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1. Introduction 

 

1.1 Government is determined to improve the life chances for children and 

young people to ensure that every child, irrespective of race, gender, 

religious belief, age, sexual orientation, disability, background or 

circumstances, gets the best start in life and the support they need to 

fulfil their potential. This is the vision of the OFMDFM strategy “Our 

Children and Young People, Our Pledge”. The effort to deliver this 

vision must include responding to the issues that parents will have to 

cope with as they bring up their children.  This parenting strategy 

moves parents into a central position in policy terms and strives to 

provide not only strategic direction for government on how best to 

assist parents in Northern Ireland, but to also provide detailed 

initiatives and actions to meet our strategic aims.   

1.2 We know that support for families cannot be provided by government 

alone.  Rather, the government must work with the HPSS, voluntary, 

charitable and community organisations and of course most importantly 

of all, parents.  We must challenge each other to do the best we can, to 

deliver the best possible future for our children. 

1.3 The aim of this strategy is to empower and assist parents to be 

confident and responsible in helping their children to reach their 

potential.  All parents have access to the universal services to which 

they and their children are entitled.  However, there are occasions 

when a little bit of extra help is needed.  Life can throw unexpected 

events and experiences at us, such as unemployment, homelessness, 

marital/relationship breakdown or bereavement. Some people are 

better able to cope with change at different times in their lives; many of 

us find it difficult. 

 

1.4 When parents do need help, they still want to be in control and indeed 

in the vast majority of families they should be.  Article 8 of the Human 

Rights Act upholds the right to family life, which is reflected within this 
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strategy. It is important that a balance between interference and 

assistance is maintained.   

 

1.5 There must be a clear understanding of the rights and responsibilities 

that fall to families and those that fall to government.  Parents are the 

people best placed to raise their children and it is only in extreme 

circumstances when the welfare of the child is at risk – for example, 

domestic violence, physical, sexual and emotional abuse – that direct 

intervention should occur. 

 

1.6 It is also important that professionals working with parents should work 

in partnership and ensure that the views of the parents are taken 

seriously and respected. 

 

1.7 There are many drivers behind developing a regional strategy.  At the 

core is the need to enable parents to support their children, and to build 

communities in which parents can access the support they require.   

 

1.8 Other policy drivers for this strategy are: 

 
�� Every Child Matters: Change for Children programme 

�� OFMDFM – 10 year Children’s Strategy 

�� The Child Poverty Review 

 

1.9 Every Child Matters remains one of the government’s most ambitious 

policies. It makes it clear that looking after children’s interests is in all 

our interest and it sets out innovative ways in which to support families 

in order to give children and young people the best start in life.  It 

describes the Government’s strategic priorities for children and young 

people in England in terms of delivering five outcomes, which are 

central to the Change for Children programme and are at the heart of 

the Children’s Act 2004.  These outcomes are:  
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· Be healthy – enjoying good physical and mental health and living a 

healthy lifestyle; 

 

· Stay safe – being protected from harm and neglect;  

 

· Enjoying and achieving;  

 

· Making a positive contribution – being involved with the community 

and society, and not engaging in anti-social or offending behaviour; 

and 

 

· Achieve economic well-being – not being prevented by economic 

disadvantage from achieving their full potential. �

 �
1.10 Every Child Matters is a shared programme of change for Children and 

Young People. It is the government's vision for enhancing the way in 

which professionals work together to provide children's care. It 

addresses specific services of child protection as well as universal 

services.  Universal services support every child to develop their full 

potential and aim to prevent negative outcomes. 

 
1.11 The strategy reflects the priority placed on children’s issues within 

Government.  It also recognises the need to invest in a strategic 

approach to children’s services in order to ensure that preventative 

measures, like family support and parenting education, complement 

other initiatives, such as those in the youth justice field. 

 

1.12 The Government in its Change for Children programme firmly fixed the 

spotlight on the link between the right kind of family support and the 

ability of children and young people to reach their full potential.   

 

1.13 In Northern Ireland the key driver is the OFMDFM’s, recently published, 

Children’s Strategy for Northern Ireland – “Our Children and Young 

People – Our Pledge – A 10 Year Strategy”.  This long-term strategy 
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sets out a common vision, and high-level outcomes for children and 

young people.  It sets out performance indicators and the actions, 

which need to be taken to fulfil the vision over a ten-year period.  Most 

importantly it recognises that parents, carers and communities are key 

partners in improving the lives of the children and young people.       

 

1.14 The overall pledge is to deliver on a shared vision for all our children 

and young people over the next ten years – ‘that all children and 

young people living in Northern Ireland will thrive  and look 

forward with confidence to the future’.  Our success will be judged 

by how well we achieve the improved outcomes set down in the key 

areas of children and young people’s lives.   

      

1.15 The aim of the Children’s Strategy is to assist organisations to work 

together at all levels, by facilitating better information sharing, putting in 

place common standards and ensuring that the focus remains on the 

child or young person.  The strategy will ensure a coordinated 

approach to the development of policies which impact on the lives of 

children and young people across government departments and the 

wider public sector.  

  

1.16 ‘Families Matter’, will help to achieve the vision set out in the Children 

and Young People’s strategy by supporting parents. 

 

1.17 There is growing recognition that child poverty will not be eradicated 

simply by tax or economic initiatives.  The Child Poverty Review 

commissioned by the Chancellor, has shown that the quality of 

parenting is critical if we are to eliminate child poverty in a generation.  

The quality of parenting in the home is vital.  We must therefore shift 

the balance of family support to those services that assist with early 

intervention and the prevention of crisis.   

 

1.18 Concerns about child poverty and work/life balance have highlighted 

parenting in the public policy agenda.  There is a growing recognition of 
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the need to help and support parents who experience poverty in order 

to have a positive impact on the lives of children.  We need to get the 

right balance between effective support and over-interference in family 

life.  We need to recognise the importance of valuing parents and not 

diminishing their role and responsibility.  Seeking help does not mean 

that parents simply want to hand over control of their children to others. 
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2. The Aims of the Strategy 

 

2.1 Our aim is to create confident, responsible and empowered parents, 

through access to support and information; to develop the ability and 

skills of parents and to support their children so that they can reach 

their full potential and become active citizens within their community 

and society. 

 

2.2 We will also promote integrated partnership working to develop and 

deliver appropriate seamless services for families and children. 

 

 

 

Q1. Do you agree that the aims stated are the right  aims?    
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3. Vision, Principles and Outcomes  
 
3.1 The Department of Health, Social Services and Public Safety 

(DHSSPS), has a duty to improve the health and social well being of 

the people of Northern Ireland (Article 4, Health and Personal Social 

Services (Northern Ireland) Order 1972). It discharges these duties by 

ensuring the provision of appropriate health and social care services, 

both in clinical settings, such as hospitals and GPs’ surgeries, and in 

the community, through nursing, social work and other professional 

services. It supports programmes of health promotion and education to 

encourage the community to adopt activities, behaviours and attitudes, 

which will contribute to the better health and well being of the 

population. 

 

3.2 The DHSSPS is committed to the improvement of children’s health and 

emotional well being, by delivering services that will assist parents in 

the discharge of their responsibilities and improve the outcomes for 

their children.  This commitment is expressed in terms of a vision 

supported by statements of values and principles. 

 

�� The Vision 

 

‘Children and young people are valued during childho od. 

Children and young people reach their potential and  have the 

opportunity to lead full, healthy and satisfying li ves by 

becoming active contributors to their community thr ough 

participating socially, educationally and economica lly in the 

life of the community’.   

 

3.3 To achieve this vision the Department wants to involve children, young 

people, their families and communities in the development of 

preventative services.  We want children and their families to be 

empowered with the skills and knowledge to protect themselves from 

abuse, harassment, discrimination, prejudice, exploitation and neglect. 
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To develop the confidence and capability to love, protect and care for 

their community and family members.  We want families to know how 

and where to get assistance when they need it and have timely access 

to those services when they need help in resolving difficulties. To do 

this, all stakeholders should share information, methods and be 

responsible for managing risk, assessing the impact of services and 

encouraging multi-disciplinary and cross-organisational working.   

 

�� The Principles  

 

3.4 The following principles underpin this strategy: 

 

�� That children and young people are safe and secure. 

 

�� Approaches to developing policies and services for children and 

young people should be holistic and integrated. 

 

�� The needs and perspectives of the children and families are used to 

inform planning and service delivery decisions. 

 

�� Policy development and planning decisions should be based on 

evidence. 

 

�� The evaluation of outcomes should be open and transparent to all. 

 

�� Innovation and creativity in developing policy should be valued 

further. 

 

�� Encourage all stakeholders – statutory, voluntary, community and 

private sectors to work together in partnership, especially in 

participation and collaboration with children, young people and their 

families. 
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�� Encourage communities to have a say in the design and delivery of 

services. 

 

�� Promote social inclusion through developing strong families and 

communities and services to prevent children being adversely 

affected by discrimination and/or economic and social 

disadvantage. 

 

�� Provide services that will empower and promote the independence 

of children, young people and their families enabling communities to 

help themselves. 

 

�� The Outcomes 

 

3.5 As ‘Families Matter’ is a supporting pillar of the Children’s Strategy, 

“Our Children and Young People: Our Pledge”, the proposed outcomes 

of this strategy are clearly related to those listed in the overarching 

document.  However, they are tailored specifically to families and 

parents. We believe that if outcomes are achieved at this level, they 

contribute to the achievement of the outcomes for children and young 

people. In order for children and young people to thrive, the home 

environment must provide the right conditions. This strategy aims to 

help families and parents with support when they need it so they can 

raise children and young people who flourish and achieve their 

potential. 

 

· Being healthy  – enjoying good physical and mental health and 

living a healthy lifestyle free of alcohol and drug abuse, with access 

to the services to maintain such a lifestyle. Families should be able 

to develop the confidence and capabilities to love and protect their 

family members. 
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· Keeping safe  – being protected from harm and neglect; living 

without fear. Children and their families should be able to live in 

safe, secure communities, provided with the skills and knowledge to 

protect themselves from abuse, harassment, discrimination, 

prejudice, exploitation and neglect. 

 

· Enjoying, learning and achieving  – getting the most out of life 

and obtaining the skills and confidence to realise their potential. 

Children and young people should be supported to achieve their 

educational potential by supporting their families and affording them 

access to both universal and specialist services in times of need. 

 

· Making a positive contribution  – add value to the community and 

society by not engaging in anti-social or offending behaviour. 

Supported by multi-disciplinary and cross-organisational working 

within the community. 

 

· Economic well being  - having the ability to do the things that you 

want to, to give you fulfilment and enjoyment, with enough money 

and the prospects to do well in life. Financial support to help 

families in times of crisis. 

 

· Enjoy your rights  – everyone has the right to be free from the 

things that harm them. Everyone should expect those with a duty of 

care towards them to uphold the laws that are there to protect the 

public. Violation of the rights of children and their families should 

not be tolerated and any failure to do so should be dealt with 

appropriately.  

 

· Partnership working  – develop trusting, flexible and innovative 

partnerships between statutory, voluntary and community sectors, 

share information, methods and responsibilities and enhance multi-
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disciplinary and cross organisational working in order to better 

serve families. 

 

 

Q2. Do you agree that the vision stated is the righ t vision?    

 

Q3. The document lists 10 principles that underpin the strategy.  

Do you agree with the principles stated?   

 

Q4.  The document lists 7 outcomes from the Childre n and 

Young People’s strategy, ‘ Our Children and Young People – 

Our Pledge’ .  Do you agree that these are the right outcomes 

for this strategy?    
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4. The Scope of the Strategy  

 

4.1 There have been significant developments in health and social services 

for children and their families over the last few years.  Support services 

for children and families now cover a wide range, such as, advice for 

childhood obesity; teenage pregnancy; childhood immunisation 

programmes; support for children in care; adoption; fostering; child and 

adolescent mental health support; children with disabilities; health 

visiting; community nursing etc. 

 

4.2 This strategy will focus primarily on preventive and early intervention 

services to support parents at particular times of need and at particular 

stages in the development of their child.  While research has shown 

how important parenting can be in helping a child to reach their 

potential, it has also demonstrated that other factors influence 

outcomes for children, such as, their environment. This includes both 

the immediate surroundings in which the child lives, as well as the way 

in which he or she is affected by society as a whole.  This strategy will 

be focusing on the ‘whole child’, (see diagram Appendix 1).   It will also 

focus on universal support services as well additional needs (see 

Hardiker model diagram, Appendix 2). 

 

4.3 There have been major changes to family structures in Northern 

Ireland over the last few decades. Today when we talk about families, 

we do not just mean the traditional mother and father living in the same 

household as their children.  The definition of family has evolved and 

covers, single parent households, children living with step-parents, 

same-sex families, or children living with a relative.   

 

4.4 For the purposes of this strategy, when we talk about families we 

mean:  
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“A  family consists of any child or young person 

under the age of 18 (21 for young people leaving 

care and disabled young people) and their primary 

caretakers.  A primary caretaker can be a parent, a n 

expectant mother or other biological relative or an y 

person involved in bringing up the child or young 

person who has parental responsibility for that 

young person or child ”. 

 

4.5 Some children do not live with their biological parents, but are brought 

up by grandparents or other family members and of course a small 

number of children have to be cared for by Social Services in foster 

care or in residential homes.  For the purposes of this strategy when 

we mention parents it incorporates: 

 

“A parent, a guardian, a person acting in the place  

of the parent, such as a grandparent or stepparent 

with whom the child lives, a person who is legally 

responsible for the welfare of the child.” 

 

4.6 There has been ongoing work at looking at how parents should be 

supported.  The Area Health Boards have all produced family support 

strategies focusing on the high level outcomes which should drive 

services for children and young people and the “whole child model” 

together with a focus on the requirements of the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC).   

 

4.7 The DHSSPS is also developing other strategies, which will impact on 

children, such as,  

�� Suicide Prevention Strategy;  

�� The Bamford Review on Mental Health and Learning 

Disability (NI);  

�� Anti-Poverty Strategy;  

�� Fit Futures;  
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�� Re-design of Community Nursing; 

�� Drugs and Alcohol;  

�� Fostering;  

�� Adopting – The Future;  

�� Domestic Violence; and  

�� Sexual Violence Strategy  

 

–  This list is illustrative and not exhaustive .   

 

4.8 These strategies will also contribute to the Children’s Strategy and will 

demonstrate the continuing cross-departmental approach to 

government, which is designed to ensure there is an integrated 

approach to policy development.    

 

 

 

Q5. The focus of this strategy is primarily on prev entative and 

early intervention to support parents at particular  times of 

need and at particular stages in the development of  their 

child.  Do you think that this is the appropriate s cope for the 

strategy?    
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5. Priority Themes  

 

5.1 During the development of this strategy, we consulted with key 

stakeholders in the statutory, voluntary and community sector and 

parents about improving the provision of family support services 

currently and over the next 10 years.  They were asked to identify key 

priorities; suggest how timely, effective, appropriate and integrated 

services could be achieved; and to identify services which if combined 

and delivered regionally could be rendered more efficient and effective. 

Parents were also asked highlight what services worked for them, 

where they felt the gaps were, and what they felt needed to be 

improved including how access to services could be improved. 

 

5.2 Valuable information was obtained from our discussions to enable the 

DHSSPS to identify five key priority themes to be taken forward over 

the life span of this strategy.   

 

5.3 The priority themes on which the DHSSPS will act upon are: 

1. Parental support  

2. Access to information  

3. Assessment of needs 

4. Information sharing 

5. Integration and multi-agency working 

 

It is important to note that while the above areas will appear in 

numbered themes, the Department considers them all to be of equal 

importance. 
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�� Priority Theme One – Parental Support  
 
 
5.4 Parents and how they fulfil their role, as parents, are the most 

important factor in influencing how well most children do. By nurturing 

our children, protecting them, teaching them and acting as a role model 

for them we help our children become happy, healthy and responsible 

citizens. In this sense good parenting can be described as one of the 

best ways to prevent our children experiencing difficulties as children or 

indeed in adult life. Government recognises this and that it has a role to 

play in helping parents gain the skills that they need to help their 

children reach their full potential. 

 

�� Health Visitors 

 

5.5 Within Northern Ireland Health Visitors provide integrated services of 

universal and targeted programmes for children, young people and 

families with an emphasis on health promotion, primary prevention and 

active intervention for children at risk, as recommended by the fourth 

edition of Health for All Children (HALL 4).   

 

5.6 The aim of HALL 4 which is delivered by health visitors and other 

health professionals including School Nurses, Midwives and General 

Practitioners, is to work with families and communities to achieve 

optimum child health and is available to all children, young people and 

their families in Northern Ireland. 

 

5.7 The role of the health visitor is vital in supporting parents.  It is the one 

universal service that all parents access.  However, we recognise there 

is a need to promote awareness of the role they play, not only in child 

development, but early prevention. 
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Action: 

· We will promote awareness of the role of health vis itors through 

initiatives such as Sure Start, Parenting Education  and Positive 

Parenting. 

 

�� Sure Start 

 

5.8 One of the main departmental initiatives introduced to help strengthen 

family life is the Sure Start programme. This Programme aims to 

provide vital support to parents and children when it can have the 

greatest effect, that is, when children are very young.   Sure Start aims 

to strengthen families by encouraging early bonding between parents 

and their children.  It recognises the importance of children and families 

and one of the core services to be provided under any Sure Start 

project is “support for families and parents.”   

 

5.9 Sure Start aims to help parents develop more confidence in their own 

abilities and to respond to their children more positively.  By learning 

better parenting skills, parents can help to improve their child’s health 

and educational attainment, as well as their own confidence and self-

esteem. 

 

5.10 The Government’s commitment to the Sure Start programme has been 

demonstrated by the extra funding that has been secured through the 

Children and Young People’s package to enable its expansion.   This 

expansion will include new projects, satellite services and existing 

services extending their boundaries to incorporate additional wards. 

The expansion will focus on areas of need but will primarily target 

children under the age of 4 and their families who are either within the 

20% most disadvantaged wards or living in areas with shortages in 

provision.  In addition, the boundaries of some existing projects will be 

extended to accommodate additional areas.  This ambitious 
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programme is already underway and will continue to expand 

throughout 2007. 

 

Action: 

�� We will work with statutory, voluntary and communit y sector 

partners to establish nine new Sure Start projects across the 

province by April 2008.  

 

 

�� Positive Parenting  

 

5.11 It is important that parents have the skills and information that will allow 

them to deal with their children’s behaviour in a positive way. Progress 

on promoting positive parenting has been made through a number of 

initiatives. For example, the Department, in conjunction with the Area 

Child Protection Committees has published and distributed the ‘Safe 

Parenting Handbook’, which provides information and signposting to 

parents on a range of issues, including positive parenting.   We also 

encourage the ongoing promotion of positive parenting, through Sure 

Start projects, which offer training and information to parents and 

workers on alternatives to physical punishment, and through funding to 

organisations, which develop and run parenting programmes promoting 

positive parenting.   

 

5.12 The law on physical punishment in the home has just been changed. 

Under the new legislation the defence of reasonable chastisement will 

only be available on a summary charge of common assault. It is vital 

that we play our part in promoting awareness with parents about this 

change in legislation and in providing them with the knowledge and the 

skills to support them in considering alternatives to physical 

punishment. 
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Action: 

�� We will support parents in developing alternatives to physical 

punishment by increasing the provision of parenting  classes 

on positive parenting and anger management by April  2008. 

 

�� We, in conjunction with the Office of Law Reform, w ill initiate 

an information campaign, which not only increases p arents’ 

awareness of the alternatives to physical punishmen t but also 

encourages professionals to highlight alternatives to physical 

punishment by April 2007. This will include the uni versal 

provision of a range of parenting materials and the  re-launch 

of the Safe Parenting handbook. The Department will  lead an 

awareness-raising strategy on positive parenting th rough a 

variety of media outlets. 

 

�� We will issue guidance to professional groups withi n the 

HPSS on the change of law and the importance of pro moting 

positive parenting initiatives. 

 

�� Parenting Education 

 

5.13 The majority of us believe that parenting just comes naturally – that it is 

instinct – you are born with it.  But throughout the different stages of a 

child’s life there will be times when they will place a huge variety of 

demands on parents – from babies who do not sleep at night, to the 

temper tantrums of toddlers, right though to the conflicts that occur in 

teenage years. 

5.14 There are, as we have mentioned, a number of sources of support to 

assist parents at these times. However, there is evidence that shows 

parents who have attended parenting education programmes to help 

them develop confidence and parenting skills have resulted in 

improvements in their child’s schoolwork and exam results and has 

reduced problem behaviour. 
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5.15 Parenting classes have in the past been seen as being a response to a 

problem, for parents who are already viewed in some way as failing.  

This is a major misconception - all parents can benefit from the 

opportunity to share experiences, improve knowledge, find new 

approaches and work on their own parenting skills.   We acknowledge 

that providing parental support through the provision of a wide range of 

professional, high quality parenting education programmes can also 

provide better outcomes for children and families. 

 

 

Action: 

�� We will support parents by increasing the provision  of parenting 

education programmes to assist with child health an d development, 

household management and stress management by April  2008. 

 

�� We will explore the development of quality standard s framework with 

the intention to implement generic standards for al l service 

providers by April 2008.  

 

�� We will support the establishment of parenting netw orks and 

outreach support through collaborative working and benchmarking 

of existing parenting education provision.  

 

�� Family Mediation and Relationship Support.  

 

5.16 Parental separation affects many children.  Over the last 10 years 

approximately 2500 parental couples separated.  In 2004, figures show 

that there were 2512 divorces and 2228 children in Northern Ireland 

experienced the separation of their parents.  The process of separation 

is almost always a difficult one but where it is handled well the 

likelihood of it having an adverse impact on the child can be greatly 

reduced.  Where separation is handled badly and in particular, where 

children are drawn into parental conflict, then the effects can be 
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profoundly damaging for children.  Evidence shows that children in this 

situation are likely to do less well in life.  They are more likely to do less 

well at school, to truant or to run away from home.  But these risks can 

be reduced if parents can resolve parenting issues in an amicable 

fashion. 

 

5.17 Research has also shown that those parents who underwent some 

kind of mediation experienced less acrimonious divorce proceedings 

and improved post-divorce relationships between parents and their 

children.   

 

5.18 Family mediation is now widely recognised as an extremely valuable 

form of support for parents from all walks of life.  HM Government in 

England recently announced major new proposals to create a better 

system for separating parents and their children in its recent publication 

for consultation –  “Parental Separation: Children’s needs and Parents’ 

responsibilities.”     

 
5.19 Family mediation in Northern Ireland is still in its early stages.  

Research indicates that mediation does not feature widely in the 

divorce process here.  It is likely that the proposed changes to Legal 

Aid will have an impact on Family Law and services that provide 

alternatives to dispute resolution through the courts will have to be 

established. 

 

5.20 We recognise the importance family mediation can have on families 

and are committed to building on and expanding those services that 

are already here so that more families can use this valuable resource 

as they deal with the difficulties of separating. 

 

�� Relationship Support 

 

5.21 While we recognise the importance of helping families cope with the 

difficulties of separating, equally, we recognise that emphasis must be 
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placed on intervention at early stages of difficulty in a family before 

potential breakdown.  

5.22 There are various life stages where changes in relationships may 

impose challenges or difficulties, e.g. birth of a first child, children 

starting school. In addition, challenges that may cause distress and 

problems can arise at any time in a relationship - for example, serious 

ill health, unemployment, and financial problems.  

5.23 Supporting couples at these times may give them resources to cope 

more successfully.  

 

5.24 Marriage and relationship support enables adults and children to have 

access to information, advice and effective support at key life stages 

and particular times of challenge or crisis, which may be associated 

with the start (or an increase in) relationship difficulties and we 

recognise the effect relationship counselling has on helping families 

stay together. 

Action:   

· We will reduce the negative impact of parental sepa ration on 

children by developing and expanding family mediati on services 

in Northern Ireland by April 2008. 

 

· We will continue to work with the Office of Law Ref orm, the NI 

Court Service and the Legal Services Commission in highlighting 

the importance of mediation prior to seeking resolu tion through 

the Court. 

 

· We will continue to work collaboratively with volun tary and 

community organisations in supporting families thro ugh the 

provision of relationship advice and counselling. 

 

 

 



 

 

 

25  

�� Child Contact Centres  

 

5.25 The importance of maintaining contact with both parents and the 

positive effect this has on a child’s outcome is well documented.  

However, not all separations and divorces can be resolved amicably 

and those children whose parents are in conflict need a safe, neutral 

place in which they can maintain or establish a relationship with both 

parents.   

  

5.26 Child contact centres provide these neutral venues to promote and 

support contact between parents, guardians or other family members 

and children who do not live together.  Contact Centres can also be for 

resident parents who may seek services when there has been a long 

absence of contact between the child and the non-resident parent. 

Contact centres place the well being of the child at the core of their 

activities.   Child Contact Centres may also, if resources permit, 

provide supervised contact if there is a concern of domestic violence, 

child abuse or fear of abduction. 

 

5.27 We recognise the importance of providing a safe, neutral environment, 

for children so they can build or maintain loving relationships with both 

parents and are keen to extend the provision of these services across 

Northern Ireland. 

 
Action: 

�� We will work with the Office of Law Reform in the d evelopment 

and expansion of Child Contact Centres by April 200 8.  

 

Q6. Do you agree that Theme 1 – Parental Support is an 

appropriate theme? 

 

Q7. Do you agree the actions suggested in Theme 1 a re 

appropriate actions to take under this theme?    
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�� Priority Theme Two– Access to Services and Informat ion 

 
5.28 Access to advice and information is an important part of supporting 

parents.  The wide range of family structures makes meeting all 

parents’ needs, a difficult task. For example, there are young parents, 

mature parents, disabled parents, lone parents, parents with non-

resident children and ethnic minority parents. These different groups 

will access informal and formal advice and information services 

differently.   

 
5.29 Not every family needing help readily accesses the services available.  

This can be due to a number of factors. There are families who are 

already experiencing exclusion in other areas of life, for example, 

minority ethnic groups, those who do not speak English and parents 

who have mental health or substance misuse problems.  Fathers are 

another group of parents who are not perceived as requiring 

conventional services and often face barriers to accessing support. 

    

5.30 Out-of-date service directories, inflexible working hours, and rural 

isolation through location of services can also pose significant barriers 

to the accessing of services.  

 

5.31 One of the biggest barriers to parents seeking help is the stigma that is 

perceived to be associated with using social services or specialist 

mental health services.  The use of other venues for consultations with 

families, such as, schools, where it is normal to see a parent going in 

and out of school premises, may provide one possible solution to this 

problem.        

 

5.32 There have, in recent years, been a number of improvements in 

making information and advice more accessible for parents. The 

majority of Trusts have developed websites, which include information 

on family support services within their area. The four Child Care 

Partnerships have all established websites that can act as a signpost 
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for some services. Another step forward in terms of accessibility has 

been the establishment of a Regional Interpreting Service. The primary 

aim of the service is to ensure that key information produced by 

HSSPS organisations is accessible to service users with various 

needs.  It will provide basic information on health and social services in 

Northern Ireland for people who are not proficient in the English 

language.  Guidance is provided on how to access services in terms of 

obtaining a medical card and registering with a GP practice and a 

useful list of contacts is included.  

 

5.33 Despite these developments there is still a lot of room for improvement. 

We need to ensure that both parents and professionals can easily gain 

access to information on the full range of services available to them. 

This can be achieved by the development of a regional information 

service, which as well as being a resource for parents and 

professionals will also be a resource to service planners helping 

identify areas of unmet need and avoid service duplication.  

 

5.34 To improve access to information even more we need to ensure that 

parents can get support whenever they need it. By providing a 

responsive regional helpline, parents will be able to get the right 

support when they seek it. This service will both act as a signpost 

directing people to the right service to meet their needs as well as 

directly supporting people when appropriate.   

 

Action: 

· To design and implement a Regional Information Data  base by 

April 2010 so that parents and professionals can re adily access 

information on services available and to assist wit h timely 

referrals.  

 

· Provide a fully responsive regional helpline, by Ju ne 2007, to 

enable parents to obtain timely advice and support.  
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Q8. Do you agree that Theme 2 – Access to Informati on is an 

appropriate theme? 

 

Q9.  Do you agree the actions suggested in Theme 2 are 

appropriate actions to take under this theme?    
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�� Priority Theme Three – Assessment  

 
5.35 Frontline universal services need to be able to identify and respond to 

families needs at critical ‘turn to’ times (particularly at pre-school and 

ante-natal stages) when families are more likely to welcome help and 

crisis can be avoided.  These services also need to be able to 

effectively assess and refer parents and children to appropriate and 

readily accessible services, taking into account the expertise of 

parents.   

 

5.36 One barrier that prevents different organisations working effectively is 

the different approaches being taken to address the same issues. To 

overcome this, a common assessment form, called the Understanding 

the Needs of Children in Northern Ireland (UNOCINI), will be 

developed and introduced, with appropriate training, for use by a wide 

range of people working with children and families, including key 

workers such as Health Visitors, Social Workers, the community 

nursing sector and also the voluntary and community sector 

 

5.37 The UNOCINI will be a significant factor in helping to deliver frontline 

services that are integrated and focused around the needs of children 

and young people. The UNOCINI will introduce a standardised 

approach to carrying out an assessment of a child's and their family’s 

additional needs and deciding how those needs should be met. It will 

be used by professionals across children's services in Northern Ireland. 

 
5.38 The UNOCINI will assist with a more effective, earlier identification of 

additional needs, particularly in universal services. It is intended to 

provide a simple process for a holistic assessment of a child's needs 

and strengths, taking account of the role of parents, carers and the 

impact of environmental factors on their development. Practitioners will 

then be better placed to agree, with the child and family, about what 

support is appropriate. The UNOCINI will also help to improve 

integrated working by promoting co-ordinated service provision. 
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Action: 
 

· A common assessment process will be introduced thro ughout 

Northern Ireland by April 2007. This will help ensu re that children 

and families have their needs matched to the servic es that they 

need in a timely manner supporting early interventi on and 

promoting an integrated approach across statutory, voluntary and 

community providers.   

 
 
 
 
 
Q10. Do you agree that Theme 3 – Assessment of Need s is an 

appropriate theme? 

 
Q11.  Do you agree the actions suggested in Theme 3  are 

appropriate actions to take under this theme?    
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�� Priority Theme Four – Information Sharing 

 

5.39 Failure to share information appropriately among those who work with 

children and parents can result in missed opportunities to intervene at 

an earlier stage before problems have become acute. At worst, failure 

to share information can result in flawed assessments leading to a 

failure to protect children from harm or abuse. While the majority of 

people recognise that most decisions to share information require 

professional judgment, in relation to what is shared at what time and in 

what manner regarding a child or young person with whom they are in 

contact, legal judgements on the issues are rare. There are often 

differing and conflicting views on the public interest benefits of sharing 

information. Indeed there has been considerable public debate 

concerning child protection issues stimulated, in particular, by the 

Laming Enquiry where the failure to share information contributed to 

the chain of tragic events leading to the death of Victoria Climbie.  

 

5.40 One of the key findings of the Laming Enquiry was that professionals 

and agencies should adopt a ‘holistic’ approach to working with 

children and their families. This means putting the child at the centre of 

the processes of assessment and service delivery. While all those 

involved in working with children agree that this is how things should be 

there are challenges in making it a reality.  The way services are 

organised can lead to what has often been described as a silo 

mentality. The boundaries between professional groups, different 

organisations and sectors can become barriers to seamless integrated 

service delivery. At an organisational level the work of the four Children 

and Young People’s Committees and in particular the efforts of the 

Child Care Partnerships and Children Services Planning process have 

made excellent progress in getting organisations, statutory and 

voluntary, to work more closely. Nonetheless, this work has to be 

supported by the appropriate sharing of information by staff on the 

ground if we are to develop a truly holistic approach to meeting 
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children’s needs. However, this is a sensitive area of work.  Many of 

the groups have raised the issue of information sharing as essential for 

better services for families.  Others have concerns about data 

protection and confidentiality issues and the potential impact on 

relationships with service users.   

 

5.41 What is certain is that without relevant information practitioners cannot 

form sound judgments, assess needs or decide on the appropriate 

services to meet those needs. Lack of information increases the risk of 

children ‘slipping through the net’ and can result in denying parents and 

children access to the appropriate level of support to prevent their 

movement into the higher risk categories. 

 

5.42 The development of the common assessment form, UNOCNI referred 

to earlier, will greatly assist all people working with children and 

families. However, it is important to ensure that guidance and protocols 

are introduced to help assist those who come into contact with children 

and families in making decisions about when information should be 

shared. 

 

5.43 It is also vital that guidance and protocols must respect the rights of 

family members without prejudice to the rights and welfare of the child. 

 Action:   

· We will develop and implement, new Children’s Infor mation 

Protocols for Northern Ireland by April 2008.  

 

 

Q12. Do you agree that Theme 4 – Information Sharin g is an 

appropriate theme? 

 

Q13.  Do you agree the actions suggested in Theme 4  are 

appropriate actions to take under this theme?    
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�� Priority Theme Five– Integration and Multi-Agency W orking 
 
 
5.44 The relationship between service provider and service receiver is 

closely interlinked with the process of support, where the processes 

need to be able to adapt to the changes in the circumstances of 

children and families. 

 
5.45 There are different ways in which families and parents receive support, 

which can broadly be described as formal and informal. 

 

5.46 Formal support is usually provided by larger organisations in response 

to the needs of the service user, such as social services, health 

services, religious organisations and regional voluntary and community 

family organisations. The users of formal support networks will usually 

have been referred or will have self-referred. Informal support is 

normally provided by relatives, friends or neighbours and is normally 

accessed through people’s own networks within the community. 

Informal support can play a vital role in helping parents cope but is 

often not available to some of the most vulnerable families who for a 

variety of reasons may be isolated from social and family networks. 

 

5.47 We know that parents want more support and that they want this 

support to continue beyond their child’s early years. Parent-to-parent 

support is emerging as one of the best ways to support and help 

parents.  

 

5.48 Research has identified a significant amount of information about the 

success factors associated with effective multi-agency working.  Where 

multi-agency working has occurred, there is evidence of the benefits, 

for example, earlier identification and intervention; easier or quicker 

access to services and expertise; better support for parents; children’s 

needs are addressed more appropriately and it provides a more holistic 

approach to the needs of children.  
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5.49 We have come a long way in recent years in collaborative working. 

There are excellent examples of multi-agency working, such as 

Behaviour Support Clinics; Area Child Protection Committees; Child 

Care Partnerships; Children’s Services Planning; Educational Welfare 

Officers and Home Start working with Sure Start. 

 

5.50 We want to build on the good examples of multi-agency and integrated 

working by establishing Children’s Centres in Northern Ireland.   The 

idea behind the Children’s Centre programme in England is based on 

the concept that providing integrated education, care, family support 

and health services are the means to determining good outcomes for 

children and their parents. Children’s Centres provide a wide range of 

services for children and families, such as health services; parental 

outreach services; family support, including support for parents of 

children with special needs; and a base for childminders They can 

provide a service hub within the community for parents and providers 

of childcare services. 

 
5.51 Through the recent announcement of £61 million Children and Young 

Peoples funding package, which will develop new services to facilitate 

multi-departmental working and ensure effective and integrated service 

delivery, we will be able to establish Children’s Centres based within 

the context of the existing Sure Start networks 

 

�� Transfer of Functions to Department of Education   

 

5.52 It has been decided to transfer responsibility for Sure Start and other 

Early Years and childcare functions from DHSSPS to Department of 

Education (DE) in order to ensure a more seamless provision of early 

years and childcare services.  The basis of this decision is to ensure 

that Early Years policy brings together support for parents and children 

in a more coherent, cost effective and family friendly way.  It will also: 

 

�� Promote the physical and social development of pre school children 
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�� Enable children to make the best start in school; and 

�� Enable parents to undertake employment, training or study.  

 

5.53 The range of functions being transferred includes Sure Start and other 

Early Years activities, for example, day nurseries, childminding, 

playgroups, crèches, parent and toddler groups and the home based 

child carer scheme.  

 

 
Action: 
 

�� We will establish 6 new Children’s Centres by April  2008 allowing 

parents to gain access to a wide range of services in a way that is 

convenient for families and promotes inter-agency a nd multi-

disciplinary working for the benefit of children. 

 

Q14. Do you agree Theme 5 – Integration and Multi-A gency 

Working is an appropriate theme? 

 

Q15.  Do you agree the actions suggested in Theme 5  are 

appropriate actions to take under this theme?    
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Appendix 1 
 
WHOLE CHILD MODEL 
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Appendix 2 

 
�� Hardiker – Level of Needs 

 

These needs can be best identified by the following pyramid, which shows the 

different levels of services available for families at different stages of family 

life.  
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Appendix 3 

Consultation Questions Response Document 
 

 
Please respond to the consultation document by e-mail, letter or 

fax. 

 
Responses should be sent to: 
 
e-mail: familypolicyunit@dhsspsni.gov.uk 
 

Family Policy Unit 

Department of Health, Social Services and Public Safety 

Room C4.22 

Castle Buildings 

Stormont 

Belfast 

BT4 3SQ 

Fax: 02890 520529 
 
Responses must be received no later than 30th March 2007.  
  
 
(Please tick a box) 
I am responding: ‰ as an individual ‰  on behalf of an organisation 
     
Name: _____________________________________________________________ 

Job Title: ___________________________________________________________ 

Organisation:________________________________________________________ 

Address:____________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________ 

Tel:__________________________   Fax: ______ _____________________  

Email:______________________________________________________________ 
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Supporting Families 
 
 
1. Do you agree that the aims stated are the right a ims?    (Please 

tick) 

 

 ‰‰‰‰   YES      ‰‰‰‰ NO 

 
If no, please state the reasons why. 
 
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________ 
 
2. Do you agree that the vision stated is the right  vision?    (Please 

tick) 

 

 ‰‰‰‰  YES      ‰‰‰‰  NO 

 
If no, please state the reasons why. 
 
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________ 

 
3. The document lists 10 principles that underpin t he strategy.  Do 

you agree with the principles stated?   (Please tic k) 

 

 ‰‰‰‰  YES      ‰‰‰‰  NO 

 
If no, please state the reasons why. 
 
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________ 
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4. The document lists 7 outcomes from the Children and Young 

People’s strategy, ‘ Our Children and Young People – Our Pledge’ .  

Do you agree that these are the right outcomes for this strategy?   

(Please tick) 

 

 ‰‰‰‰  YES      ‰‰‰‰  NO 

 
If no, please state the reasons why. 
 
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________ 

 
 
 

5. The focus of this strategy is primarily on preve ntative and early 

intervention to support parents at particular times  of need and at 

particular stages in the development of their child .  Do you think 

that this is the appropriate scope for the strategy ?   (Please tick) 

 

 ‰‰‰‰  YES      ‰‰‰‰  NO 

 
 
If no, please state the reasons why. 
 
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Priority Themes 
 
6. Do you agree that Theme 1 – Parental Support is an appropriate 

theme?  (Please tick) 

 

‰‰‰‰  YES     ‰‰‰‰  NO 
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If no, please state the reasons why. 
 
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________ 
 

 

 

7.  Do you agree the actions suggested in Theme 1 a re appropriate 

actions to take under this theme?   (Please tick) 

 
 ‰‰‰‰  YES     ‰‰‰‰  NO 
   
 
If no, please state the reasons why. 
 
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 

8. Do you agree that Theme 2 – Access to Informatio n is an 

appropriate theme? (Please tick) 

 
 

‰‰‰‰  YES     ‰‰‰‰  NO 
 

 
If no, please state the reasons why. 
 
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________ 
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9.  Do you agree the actions suggested in Theme 2 a re appropriate 

actions to take under this theme?   (Please tick) 

 
 ‰‰‰‰  YES     ‰‰‰‰  NO 
   
 
If no, please state the reasons why. 
 
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________ 
 
10. Do you agree that Theme 3 – Assessment of Needs  is an 

appropriate theme?  (Please tick) 

‰‰‰‰  YES     ‰‰‰‰  NO 
 

If no, please state the reasons why. 
 
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________ 
 
 
11.  Do you agree the actions suggested in Theme 3 are appropriate 

actions to take under this theme?   (Please tick) 

 
 ‰‰‰‰  YES     ‰‰‰‰  NO 
   
 
If no, please state the reasons why. 
 
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________ 
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12. Do you agree that Theme 4 – Information Sharing  is an 

appropriate theme? (Please tick) 

‰‰‰‰  YES     ‰‰‰‰  NO 
 
 

If no, please state the reasons why. 
 
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________ 
 
 
13.  Do you agree the actions suggested in Theme 4 are appropriate 

actions to take under this theme?   (Please tick) 

 
 ‰‰‰‰  YES     ‰‰‰‰  NO 
   
 
If no, please state the reasons why. 
  
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________ 
 
 
14. Do you agree Theme 5 – Integration and Multi-Ag ency Working is 

an appropriate theme? (Please tick) 

 
 

‰‰‰‰  YES     ‰‰‰‰  NO 
 

If no, please state the reasons why. 
 
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________ 
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15.  Do you agree the actions suggested in Theme 5 are appropriate 

actions to take under this theme?   (Please tick) 

 
 ‰‰‰‰  YES     ‰‰‰‰  NO 
   
 
If no, please state the reasons why. 
 
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 

Equality Implications 

 
  
Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998 requires Departments and other 

public authorities in carrying out their functions relating to Northern Ireland, to 

have due regard to the need to promote equality of opportunity: 

 
· Between persons of different religious belief, political opinion, racial 

group, age, marital status or sexual orientation; 

· Between men and women generally; 

· Between persons with a disability and persons without; and 

· Between persons with dependants and persons without. 
 
In addition, without prejudice to the above obligation, public authorities must 

also in carrying out their functions relating to Northern Ireland, have regard to 

the desirability of promoting good relations between persons of different 

religious belief, political opinion or racial group. 

 
Where there is evidence or an indication that an existing policy is having an 

adverse impact on equality of opportunity, or that a proposed policy may 

cause an adverse impact, an Equality Impact Assessment (EQIA)  may 

need to be carried out on the policy.  The process used by a public authority 
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to determine whether an existing policy or new policy needs an EQIA is called 

screening. 

 
The Department is now screening the proposals set out in this consultation 

document and as part of the screening process, the Department invites you to 

consider the following questions. 

 
The Department is inviting responses to the following questions: 

 

17. Are the actions or proposals, which are set out  in this document 

likely to have an adverse impact on any group of pe ople in terms 

of the nine equality dimensions? (Please tick)  

  

     ‰‰‰‰  YES     ‰‰‰‰  NO 

 
If yes, please state the reasons why. 
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________ 
 
 

18. Are you aware of any indication or evidence – quali tative or 

quantitative – that the actions or proposals in thi s document may 

have an adverse impact on equality of opportunity o r good 

relations?  (Please tick)   

‰‰‰‰  YES     ‰‰‰‰  NO 

 
If yes, please state the reasons why and how these might be mitigated. 
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________ 
 

19. Does the proposed strategy and actions afford an op portunity to 

promote equality of opportunity and/or good relatio ns?   (Please 

tick)  
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‰‰‰‰  YES     ‰‰‰‰  NO 

 
If no, please state the reasons why. 
 
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
Additional Comments 

 
 
20. Do you have any other comments, which you think  might be 

relevant to the development of the strategy? 

 
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________ 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THANK YOU FOR YOUR COMMENTS 
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Appendix 4 

How to respond 

 

This consultation document seeks your views on the proposals set out in the 

main text of the document, as well as your responses to the specific questions 

it contains. 

 

The closing date for responses to this consultation  is 30 March 2007. 

You can respond in the following ways: 

 

By e-mail to: familypolicyunit@dhsspsni.gov.uk  

 

By post to: Families Matter Consultation  

Family Policy Unit 

Department of Health, Social Services and Public Safety 

Room 4.8 

Castle Buildings 

Stormont 

BELFAST BT4 3SQ 

 

By fax: 028 90520529  

 

Further copies of the consultation paper are available by telephoning, 

028 90520528 or on the Internet at: www.dhsspsni.gov.uk 

 

Individual responses will not be acknowledged unless explicitly requested. 

Respondents should indicate clearly where they are responding on behalf of a 

group or organisation, and should include a brief summary of its aims. 

 

Freedom of Information Act 2000 – Confidentiality o f Consultations 

 

The Department will publish a summary of responses following completion of 

the consultation process. We will assume that your response may be made 
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available unless you indicate clearly in the body of your response that you 

wish part or all of it to be excluded from this arrangement. The Department 

can only refuse to disclose information in exceptional circumstances. Before 

you submit your response, please read the following paragraphs on the legal 

position about any information given by you in response to this consultation. 

 

The Freedom of Information Act gives the public a right of access to any 

information held by a public authority, namely, the Department in this case. 

This right of access to information includes information provided in response 

to a consultation. The Department cannot automatically consider as 

confidential information supplied to it in response to a consultation. However, 

it does have the responsibility to decide whether any information provided by 

you in response to this consultation, including information about your identity, 

should be made public or treated as confidential. 

 

This means that information provided by you in response to the consultation is 

unlikely to be treated as confidential, except in very particular circumstances. 

The Lord Chancellor’s Code of Practice on the Freedom of Information Act 

provides that: 

 

· the Department should only accept information from third parties in 

confidence if it is necessary to obtain that information in connection 

with the exercise of any of the Department’s functions and it would not 

otherwise be provided; 

· the Department should not agree to hold information received from 

third parties ‘in confidence’ which is not of a confidential nature; 

· acceptance by the Department of confidentiality provisions must be for 

good reasons, capable of being justified to the Information 

Commissioner. 

 

For further information about confidentiality of responses, please contact the 

Information Commissioner’s Office: 

Tel: (028) 9051 1270 



 

 

 

49  

e-mail: ni@ico.gsi.gov.uk 

Website: www.informationcommissioner.gov.uk 

 

The Data Protection Act 1998 

Any personal data provided by respondents to this consultation exercise 

will be handled appropriately in accordance with the Act. 
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