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Background
Legal and Policy context

Participation is fundamental to a child-centred, rights-based approach to service delivery for
children and their families. Such an approach is aligned to Article 42a of the Irish Constitution,
Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, and is also a
requirement of the National Strategy on Children and Young People’s Participation in
Decision-Making 2015-2020 (Department of Child and Youth Affairs [DCYA], 2015) and the

national policy framework for children and young people (DCYA, 2014).

Tusla’s founding legislation, the Child and Family Agency Act 2013, placed strong emphasis on
partnership and co-operation with children and families in the delivery of services. Supported
by the Child and Youth Participation Strategy (Tusla Child and Family Agency 2019) and the
Research Strategy (Tusla Child and Family Agency 2015), the Agency must ensure that the
views of the individual child are given due weight in decisions regarding his/her care, having
regard to the age and maturity of the child. Tusla is also required to seek the views of young
service users as a collective in relation to service planning and review (Tusla Child and Family

Agency, 2019; Tusla Child and Family Agency, 2017).
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Participation in Child Protection and Welfare Services

Research in Ireland and internationally has shown that children and young people (CYP) often
feel that their voices are not heard in the context of very formalised and bureaucratic child
welfare and protection systems (Damiani-Taraba et al., 2018; Daly, 2014; Lucas, 2017).
Children’s participation in the context of child protection and welfare is not only a right but
also offers a range of benefits for CYP. These include: ensuring that decisions taken are
responsive to their needs, promoting positive psycho-social development, increasing self-
esteem and promoting a greater sense of agency in their lives (Cashmore, 2002; Heimer et
al., 2018; Kiely, 2005; Kilkelly, 2015; Mason, 2008; Poélkki et al., 2012; Thomas & Percy-Smith,
2012).

Tusla are working to transform child protection and welfare services and ensure that children
and families actively participate in the decisions that affect their lives. In 2017, Tusla launched
its first five-year Child Protection and Welfare Strategy (2017-2022). Signs of Safety (SofS) is
the national approach to practice under this Strategy. SofS is an innovative, strengths-based,
safety-organised approach to child protection and welfare casework grounded in partnership
and collaboration with children, families and their wider networks of support and other
professionals (Turnell & Edwards, 2017). This approach reflects best practice underpinned by
the principles of ‘Children First’, Ireland’s national guidance for the protection and welfare of

children (DCYA, 2017).

The implementation of the Child Protection and Welfare Strategy is underpinned by a whole
system learning approach (Senge, 1994), which includes a research portfolio. The Tusla
National Research Office has oversight and responsibility under this strategy for three
research projects to seek to understand the experiences of 1. Tusla staff working on the
ground, 2. Parents in receipt of child protection and welfare services, and 3. CYP in receipt of
child protection and welfare services. This third strand is the focus of a new innovative
research study about to commence in Tusla. There has been little evidence of the direct voice
of CYP in relation to the child protection and welfare system in the Irish context, although

there have been attempts internationally to do so (Baginsky, 2017).



The Child Research Study

This study, which seeks to understand the experiences of CYP in receipt of child protection
and welfare services was put out to tender in early 2020. During the development of the

tender, two groups of CYP were consulted about the research design of the study.

Submissions were invited from suitably qualified researcher(s) to carry out primary research

on children and young people’s experiences of child protection and welfare services.

The focus of this small-scale research project, as outlined in the tender, was:

e To attain a point-in-time capture of young people's experiences of CPW services.

e Toinvolve a cohort of young people (10 years and over) who have experienced either
initial assessment and/or Child Protection Conference (CPC) or open to Child

Protection Welfare (CPW) in last 12 months.

e To focus on the young people’s experience of services, participation in decision-

making and participation in safety planning.

e To explore if the young people understand the need for a Tusla worker to be involved
with them. Do they know or understand what Tusla is worried about and why they are

involved with the family?

e To reflect on the young people’s experience of the Signs of Safety (SOS) tools used by

practitioners.

The focus is on gaining an understanding of CYP’s experiences of child protection and welfare
services, but it will also go beyond this to seek to understand CYP’s perspectives on what
contributed to these experiences. In this way, the research will provide a way to identify what
is working well and what might need to change. This is in keeping with the concept that CYP
and their families are active participants in this work. Learning from this study will inform

further strategies for getting feedback from children and young people.

The study will commence in the coming months (i.e. late 2020). The findings will contribute

much needed knowledge to an under researched area in the Irish context and will make



recommendations for Tusla practitioners and managers on how to improve practice at the
front line when involving CYP in child protection and welfare services, as well as supporting
an identified implementation gap for Senior Managers for the further development of the

Agency’s reform of child protection and welfare services.
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Appendix 1:

Table 1: Child Research Study Steering Group Membership

Name
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Role in Tusla

Director of Transformation and Policy

Head of Policy and Research

NRO Research Officer Chair
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Resolutions Consultancy

Senior Social Worker

Social Work Team Leader

EWS Manager
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