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SECTION 1
INTRODUCTION: SETTING THE SEALS 
STUDY IN CONTEXT

The first section briefly sets out the context and 
design for the SEALS research project. 

Background and context of the SEALS 
research

The SEALS research project commenced in March 
2016 and was completed over a two-year period. 
Taking a multidisciplinary socioeconomic perspective, 
this project explores Tusla, Ireland’s Child and 
Family Agency’s, engagement with legal services, 
particularly in the contexts of child protection and 
welfare, and Educational Welfare Services. 

Rationale for the research

Child protection and welfare practice, in particular, 
is viewed as the most legally intensive speciality 
within the social work profession. This research 
examines the economic, legal and social contexts 
that guide the use of legal services by social work 
and educational welfare professionals in Tusla. 

Aims of the SEALS project 

• To develop a deeper understanding of the
variables of influence determining child
protection and welfare social workers’ and
educational welfare practitioners’ engagement
with legal services; and

• To produce an evidence base to support
policymaking and practice, but also to inform
the development of social work education in the
context of child protection and welfare work.

Objectives of the SEALS project

• To examine the factors which influence the
decision-making practices of Tusla personnel
when accessing legal services;

• To conduct an econometric analysis of the
factors associated with the use of legal services
in child welfare proceedings;

• To investigate variations in the use of legal
services by Tusla personnel;

• To explore regional variations in court practice
and how this impacts on the cost of legal
services; and

• To undertake a review of relevant policy and
practice in an international context.

Research Process 

Research ethics review group

The research team were assisted by Tusla’s 
National Research Office in aspects of the data 
collection. A research oversight committee 
comprising Tusla’s National Research Office, 
in-house legal service, Area Manager, and 
Educational Welfare Services Regional Manager 
was established. Ethical approval was obtained 
for the research following its review by UCC’s 
Social and Research Ethics Committee and Tusla’s 
Research Ethics Review Group. 

A mixed methods research approach was 
employed using both quantitative and qualitative 
approaches to data collection. Specific 
methodologies included: 

An econometric analysis

Data on ‘closed’ matters (i.e. where the final bill 
has been received) relating to child and family 
legal spend from 2014 to August 2016 were 
provided to the research team (N= 1032). The 
data pertains to information collected through 
the AXLE system, administrated by ACCS1. This 
expenditure data pertaining to legal spend by Tusla 
on child welfare proceedings was employed to 
undertake an Ordinary Least Squares regression 
investigating the factors associated with the use of 
legal services. 

1  AXLE is the information system that member firms use to 
enter data on for invoicing/billing purposes. This system is 
managed by Arthur Cox Consultancy Services (ACCS).

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
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workers, team leaders, principal and senior social 
workers, area managers, educational welfare 
officers, senior educational welfare officers, 
regional managers of the Educational Welfare 
Services, and solicitors going on record for Tusla 
in child welfare proceedings. 

It was originally proposed to engage with guardian 
ad litems in the context of the SEALS research; 
however, a full and comprehensive dataset on 
GAL–related expenditure was not at the disposal 
of the research team and as a consequence it was 
decided to exclude that cohort from the study. 

Initially it was proposed to interview members 
of the judiciary who preside over child welfare 
proceedings in the District Court. However, the 
research team engaged with the Courts Service 
on this matter and it was determined that such an 
approach would not be required as the research 
team were conducting observations of in-camera 
child welfare hearings to directly observe the 
relational aspects of courtroom practices and 
processes in the courtroom environment. 

SECTION 2: SETTING THE 
IRISH CHILD PROTECTION AND 
WELFARE SYSTEM IN CONTEXT 

Questionnaire survey

A survey questionnaire was administered 
nationally to social work and educational welfare 
professionals. Both surveys collected data 
pertaining to practitioner profiles, education 
and training, work experience, engagement with 
legal services, attitudes towards use of legal 
services, continuing professional development and 
professional supervision. 

Focus groups and semi-structured 
interviews

Survey participants were invited to participate in a 
follow-up interviews/focus groups. The interviews/
focus groups set out to further probe the survey 
responses as well as ascertain participants’ views 
on additional matters. Four solicitors, all from the 
panel of firms who go on record for Tusla in child 
welfare proceedings, participated in interviews, 
while a further two legal firms returned written 
responses following on from the research team’s 
call for participation. 

Court observations of in-camera District 
Court Child Welfare Proceedings

The researchers conducted a series of 
observations, attending child welfare proceedings 
across nine court districts in total. The districts 
in which child welfare hearing observations were 
undertaken were randomly selected, but the 
SEALS team did ensure that each of the four 
Tusla administrative areas were represented. 
Courtroom observations were not intended to 
serve the purpose of quantification; they enabled 
the researchers to contextualise the data collected 
qualitatively, providing an important reference 
point for the researchers to effectively relate to 
the perspectives shared by interviewees and 
focus group participants. The contextual insights 
offered by the court observations will be referred 
to throughout the report as and when they relate 
to the respondent data. 

Participant sample 

The research involved a range of personnel 
engaged in child welfare practice, and the 
associated legal proceedings. The cohorts of 
participants who were engaged were social 
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SECTION 3 
RESULTS OF FIELDWORK WITH TUSLA 
PERSONNEL

In this section the results are presented of the 
surveys, interviews and focus groups completed with 
Tusla personnel in the Educational Welfare Services 
and Child Protection and Welfare Service, and 
findings from interviews with solicitors. 

3.1 PERSPECTIVES FROM SOCIAL 
WORKERS 

This section represents social workers’ views on 
what is commonly regarded as a strongly contested 
arena, i.e. the relationship between social work and 
the law in child protection and welfare proceedings. 
The social workers’ voices provide protection and an 
important insight into their experiences of working 
as child protection and welfare social workers in the 
legal context and with legal personnel. 

Specific practice challenges associated with court 
attendance are identified. Regional and individual 
variations in the practices of different members 
of the judiciary is identified as posing significant 
practice challenges and is directly connected with 
their use of legal services. The costs in personnel’s 
time and resources are linked to time inefficiencies 
associated with court practices, i.e. court schedules, 
the ‘list’ system, court delays, adjournments, and the 
increased review of orders granted. 

Skill and knowledge deficits surface in the data. The 
need is identified for the provision of ongoing training 
and development opportunities for social work 
personnel to better prepare them for the increasing 
demands of court-related work, i.e. report-writing, 
consultation with legal personnel, and giving expert 
evidence. Participants prioritise training needs in 
the following areas: child care law, preparation and 
writing of court reports, communication competence 
with legal personnel, and courtroom skills. 

The need emerged for the provision of regular 
professional supervision and structured mentoring 
and support facilities for social work personnel. 
This support includes caseload management and 
adequate opportunities for continuing professional 
development and interdisciplinary training which is 

SECTION 2
SETTING THE IRISH CHILD 
PROTECTION AND WELFARE SYSTEM 
IN CONTEXT

A comprehensive review of the literature on child 
protection and welfare systems was completed 
to identify key contextual themes emerging 
from international and Irish research. A more 
inquisitorial process is widely supported within the 
commentary on child protection and welfare systems 
internationally. However, Ireland’s child protection 
and welfare system has moved increasingly 
towards becoming a largely adversarial paradigm. 
Consequentially, discourse and practice tensions 
arise at the intersection between child protection 
and welfare and the law that result in challenges for 
child protection and welfare systems, processes and 
personnel. This section points to the urgent need 
for a review of Ireland’s child protection and welfare 
system and advocates for action be taken to promote 
greater interdisciplinary communications and 
understanding between child protection and welfare 
and legal professionals. 
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responsibility to ensure that ‘best professional 
practice’ prevails amongst Tusla social workers. The 
need for Tusla to establish good internal structures 
of support was highlighted, e.g. opportunities for in-
service training and interprofessional training, quality 
structured induction programmes, provision of regular 
professional supervision, and formal and informal 
mentoring facilities.

Managers concur with invocations from researchers 
in Ireland and internationally and from social work 
participants for the provision of specialist training 
to members of the judiciary who preside over child 
welfare hearings. A lack of appreciation by some legal 
personnel of the role and expertise of the social worker in 
child welfare proceedings was found. Interdisciplinary 
training is proposed as a way to bridge prevailing 
misunderstandings and miscommunications that exist, 
in varying degrees nationally, between legal and social 
work personnel in child welfare proceedings. 

Managerial responsibilities were identified related 
to the exercise of quality control and financial 
accountability, with consequential regional disparities 
observed in court practices. Participants assert 
that differences in the practices of members of the 
judiciary and legal personnel across geographical 
regions requires modified practice responses, which 
may incur additional costs in terms of professionals’ 
time and the use of Tusla resources. Consequentially, 
a need emerged for clear policies and procedures to 
be developed to support consistency in practices of 
financial oversight and in the management of the use 
of Tusla resources. Managers sought further training 
in the application of quality control measures and in 
the correct use of Tusla financial systems. 

3.3 PERSPECTIVES FROM EDUCATIONAL 
WELFARE SERVICES 

This section of the report presents the results 
of survey data collected from the Educational 
Welfare Services professionals and also from a 
focus group conducted with Educational Welfare 
Services management. The response data from 
the Educational Welfare Services survey indicates 
that engagement with legal services constitutes a 
significant part of the work undertaken by educational 
welfare personnel. 

tailored appropriately to reflect the needs of different 
personnel cohorts. 

Communication within Tusla, Ireland’s Child and 
Family Agency, and between it and legal personnel 
is identified as key to providing best child protection 
and welfare practice. The requirement for more 
opportunities to engage in professional and 
interprofessional training and education surfaces in 
the data, specifically, training at induction, graduate 
entry, and ongoing in-service development is required 
to address the practice challenges associated with 
working in an adversarial child protection and welfare 
system. 

3.2 PERSPECTIVES FROM SOCIAL WORK 
MANAGERS 

This section of the report represents participants’ 
observations and experiences of their role as 
managers of child protection and welfare services. 
Data was gathered from interviews and from a 
national survey. The texts of managers foreground the 
challenges linked to their managerial and professional 
responsibilities. Managers’ efforts to hold the 
tensions between the exercise of their professional, 
organisational, and legal mandate to serve the best 
interests of the child are represented in this section 
of the report. 

The specialist nature of child protection and welfare 
practice and the onerous responsibility placed on 
Tusla personnel, as represented in legal statute, was 
highlighted in this section. A strong link emerges in 
the data collected from social workers and managers. 
Similar themes surface in the social workers’ and 
managers’ sections of this report, thus highlighting 
their importance across the system, variations in 
court practices between judges, demands on time 
associated with court attendance, the impact of 
adversarialism on practice, and the value placed on 
organisational support. 

Managers identified the challenges in social and 
legal discourse on child protection and welfare 
matters where different discourses and sometimes 
contrasting practices of social work and legal 
personnel are made apparent. Finding ways to 
address the many challenges surfacing in the 
texts of social workers was represented as a key 
management function. Managers focused on their 



14

A Social and Economic Analysis of the use of Legal Services (SEALS) in the Child and Family Agency (Tusla)

Social workers and solicitors are required to work 
together in the context of child proceedings. The 
interdisciplinary intersections, which result from 
social workers’ engagement with solicitors, pose 
both challenges and opportunities, which are 
explored in this section. 

Social workers and solicitors have distinct 
frames of reference, each of which inform the 
perceptions and expectations held around the 
roles and responsibilities of the other. Sometimes 
these become challenged in the course of child 
welfare court proceedings. It is believed that 
the development of interdisciplinary dialogue 
might result in improvements in practice when 
practitioners engage with one another to come to an 
understanding of their respective positions. 

Social workers place a high value on their 
engagement with solicitors, in particular pre-court 
consultation. That engagement constitutes an 
important ingredient in enabling social workers 
to effectively articulate their competencies in the 
adversarial context of child welfare proceedings in 
the District Court. 

While social workers indicated that their engagement 
with solicitors was largely positive, the data also tells 
us that there are challenges arising from the tensions 
which emerge at the intersection of child protection 
and welfare practice and the legal context. Cost to 
professionals’ time is significant, and related issues 
of preparedness have emerged as being relevant to 
the practice of both social workers and solicitors. 

A further significant challenge posed is the scrutiny 
of practice and challenge to social worker expertise 
which takes place during court proceedings. At 
times, decisions on child protection and welfare 
appear to be significantly influenced by professionals 
who have not engaged closely with the child for 
whom best outcomes are sought. This includes 
solicitors who sometimes (i) engage in negotiation 
with respondent solicitors during periods of court 
delay, and (ii) advise social workers on applications 
being made in a manner that is sometimes heavily 
influenced by an impetus to respond to judicial 
variation. 

The Educational Welfare Services is mandated by the 
Education (Welfare) Act, 2000 to bring proceedings 
before the District Court. In circumstances where 
an educational welfare officer forms the opinion that 
a parent is ‘failing or neglecting to cause his or her 
child to attend a recognised school in accordance 
with this Act’ a School Attendance Notice is issued 
in accordance with Section 25 of the aforementioned 
Act. If a parent fails to comply with this Notice within 
seven days of its issuance, the Educational Welfare 
Officer can bring proceedings before the District 
Court relating to deciding on prosecution, issue of a 
summons, and the court hearing. 

Tusla’s educational welfare personnel present their 
experiences in and perspectives on their engagement 
with legal services. A strong link emerges in the data 
between the experiences of Educational Welfare 
Service personnel and those of child protection and 
welfare social workers. Themes emerging relate to 
variation between judges, the significant demands on 
time that are associated with court attendance, the 
impact of adversarialism on practice, and the value 
placed on organisational support. 

While the echoing of similar themes across different 
professional cohorts in this research points to their 
significance, it is important to recognise that the 
engagement with legal services undertaken by the 
Educational Welfare Service is distinct in significant 
ways from that experienced by social workers. This 
is due to the different legislation mandating their 
respective remits and the differences that exist 
between patterns of engagement across different 
sections of Tusla. 

3.4 PERSPECTIVES ON SOCIAL WORKER-
SOLICITOR RELATIONSHIPS IN THE CHILD 
PROTECTION AND WELFARE SYSTEM

In this section of the report consideration was given 
to the relationship between Tusla social workers 
and the solicitors going on record for Tusla in child 
welfare proceedings. Drawing on data obtained from 
engagement with both solicitors and social workers, 
this section is concerned with elucidating some of 
the opportunities and challenges that emerge at this 
interdisciplinary intersection. 
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SECTION 4 
ECONOMETRIC ANALYSIS 

Use Of Legal Services In Child Welfare 
Proceedings: An Econometric Analysis 

The results of an econometric analysis to investigate 
the factors affecting spend on legal services are 
presented in this section. The direct financial costs 
of engaging with legal services necessitated by the 
adversarial nature of child welfare proceedings is 
scrutinised.

Three analyses were conducted. The first two 
analyses relate to general legal spend and use two 
dependent variables (time billed and total euro 
amount billed) for the full sample to investigate the 
factors influencing time billed and euro amount billed. 
The third analysis examined the factors affecting 
spending on legal fees for third parties and pertains 
to a subset of the main dataset for which third party 
spend was available. 

The analyses demonstrated that the type of legal 
personnel, i.e. fee-earner type who bills for the 
matter, volume of legal activity, and type of legal 
activity, have significant positive effects on legal 
spend. With regards to type of legal activity (and 
frequency of their occurrence) the following were 
found to have statistically significant positive 
relationships with time billed and euro amount billed: 
Care Order Section 18, Criminal Proceedings, 
Interim Care Order Section 17, Special Care Order, 
Supervision Care Order Section 19, Disclosure 
Criminal, Section 25 Mental Health Act 2001, 
Adoption and Child Abduction. It is proposed that 
these types of legal activities, when present, increase 
spending on legal services. The analyses reveal that 
administrative area does not affect spending on legal 
services. The results reveal that engagement with 
legal services necessitated by the adversarial nature 
of child welfare proceedings has considerable cost 
implications. 

There were a number of factors which impeded on 
the scope of the econometric analysis: 

Firstly, only closed matters were analysed (closed 
matters refer to those for which a final bill has been 
issued), which may introduce a bias, as ongoing 

As indicated by respondents in this research, the 
adversarial nature of proceedings can result in the 
paramountcy principle being at risk of becoming 
obscured in the court when solicitors focus on the 
need to demonstrate, both in court reports and in 
evidence, how evidentiary thresholds have been met.
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SECTION 5
CONCLUSION 

Balancing the many tensions that exist in child 
protection and welfare practice between the rights 
of children and those of parents poses a significant 
challenge. In Ireland, child protection and welfare 
social work practice is located at a junction where the 
values of the profession and the requirements of the 
Child and Family Agency intersect with the demands 
of the legal system. With the mission of serving the 
best interests of the child in educational welfare and 
in child protection and welfare social work, this report 
demonstrates that personnels encounter ongoing 
challenges in attempting to reconcile the social, 
economic and legal tensions arising in practice. This 
report has shown that a complex interplay of social 
and economic variables determines social workers’ 
and educational welfare personnels’ engagement in 
child welfare proceedings, which require of them to 
negotiate the legal system and to engage with other 
professional actors. These variables include: financial 
cost, consultation practices, education and training, 
variations between judicial and court practices 
across court districts, and availability of opportunities 
for ongoing professional training and development, 
which are all directly linked with court preparation 
and attendance. A summary of the main themes 
emerging from the study are as follows:  

The Influence of an Adversarial System

Paramountcy Principle: A concern that was 
echoed by many of the participants in this research 
was that the paramountcy principle (securing the 
best outcomes for children) is at risk of becoming 
obscured in the adversarial legal arena. This 
research has shown how meeting evidentiary 
thresholds has become a significant influence 
in child protection and welfare social workers’ 
practice when preparing for court. 

Increased Accountability: child protection and 
welfare social workers hearings and in educational 
welfare hearings the professional practice of Tusla 
personnel is exposed to scrutiny and challenge 
in the legal sphere. This constitutes an increased 
accountability requirement for child protection 

matters may have a greater degree of complexity not 
captured amongst closed matters. 

Secondly, despite having incentive structures in 
place for member firms to input data onto the system, 
significant gaps (i.e. missing data) are evident in the 
dataset, which placed constraints on the variables 
that could be included. 

Finally, the analysis is not explaining all of the 
variations in spend on legal services, as it is confined 
to the data provided from the AXLE system by Tusla.
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who preside over child welfare and educational 
welfare proceedings. Each of the cohorts whose 
perspectives were showcased in this report 
spoke to the considerable variation that exists 
across court districts and between the practices 
of individual judges, and these variations pose 
significant resource challenges for Tusla and all 
personnel involved in child welfare proceedings. 

Interdisciplinary communication: The 
maintenance of good communication systems to 
support more positive, functioning relationships 
within Tusla is recommended. Clear channels of 
communication between Educational Welfare 
Services and child protection and welfare teams 
towards making co-ordinated presentations in 
legal proceeding were advocated. 

Organisational Support 

Training and Development: A key finding 
from this research is the significant value that 
participants place on receiving support from 
Tusla to support them to effectively articulate 
their professional competencies in the complex 
legal domain. The SEALS findings highlight the 
importance of structured induction practices 
and of ongoing opportunities for continuing 
professional development. 

The surveys signalled inconsistencies in the 
induction experiences of respondents, and 
variations were also identified in the provision of 
court skills training for child protection and welfare 
social workers and educational welfare officers. 

Relevant, specialised, agency-based 
interdisciplinary training is needed to provide a key 
support to personnel to negotiate the specialist 
legal context of educational welfare and child 
protection and welfare practice. 

Structures of Supervision and Personnel 
Support: Supervision, mentorship, and court 
accompaniment are seen as critical factors 
in Tusla’s support of its personnel. Many of 
the participants in this research spoke to the 
support associated with court accompaniment 
by team leaders and senior educational welfare 

and welfare social work practice, which was 
acknowledged by participants as a mechanism for 
ensuring that all applications made to the court 
are robust and well-founded. The legal context is 
similarly acknowledged as valuable because of its 
protective and gatekeeping functions. 

Challenges of the Legal Context: It is 
acknowledged that the legal context can result 
in a tension for Tusla personnel, where legal 
solutions only offer partial solutions to the highly 
complex social, economic, and policy issues that 
are embedded in the cases before the courts. A 
fear was expressed by child protection and welfare 
social workers that their expertise is being eroded 
and obscured in the court arena, where other 
expert voices are perceived as being afforded 
more credibility than that of social workers, e.g. the 
GAL. 

Time Costs: Time also emerged as a key 
consideration for all personnel involved in child 
welfare and educational welfare proceedings. 
The issues of court delays, court schedules, and 
regular adjournments were widely signalled as 
placing stringent time and resource demands on 
Tusla, the Child and Family Agency, and on its 
personnel. 

Effective interdisciplinary engagement 
requires interdisciplinary training 

Training: Engagement between child protection 
and welfare, educational welfare, and legal 
professionals is multidisciplinary. A more 
collaborative, interdisciplinary approach to 
training is advised to better promote effective 
relationships across and between agencies, 
professionals and individuals. Recognition must 
be given to the discrete pieces of legislation 
mandating the respective remits of social workers 
and educational welfare personnel. Training must 
be tailored to attend to the nuanced differences 
between the responsibilities and legal mandate of 
various personnel.  

Specialist training for the judiciary: This 
report corroborates the argument in existing 
Irish and international research for increased 
specialism amongst members of the judiciary 
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following legal activities are present, spending 
on legal services increases: Care Order Section 
18, Criminal Proceedings, Interim Care Order 
Section 17, Special Care Order, Supervision Care 
Order Section 19, Disclosure Criminal, Section 
25 Mental Health Act 2001, Adoption and Child 
Abduction. 

Legal Context: The analysis reveals that 
administrative area does not affect spending on 
legal services. The results reveal that engagement 
with legal services necessitated by the adversarial 
nature of the system in which child welfare 
proceedings are carried out has considerable 
direct financial costs for Tusla. 

officers, which signals a pastoral dimension to 
their management roles. There is potential also 
for mentoring relationships and professional 
supervision to be used as fora for debriefing on 
engagement with legal services. 

Implementing Quality Controls: The 
SEALS report has highlighted the need for 
direct engagement by Tusla with its personnel 
who are legal service users, in its approach to 
policy development and innovation. The relevant 
personnel need to receive adequate training, 
including a set of clearly defined criteria, which 
will enable them to fulfil the management role 
of financial and quality control of services more 
effectively. Current Tusla policies and practices 
of financial oversight and quality control need to 
be reviewed and revised. Standardised practices 
need to be developed to assist monitoring 
practices of financial oversight and quality 
control of services. With sufficient support it is 
suggested that the legal service user role could 
progress beyond a time-consuming administrative 
function towards becoming an important auditing 
measure, which could help Tusla ensure better 
accountability and cost-effectiveness of legal 
service providers. 

Use of Legal Services in Child Welfare 
Proceedings from an Economics 
Perspective 

Legal Spend: The econometric analysis in this 
report demonstrates that fee-earner type, volume 
of legal activity, and type of legal activity have 
significant positive effects on legal spend. Results 
of the econometric models are significant and the 
variables within them are demonstrated to have 
significant relationships with the time/amount 
billed. 

Cost Variables: An investigation of the factors 
affecting legal spend was performed using an 
econometric analysis. The direct financial costs of 
the adversarial nature of child welfare proceedings 
was examined. The results suggest that the 
type of legal personnel, i.e. fee-earner type who 
works on the case, volume of legal activity, and 
type of legal activity have significant positive 
effects on legal spend. Specifically, when the 
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Provision of Supervision: Towards supporting 
best practice in child protection and welfare social 
work the provision of consistent supervision, 
structured mentoring, and peer support for all 
social work personnel is advised. 

Review of Financial Processes, Systems 
and Training: The importance of providing good 
systems and processes for financial regulation 
to ensure appropriate use of Tusla resources in 
the delivery of services to vulnerable children was 
highlighted. Managers call for improvements to 
be made in the training of legal service users in 
the use of financial systems, thus ensuring that 
regulatory and quality control practices are more 
systematically and uniformly applied throughout 
the service. 

Recommendations for Educational 
Welfare Services

Arising from the analysis of data collected via the 
SEALS survey and qualitative approaches, the 
following recommendations emerge regarding 
engagement between Educational Welfare Services 
professionals and legal services used by Tusla. 
Similarities emerge between the recommendations of 
social work and educational welfare personnel:

Provision of Organisational Support: The 
provision of adequate organisational supports 
in the form of ongoing training and workload 
management are essential towards helping 
educational welfare personnel to articulate their 
roles effectively in the courts. 

Development of Opportunities for Training 
in Legislation and Policy: Educational 
welfare officers must be supported in developing 
a comprehensive critical awareness of the 
legislative and policy domains informing their 
practice and their experiences at court, through 
higher education and continuing professional 
development. 

Provision of Increased Consultation Time 
with Solicitors: The data collected in this 
research suggests that educational welfare 
officers would value increased consultation time 
with solicitors. 

KEY 
RECOMMENDATIONS
Based on the analysis of data collected via the 
SEALS survey and interviews and focus groups 
and the econometric analysis the following 
recommendations emerge: 

Recommendation for Social Work Services 

Provision of Specialist Interdisciplinary 
Legal Training: All social work personnel 
must have an informed knowledge of legislation 
and policy that informs their practice and their 
experiences at court. The provision of a variety 
of opportunities for ongoing professional and 
interprofessional training and education is 
proposed as a way of ameliorating the existing 
tensions and prevailing misunderstandings 
and miscommunications that arise between 
legal and social work personnel in child welfare 
proceedings.

Development of Opportunities for 
Continuous Professional Development: 
The provision of opportunities for continuous 
professional development and education at all 
levels is advised, i.e. induction, graduate entry, and 
in-service development. 

Review of Court Practices: Participants call 
for a review and revision of court practices and 
protocols that link directly to cost inefficiencies 
in the use of social workers’ time and resources. 
Finding functional ways to foster structured 
communication systems and protocols between 
Tusla, the Child and Family Agency, and the Court 
Service is recommended. 

Provision of Specialised Skill-based 
Training Opportunities: Towards ensuring that 
personnel are adequately prepared to represent 
the needs of children in the legal courtroom 
domain a call is made for greater provision of 
opportunities for personnel to engage in ongoing 
legal education and training events. The focus of 
training should be on child care law, preparation of 
court reports, presenting professional evidence in 
court, and general courtroom skills. 
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Recommendations from Econometric 
Analysis 

From conducting the econometric analysis to 
investigate the factors affecting legal spend a number 
of recommendations are proposed:

Recognition of the Limitations on Data 
Availability: Owing to the data available this 
analysis was confined to examining legal services 
spending and excluded examining the outcomes 
from the legal spend. Therefore, no considerations 
could be given to the cost-effectiveness or value 
for money of this legal spend, and a cost benefit 
analysis could not be performed. While measuring 
and evaluating outcomes in this arena is 
challenging and difficult, it is valuable with regards 
to quality of child protection and welfare services 
and to consider if spending is generating value for 
money. A longitudinal approach to data collection 
would enable such an analysis to measure and 
collect data on qualitative outcomes need to be 
developed. 

Importance of Compliance and Regulation: 
Tusla indicated that incentive structures are in 
place for member firms to input data onto the 
system. However, given the significant data gaps 
evident in the dataset, greater compliance is 
required throughout the system. 

Promotion of the Educational Welfare 
Service by Tusla: The data points to work 
needing to be completed by Tusla to identify ways 
in which the organisation can work to develop its 
external perception by legal professionals so that 
the Educational Welfare Service is recognised 
as part of the organisation and working in line 
with the broader mission of the Child and Family 
Agency, namely to secure best outcomes for 
children. 

Increased Communication between Tusla 
Personnel: There is support from the data for 
increased consultation between the Educational 
Welfare Services and child protection and welfare 
social work teams so that all parties are sufficiently 
aware of ongoing legal cases across different 
departments of Tusla’s engagement with families. 

Recommendations for Solicitors and 
Tusla 

Arising from the analysis of data collected via the 
SEALS survey and direct engagement with legal 
firms, the following recommendations emerge 
regarding engagement between Tusla child 
protection and welfare and Educational Welfare 
Services and solicitors.

Developing Understanding of the Various 
Roles and Responsibilities of Tusla 
Personnel: Solicitors for Tusla must possess 
a comprehensive understanding of the policy 
contexts within which Tusla personnel perform 
their duties. This is critically important to ensure 
that the specific expertise of personnel is 
adequately recognised by solicitors. 

Building Structures of Support for Tusla 
Personnel: Solicitor firms and Tusla are 
responsible for supporting Tusla personnel to 
articulate their professional competencies in 
the context of court proceedings. A sustained, 
consistent, collaborative, and interdisciplinary 
approach to training needs to be developed. 


