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1. Recommendations  
 
1.1 The Members of the Spotlight Review ask the Children’s Scrutiny Committee to commend the 

report and recommendations to Cabinet.  
 

1.2 Cabinet is asked to endorse and take action on these recommendations.  
 

1.3 In response, Cabinet is asked to agree a recommendations action plan, detailing how and when 
any agreed recommendations will be enacted.  

 
1.4 Cabinet is asked report back to the Children’s Scrutiny Committee in June 2024 on progress 

made against the recommendations.  
 

 Recommendations  

1 As part of the recruitment theme of the People First Strategy, the Council should work more 
closely with schools and education providers to promote careers in Children’s Services and the 
Council as a place to work. 

2 The recruitment process needs to ensure that potential staff are clear about the roles and 
responsibilites of jobs they apply for.  

3 The formal induction programme needs to be embedded across the service and staff must 
have the time built into their working day when they join to complete the programme.  

4 The Cabinet Member to review the Memorandum of Cooperation for social worker agency 
rates in the Southwest with other Local Authorities so that it is effective and fit for purpose. 

5 In the review of pay and allowances which has already begun, Members ask that reference is 
made to competitiveness with the NHS Agenda for Change, Professional Registration Fees and 
travel expenses. 

6 Caseloads for each staff across the service should be no higher than the national averages or 
the recommended number for each service.  

7 Protected caseloads for new staff are maintained. 

8 Staff should consistently have access to both case management/practice supervision and 
wellbeing/personal supervision. 

9 The Council needs to ensure managers have an appropriate number of direct reports. 

10 Through the Voice theme of the People First Strategy to celebrate staff and their 
achievements more, the Council should consider celebration events, appreciative enquiries or 
serious success reviews. 

11 Scrutiny Members will ensure they visit staff in their workplace and seek their feedback on an 
annual basis and report this back to the Children’s Scrutiny Committee. 

12 In the review of pathways, the Council should ensure that pathways for staff progression are 
clear, including annual appraisals, additional qualifications and leadership/manager training, 
where appropriate. 
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2. Introduction  
 
2.1 Nationally, there are pressures and challenges in the Children’s Services sector for the 

recruitment and retention of a range of key posts including social workers, public health nursing 
and educational psychologists.  For example, in September 2022 across England there were 
7,913 posts unfilled in children and families social work, an increase of 1,400 from 2021 (Social 
Work England, 2023).  

 
2.2 In Devon, Children’s Services have similarly faced challenges in recruiting and retaining a stable 

workforce across the service. These challenges have been reported about across Ofsted and 
Care Quality Commission (CQC) Inspection Reports. An Ofsted monitoring visit for Children’s 
Social Care reported that 40% of the social work workforce was from agency staff and this rate 
had “increased significantly” (Ofsted, 2023). The Spotlight Review were informed that 52% of 
social workers were agency staff, compared to a national average of 18% (Social Work England, 
2023). 

 
2.3  The challenges in Devon have been reported in the Joint Area SEND Revisit in May 2022, 

highlighting recruitment and retention challenges in Devon and how the local area’s plans do 
not address these challenges (Ofsted, 2022), and the CQC Public Health Nursing inspection in 
November 2022 which stated the service “did not have enough staff to provide care and 
treatment to children and young people” and highlighted the unequal working terms and 
conditions with the NHS ‘agenda for change’ for some staff (Care Quality Commission, 2023). 

 
2.4 The Children’s Scrutiny Committee previously completed a Social Work Workforce Recruitment 

and Retention Spotlight Review in December 2020. In November 2022, the SEND Task Group 
concluded and found recruitment and retention challenges in the SEND and Education teams. 
The SEND Task Group recommended a follow up Spotlight Review on recruitment and retention 
should be completed in order to look into any further recommendations that could be made to 
support Children’s Services achieving a stable, permanent workforce. 
 

2.5 The Spotlight Review was held on Wednesday 26th July 2023 and aimed to: 

• To understand the challenges facing the Children’s Services in recruiting and retaining a 
stable workforce. 

• To review the impact of the recommendations from the 2020 Spotlight Review. 

• To review the impact of the 2020 and 2021 Recruitment and Retention Investments as 
agreed by Cabinet. 

• To review the approaches taken in the recruitment and retention of staff. 
 
2.6 Recognising the role that Scrutiny can have in bringing different witnesses together to 

collectively problem solve, Members heard from a range of staff across the service and the 
Council including Directors, Heads of Service, Service Manager, Team Managers and officers 
from our Social Work, SEND 0-25, Educational Psychology and Public Health Nursing Teams. 
Members were also joined by staff from the Human Resources directorate. 
 

2.7 Much of the discussion took place in two roundtable discussions focusing on recruitment and 
retention where witnesses were asked to put forward their views using a derivative of a rose, 
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bud, thorn. On post-it notes, witnesses were asked to share their thoughts against the 
following questions:  

➢ What is working? (Rose) 
➢ What isn’t working? (Thorn) 
➢ What could the Council do to improve recruitment/retention? (Bud) 

 
2.8 At the same time as the Spotlight Review, the Council published it’s People First Strategy (Devon 

County Council, 2023). As such a number of recommendations make reference to the 6 themes 
(Voice, Recruitment, Wellbeing, Belonging, Learning, Reward) within the Strategy and the work 
ongoing as part of the Strategy.  Aligning to some of the themes allows for the findings and 
actions to be more easily implemented as part of the Council’s work, for Members to be able to 
check progress against them and to ensure the Committee is contributing to the Council’s 
strategic direction. 

3 Children’s Social Work Workforce Spotlight Review 

3.1 The Children’s Social Work Workforce Spotlight Review made the following recommendations 
(Devon County Council, 2020):  

 

 Theme Action needed 

1 Pay and 
conditions 

Pay and other conditions to be suitably enhanced so that Devon can be 
more competitive with neighbouring authorities, and access to affordable 
housing to be reviewed. 

2 Development 
Opportunities 
and Career 
Pathways 

o Corporate promotion of routes into social work from social care teams; 
o Embed Restorative Practice across Children’s Services, as part of the 

Improvement Journey; 
o A clear progression structure, providing opportunities for those who 

want to progress in practice, as well as management;  
o Corporate promotion and support for social workers to gain experience 

across teams; 
o Access to financial support for post graduate study. 

3 Caseloads Caseloads to be consistently manageable across Children’s Services. 

4 Supervision All social workers to have access to quality supervision, with team managers 
who have the time and the skills to address social workers emotional needs 
and build resilience. 

5 Support for 
workers 
recruited from 
overseas 

Support with the cost of indefinite leave to remain applications for social 
workers recruited from overseas. 

 

Progress made against recommendations  
 
3.1 The Spotlight Review report was appended to a proposal at Cabinet where an additional 

£719,000 investment to improve salaries for experienced social workers, team managers and 
independent reviewing officers was agreed. In addition, Cabinet agreed to accelerate the 
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implementation of the career progression scheme with 24 additional advanced practitioner 
roles for Social Workers (Devon County Council, 2020). 
 

3.2 In September 2021, Cabinet agreed an additional 11 measures to support the recruitment and 
retention of social workers and front-line managers (Devon County Council, 2021). This 

included: 
1. More competitive salaries for experienced social workers in harder to recruit to teams by 

agreeing to implement a salary supplement approach for identified posts combined with a 
retention payment of £2,000.  The relocation allowance was increased to £8,000 for 
targeted staff in hard to recruit to teams. 

2. An initial investment of £4.4m across 2 years to fund the proposals and creation of 48 
additional FTE roles including business support, family practitioners and specialist 
Workforce and Recruitment officers.  

3. The introduction of career progression opportunities for Personal Advisors. 
4. Funding for the costs of further overseas recruitment for 15 new recruits and for the costs 

of Leave to Remain applications (£2,389 per application).  
5. An increase to the offer of bursaries and apprenticeships and expanding the Social Work 

Academy. 
6. Funding for the professional registration (£90 per year) for all non-agency employees 

working in identified roles in hard to recruit to teams.  
 

3.3  At the Spotlight Review session on Wednesday 26th July, Members and witnesses reviewed the 
previous recommendations. It was acknowledged that a number of recommendations had been 
enacted such as enhanced pay and conditions, embedding Restorative Practice into the service, 
and the support for the cost of indefinite leave to remain applications for social workers 
recruited from overseas.   

 
3.4 However, despite this it had made little impact to the overall challenge of recruitment and 

retention as the same challenges remained across the service. As the report will set out, 
challenges remain including recruiting permanent staff, having manageable caseloads and 
competitive terms and conditions across the service.  

4 What do we know about the current services?     
 
4.1 The Spotlight Review session began with each service appraising Members with an overview of 

their service or team.  
 

Service or Team  Current number of FTE Vacancy Rate Agency Rate 

Children’s Social Work 244.4 8.5% 41.3% 

Education Psychologists 23.9 31% 12.5% 

Public Health Nursing 167.9 • 19% for health visitors 

• 30% for school nurses 

3.3% 

SEND 0-25 Team  78.01 2.5% 6.4% 

Note: the data above is from October 2023 
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Educational Psychology (EP) 
 
4.2 Nationally, the Department for Education review found that 88% of local authorities were 

experiencing difficulties recruiting and 34% of local authorities were experiencing difficulties 
retaining staff (Department for Education, 2023).  
 

4.3 The difficulties in recruitment are attributed to an overall shortage of Educational Psychologists 
(EPs) as only 200 are trained each year, negative perceptions of local authority work due to the 
rising demand for Education, Health and Care (EHC) assessments and competition within the 
sector between providers and private providers. There is a competitive market in the South 
West, something that the DfE has highlighted due to the higher cost of housing. 

 
4.4 The difficulties in retention are attributed to the high proportion of time EPs spend on statutory 

work and the opportunities to do more varied work with private providers.  
 

4.5 Members were informed that the service uses 18 Associate EPs (equalling 5.8FTE) who work on 
a casual basis to support the team to manage the number of statutory assessments. However, 
this comes at a cost to managers who need to manage them and quality assure their reports, 
and financially as the service is expected to spend £950,000 on associates this year which will 
result in an overall overspend of £300,000 due to savings on other vacancies. 

 

Public Health Nursing  
 

4.6 Nationally, the Institute for Health Visiting highlights that health visitor workforce numbers 
have fallen by more than 40% in England from 11,192 FTE in October 2015 to 6,688 FTE in April 
2023 (Institute of Health Visiting, 2023). Pre-pandemic, the estimated shortfall in the number of 
FTE health visitor posts was 5,393 (Conti & Dow, 2021). 
 

4.7 The NHS Long Term Workforce Plan recognises the need to increase the number of health 
visitors and school nurses training places. The ambition of the long-term plan is to increase the 
number of health visitor training places nationally to from 768 in 2022 to 1,339 in 2031 and 
increase the number of school nurse training places from 335 in 2022 to 662 in 2031 (NHS 
England, 2023).  

 
4.8 In Devon, Public Health Nursing, which is predominantly comprised of health visitors and school 

nurses, came back in house into Devon County Council in 2019 from Virgin Care. 
 

4.9 The most recent CQC Inspection (November 2022) judged Devon’s Public Health Nursing Service 
was rated as ‘Good’. The CQC reported a 15.6% vacancy rate in health visitors and a 27.9% 
vacancy rate in school nurses and that vacancies were particularly high in the east of the county 
(Care Quality Commission, 2023). At the time of the Spotlight Review, Members were told that 
current vacancy rates in Devon had increased to 19% for health visitors and 30% for school 
nurses.  

 
4.10 The shortages in staff were reported in the SEND Local Area inspection, which commented that 

“as shortages in health visiting services persist, there are delays in healthy child programme 
reviews” (Ofsted, 2022). Similarly, the CQC Inspection stated that the service “did not have 
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enough staff to provide services to all of the identified contacts” (Care Quality Commission, 
2023). 

 
4.11 Aside from School Nurses and Health Visitors, most public health nursing services in Devon 

remain in the NHS so there is competition between local authorities and the NHS in recruiting. 
Although, the Council has been successful in aligning to the NHS ‘Agenda for Change’ for pay, 
there isn’t alignment with terms and conditions. Members were told this negatively impacts the 
service’s attractiveness to potential staff.  

 
4.12 There has been a successful ‘grow your own’ model in Devon and the service has recruited a 

number of newly qualified School Nurses. The service’s maternity leave level is higher at 5.6% 
compared to 1.9% across Children’s Services, which is not reported in the vacancy rates.  

 
4.13 A third of the Public Health Nursing workforce is over 50 and will have access to their special 

class status within their NHS pension, meaning retirement at 55 is possible and could mean a 
loss of experienced staff.   

 

Children’s Social Care  
 

4.14 Children’s Social Care cover a range of services relating to the protection and safeguarding of 
children and young people. This includes Children and Families teams, Initial Response Teams, 
Permanence and Transitions, Disabled Children’s Service and the Multi-agency Safeguarding 
Hub (MASH). 
 

4.15 As mentioned in the introduction, at a national level Social Work England reported in 
September 2022 there were 7,913 unfilled posts in children and families social work which is 
the highest figure on record.  
 

4.16 UK Government data reported that the average vacancy rate across local authorities was 20% in 
September 2022, compared to 16.7% in September 2021. Data also reported on the rise in 
agency workers from 6,000 in 2021 to 6,800 in September 2022, meaning that the agency 
worker rate nationally had risen from 16% to 18% (Gov.uk, 2023).  

 
4.17 7 in 10 of the Local Authorities responding to the Children’s Services Omnibus Survey 

(December 2022) stated they were not confident they would have enough permanent social 
workers to meet their needs over the next 12 months. The vast majority of Local Authorities 
(94%) found it difficult (42%) or very difficult (52%) to fill vacancies for experienced social 
workers (Kalsi, Chalam-Judge, & Smith, 2022). 
 

4.18 Nationally and locally, witnesses told the Spotlight Review that exhaustion and burnout were 
the main reasons for social workers leaving the profession. In addition, witnesses commented 
on the challenges that Devon faces in recruiting and retaining a permanent social work including 
our Ofsted rating, the lack of stable, permanent leadership in the service and poor culture. 

 
4.19 However, the Council has begun to embed restorative practice and we have recruited a new 

Director, Deputy Director and Heads of Services. Although this is welcome, witnesses 
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highlighted that culture change takes a long time and a stable workforce is not expected for 
another 2-3 years.  

 
4.20 Members were also told about the work ongoing to promote recruitment including within the 

Social Work Academy and successes in recruiting overseas social workers, who are experienced 
social workers to help fill vacant posts.  

 

SEN 0-25 Team   
 

4.21 The SEN 0-25 Team are responsible for the assessments of education, health and care (EHC) in 
respect of an EHC Plan and maintenance of the existing EHC Plans. The team carry out around 
1600 assessments per year and currently hold 8710 EHC Plans. As Members were aware, Devon 
has a higher proportion of children who have an EHC Plan compared to the national average – 
5.4% compared to 4.5%.  The Local Area SEND Improvement Plan report expects that the 
number of EHC Plans will continue to grow into the future (Devon County Council, 2023). 
 

4.22 The Spotlight Review was told that there has been rising national demand for requests for 
statutory assessments, but witnesses told the Spotlight Review that Devon felt this earlier than 
other places and this high level of demand has been sustained. The rise in demand and the 
capacity of SEND and EP teams means the backlogs for assessments have grown. 

 
4.23 The demand for services and challenges in capacity for the 0-25 Team is evident in their 

caseloads. Witnesses told the Spotlight Review that the team has been given additional capacity 
and has recruited 17 caseworkers but that has taken some time to complete to ensure the 
recruitment process has been right.  

 
4.24 Members were told at the time of the Spotlight Review, the service had 3 vacancies and 2 of 

those were very recent due to internal promotions within the team. Witnesses told Members it 
was the best position the service had been in for some time.  

 

5 What did staff tell us?  
 
5.1 The chart on the following page shows the different areas and comments raised by staff across 

the two roundtable discussions and the frequency of those comments. The most frequent 
comments related to Our Offer (including Pay and Terms and Conditions) (31 times), Induction, 
training and development (27) and the level of caseloads (27). 
 

5.2 The report will go on to show the key comments and feedback in relation to recruitment and 
retention before additional commentary highlighting Member’s concerns and areas for action 
and the Spotlight Review’s recommendations.  
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6 Key concerns and areas for action  
 
6.1 The Task Group reflected on the evidence given to them in terms of which was the bigger issue 

out of recruitment and retention. The following pages details the key concerns that Members 
discussed with witnesses and Members’ reflections on the key areas that need addressing.  
 

6.2 Recruitment, particularly in social care, was “turning a corner” although issues around the 
number of agency staff and their rates of pay remained. Retention was the bigger of the two 
challenges currently as staff not feeling valued, having considerably high caseloads and were 
still leaving the Council.  

Recruitment  
 

6.3 The Task Group welcomed the comments relating to improvements made in recruitment. 
Members welcomed that the fact teams are working together across services and directorates 
to have a joined-up approach and felt this should continue as it received positive feedback. 
 

6.4 The improvements to recruitment does mean staff are in post and vacancy rates remain low. 
For social care teams, this has been down to the high number of agency staff recruited. The 
continued use of agency staff was raised by witnesses, who highlighted that the agency rate 
was “still too high” and was raised by a large number (22) when asked to comment on 
recruitment and retention. This was raised in the 2020 Spotlight Review, showing there are 
persistent challenges in this. The 2020 Spotlight Review stated:  

 
6.5 Even with high number of agency rates, the Task Group heard that the Council isn’t recruiting 

fast enough to fill vacant posts. With rising caseloads and people leaving, witnesses stated that 
the number of posts being recruited to is “ridiculously low” and “don’t match the need” for 
demand in the service.  

 
6.6 Members concluded that the Council needs to continue to do all it can to recruit to permanent 

positions and reduce the agency rate of staff. This would improve stability, quality of practice, 
increase morale and show that permanent staff are valued by the Council. In addition, it would 
also save the Council money.  

 
6.7 The Council should continue to look at how apprentices and trainees on placement can 

contribute to the workforce. Whilst 30% of trainees on placement in our Education Psychology 
team have then gone on to work for the Council permanently, this means 70% have not. The 
Council should also look at what other events and fairs could be attended and working with 
schools, colleges and education facilities to promote careers in the Council and looking at 
similar careers that have transferable skills to jobs within the Council. Examples given were 

“Devon is also heavily reliant on agency social workers, which has a significant impact on the budget and can have 
other consequences around service continuity for families, as well as staff morale… the recruitment and retention 
of permanent qualified social workers in Devon remains a considerable challenge” (Devon County Council, 2020). 
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teaching assistants or ex teachers coming to work in our Education or SEND teams. Members 
are aware some of this work is part of the recruitment theme within the People Strategy. 
 

• Recommendation 1: As part of the recruitment theme of the People First Strategy, the 
Council should work more closely with schools and education providers to promote careers 
in Children’s Services and the Council as a place to work. 

Job descriptions  
 

6.8 Witnesses from across the service told the Spotlight Review about the need for job descriptions 
to be updated and to match what the current roles look like. Witnesses commented that their 
“job doesn’t match [the] description” and that the job descriptions need to be “clearer” 
because they “are written at a level higher than the people you are employing”. Witnesses 
described the impact this is having for recruiters when looking at applications of potential staff, 
that it was “obvious that people are not sure what they are applying for”. This was problematic 
as people were starting jobs and then recognised that the job didn’t match what they thought it 
was and left. It was also problematic for current staff who wanted them to be updated for the 
current role they did. 

 
6.9 Clear job descriptions are important for advertising roles, ensuring that people apply for 

relevant jobs to their skills and so that when they arrive in Devon, the job is what they expected 
it to be. It is also important for current staff to ensure their job descriptions match their day-to-
day experience of their role.  

 

• Recommendation 2: The recruitment process needs to ensure that potential staff are clear 
about the roles and responsibilites of jobs they apply for. 

 

Induction and training  
 

6.10 Based on the testimony from witnesses, particularly from the SEND 0-25 team, Members 
reflected that it was apparent that some staff were not given adequate training when starting 
their roles. Staff arriving at their jobs were told “there is no training” and training on the 
systems, code of practice and legal frameworks was done ‘on the job’ using a buddy system of a 
more experienced member of staff.   
 

6.11 The Council should ensure that all staff have the time to complete the full induction 
programme when they are beginning their role and training to ensure they know how to do 
their job well. This should be a formal training and induction programme and not relying solely 
on ‘on the job’ training. Managers on the day of the Spotlight Review acknowledged that work 
to do this was ongoing and at times, it was difficult to find time to embed the induction 
programme once staff started working and became busy with their day to day roles.  
 

6.12 An improved induction and training offer would support those new to the role in getting up 
to speed and ensure all staff have the basics to their role. As witnesses highlight this would help 
staff know to do to their job, improve practice and provide a baseline level of quality to help 
quality assurance for the Council.  
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6.13 For the staff who are training new starters, there was also the pressure on them to train 
new starters alongside doing their day to day work.  
 

• Recommendation 3: The formal induction programme needs to be embedded across the 
service and staff must have the time built into their working day when they join to 
complete the programme.  

 

Support for staff 
 

6.14 Members reflected that whilst the roundtable discussion were based on separating out 
recruitment and retention, some issues are not solely recruitment or retention based but cover 
both, relating to how we attract and keep staff to work for the Council. 
 

Agency staff and pay rates 
 

6.15 Members were aware that agency staff are paid more than permanent workers and the 
disparities between the amount paid between agency and permanent staff do not provide 
enough incentive for agency staff to move to permanent positions.  Witnesses told the Spotlight 
Review about the impact this was having on the permanent workforce. One witness told the 
Spotlight Review that the high agency rates “makes permanent staff feel undervalued as not 
getting paid the same to do the same job. It has led to permanent staff leaving to do agency 
work themselves”. Witnesses who were managers acknowledged the impact of agency workers 
on permanent workers and the impact on the wellbeing and retention of permanent workers.  

 
6.16 The Spotlight Review heard how the current Memorandum of Cooperation (MoC) across the 

South West for agency rates isn’t working. The cap is currently set at £35 per hour, however 
witnesses stated that most Councils were breaching this. Members heard how our offer for 
agency staff in social care has risen to around £38-£42 per hour, with up to £44 per hour for 
some roles in the Front Door. As an example, an advert for a permanent Social Worker post in 
Devon in July 2023 paid £17.53-£20.47 per hour. 

 
6.17 Members on the Spotlight Review consider that the MoC needs to be made effective so that 

Councils hold each other to account for the rates they pay and avoid an ‘arms race’ of Councils 
paying more and more to attract agency staff to work for them. This is something that Suffolk 
County Council advised the Spotlight Review on.  The Spotlight Review was also told that the 
Council has responded to the Department for Education (DfE) consultation on capping agency 
rates nationally.  
 

• Recommendation 4: The Cabinet Member to review that the Memorandum of Co-operation 
for social worker agency rates in the Southwest with other Local Authorities so that it is 
effective and fit for purpose. 

 

Competitive terms and conditions  
 
6.18 Members heard how Public Health Nursing were having challenges in recruiting and 

retaining staff to the service due to their terms and conditions not being as favourable 
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compared to the NHS agenda for change. Examples given of where Public Health Nursing terms 
and conditions are less favourable and fall between the NHS Agenda for Change and the 
Council’s terms and conditions included: 

• NHS staff receive 59p per mile in expenses when they drive their own vehicles, DCC pay 
45p a mile. 

• NHS staff up to Band 7 (£47,672) can claim overtime at time and half or double time.  At 
DCC you can only get overtime up to grade E (£29,439).  DCC Staff on a salary of more 
than £29,439 can get TOIL but not get paid overtime. 

• NHS staff receive 27 days leave when they start employment, DCC staff receive 26 
days.  However, NHS staff do work 37.5 hours per week whilst DCC staff work 37 hours 
a week.  
 

6.19 Witnesses told the Spotlight Review that these disparities meant it was difficult to compete 
with the NHS and other local authorities for staff in similar health visiting roles and for 
experienced staff. 
 

6.20 The Spotlight Review was informed there is a Pay and Allowance Project underway and a 
review of terms of conditions in the People First Strategy. Members wanted to bring this to the 
forefront to ensure the Council’s terms and conditions for all staff are competitive and specific 
actions from the Spotlight Review were included. The Spotlight Review were told that some of 
the terms and conditions had not been reviewed for around 30 years. In particular, the Council 
needs to ensure: 
1. Its terms and conditions for its Public Health Nursing staff are competitive compared to the 

NHS ‘Agenda for Change’, 
2. That the same terms and conditions are in place across all staff for the reimbursement of 

professional registration fees. 
3. Travel expenses are fair, and consider changing the designation of where people are 

working as more staff work flexibly.  
 

• Recommendation 5: In the review of pay and allowances which has already begun, 
Members ask that reference is made to competitiveness with the NHS Agenda for Change, 
Professional Registration Fees and travel expenses. 
 

Workforce planning 
 
6.21 The Spotlight Review were told about the number of experienced staff who had left the 

organisation, taking their experience with them. Whilst new recruits were welcome, they do 
come with less experience. Witnesses highlighted the “unintended consequences” of losing 
experienced staff, particularly for new staff who would be able to learn from their experiences. 
Witnesses commented on the difficulty of recruiting experienced staff for a range of reasons 
including pay and terms and conditions. This meant it was difficult to ensure a good balance of 
experienced staff and newly qualified staff. Witnesses commented on the need to create a 
workforce development plan for the service. Members and witnesses acknowledged that an 
action of the People First Strategy is to carry out workforce development planning.  
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Caseloads  
 

6.22 Linked to both recruitment and retention is caseloads. Members reflected that the biggest 
impact to staff wellbeing is the size of caseloads/workload. Witnesses consistently raised that 
caseloads were too high. One witness commented that their caseload at the time of the 
Spotlight Review was “2 times what is said to be reasonable”.  Witnesses across the service told 
Members their caseload was double recommended caseloads or national averages.  
 

6.23 One witness commented that they were seconded to a new role and was initially given 450 
cases. This rose to 490 before the witness just stopped looking at the number because they 
couldn’t cope and became unwell.  The witness explained they did the e-learning on resilience 
to help but reflected that just a lower caseload was needed and there was not enough people 
to do the job. The witness left their secondment role 2 months early.  

 
6.24 A reduction in caseloads was seen as one of the ways which was suggested would improve 

retention. Caseloads are linked to recruitment, retention and demand for services. Witnesses 
highlighted that the increase for demand in services has not been met with the same increase in 
the number of staff being recruited, with one witness stating the difference as “ridiculously 
low”. This means staff have more cases per person. Another witness stated that despite being 
promised a lower caseload and new staff arriving, the impact is “not yet being felt by most 
caseworkers”. 

 
6.25 The Council urgently needs to make sure caseload are consistently manageable across the 

service. Members recommended this action back in 2020 and it is still a challenge for the 
service. Managers acknowledge the high caseloads. As such, the Spotlight Review found it 
necessary to re-make the same recommendation from the 2020 Spotlight Review.  

 

• Recommendation 6: Caseloads for each staff across the service should be no higher than 
the national averages or the recommended number for each service. 

 
6.26 Examples of where the Council should aim include: 

• Public Health Nursing – The recommended caseload from the Institute of Health Visiting is 
250 children per FTE health visitor, some of our current staff hold double this.  

• SEND 0-25 Team - Maintenance and Review Teams hold caseloads of 300 plans each 
(national average is 200) and staff in the Assessment Teams hold caseloads of 68 plans 
(national average is 50-60). 

• Children’s Social Care – The most recent number reported to Children’s Scrutiny was 16.47 
cases per social worker (June 2023), which is very close to the national average of 16.3.  

• Education Psychologists - The national average EP caseload for EP advice for EHC needs 
assessments is around 30 per full time EP, in services that also trade with schools. In Devon, 
full time EPs have double this caseload. 

 

Retention  
 

6.27 The Spotlight Review heard that whilst recruitment was improving, the Council could do 
more to ensure we retain more staff. Whilst pay is not the only reason why staff would stay or 
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leave a job, Members felt the Council needs to look “deeper” into the issues effecting staff 
retention.  
 

6.28  Wellbeing for staff is key to retention, and ensuring a healthy workforce. This includes 
having a reasonable number of cases, feeling supported, being able to develop in your role and 
feeling valued by the organisation. 

 

Protected caseloads  
 
6.29 Witnesses told Members that protected lower caseloads were important for new staff, they 

also stated that at times they were not stuck to. Protected caseloads for new staff need to be 
stuck to, otherwise we risk new staff becoming quickly overwhelmed and leaving the 
organisation.  

 

• Recommendation 7: Protected caseloads for new staff are maintained. 
 

Supervision and direct reports 
 

6.30 Members were pleased to hear about the service’s focus on wellbeing and the recent 
introduction of separately wellbeing supervision. However, it was apparent not all staff were 
receiving wellbeing supervision or Members were unsure if it was standard across the service. 
For staff, particularly frontline facing and those holding cases, they should consistently have 
access to both case management/practice supervision and wellbeing/personal supervision, and 
both parts should be undertaken. This could be separate sessions, but Members felt it was 
important to ensure staff received both types of supervision.  
 

• Recommendation 8: Staff should consistently have access to both case management/practice 
supervision and wellbeing/personal supervision. 
 

6.31 Witnesses raised the number of direct reports that managers have. Witnesses shared that 
“managers are support[ing] too many people” and that this meant that they could not support 
their direct reports effectively. One witness stated that the “diluted management” meant they 
felt they were not able to receive enough quality supervision and quality assurance of their 
work. One witness, who was a manager, shared that their number of direct reports increased 
from 6 to 13 in 6 months. All of the additions were new starters, meaning they needed 
additional support and training.  
 

6.32 Members reflected that Managers need to have a manageable number of direct reports to 
oversee and support to staff. The Council ensure that Managers have an appropriate number of 
staff who report to them, especially for staff who carry caseloads and need regular supervision. 
The Spotlight Review were informed that best practice was 8 direct reports, but this was 
dependent on the specific role and responsibilities.  
 

• Recommendation 9: The Council needs to ensure managers have an appropriate number of 
direct reports. 
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Culture and morale  
 

6.33 Staff need to feel valued, and morale needs to improve within the service. On reflecting on 
the Spotlight Review session, Members commented that there needs to be thought from 
Leaders into wellbeing, teamwork and connecting staff to make them feel valued.  
 

6.34 Witnesses commented that culture was “not good”, staff were “lost”, had “no sense of 
belonging”, staff feeling like they are not able to do their job to the best of their ability and that 
they feel like they “are not making a difference”. This was attributed to poor stability and 
changes to Senior Leadership over the past 12 months which created instability and a sense of 
anxiety for staff. A change in culture and improving morale would not be something that could 
happen overnight, but with a continued effort to show staff are listened to, valued, praised and 
have satisfaction in their work. 

 
6.35 Members felt that staff need to be celebrated more and recommend the suggestions from 

staff including celebration events, holding an appreciative enquiry to improve professional self-
esteem and improving morale and sharing good practice by celebrating successes through 
serious success reviews. Witnesses stated that the current ‘Shout out’ process was not effective 
at celebrating success. This does relate to the People First Strategy ‘Voice’ theme, where 
celebrating staff is a key area of work.  

 

• Recommendation 10: Through the Voice theme of the People First Strategy to celebrate 
staff and their achievements more, the Council should consider celebration events, 
appreciative enquiries or serious success reviews.  

 
6.36 The Task Group believe it is importance that Members, Cabinet Members and Senior 

Leaders continue to ensure they visit staff in their workplace and seek their views. Senior 
Leaders need to be seen in order to build trusting relationships with staff. Investing in 
relationships with staff also contributes to their voice being heard, a sense of belonging and 
feeling valued.  

 

• Recommendation 11: Scrutiny Members will ensure they visit staff in their workplace and 
seek their feedback on an annual basis and report this back to the Children’s Scrutiny 
Committee. 

 
6.37 Educational Psychologists commented on the focus of just doing statutory work and not 

being able to get out into the community to do preventive and Early Help work. There had been 
a pause in early intervention work because of the demand for EHC assessments where around 
5-600 children were waiting to see an educational psychologist. Members were told it has had 
some unintended consequences around staff wellbeing and morale with staff not feeling like 
their entire skill set or training was being utilised. The Council announced in September 2023 
that there would be a gradual return to this work from January 2024 (Devon County Council, 
2023). 

 

Training and development  
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6.38 Witnesses told the Spotlight Review they felt there wasn’t clear career progression or 
pathways to develop, with one witness stating they felt they had “limited options” available to 
them as an experienced member of staff. Another commented on how this impacts on 
retention, because staff did not feel like there was a reason to stay if they could not see a future 
in the organisation.  
 

6.39 Members felt it was important for staff to be able to progress and development their 
careers at the Council, if they wanted to. This would develop our staff and ensure their learning 
remains in the organisation. The Council should ensure that ensure that pathways for staff 
progression are clear, working with managers as part of appraisals to ensure we need the needs 
of our staff through additional qualifications and training. Leadership or manager training 
should be available for new managers. As one witness commented “make staff want to stay 
because there is a clear pathway” for them. Members were aware that work was ongoing on 
career pathways as part of the People First Strategy.  

 

• Recommendation 12:  In the review of pathways, the Council should ensure that pathways 
for staff progression are clear, including annual appraisals, additional qualifications, and 
leadership/manager training, where appropriate. 

7 Conclusion 
 
7.1 The Spotlight Review was a valuable undertaking for Members to hear directly from staff about 

their current work and how their service is operating to enable Members to understand services 
and to help drive forward improvements.  
 

7.2 Members of the Spotlight Review are aware that recruitment and retention is complex. Whilst 
the roundtable discussions looked at recruitment and retention separately, they are of course 
linked and relate to each other in many ways. This was evident in the number of similar 
suggestions in both roundtable discussions.  

 
7.3 Whilst progress had been made from the 2020 Spotlight Review, a number of persistent 

challenges remain. Having manageable caseloads, an over reliance on agency staff, ensuring 
stability in teams and wellbeing supervision were issues raised in 2020 which also featured in 
this Spotlight Review. 

 
7.4 In putting forward this report and its recommendations, Members want to ensure they are 

amplifying the voice of staff in Children’s Services to improve their working environments. 
However, Members hoped that some of the recommendations will affect all staff and new staff 
across the Council, not just in Children’s Services. This is particularly pertinent as the Council has 
recently launched a new People First Strategy. Members also acknowledge that some of the 
recommendations in this report are actions that have already agreed to in the new Strategy, 
such as reviewing terms and conditions.  

 
7.5 Members of the Spotlight Review highlighted the feedback from witnesses and attendees that 

many of them enjoyed attending the session and discussing the shared challenges together. 
One witness commented after the spotlight review that “it was a great opportunity to come 
together across Children’s Services”. 
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7.6 Likewise, Members were pleased to observe that even outside of the structure of the two 

roundtable discussions, witnesses in the room were discussing the challenges, forming ideas 
and sharing experiences with others from their own service area and from other service areas. 
Members hoped that many of the connections and ideas shared in the session would be a 
catalyst for further ideas, changes and conversations. Whilst this report is now a few months 
since the Spotlight Review session, Members hope the session has already had a positive 
impact.  

8. Membership 
 
The following Members of the Children’s Scrutiny Committee took part in the Spotlight Review: 
Councillors Su Aves (Chair), Tracy Adams, Phil Bullivant, Frank Letch MBE, Pru Maskell and Lois 
Samuel.  

9. Contact 
 
For all enquiries about this report or its contents please contact:  Charlie Fisher (Scrutiny Officer) – 
charlie.fisher@devon.gov.uk  

10. Witnesses 
 
The Spotlight Review heard testimony from a number of witnesses and would like to express 
sincere thanks to the following people for their contribution and the information shared: 
 

Witness Job title/position 

Maria Price Director of Legal and Democratic Services  

Maria Chakraborty Director of People and Culture  

Steve Liddicott Interim Deputy Director – Head of Children’s Health and Wellbeing  

Damien Jones Deputy Director - Transport Operations, Environment & Waste 

Kate Stephens  Head of Service - Public Health Nursing  

Victoria Howard  Operations Manager - Public Health Nursing 

Jacqueline Sims Head of Service, Children and Families (North and Mid)  

Andrea Owen Recruitment and Workforce Intelligence Manager  

Catherine Aronson  Lead HR Business Partner  

Kelly Wood Workforce and Recruitment Lead 

Henrietta Trevor Practice Development Advisor  

Harriet Cadman Children’s Workforce Development and Improvement Lead 

Rachel Hearn  Deputy Principal Educational Psychologist  

Rachel Edmundson Senior Educational Psychologist  

Chloe Butzke Psychology Assistant 

Hattie Kimber  Trainee Educational Psychologist  

Kasia Mcclure  Team Manager – Children and Families (South) 

Rodney Rikhotso Experienced Social Worker – Children and Families (Exeter) 

Leonard Agere Team Manager - Disabled Children’s Service (East & Mid) 

mailto:charlie.fisher@devon.gov.uk
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Julia Foster Senior Manager – SEND  

Alison Gill SEN Area Commissioning Manager 

Jo McDade SEN Area Education Officer  

Mackenna Stevenson  SEN Area Commissioning Officer  

Catherine Edwards SEN Assessment Co-ordinator  

Debbie Blackler  SEN Area Education Officer  

 
Also in attendance was Councillor Andrew Leadbetter, Cabinet Member for Children’s Services and 
Schools, and Councillor Andrew Saywell, Cabinet Member for Organisational Development, 
Workforce and Digital Transformation. 
 
The Spotlight Review also received written evidence and other contributions from: 

• Justin Mitchell – HR Lead Business Partner, Devon County Council. 

• Steve Ryles – Trade Union Convener, Devon County Council.  

• Allan Cadzow – Corporate Director for Children and Young People, Suffolk County Council. 

• Theresa Levy – Executive Director of People, Dorset Council. 
 
NB: At the time of the of the Spotlight Review, Councillor Lois Samuel was a Member of the 
Children’s Scrutiny Committee, but was subsequently appointed to the Cabinet as Cabinet Member 
for Children’s SEND Improvement Services in September 2023 and left the Committee. 
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