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How digitising practice at the front door is saving social workers time
North East Lincolnshire – episode 2
Laura Snell
And I think one of the biggest strengths of the Integrated Front Door here is that actually you will hear that any one time, you will hear social workers and the initial contact point workers saying, what do you think of this? You know, how would you respond to this? 
(0:17) And there is a real strength in their relationships and in terms of them supporting one another, but also them challenging each other, but in a way that it doesn't feel like challenge, it feels like reflection. And it's always supportive.
Kirsty Ayakwah
(0:34) Hello, and welcome to the Social Work Community podcast, where we speak directly to social workers about the topics and issues impacting them and shaping the profession. My name is Kirsty Ayakwah senior commercial editor at Community Care. And you were just listening to Laura Snell, service lead at North East Lincolnshire's Integrated Front Door in Children's Services.
Introduced initially as a pilot in January 2025, the council's Integrated Front Door team tracks contacts and referrals using digital whiteboards that share live data. The new technology means an end to time consuming manual recording, freeing up more hours for practitioners to focus on their work and greater opportunities for the service to invest in its workforce. In this episode, Laura and Sam (Colley), deputy service director with Integrated Front Door and Safeguarding, talk about how almost a year on, the IFD pilot project became a reality and a valuable resource. Sam kicks off the conversation.
Sam Colley
(1:41) So thinking about where we've been these last 12 months, Laura what a journey is all I can say really. I think if we think about January 25, where we started the pilot regarding our lines, whiteboards, and it almost felt like a dream at the time.
And I think going from what can only be described as your notebook, which kept track of all of our contact referrals. I don't know how you did it, but you did it amazingly. And then one day we said enough's enough. We absolutely need live data. 
Laura Snell
Absolutely. And I would agree.
(2:20) I think looking back nearly 12 months now, we've made significant progress with respect to that. I think on reflection, what we know is that our data was unreliable in terms of how we managed that and how we measured that. And like we've alluded to, the precious notepad that was used to track all of the children that were coming into the front door, all of the children that were moving through the system.
(2:42) And then shortly followed by the spreadsheet, which the supervisors absolutely loved, but which meant that they had to input manually all of the children that were referred into the front door, take them off when the children had reached the conclusion of their contact referral. 
(3:00) And I think at the time, the prospect of a live whiteboard that would work all of that out for you and data was something that I think we could only have dreamt of at that point. But I think huge credit to Colin and the team at System C who run Liquid Logic.
(3:20) I think they significantly supported us to understand and work with our vision, which changed every time they gave us a pilot from the colours that it would display to what it would display. And the endless back and forth in terms of getting it right for the children, helping us to understand what that data needed to look like, what it needed to contain so that it actually supported us to do what we wanted it to do before then going live obviously in January of this year. And I think since then it's just continued to absolutely thrive and support practice. 
Sam
(3:56) Yeah, we had some fun times trying to create the dashboard and how we wanted it to look.
(4:01) And we also didn't just want one dashboard, of course we didn't. We wanted dashboards that would look at our initial contact point enquiries. We also wanted the dashboard to look at our safeguarding enquiries.
(4:12) And then we also wanted one big dashboard that would look at all of that together. So it was a big piece of work for everyone to work together on and to make sure it was perfect. So within the Integrated Front Door we've got our partners that's alongside us.
(4:23) So we've got police, health and education that help with our decision making for children. So what the live whiteboards do is it's projected on a screen on a daily basis so that everybody within the Integrated Front Door, including partners and including the social workers and including the managers, can see every single child that is open to us at that moment in time. 
(4:45) Which in turn enables everybody to understand the workload of one another but also to understand (4:51) from a health perspective what information they might need to gather for those children to be (4:56) able to inform their contact referrals.
Laura
(5:01)And it also supports with anyone's heart in each and every single one of us understanding our own system and understanding what sits within our system. So again in terms of the timing as the decision making for children that has significantly increased with the innovation of these whiteboards. And again it serves as that constant reminder that these aren't just contacts and referrals, these are children's lives, these are children who we are making active and ongoing decisions for.
(5:28) And we absolutely have to get that right in a timely and safe manner. So in terms of what that meant before, the notepad, as much as we joke about the notepad, was the one central point for the tracking and management of the progression of contacts and referrals for children. So what that meant is that that solely sat with one person and one notepad.
(5:48) It was difficult to share that accountability and for others to understand what that meant in terms of capacity, in terms of volume, in terms of timeliness. What that means now is that actually everyone has access to the dashboard in their own right, so enables them to understand their own workflows. Historically what would happen is the only way to understand that would be to look at their trays during periods where the front door may have been increasingly busy.
(6:15) What that means is sometimes it was more difficult to see the wood for the trees because there was so much to see. Whereas because of the way we designed the whiteboard, it is literally a breakdown of each contact and referral, the time that it came in, the subject reason in terms of why the referral  has been made and what the subject of the concern is, to when the contact is due. 
(6:37) We're back with a manager for manager oversight in terms of final decision making and throughout the day the colour of the dashboard will change.
(6:47) So when the contact first comes in, it comes in and it is green. As it progresses throughout the day it turns to amber and then as it's getting closer to the time that it is due off it turns into a red. Now there was some real consideration into the colour scheme around that still feeling relational and people not feeling that that was a way to monitor and track.
(7:06) So again that was done in collaboration with the social workers in terms of what did they want that to look like, how did they want that to feel. I think that's been key at every single point of designing the whiteboard. The whole system has had an input into it.
(7:22) It's not just been my vision or Sam's vision, it's been our vision, the social workers' vision, the vision of our IT colleagues, how can we make that work, how can we build that, what do they need from us to build that. 
Equally what do we need from them in terms of the IT resource to build the dashboard and similarly what could Colin support us to deliver and I think it's fair to say Colin delivered on every single ask that we made and there were a lot of asks. It's awesome.
Sam
(7:54) And I think just building on what you've just said Laura, I think the team are incredible.
The work that they do together with our partners that are co-located with us is just phenomenal on a daily basis. And I said that although the team was, they worked phenomenally together and they were a real close connected team, having the liveness of the dashboard has increased that even more so because workers can see maybe their colleague is dealing with another contact and they're not.
(8:20) So actually they'll then take the next contact to allow their colleague to concentrate on something else that they're working on. So I think it has really opened up that accountability across the team, not I'm only responsible for my work, that's not the morals that we hold in the integrated front door. It is all of these children are our responsibility and if our colleague is dealing with something urgent we will then support with that. So that is one of the great things about it being live and the same with our partners as well, you know, like I say that everybody can see that, they can look at what's going on at any one time.
Laura
(8:56) And our team are absolutely phenomenal in that, the strength of the front door in North East Lincolnshire is absolutely the people that sit within that front door. They are really strong and you will hear it constantly daily in terms of them  reflecting with each other and them saying to each other actually I can see that you've got x, y and z going out in three hours, why don't I pick that up for you? 
Or is there a phone call that you (9:15) need me to make to support you to move forward with that. So one reflection of the live whiteboards and the dashboards, Sam, do you think that that's supported our relationships with our co-located partners, so our health education police? 
Sam
(9:32) I think it's definitely helped, I think there's been a lot of wider work not just in respect of the whiteboards, I think it was recognised in our most recent Ofsted report in terms of the development and the relational practise models, but also in respect of those relationships that we've built with our partners.
I think we've done (9:47) a lot of work, I'm sure you'll agree Laura, in terms of working with our partners, not just our co-located partners but our partners across North East Lincolnshire in terms of understanding our offer of help to children and families, looking at and reviewing our threshold document. 
(10:02) So in turn that has a positive knock-on effect if you like in terms of the integrated front door because actually what we're finding now is the contacts and referrals that are received into the integrated front door are right, the partnership are responding at the most appropriate time for children.
So whether that needs to be earlier intervention that is happening outside of the integrated front door. But what we're finding is that when those needs for children and families do escalate and need to be considered at a statutory level, that is right. And that means that when those children are referred into the integrated front door our partners are there with us, they're bought into understanding that timely decision making. They're sat, as we've said a number of times, they're co-located with us so it's not just about seeing, they feel what's going on in the office as well, so as we know within the integrated front door you don't know what's going to happen on a day-to-day basis, you don't know what referrals are going to come through, so actually being co-located with us allows them to feel what's going on in the office and be a part of that. 
Laura
(11:08) And I think as well in terms of going back to the relational practise, I think we've all have the shared ambition for our children and our children really are our future and collectively we own that, that's not just a slogan or some words that were put together, that is something that wholeheartedly as a partnership we believe in and we really seek to drive and move forward.
Sam
(11:27) Yeah, we don't always agree but that's fine, like you know we're never always going to agree on things, but the difference is we always then come to a solution together now don't we?
It's not that we don't agree so something else must be escalated for example, it's no we might not agree on that but actually let's look at it again and how can then we come to an agreed outcome where we're all happy with that. So there's definitely been much progress in terms of those relationships with partners, co-located and across the partnership who make contact with the integrated front door. 
Laura
(11:57) And I think the strength in those partnerships as well is that and those relationships and those links is that again now being able to understand our system and what it sits within the front door at any one time. That means that we now have the space and time to truly reflect on plans for children, outcomes for children, is that the right plan for that child at that point, is there something else that we could consider, is there something else that that we should do and actually collectively it's about sharing that decision making and not making any one single decision in isolation for a child. 
Sam
(12:28) Yeah, and we've done a lot of training as a partnership together so there's been a lot that we've learned from our partners in terms of their ways of working, how that can enhance our way of working within the integrated front door and and vice versa. 
We've gone out to our partners and made sure they've got an enhanced understanding of what goes on at the integrated front door. And it's not just when we talk about integrated front door that's also our emergency duty team as well so we offer a 24-7 offer of protection to our children in North East Lincolnshire. 
So again, all of that relationship building, all of that planning, all of that work with our partners spreads across the integrated front door in its entirety which does include the emergency duty team as well. And we're able to again track what comes in within the emergency duty team to pick that up the next working day and we're able to kind of track when when it came in on a night time for example and we still adhere to those appropriate time scales so there is nothing that can be delayed just because it came in at you know out of hours for example.
Laura
(13:34) Absolutely and I think overall my view on the dashboard is that it has ultimately made the system for children safer and I don't think that anyone would disagree with that, 100% agree. 
So we've done a lot of training with our partners around what IFD actually do because sometimes I don't think people understood the tight time scales and all of those sorts of things so for example we've done a lot of work with our schools in terms of we might need to speak to the child protection coordinator quite timely because we've only got 24 hours to make a safeguarding decision. 
So we need their information to be able to make that decision for example so again as we've said in terms of the the work with partners the relationship with partners that has really helped because we revised the threshold document across the partnership that wasn't a children's services only threshold document it was devised across the partnership in terms of what our offer to children and families should look like. 
(14:25) That was from an early intervention stage right up until to safeguarding and what we'd identified is actually views were different in terms of what offer of help should look like and at what level we should intervene with children and families from a social work perspective.
(14:42) So having a review of the threshold and the application of threshold has really helped with that it's really aligned the partnership thinking in terms of every child and family deserves an offer of help when that need emerges. But actually it's also about the right person and the right time so if school identify an emerging theme of need for a family they might have that best working relationship with that family. 
(15:08) So they can offer that help at that time instead of it then having to be referred on to another agency or another professional to complete that piece of intervention or just offer that help sometimes it's a family that might just need to understand where they need to go to receive some advice and guidance on something. 
(15:23) So it's not always around making everything formalised sometimes we just offer help to families and that's okay. But it also then helps in terms of that guidance around where it does need some targeted intervention for example or where there are safeguarding concerns. 
(15:41) And it does need statutory intervention from a social worker so a lot of thought went into what that would look like and again there's always room for reflection you know families needs are very different children's needs are very different how something affects one child and family a same scenario will affect another child and family completely different.
(16:01) So whilst the threshold document is there to be utilised and it is a working document it is not just something that sits on the desk it's we use that to reflect on what that means for a child and family it's it's not always a one-size-fits-all we do have to reflect upon what that actually means what that impact is.
Sam
(16:21) And I just think going back to our partners you know it's it's not just about our co-located partners. What we know is that there is an absolute wealth of knowledge and  information in the partners around the children. 
(16:32) For example our child sexual coordinators or our designated safeguarding needs in our schools we've really built relationships with them as well so that's included bringing them actually into the front door to see what the front door does what it looks like. To see a version of the live whiteboards to help them to understand our timescales our need for pace in terms of safe decision making for children and we've had some really positive feedback around that in terms of sharing that understanding of each other's roles, why sometimes we may ring and we may push for information in a really timely manner.
(17:04) But actually seeing it live and seeing the staff members that you speak to on the other end of the phone but never put a face to a name has really supported to build those relationships and understanding of each other's worlds and i think that's been something that certainly i know the team have found very useful and the feedback that we've had from our partners is that that's also been very useful in terms of understanding what that looks like.
Sam
(17:29) Definitely but ultimately what that means for children is everybody is working together everyone is as Laura’s already said there's a shared ambition so whilst people might share information with the integrated front door. I think everybody's understanding is it's still everyone's responsibility to make sure that outcome is right for children.
(17:52) So, Laura do you miss me nagging in terms of well once was your notebook but then the spreadsheet that was developed
Laura
(17:57) No I think there's no denying in terms of getting it off the ground that took a significant investment from everyone. And it's enabled us to create something that absolutely has changed the way we practise it's completely transformed our front door I think with that it has freed managers up to do what they need to do it was all manual before wasn't it so when you think about the hours that went into updating that spreadsheet. And all that that that time is now time that's significantly investing back into those reflective discussions between the manager between the social worker enabling those live on the spot reflections.
(18:32) And I think one of the biggest strengths of the integrated front door here is that actually you will hear that any one time you will hear social workers and the initial contact point workers saying what do you think of this? You know how how would you respond to this?
(18:49) And there is a real strength in their relationships and in terms of them supporting one another but also them challenging each other but in a way that it doesn't feel like challenge it feels like reflection. And it's always supportive and i think one of the biggest things for me about our front door and again and again its strength and its beauty is that there is no one afraid or anyone who will shy away from if there is a decision that's been made or if there is a reflection to be had about a case that would not have that reflection or challenge with anyone you know.
(19:28) There's a real culture in the front door in terms of absolutely respecting each other and respecting each other so fiercely that when there is a disagreement around you know an outcome or what we believe should be the next steps, that's always a conversation that's had whether that's between me and an initial contact point worker whether that's between a social worker and myself . 
(19:52) There is there is no such thing as anyone not feeling that they can't challenge someone else in that room regardless of levels and and i think that's that's a really big thing in terms of feeling safe as a team that actually you need to be able to challenge one another that's healthy. We don't always agree we don't always see things the same and actually that's what continues to create a safe system for children.
(20:13) So i think in in stripping out some of the time that was spent manually updating the notepad manually updating the spreadsheet that's now time that's significantly gone back into the investment of the team and supporting the team to reflect supporting the team to be open with one another. 
There's no such thing as a stupid question i know that's a cliche but there isn't and and there is a real sense of of togetherness and safety that every single person in that team would put their hands up and say I am struggling I need some help or I’m not quite sure about this one or actually no Idon't agree with you.
(20:54) And again that is just absolutely the beauty of being able to have more time as a result of a dashboard that now does something for you that used to have hours of manual trawling that is absolutely for me one of the biggest benefits in terms of you absolutely should invest in your workforce and your workforce your everything without that you know you don't have anything really. And i think they are absolutely the people that drive (21:20) that change forward and that's a huge credit to them and the practise advisors in there that (21:25) have embedded this that have made that happen and continue to use it every single day to make (21:30) practise easier.
Sam
(21:35) I think just building on what Laura’s said in terms of the freeing up of time and being able to invest more in the workforce i think it is pertinent to note that within the integrated front door we do have students we also have our managers that are practise educators. And onsite supervisors.
(21:50) We've also got apprentices that sit within the integrated front door as well what we've also been able to work towards is the social workers within the integrated front door progressing to an advanced social work level so what that also means is they sit alongside the practice supervisors and support them learning the skills to potentially in the future become managers. 
(22.13) We really invest in grow your own so that is the ethos of the authority is that we want to invest in growing our own workforce so again in terms of the apprentices students but again the social workers we want them to become advanced we want them to be our future managers. 
(22:24) We want them to be our future senior leadership team. So a number of the social workers within the integrated front door have progressed to advanced social workers and as said we'll sit alongside the practice supervisors. And Laura within her service lead duties supporting with what's coming on a daily basis they'll attend meetings to deputise for the practice supervisors and there's definitely lots of opportunity for progression and also developing the workforce within the integrated front door. So just take that from me what do you think Nic and Lucy. 
Nic
(22:58) So yeah I think it's really good i think that the supervisors have got a lot of time they'll go through things. With me as a student I’ve learnt loads I get to sit with other social workers so if Lucy's got something really interesting i'll sit with you where i do a bit of learning.
Lucy
(23:15) Yeah, and we've then had time to upskill ourselves as well which makes us probably more useful for students that are sitting with us um because we've got a little bit more knowledge and managers have then got more time because of our support which is really good.
Nic
(23:31) And we can track everything can't we because we've got the screens yeah so we will kind of know where we are. And you're not wasting that time are asking people like what have you got on do you need any help like I could say um lucy I can see you've got four jobs on is there anything I could be cracking on with and vice versa people will ask me if they can see that I’m not busy.
Lucy
(23:53) Absolutely and it's nice to have opportunity nice to know how you can progress if you is wanting to um and be supported by managers and your colleagues to do so just good it's a lovely team.
Kirsty
(24:06) Thank you for listening to this the second of three episodes in our podcast series with North East Lincolnshire’s children's services. If you'd like to find out more about working with North East Lincolnshire Council please visit Community Care's jobs page on jobs.communitycare.co.uk and search under North East Lincolnshire Council.
(24:25) And if you missed episode one which explores some of the changes that contributed to a significant improvement in the authority's Ofsted rating, we'll leave a link in the show notes and 
(24:37) Don’t forget to listen out for our next and final episode from North East Lincolnshire which looks at how they have been helping to equip and support care leavers until next time thank you.
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