparation material, or referrals to counselling. This may help them, and subsequently 

their children, to become more comfortable with contact. 

 Restructure both the CAFCASS and private contact report documents, to allow a 

journey to be communicated and the child’s voice to be adequately represented. 

 Provide children with the opportunity to give feedback throughout the process, to 

ensure that their voice is heard. This may be achieved through the implementation of 

mid-contact feedback sessions, interactive measures such as a smiley-face feedback 

system, or the development of an online app. 

 Children may benefit from being involved in the planning of the next-steps for their 

future, by being asked what they would like to happen. Private cases may also benefit 

from next-steps meetings, where possible. 

These recommendations aim to support the continued development of NYAS’ services, 

ensuring that the child’s voice is heard during their journey through contact. 

 

 

 

 



6 

3. INTRODUCTION 

 

3.1 THE CLIENT ORGANISATION: WHO ARE NYAS? 

NYAS are a rights-based charity who operate across England and Wales for children, young 

people and adults. They aim to provide advocacy, advice and legal representation to support 

vulnerable children and young people, as well as parents and carers. NYAS offer a variety of 

services, including a national advocacy helpline, confidential advice, family contact services 

and legal representation (NYAS, 2019a). This project focuses on the family contact service. 

NYAS have a network of Family Contact Centres, which provide a safe environment in which 

parents who are separated from their children can have structured and supervised contact, to 

rebuild their relationship as a family (NYAS, 2019b). 

3.2 THE PROJECT: AIMS AND OBJECTIVES 

The key aim of this project was to research the child’s journey through the contact service with 

NYAS, in order to evaluate whether the voice of the child is heard throughout the contact 

process. In doing so, the project sought to uncover any barriers preventing children from being 

heard and identify areas where their voices may be overlooked.  

The research considered the significance of the voice of the child, throughout different stages 

of the contact process. At each stage, a number of questions were considered: 

 Before contact: Does the procedural documentation take into account the child’s voice? 

How are children prepared for contact, and is this adequate?  

 During contact: Once contact has commenced, is there opportunity for children to be 

heard, and are they able to give feedback if they so wish?  

 After contact: Is the child’s voice considered when planning the next steps for their 

family’s future?  

Considering such questions aided understanding of the processes in place to facilitate the 

child’s voice; the ultimate goal being to help NYAS provide the best possible service for 

children and families. 
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4. RESEARCH CONTEXT 

 

4.1 SUPERVISED CONTACT 

With rates of divorce and separation on the rise, increasing numbers of children are 

experiencing living with only one parent (Perry and Rainey, 2007). This means that contact 

between children and their non-resident parent is “a key issue in family law and policy in the 

UK and elsewhere” (Ibid: 21). In cases where there has been family dispute and contact 

breakdown, the court may order indirect, supervised, or supported contact between parents and 

children. Indirect contact can involve phone calls, letters, text messages or emails. Supervised 

and supported contact have overlapping characteristics; both take place in specialist contact 

centres, but the main distinction is that supervised contact involves close monitoring of the 

interactions, whilst supported contact does not (Perry and Rainey, 2007). This report focuses 

on supervised contact. 

 

According to NACCC (2019a), supervised contact occurs when unsupervised contact with a 

parent may put a child at risk. Once the court grants a contact order, referrals are made by 

CAFCASS or local authorities to a relevant child contact centre. On rare occasions, parents 

may self-refer themselves for contact, without legal interventions. Supervised contact is 

important as it allows parents who have lost contact with their children to re-establish contact 

in a safe environment, to rebuild positive relationships as parent and child (CAFCASS, 2015). 

WHO ARE NACCC? 

NYAS is a member of the National Association of Child Contact Centres (NACCC), who are 

the membership body for child contact centres and services throughout England, Wales and 

Northern Ireland. NACCC ensure that all members work to agreed and approved national 

standards, to ensure that families using contact services are kept safe (NACCC, 2019b). NYAS 

deliver contact interventions in two NACCC accredited venues, in Birkenhead and Liverpool. 

WHO ARE CAFCASS? 

The Children and Family Court Advisory and Support Service (CAFCASS) promote the 

welfare of children and families involved in family court proceedings. They aim to “put 

children’s needs, wishes and feelings first, making sure that children’s voices are heard at the 

heart of the family court setting, and that decisions are made in their best interests” (CAFCASS, 

2019: 1). NYAS receive referrals from CAFCASS when a family is given court ordered contact, 

their role being to facilitate this contact within their contact centres.  
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4.2 POLICY CONTEXT 

It is important to situate the contact service within legislation and policy surrounding children’s 

rights. The Children Act 1989/2004 is highly significant when it comes to family law, detailing 

children’s legal rights and providing the foundation for NYAS’ contact service. The Children 

Act 1989 states that the welfare of the child is to be of paramount consideration, and the court 

uses this legislation when granting court orders (HMCS, 2008). Section 1.3, the Welfare 

Checklist, is of particular significance. The Welfare Checklist states seven criteria that the court 

are required to consider, including the wishes and feelings of the child, and their physical, 

emotional and educational needs. The items listed in this checklist provide the structure for 

NYAS’ contact service. The Children Act 1989 (p2) also presumes that “involvement of that 

parent in the life of the child concerned will further the child's welfare”. Thus, it is seen to be 

in the best interests of a child to maintain contact with their parents, at all costs. We may 

understand there to be a tension between what is in a child’s best interests, and what their 

wishes are; as the two may not always align. Courts, and contact service providers, must 

attempt to find a balance between these two factors. 

As well as the Children Act 1989, contact services are influenced by the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). The UNCRC is a human rights treaty, 

providing a complete statement of children’s rights. It sets out four core principles, which are: 

non-discrimination; devotion to the best interests of the child; the right to life, survival and 

development; and the right to be heard (Unicef, 2019). NYAS draw upon this directly, with one 

of their core values being that children and young people have the right to be seen, heard, and 

listened to (NYAS, 2019a).  

Other influential legislation includes the Children and Families Act 2014, which brought 

changes in the law to give “greater protection to vulnerable children, [and] better support for 

children whose parents are separating” (Gov.uk, 2014: 1). This hoped to create a more effective 

family justice system, to improve the experience of going to court. This legislation highlights 

the valuable role that contact centres play in rebuilding family relationships. Whilst legislation 

appears to prioritise the wishes and feelings of children, O’Quigley (2000) suggests that in 

reality, children involved in family court proceedings can have their views ignored, and voices 

overlooked. Researchers have concluded that the situation is “unsatisfactory with regard to 

listening to the wishes and feelings of children involved in private law proceedings” 

(O’Quigley, 2000: 11). Therefore, it becomes crucial to consider the extent to which legislation 

surrounding children’s wishes are upheld in reality. 

DOMESTIC ABUSE 

Domestic abuse must be considered in relation to supervised contact services. A report 

produced by the All-Party Parliamentary Group on Domestic Violence found that “domestic 

abuse is an issue in at least 70% of cases in the family courts” (APPG, 2016: 3). The report’s 

key message was that “the family court culture of ‘contact at all costs’ has been found to be 

detrimental to the safety of contact decisions that are made” (Ibid: 12). This holds implications 

for NYAS’ contact service. As many families using NYAS’ services may have a history of 
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domestic violence, children are placed in a vulnerable position. It is therefore of paramount 

concern that the child is protected through their voice being heard, rather than drowned out by 

the wishes of their parents. 

AUSTERITY 

In the context of austerity, government policies aiming to reduce government budget deficits 

have brought huge spending cuts, which have impacted largely on the charity sector (Schui, 

2014; Ricketts, 2018). NYAS are situated within this political climate, facing increased 

pressures of growing demands for services, paired with reduced funding. Thus, this report 

acknowledges that NYAS must find innovative ways to keep their supervised contact services 

running, with limited resources. Any limitations outlined do not serve to undermine the 

invaluable work that NYAS do, but provide them with research that allows them to offer the 

best version of their services.  
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5. METHODOLOGY 

 

This research utilised two core methods in order to gather data: 

5.1 ANALYSIS OF PROCEDURAL DOCUMENTATION 

This research studied the procedural documentation utilised throughout the contact process. 

Such documents included: referral forms, risk assessments, contact agreements, contact logs, 

and ‘next-steps’ forms. These documents keep a record of the family’s journey through the 

contact process, and may be analysed in order to trace where the child’s voice is or isn’t taken 

into account. Analysis considered the language used, the questions asked, and the extent to 

which this revolves around the child. All documents were fully anonymised, in order to comply 

with ethical standards and data protection laws. The ‘welcome packs’ received by parents and 

children prior to contact were also studied, to consider whether current preparation methods 

are adequate. 

5.2 QUALITATIVE INTERVIEWS 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with contact facilitators who work within NYAS’ 

contact service. The interviews uncovered facilitator’s perceptions about the contact process, 

particularly in relation to the voice and opinions of the child being heard. Thus, the interviews 

produced qualitative data that provided insight into the reality of the child’s journey through 

contact. 

Interviews followed a pre-determined interview guide composed of 14 questions, each with a 

series of potential sub-topics to be discussed (see Appendix C). Hence, the interviews followed 

a semi-structured outline, allowing participants to expand on the question as they wished. This 

is widely considered a beneficial means of uncovering individual opinion and experience 

(Silverman, 2017). 

Interviews took place in NYAS head office, at Tower House, Birkenhead, and in NYAS contact 

centre, Helix Building, Liverpool. All interviews took place at pre-arranged times, to suit the 

participants. 

SAMPLING 

As this was a small scale, undergraduate study, restricted by a short time-frame, a small sample 

of participants was obtained. The sample was purposive; a form of non-probability sampling 

that selects participants according to their relevance to the study (Bryman, 2016). Participants 

were drawn from a pre-existing group of 14 facilitators working for NYAS, the final sample 

consisting of five contact facilitators who were willing and able to take part. This sample was 

gathered through email, using a gatekeeper at NYAS who contacted facilitators and helped to 

make arrangements for interviews.  
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ANALYSIS 

All interviews were recorded using a dictaphone, and subsequently transcribed. Content 

analysis was used to code the data and draw out relevant patterns and themes (Bryman, 2016). 

ETHICS 

As qualitative interviews involve human interaction, they hold ethical implications (Silverman, 

2013; Maruyama and Ryan, 2014). As stated by the BSA (2017), it is the researcher’s 

responsibility to obtain informed consent. All participants were given participant information 

sheets and consent forms (see Appendix A/B), which informed them of the purpose of the study, 

reinforced that participation is entirely voluntary, and reminded them of their right to withdraw. 

All data was stored on a secure, password protected system, and no personally identifying 

information was recorded on transcripts or field notes. This ensured that confidentiality and 

anonymity were protected (Silverman, 2013). However, as the sample was specific and 

targeted, participants may be identifiable to other members of staff at NYAS. This was made 

clear to participants, so as they were able to make informed decisions regarding their 

participation. No children were interviewed about their experience, so as to avoid safeguarding 

issues. 

LIMITATIONS 

This research will inevitably hold an in-built bias, as all participants were drawn directly from 

NYAS. Due to the small-scale nature of the study, and small number of participants, the 

research cannot claim external validity beyond the immediate context of NYAS (Hennink, 

Hutter and Bailey, 2011). The findings gathered rely on the opinions of individual facilitators, 

and thus should not be considered conclusive evidence surrounding whether children’s legal 

rights are upheld. The research does not intend to revolutionise the process of supervised 

contact for children and families on a national scale. This being said, the research remains 

valuable for NYAS in providing an insight into their contact service, and offering suggestions 

as to where improvements may be made. 
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6. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

 

The findings from this research can be separated into sections, to consider the child’s voice and 

experience at each stage in their contact journey. The analysis of procedural documentation 

will be presented in relation to the data gathered from interviews. When combined, these 

methods give a sense of the child’s journey through contact. Findings will be explored within 

the following sections: 

 Before contact: considering the preparation of children and parents 

 During contact: exploring the contact logs and the ability for children to give feedback 

 After contact: exploring the ‘next-steps’ and planning for a family’s future 

 Overall: considering the child’s voice throughout the process, and identifying any 

barriers to the child’s voice being heard 

 

For the purpose of confidentiality and anonymity, all participants will be referred to as A, B, 

C, D and E. 

6.1 BEFORE CONTACT 

PREPARATION WORK 

The majority of families are referred to NYAS by CAFCASS, after a court process that has 

resulted in court ordered contact. NYAS receive referral forms from CAFCASS, providing 

information about the given family and detailing their previous history of contact. The form 

asks for both the parent’s and children’s views and expectations of the Child Contact 

Interventions (CCI), signifying that the child’s voice is considered within this procedural 

documentation. The private referral forms are less detailed than the CAFCASS forms, but do 

still ask for the children’s views and expectations of contact to be noted. This is requested once 

again in the risk assessment forms. This early documentation may therefore be analysed as 

keeping the child central to the process and ensuring that NYAS are aware of their views before 

contact commences. Thus, the child’s right to be heard (as outlined by the UNCRC) is upheld 

within the procedural documents. We must, however, consider the reality beyond the 

paperwork. 

Parents and children attend preparation sessions with contact facilitators, before contact 

commences. In the Contact Facilitator Manual, facilitators are instructed to “meet with the 

child prior to the first contact without the parent present if possible” (NYAS, 2018a: 12). Thus, 

NYAS show clear signs of trying to alleviate parental influence on children, allowing the 

child’s voice to be heard in its own right. Participant B agreed that: 

“The whole idea of the prep session is that mums or dads aren’t here.” 
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Facilitators considered these prep sessions valuable in helping children to voice their opinions. 

When asked whether they obtain a sense of how the children are feeling in the early stages, 

Participant A responded: 

“At the beginning, yes very much so.”  

On the whole, there was a sense that children make their feelings known in the prep stages, 

indicating that the services provided by NYAS ensure that children are listened to. However, 

some difficulties were outlined according to the wishes and feelings of the child. The 

CAFCASS referral forms indicate that child preparation “is not life story work, wishes and 

feelings work nor a therapeutic intervention” (CAFCASS, 2018a: 2). This is problematic, as 

facilitators pointed to the importance of understanding the child’s feelings:  

“It’s really hard not to do wishes and feeling work with that child… you need to 

understand how they are feeling in order to plan the rest of the case.” (Participant D) 

This points to tensions between NYAS and CAFCASS, signifying a procedural barrier that 

may impact on the services that NYAS are able to provide to children. 

PREPARATION PACKS 

Facilitators are instructed to “present the child with a welcome pack and to go through the ‘my 

family’s changing’ workbook and other resources to support the child’s understanding” 

(NYAS, 2018a: 12). Whilst this indicates clear measures that are implemented to aid the child, 

we may explore the information that is provided to them. However, the children’s welcome 

packs are largely comprised of blank pages to be completed by children, that are not 

particularly visually exciting. Whilst an emphasis on language may be appropriate for some 

children, those who are visual-spatial learners are likely to be more engaged by images and 

colours (Golon, 2017).  This is an area where the packs may be lacking, as Participant C pointed 

out that they: 

 “don’t look like anything a child would pick up, if they weren’t forced to do so.”  

Indeed, all five facilitators who were interviewed expressed fairly negative views towards the 

welcome packs. Some observations relating to these packs included the following: 

 “I don’t think that they’re related to the reality of what they’re going through at all.” 

(Participant A) 

 “I don’t like packs… I can see it as a bit of a barrier sometimes for some of my kids 

who may be a bit reluctant to come.” (Participant B) 

 “I know some facilitators say that don’t really like handing them out to children because 

it feels a bit like homework.” (Participant C) 

 “I think the packs need a lot of work. It’s not clear on what packs are used for what age 

of children.” (Participant D) 

 “I don’t know about the packs… most of our contacts tend to be younger children 

which, you know, they’re not really going to sit down and read a leaflet.” (Participant 

E) 
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It is possible to conclude that the children’s welcome packs are limited in their ability to engage 

children and prepare them for contact. Thus, we may consider how such packs could be 

improved. 

IMPROVEMENTS 

Participant A suggested that packs may not be needed at all, as children will be “bored stiff by 

it”. This idea was echoed by Participant D who stated that “with the younger ones I don’t think 

they need much of a pack at all”. Instead, they suggested that perhaps children may be given 

activities and colouring, or something “more picture based and a bit clearer for them” 

(Participant D). 

Digital technology has become embedded into children’s everyday lives, their behaviour being 

influenced by the virtual world in which they spend so much time (Silcock, Payne and Hocking, 

2016). When facilitators were asked whether interactive measures may be beneficial in 

preparing children, again, they were largely positive: 

“Most of the children I see are quite hot on tech and it is difficult that we don’t have an 

iPad here. We need something to be able to interact with them digitally.” (Participant 

D) 

 

Facilitators therefore pointed towards a need to revise the packs to make them more “visually 

appealing” (Participant C), as well as the need to exploring other, more engaging ways to 

impart information to children. This may involve, for example, the development of an app 

(which is discussed further on p15 and p18). 

PARENTS’ PROMOTION OF CONTACT 

Parents also receive welcome packs, and the documents within them may be analysed as 

keeping the child at the core in telling parents that: “the main aim of the NYAS contact service 

is to gain long term positive outcomes for children” (NYAS, 2018b: 1). Here, we may see 

NYAS’ core values surrounding the rights of the child being directly imparted to parents. 

However, the interviews gave rise to difficulties surrounding parent’s promotion of contact to 

their children. It came to attention that: 

“We seem to be having a lot where the resident parent is very much against contact.” 

(Participant A) 

This is problematic as it means that parents may promote contact in a negative light, creating 

a stressful experience for the child. Of course, it can be difficult for parents to positively 

promote contact, “especially where there’s been domestic violence in the home” (Participant 

B). Participants A and E suggested that parents may need extra support and reassurance, 

perhaps pointing to a need for extra work with parents who are resistant, to allow them to 

become more comfortable with, and accepting of, contact. However, as pointed out by 

Participant C: “Unfortunately, with CAFCASS cases they’re actually cutting back on prep 

sessions due to budgetary and financial reasons, which is a real shame”. We must therefore 
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consider how NYAS may help resistant parents, without the introduction of additional costs. 

This may involve providing extra information to parents, as Participant D noted:  

 “I don’t think they’re given enough material to help prep their children.” 

Other ideas include the development of an app, as previously mentioned, which could be used 

by both parents and children. Participant D felt that: 

“An app would be great, that parents could log into with their child and fill in, and then 

I get to see that. Then I know what sort of work has been done at home.” 

The above findings concerning the early stages hold implications for the future in terms of the 

materials provided to parents and children, and the potential to improve the way children are 

prepared for contact. 
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6.2 DURING CONTACT 

PROCEDURAL DOCUMENTATION 

This section of research considers the extent to which the procedural frameworks and 

documents that underpin the contact journey take into account the child’s voice. The 

CAFCASS Contact Reports/Logs are formal documents completed by facilitators, detailing 

observations of contact sessions. The report is extensive and involves strict guidelines that 

facilitators must respond to, such as the aims of contact, and the young person’s reactions to 

the parent. It is clear that this documentation is directed towards the court process, asking 

specifically for comments on the three domains of the Assessment Framework; observing the 

child’s needs, how these were met by the parents, and any other significant environmental 

factors (CAFCASS, 2018b). The forms, whilst extensive, may be problematised as there is no 

option for facilitators to add further comments beyond the strict guidelines offered. All five 

facilitators agreed that these forms are too prescribed, one noting that:  

“I feel like we don’t have free reign to really lend our voice and our opinions to the 

logs.” (Participant C). 

Participant D noted that the forms “definitely need restructuring” as “they’re not about the 

child at all”. The forms were criticised as being too repetitive, their structure “often not relative 

to what’s happening” (Participant A), meaning that facilitators “can’t put in the information 

that [they’d] like to sometimes” (Participant E). Whilst CAFCASS indicate that they would 

like to see a journey reflected in the reports, facilitators felt that the structure of the forms 

themselves did not allow this: 

 “The child’s journey and the child’s progress does get lost in the minutia and the 

monotony of these forms.” (Participant C) 

The private contact records, however, may be seen to have the opposite problem. It was noted 

that they may benefit from “a little bit more structure and guidance” (Participant D). This 

indicates a potential need to restructure both private and CAFCASS forms, to ensure that the 

child’s voice may be represented, and a journey may be communicated. Both forms may benefit 

from including “a summary of how each contact has gone, [so] we could see a timetable of 

how it’s improved” (Participant D). Though NYAS do not control the CAFCASS forms, they 

may want to focus on adapting the private forms so as to include questions to provide structure. 

This may involve asking, for example, how the child has coped with contact, and whether there 

is a visible, growing a relationship with the parent. 

FACILITATING THE CHILD’S LEGAL RIGHTS 

The interviews with facilitators considered the extent to which NYAS’ core values (that 

children have the right to be seen, heard and listened to), and the legal rights of the child are 

upheld in the reality of the contact process. There were differing opinions between all 

facilitators on this matter. When asked if these values and legal rights are upheld in reality, 

Participant A said, “I think the reality of it is that, no they’re not [upheld]”, whilst Participant 
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E stated, “I think it’s upheld quite well”. Participant C fell somewhere in between, saying: “it’s 

a bit of a tricky one because I want to say it is upheld, but it also isn’t”. 

All those who felt that the child’s legal rights are not always able to be upheld, pointed to the 

fact that their wishes and feelings are sometimes ignored: 

“I’ve had quite a few cases where the child is saying very definitely, I don’t want to go 

and see this person, and the court is saying, well, you’ve got to… I don’t think that 

that’s helpful, and it’s actually very distressing for the parent as well” (Participant A) 

All participants agreed that there are instances where contact may not be right for children, and 

noted frustrations that, though the child’s voice should be taken into account, “sometimes it’s 

not” (Participant E). This indicates the difficulty in balancing a child’s wishes and feelings 

against their best interests, though this is more of a problem concerning legal guidelines and 

court orders. Participant E noted that, when it comes to court orders, “the basis that they do it 

on is what’s in the best interests of a child, rather than their wishes and feelings”. Though this 

was acknowledged by all to be a difficult area to negotiate, some showed frustrations that the 

facilitator’s insights on whether or not a case is worth pursing are not listened to: 

“This service is in demand, and that can be a bit difficult for me because I think there’s 

children and families out there who are on a waiting list who contact will work well 

for, and with this particular child I’m not getting anywhere and I’m being told to carry 

on.” (Participant D) 

Facilitator’s noted that, in some cases, reluctant children may need some ‘breathing space’ and 

the ability to take the process at their own pace, so as not to cause distress or damage to the 

relationships. The way contact is currently structured, this is not always possible. 

FEEDBACK 

Notes from a CAFCASS CCI development day reported that “all providers are encouraged to 

obtain more feedback from families” (NYAS, 2018c: 1). This research therefore considered 

the extent to which children and parents are able to give feedback, not only at the end but 

throughout the process. Parents are provided with an online link, leading them to a survey 

where they, and children, may give feedback on the contact process. However, according to 

NYAS, user feedback remains relatively low and they have acknowledged that ways of 

obtaining feedback from both parents and children could be improved. Despite a lack of written 

feedback, there was general consensus that parents do have opportunity throughout the process 

to voice their opinions and feed back to facilitators.  

 “I think there’s adequate [opportunity] for the parents certainly… They can call you, 

they can email you, they can talk to you at the end… With regards to the child’s voice, 

I don’t know if they have an ample opportunity.” (Participant E) 

There was a clear narrative throughout that children do not have the chance to give feedback, 

at any stage of the process, and this can result in their voice being lost. We may therefore 

consider how NYAS could obtain feedback from children, to improve the service for them. It 



18 

was widely agreed that a form is perhaps not a useful feedback tool for children, because “it’s 

like a test for them” (Participant B). It was suggested that perhaps feedback could be obtained 

verbally:  

“We should have another session in in the middle [of contact] just to say, is there 

anything else? Are you happy?” (Participant B) 

This notion to include a mid-contact feedback session was agreed with by other facilitators. To 

avoid forms, people also mentioned the use of interactive and visual tools, such as smiley faces. 

What may prove useful is the implementation of a smiley-face feedback device, as shown 

below: 

 

Figure 1. Smiley Feedback Terminal. HappyOrNot (2019). 

These ‘HappyOrNot’ devices, as found in airports, have proved a useful tool for obtaining large 

amounts of feedback from customers, and allowing providers to improve their services 

accordingly (Dickinson, 2018). Even without an electronic pad, this means of obtaining 

feedback could be easily implemented on a basic level, as Participant C stated: 

 “some centres have something as basic as a little box, and on the way out they’ll have 

a ball, and drop it into the happy, sad, ok tubes.” 

Children may then easily give feedback by pressing the face/dropping the ball into the tube that 

aligns with how they are feeling, after each contact session. This would allow facilitators to 

follow each child’s emotional journey, with the potential to follow-up if children were saying 

they were unhappy with a particular session. 

Interactive methods, as outlined above, were popular when considering how to obtain feedback 

in a way that was engaging for children. As well as smiley faces, Participant C advocated for 

“a child friendly app”. Such an app may act as a ‘game’, that would allow children to design 

their own character who moves through a journey within the app; each level representing a 

different stage in the contact journey. The app could give children access to information about 

contact (useful in the preparation stages), and opportunity to log their feelings and give 

feedback at any point. Whilst the ideas discussed above are hypothetical, their aim is to allow 

NYAS to consider new ways of obtaining feedback from children, to ensure that they have the 

opportunity to be listened to at every stage of contact.  
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6.3. AFTER CONTACT 

NEXT STEPS 

At the end of the contact process, NYAS and CAFCASS must consider the ‘next steps’ in a 

family’s future. All CAFACASS cases have a next-steps meeting with parents where 

recommendations are made for the future of contact. The next-steps meeting form relies wholly 

on the parent’s decisions regarding the future of contact, and does not ask for the child’s 

thoughts or wishes. All facilitators agreed that this is an area where children could be more 

involved, as children do not currently have any say over what they would like to happen: 

“I think it’s the parents and the professionals and the courts that have that say.” 

(Participant D) 

Facilitators noted that, whilst it “would be very useful to ask the children” (Participant A), this 

is a complex area to negotiate as there is a danger that this could put too much pressure on 

them, or disappoint them if their wishes are not fulfilled. Again, this concerns the delicate 

balance between a child’s wishes and feelings, and their best interests. Facilitators noted that, 

whilst children should be asked, it must be made clear to them that they may not get exactly 

what they want. 

When considering how to bring the child’s voice into these late stages, all facilitator’s agreed 

that it would not be appropriate to have the child attend the next steps meeting:  

“I think that’s really is an adult meeting, and I don’t think the children really should be 

party to that.” (Participant B).  

There was consensus that children may benefit from their own separate, one-to-one meeting 

with their facilitator, as this could act as “a nice mirror of the start of the process” (Participant 

C). We may therefore see how it would benefit children to have some degree of influence on 

their future, but that this must be tackled delicately, so as to avoid any upset.  

In considering the next-steps meetings, it also became evident that private cases may benefit 

from having a next-steps meeting. Again, there was consensus on this point, Participant D 

noting:  

“I think private could do with a next steps meeting, definitely.” 

Participant C stated how this would help to put “everything into perspective” and prevent 

contact from “fizzling out”. Thus, this is a clear area that could be improved, to hopefully help 

families maintain contact in the future, once NYAS are no longer involved.   
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6.4 OVERALL 

The following section explores questions relating to the overall process of supervised contact, 

signifying areas where it may be improved. 

BARRIERS PREVENTING THE CHILD’S VOICE FROM BEING HEARD 

All facilitators noted slightly different barriers that children face: 

 Participant A felt a strong barrier was: “the idea that it’s in the best interests of the child 

to see the parents unless there are very exceptional circumstances. I think there’s 

possibility to say, not very exceptional circumstances”.  

 Participant B noted barriers with “the next steps. What do they want?”.  

 Participant E felt one barrier was that “you don’t spend a lot of time in contact with 

children on their own”. 

These barriers, of course, may be difficult to manage, particularly when it concerns the law 

surrounding children’s best interests. However, we may understand a desire for there to be 

more flexibility in certain cases, as well as the need to introduce work with the children to 

ascertain their wishes regarding the future of contact. When possible, children must also be 

given the opportunity to speak to facilitators away from their parents, though this may also be 

achieved if they were able to log their feedback in an app, which facilitators could then access. 

ARE PARENTS’ WISHES PLACED ABOVE THOSE OF THE CHILD? 

When considering whether there are instances where the parent’s wishes are sometimes placed 

above those of the child, the answer was a unanimous “yes”. Reasons for this related to the 

legal underpinnings about parental rights, Participant A stating, “the court seem to go more 

with this idea that the fathers have a right to see their child, more than the child has a right to 

see their father”. Often, the parents right to see their child may be granted even when it goes 

against what the child wants, which is problematic and can be emotionally damaging for the 

child. Again, this shows tensions between the law and reality, which is beyond the control of 

NYAS.  

Other examples of how parent’s wishes may be placed above children’s were described by 

Participant C: 

 “I think sometimes the parents’ wishes are definitely placed above the feelings of the 

child… parents have the ability to kick up a bit more fuss around the process so it’s 

very easy for the voice of the child to be drowned out. Because they don’t have the 

same means of communication as the grown-ups do.” 

This reinforces the need to make it easier for children to give feedback and voice their opinions 

throughout the process, beyond the early preparation stages. 
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OVERALL, IS THERE A PROCESS TO FACILITATE THE CHILD’S VOICE? 

Participants A and B and E agreed that, yes, there is a process to facilitate the child’s voice and 

feelings. However, all three noted that this “could be improved, absolutely” (Participant B). 

The idea of improvement was echoed by participant C, but from a slightly different angle. Their 

response to the above question was: 

“Overall, probably not. We do claim to be child focussed but there are definitely many 

areas where we can improve… We represent the child but it’s always the parents who 

we deal with and we need to keep reminding them, we don’t represent you, we represent 

the child.” 

Participant D offered a different response, saying that: 

“For the contact process, no, probably not. It’s down to each facilitator as an 

individual… I have NYAS’ values and their ethics in my head, and what they say is 

they are there for the legal rights of the child, for their wishes and feeling to be heard, 

and in the contact process, that doesn’t always happen.” 

These responses show that, whilst NYAS do excellent work and keep the child at the heart of 

the service, there is room for improvement to continue the development of the contact service, 

making the process better for children. 

WHAT COULD BE DONE TO IMPROVE THE SERVICE FOR CHILDREN? 

We may consider what such improvements to the contact service would look like. The answers 

to this question were as follows:  

 Participant A stated: “I do think that there should be a bit more work, when you’ve got 

resistant parents.” 

 This was echoed by Participant B who said: “there definitely needs to be more work 

around the resident parents’ fears. That would enable it to be easier for the children to 

come to contact. Some mums that we have here, absolutely need help.” 

 Participant C advocated for periodic case reviews where “the child comes in to see the 

facilitator and they have a general chat about how things are going… Because aside 

from the prep session at the very beginning I feel like the child’s voice might get a tiny 

bit lost in the general noise of both parents.” 

 Participant D said: “I think people need to look at the facilitator differently. They are 

there for the child, similar to how their CAFCASS officer is. They work with the child, 

they go at the child’s pace, and the parents come second if you like.” 

 Participant E noted how it would be beneficial to “spend a bit more time with the young 

people themselves” to ensure that their voices are heard. 

The suggestions offered by contact facilitators provide insight into the functioning of the 

contact service and may prove valuable in future developments of both child and adult prep, 

feedback processes, and the contact service as a whole.  
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7. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

From these findings, it is possible to conclude that NYAS play a fundamental role in facilitating 

contact where there has been family separation. Their work is extremely valuable, and helps to 

support vulnerable children and parents within a safe, supervised environment where they may 

re-introduce contact. When contact commences, children are given opportunity to meet with 

their facilitator and discuss their feelings, without the presence of their parents. Thus, we may 

conclude that there is adequate opportunity for the child’s voice to be heard in the early stages 

of contact. On the whole, the children’s views are kept central to contact; their wishes and 

feelings listened to, and actions taken in their best interests. However, several limitations were 

identified, making it possible to make the following recommendations: 

 Children’s preparation: prep packs received by children may be revised, to make them 

more visually stimulating, and less like “homework”. Potential new measures may be 

introduced to help prepare children for contact, such as interactive activities or an online 

app allowing children to follow their journey through contact and access relevant 

information in a way that is engaging. 

 

 Parent’s preparation: some resistant parents may benefit from additional support 

before contact commences. This may involve providing parent’s with extra material to 

help them come to terms with contact, and could also be achieved through an app that 

holds relevant information. This could help parents understand that the facilitator is 

there for the child, thus overcoming barriers relating to this. In instances where there 

has been domestic violence, some parents may benefit from being referred to 

counselling. 

 

 Contact reports: private contact reports may be restructured, introducing additional 

guidelines to ensure that they are focuses towards observations regarding the child and 

their progress. NYAS may also make recommendations to CAFCASS to make their 

forms slightly less structured, giving options for facilitators to add their own comments, 

and allowing a journey to be communicated. 

 

 Feedback: children should have the option to give feedback throughout the process, to 

ensure that their voice is not drowned out by the wishes of their parents. This may be 

achieved through the implementation of mid-contact feedback sessions, or interactive 

measures. Interactive solutions may involve a smiley-face feedback system, or the 

development of an online app that allows children to input their feedback throughout 

the process. 

 

 Next-steps: children should be asked what they would like to happen in their future, 

which could be achieved through their own, informal next-steps meeting with their 

contact facilitator. An app may also be a useful way that children could input their 

desires for their next steps. Private cases would also benefit from a next-steps meeting, 

where possible. 



23 

These recommendations may be taken at the discretion of NYAS and implemented to whatever 

extent they wish. Such recommendations could be implemented on a small scale, or turned into 

larger projects that require extra resources, such as the development of an app. Ultimately, 

recommendations hope to help NYAS to continue the development of their services, allowing 

them to offer invaluable support to children and family’s involved in supervised contact. 
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APPENDICES 

APPENDIX A 

 

Participant Information Sheet 

Considering the Impact of the Child’s Voice on their Journey through the Contact 

Service 

Version 1; 09/11/2018 

 

You are being invited to participate in a research study. Before you decide whether to 

participate, it is important for you to understand why the research is being done and what it 

will involve. Please take time to read the following information carefully and feel free to ask 

us if you would like more information or if there is anything that you do not understand. Please 

also feel free to discuss this with your friends and relatives if you wish. We would like to stress 

that you do not have to accept this invitation and should only agree to take part if you want to. 

Thank you for reading this. 

  

1. What is the purpose of the study? 

This study aims to research the child’s journey through the contact service with NYAS, in order 

to evaluate whether the voice of the child is heard throughout the contact process. Situating the 

child’s experience within current legislation, the research hopes to uncover any barriers to 

children and identify areas where their voices may be overlooked. This study may help NYAS 

address issues, ultimately hoping to create the best experience for children involved in the 

contact process. 

 

2. Why have I been chosen to take part? 

You have been chosen to take part in this study as you are a contact facilitator working for 

NYAS, and we therefore hope that you will be able to provide insight into the child’s journey 

through the contact service. This will focus particularly on the child’s voice, and any issues 

surrounding this. Approximately 4-7 other facilitators have been chosen to take part, based on 

the same criteria. 
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3. Do I have to take part? 

Participation is entirely voluntary, and it is your decision whether or not to take part in this 

study. Please do not feel any pressure in making this decision. It should also be noted that you 

are free to withdraw your participation at any time, without explanation. 

 

4. What will happen if I take part? 

If you do choose to take part in this study, you will be asked to attend a one-to-one interview 

with Hannah Nicholas, a student researcher from the University of Liverpool. The interview 

should last no more than half an hour, and will take place at NYAS head office, Tower House, 

Birkenhead. If necessary, interviews can also be held over the phone. Hannah will provide 

topics of discussion, that will centre around considering where the voice of the child is heard 

throughout the contact process. You will not be asked to provide any personal or sensitive 

information, and have the right to decline to answer any particular question or questions. The 

interview will be audio recorded and subsequently transcribed. Your name will be anonymised 

to protect your identity. Direct quotations from the interview may be included in the research 

report. If you would not like this to happen, please make the researcher aware. 

 

5. How will my data be used? 

The University of Liverpool processes personal data as part of its research and teaching 

activities in accordance with the lawful basis of ‘public task’, and in accordance with the 

University’s purpose of advancing education, learning and research for the public benefit. 

Under UK data protection legislation, the University acts as the Data Controller for personal 

data collected as part of the University’s research. Louise Hardwick acts as the Data Processor 

for this study, and any queries relating to the handling of your personal data can be sent to her 

at: louiseha@liverpool.ac.uk. 

 

Further information on how your data will be used can be found in the table below: 

 

How will my data be collected? Data will be collected in person by Hannah 

Nicholas, audio recorded, and subsequently 

transcribed. 

How will my data be stored? Data will be stored as electronic data on the 

password protected M-drive of the University of 

Liverpool’s central server. 

mailto:louiseha@liverpool.ac.uk
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How long will my data be stored for? Data will be stored for no longer than five years, 

or until the student’s access to the University’s 

M-drive has expired. 

What measures are in place to protect the 

security and confidentiality of my data? 

No personal identifying data will be recorded on 

interview transcripts. No personal information 

will be transferred via email. No raw data will be 

shared with NYAS. You will also be given a 

pseudonym. 

Will my data be anonymised? Yes, you will be given a pseudonym and all 

personally identifying information will be 

removed. 

How will my data be used? Data will be presented as findings in the final 

Client Report. 

Who will have access to my data? Hannah Nicholas, the student researcher, and 

Louise Hardwick, her academic advisor. 

Will my data be archived for use in other 

research projects in the future? 

As this is a student project, it is not expected that 

the data will be re-used in future projects. 

How will my data be destroyed? Once the student graduates in June 2019, her 

access to the University's M-drive will expire, so 

the data will naturally be destroyed. 

 

6. Expenses and/or payments 

Your participation in this study should not incur any expenses on your behalf. With this in 

mind, no reimbursement will be offered for your participation. 

 

7. Are there any risks in taking part? 

Due to the small-scale nature of the study, and the specific sample of participants, there is a 

risk that you may still be identifiable to other members of staff at NYAS. If you are unhappy 

with this, you are free to decline participation in this study. Beyond this, no further risks have 

been identified for involvement in this research study. We do not intend to discuss any personal 

or sensitive issues during the interview, and so emotional harm should be avoided. Should you 

experience any discomfort or disadvantage as part of the research, this should be made known 

to the researcher immediately. 
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8. Are there any benefits in taking part? 

Your involvement has the potential to improve the services that NYAS provides. The research 

could be valuable in creating change, offering insight into the contact service, and subsequently 

helping NYAS to identify areas where further support for children may be necessary. This 

hopes to improve the experience for vulnerable children, ensuring that their voice is heard. 

 

9. What will happen to the results of the study? 

The results of this research study will be included in a 6000-word Client Report. This report 

will be assessed by the University of Liverpool, as well as shared with NYAS. Data from the 

report can be used by NYAS, and published with permission from Hannah Nicholas and Louise 

Hardwick. The University of Liverpool must also be acknowledged if findings are used in the 

future. You will be able to request a copy of the report's executive summary from NYAS. You 

will not be identifiable from the results, and the information will remain confidential.  

 

10. What will happen if I want to stop taking part? 

You may withdraw your participation from the study at any time, without explanation. You 

may also request for any data about you to be destroyed. If you do wish to withdraw, please 

contact Hannah Nicholas, the student researcher. However, it must be noted that once the data 

has been fully anonymised, it will not be possible for data to be destroyed or withdrawn from 

the research. 

 

11. What if I am unhappy or if there is a problem? 

If you are unhappy, or if there is a problem, please feel free to let us know by contacting Louise 

Hardwick on 0151 794 2994, and we will try to help. If you remain unhappy or have a 

complaint which you feel you cannot come to us with then you should contact the Research 

Ethics and Integrity Office at: ethics@liv.ac.uk. When contacting the Research Ethics and 

Integrity Office, please provide details of the name or description of the study (so that it can be 

identified), the researcher(s) involved, and the details of the complaint you wish to make. 

The University strives to maintain the highest standards of rigour in the processing of your 

data. However, if you have any concerns about the way in which the University processes your 

personal data, it is important that you are aware of your right to lodge a complaint with the 

Information Commissioner's Office by calling 0303 123 1113. 

 

 

 

mailto:ethics@liv.ac.uk
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12. Who can I contact if I have further questions? 

If you have any further questions, please contact Louise Hardwick on 0151 794 2994. 
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APPENDIX B 

 

Participant Consent Form 

Title of Research 

Project: 

Considering the Impact of the Child’s Voice on their Journey 

through the Contact Service 

Researcher(s): Hannah Nicholas 

Version number & 

date: 

1; 09/11/2018 

           Please initial box 

  

1. I confirm that I have read and have understood the information sheet dated 

[09/11/2018] for the above study. I have had the opportunity to consider the 

information, ask questions and have had these answered satisfactorily. 

 

2. I understand and agree that my participation involves an interview lasting no 

more than 30 minutes, which will be audio recorded. I am aware of and consent to your 

use of these recordings for the following purposes: creating an interview transcript. 

 

3. I understand and agree that quotations from said transcript may be included in 

the written research report. 

 

4. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw 

from the study at any time, without giving any reason and without my rights being 

affected.  In addition, I understand that I am free to decline to answer any particular 

question or questions. 

 

5. I understand that, under the Data Protection Act,  I can at any time ask for 

access to the information I provide, and I can also request the destruction of that 

information if I wish. However, I understand that following anonymisation of the data, 

I will no longer be able to request access to, or withdrawal of, the information I 

provide. 
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6. I understand that the information I provide will be held securely, and in line 

with data protection requirements, on the password protected M-drive of the 

University of Liverpool’s central server. Data will be stored for no longer than five 

years, and will be automatically destroyed upon graduation of the student researcher. 

 

7. I understand that signed consent forms will be retained in the University of 

Liverpool, and accessible by Hannah Nicholas, Louise Hardwick, and Interchange 

staff. 

 

8. I understand that my responses will be kept strictly confidential. I give 

permission for members of the research team to have access to my anonymised 

responses. I understand that my name will not be linked with the research materials, 

and I will not be directly identified or identifiable in the report that result from the 

research.  

 

9. I understand that my taking part in the study carries the possibility of myself 

being identifiable to other members of staff at NYAS. I acknowledge this information 

and am still willing to participate. 

 

10. I understand and agree that the data collected will be included in a research 

report, which will be assessed by the University of Liverpool, and shared with NYAS. 

 

11. I understand that, should I wish to view the findings, I am able to request a 

copy of the report's executive summary from NYAS. 

 

12. I agree to take part in the above study. 

 

__________________________  __________ ______________________ 

Participant name    Date  Signature 

 

__________________________  __________ ______________________ 

Researcher     Date  Signature 
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Academic Advisor     Student Researcher 

Louise Hardwick     Hannah Nicholas 

Louiseha@liverpool.ac.uk    hshnich3@liverpool.ac.uk 

0151 794 2994  
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APPENDIX C 

Interview Guide 

Considering the Impact of the Child’s Voice on their Journey through the Contact 

Service 

Version 2; 28/02/2019 

 

This study aims to research the child’s journey through the contact service with NYAS, in order 

to evaluate whether the voice of the child is heard throughout the contact process.  

All topics of discussion will centre around the child’s voice; exploring facilitator’s perceptions 

of the child’s journey, in relation to their voice being heard.  

 

Could I check that you have understood the participant information sheet? Do you have any 

further questions regarding your participation? 

 

1) When preparing children for contact, do you get a sense of how they are feeling? Are 

their voices are considered in these early stages? 

 Is there chance to voice their opinion early on? 

 

2) Do you feel aware of what the children’s wishes and feelings are?  

 Are children able to articulate what they feel about contact? 

 If no, how could you give them the opportunity to do so? 

 Are there other ways, beyond spoken word, in which you may be able to deduce how 

children are feeling?  

 

3) Is there opportunity for you to speak to children individually (away from parents) 

about their thoughts and feelings? 

 Do children get the opportunity to voice their opinions without parents listening? 

 

4) Do you think the preparation given to children is adequate?  

 Are there enough measures in place before contact? E.g. sessions for parents and 

children 

 Are the prep packs given to children useful? E.g. correct terminology? If not, how could 

it be improved? 
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 Parent’s role: do you feel parents promote contact in a positive way? Could NYAS help 

parents to better prepare kids? Or better prepare parents? 

 

5) Do you think procedural documentation/paperwork take into account the child’s 

voice? 

 Do you think the frameworks that you are asked to fill in to report on sessions are 

adequate? Do they ask about how the child is coping? 

 Is it too prescribed/is there room for child’s voice to come through? Are there any gaps? 

 Is this effective in mapping their progress and communicating a journey? 

 

6) NYAS’ core values are that children have the right to be seen, heard, and listened to. 

Legislation prioritises the wishes and feeling of children: 

 Do you think this is upheld in reality? How do you facilitate the children’s legal rights? 

 Facilitators work with children and parents - do you feel this is adequate?  

 

7) Anti-contact: Do you think contact is always right for children? 

 If the child does not want contact, is this taken into account? 

 Do you think the court can sometimes get it wrong? i.e. not listening to the needs of the 

child 

 

8) Do you think there is adequate opportunity for children/parents to give feedback 

throughout the process? 

 What do you feel would be the best way to gain feedback? E.g. children may not enjoy 

filling in forms – could it be more interactive? 

 Do you think you obtaining feedback would be useful? 

 

9) To what extent is the child considered when planning the next steps for their family’s 

future? 

 Do you think children get a say in what they want to happen next? 

 If not: do you think that children should be more involved in planning the ‘next steps’ 

after contact? Should they have their own meeting? 

 Should all families have a next steps meeting? 

 

10) More generally: Are there any barriers preventing the child’s voice from being heard, 

or instances where you feel the child is overlooked? 

 If yes, how do you handle/overcome this?  
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 If contact goes against child’s wishes, do you feel able to intervene, or are you 

powerless to this? 

 In what ways do you notice the child’s voice being lost? 

 

11) Do you think the child’s voice is taken seriously, or do you feel that parents’ wishes 

are placed above those of the child? 

 Do you feel parents make decisions on behalf of children? 

 

12) Overall, do you feel there is a process in place that adequately facilitates the child’s 

voice? 

 To what extent do you feel NYAS manage to keep the child’s voice central to their 

service? 

 Are there areas where you feel the child’s voice is lost, or further support for children 

may be necessary? Missed opportunities for the child’s voice to be heard? 

 Do you think the child’s voice is heard as much as it should be?  

 

13) What do you feel could be done to improve the service for children? 

 E.g. interactive methods? Ways to improve the process for them? 

 

14) Is there anything else you would like to add? 

 

Debrief: does anything need clarifying? 

 


