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SERVICE SPECIFICATION
	Service:
	Specialist adoption services: Counselling, Advice and Information Service 

	Commissioner Lead:
	Chris Martin Director for Integrated Commissioning and Vulnerable People

	Family Operations Lead:
	Sarah Carter Service Manager Family Placements Adoption

	Period:
	May 2016 – May 2018 (option to extend for 1 year)


	1. Introduction

	1. Effective support for birth families and those affected by adoption
1.1 Essex County Council aims to improve the stability and resilience of birth families and those affected by adoption through the delivery of high quality, independent counselling, and advice and information services that meet our families’ diverse needs. This specification is for information, advice and counselling for birth families and those affected by adoption and Special Guardianship Orders.  The scope and requirements are set out in section 3.
Essex County Council 
1.2 Essex County Council is one of the largest County Councils in England and is dedicated to improving Essex and the lives of our residents. Our ambition is for Essex to deliver the best quality of life in Britain. We will achieve this by providing high-quality, targeted services that deliver real value for money. 
1.3 In February 2014 Essex County Council adopted a new corporate outcomes framework developed by cabinet members and strategic commissioners; this framework provides a statement of ECCs purpose. It sets out seven outcomes that ECC want to secure for the people of Essex through its work with public sector partners, businesses, Voluntary Community Services and with local communities.   
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‘towards these outcomes. This includes where existing services play a role.





1.4  The service to be commissioned contributes to the following outcomes within ECC’s Corporate Framework:

· People in Essex can live independently and exercise control over their lives 

· Children in Essex get the best start in life.

· People in Essex enjoy good health and wellbeing 

	2. Background, national and local context

	Background
National context 
2.1 The primary legislation and guidance that drives the commissioning of specialist adoption and SGO support are:

· Adoption and Children Act 2002 

· The Children and Families Act 2014 

· The Local Authority Adoption (England) Regulations 2003 

· The Voluntary Adoption Agencies and the Adoption Agencies (Miscellaneous Amendments) Regulations 2003 

· Adoption Agencies Regulations 2005 

· Adoption Agencies (Miscellaneous Amendments) Regulations 2013 

· Adoption Support Services Regulations 2005 

· Adoption Support Services (Amendment) Regulations 2014 

· Adoption Statutory Guidance 2013 

· Adoption National Minimum Standards 2014 

· Practice Guidance on Assessing the Support Needs of Adoptive Families 

· Special Guardianship Regulations 2005
2.2  Essex County Council has a statutory duty to provide independent counselling, advice and information to birth parents and those affected by adoption and Special Guardianship Orders. The statutory guidance sets out that birth families must have access to information about the implications of adoption and that those affected by adoption should have access to information, advice and support.
Local context and drivers: local guidance and practice

2.3 There is currently an Adoption Support Team and Special Guardianship Order Support Team in Essex. The teams provide universal to complex adoption and Special Guardianship Order support and spot purchase a variety of additional specialist support when needed due to the changing nature of adoptive and Special Guardianship Order families’ needs. When families first contact the service, the team undertakes an assessment of their support needs to decide if further support is required and where required, develop a support plan with the family.  Where the Adoption Agency has a plan of adoption for a child, independent counselling, advice and information must be provided to the birth parent(s).  
2.4 The following procedures and policies are followed by the service and all services commissioned should follow the principles set out in them:

· Adoption Support Procedure and guidance 2015 
· Special Guardianship Order  Policy 2015

· The Adoption Service Policy and Statement of Purpose 
2.5 Independent counselling, advice and information is currently provided through a telephone information, advice and counselling line and face to face counselling service.  
Aims and objectives

The aims and objectives of this specification is to ensure that birth families and those affected by adoption and Special Guardianship Orders are supported to manage the impact of adoption/Special Guardianship Order on their lives and understand the implications of adoption through access to independent, impartial information, advice and counselling.  

	3. Scope of the service

	Criteria 
3.1 The commissioned services will be provided to families for whom ECC holds the statutory responsibility for adoption and Special Guardianship Order support services.  The vast majority of families will reside within the ECC boundary, although a small proportion may reside outside the boundary, but still be eligible for a service.

Expected Outcomes:
· Birth parents and birth family members will be able to access counselling, advice and information from an independent Adoption Support Agency.

· Birth families are well informed and well supported to understand and manage the practical and emotional impact of adoption on their lives
· Those affected by adoption or Special Guardianship Order are well informed and well supported to understand and manage the practical and emotional impact of adoption or Special Guardianship Order on their lives. 
Key requirements 
Counselling, Advice & Information  
3.2 Independent, impartial information and advice should be available to birth family members and those affected by adoption or Special Guardianship Orders. This should provide information about the adoption or Special Guardianship Order process and the rights of birth family members and those affected by adoption or Special Guardianship Orders.  The service should be sensitive and responsive to the emotional needs and wellbeing of birth families and those affected by adoption and Special Guardianship Orders.  The service should be delivered by trained advisers with the skills and specialist knowledge to effectively support these individuals.  Information should be accessible to Essex birth families and those affected by adoption or Special Guardianship Order and include as a minimum:

· A telephone information, advice and support line, open Monday to Friday. 
· Effective promotion of the service and how to access it, including leaflets and website information.
· Face to face information, advice and counselling sessions available to birth parents where the Adoption Agency Decision is for their child/children to be adopted.  A maximum of four direct face-to-face counselling sessions for up to 30% of birth parents in Essex, delivered at Essex venues, to be developed and agreed with the adoption service.
·  A counselling service where requested for those affected by adoption or Special Guardianship Order in Essex, including birth parents, adopted young people/adults, young people/adults affected by Special Guardianship Orders and adoptive and Special Guardianship Order parents. A maximum of six direct face-to-face counselling sessions should be offered to individuals, up to a potential maximum of 100 people.  
· Maintaining up to date knowledge and information about other sources of support available in Essex and 
regionally/nationally, in order to signpost effectively.
Counselling can be provided individually, in groups or by telephone.  All counsellors must be registered with a relevant recognised organisation and have successfully completed specific training on the issue inherent in adoption for birth parents, adoptees and adoptive parents.
Requirements and principles for the service

3.3 Requirements for the service


All providers must be suitably recruited, DBS checked in accordance with current legislation, qualified to undertake the commissioned task, and be professionally registered where appropriate. The provider should be Ofsted registered or working towards registration.  Where the provider is already registered, a minimum Ofsted rating of Good must be maintained for the duration of the contract.  In the event that the rating falls below this level, the authority reserves the right to terminate the contract.
3.4 Principles for the services:

· Engagement - Services must be organised around the needs of adoptive and Special Guardianship Order families and take account of their views and preferences. Providers will have to evidence the service users have contributed to the direction and development of the service.
· Communication - The service user knows, and receives written information about, the service they are to receive; what the service is designed to achieve; what is involved in the particular service provision and how the service will be monitored to ensure that it is delivering the intended outcome.
· Family Approach – The service providers will take a whole family approach to adoptive and Special Guardianship Order Families.
· Prevention and Early Intervention – The service will provide a timely response to all referrals and will work in partnership with Essex County Council Adoption and Special Guardianship Order Support Services to highlight issues of concern.
· Promoting independence – the service will show a commitment to developing independence and resilience in families. 
· Partnership working - The service should have or be able to develop rapidly the knowledge and ability to work collaboratively with other services including those that also support adoptive and Special Guardianship Order families.
· Avoid duplication – To work with commissioners to ensure services do not duplicate what is provided internally.
· Sustainability – Providers will ensure services are planned in a way that sustains improved outcomes.
· Flexible working – providers will work flexibly with ECC and families to meet required needs on a case by case basis.
· Joint Working - The service will work together with Children’s Social Care to support children/young people to provide a safe place that addresses physical and emotional needs. Child protection and wider safeguarding will be managed according to the Southend, Essex and Thurrock (SET) procedures. The service will collaborate with Essex County Council Social Care to ensure the safety of vulnerable children and adults are responded to swiftly and that all legal requirements are commenced as early as possible after the need has been identified.  
3.8 Population covered:

The service will cover the Essex County Council area excluding Southend and Thurrock.  Specifically those families for whom ECC has responsibility to provide adoption and SGO support services, in accordance with:

· Adoption Support Services Regulations 2005 

· Adoption Support Services (Amendment) Regulations 2014 

· Adoption Statutory Guidance 2013 

· Adoption National Minimum Standards 2014 

· Special Guardianship Order Regulations 2005

3.9 Workforce
Providers will have access to a workforce with the right combination of skills, knowledge, experience and qualifications to work with individuals and families, including: 

· Good interpersonal skills and ability to work sensitively

· Current qualifications pertinent to the interventions being delivered

· Current registration to any relevant professional bodies

· Formal training pertinent to the intervention delivered

· The correct case management and supervision procedures in place



	5. Performance Monitoring Framework 

	5.1 Activity recording templates will be agreed between ECC and the provider in the first month of the new contract being in place but will include as a minimum: 
a) The number of calls to the telephone advice line

b) The number of these telephone calls that resulted in a follow-up service

c) The number of referrals received for the birth parents information and advice service

d) The number of contacts made with birth parents following the referral

e) The number of birth parents taking up the service

f) The number of sessions birth parents have taken up during the quarter

g) The number of referrals received for the counselling service, broken down into birth parents, adopted young people / adults, adoptive parents, young people/adults affected by Special Guardianship Order and Special Guardianship Order parents
h) The number of new service users engaged in the counselling service

i) The number of Counselling sessions taken up by each service user

j) The number of service users provided with additional counselling sessions, over and above the standard six sessions

Performance Outcomes 

5.2 Expected Outcomes:

Birth parents and birth family members will be able to access counselling, advice and information from an independent Adoption Support Agency.

· Birth families are well informed and well supported to understand and manage the practical and emotional impact of adoption on their lives.
· Those affected by adoption or Special Guardianship Order are well informed and well supported to understand and manage the practical and emotional impact of adoption on their lives. 

ECC will work with providers to agree monitoring tools and quality indicators within the first month of the start of the new contract.  The outcomes and quality monitoring tool will include feedback from service users on their experience of the service and qualitative information on the impact of support and counselling.  As an indication:  
Performance Indicator


Target 

Frequency

The number of contacts made with birth parents following the referral to the independent service

100%

Quarterly

Attendance at both quarterly and annual contract monitoring meetings

All Meetings attended

As stated

Provision of both quarterly and annual reports detailing all of the requirements over the course of the year

Quarterly and

Annual reports provided 

As stated

Service user evaluation feedback included as part of the quarterly and yearly reports is provided

Feedback included in reports

As stated

A minimum of 75% of service users that have provided feedback, expressing satisfaction with the service received.

75% of Service Users have fed back

Reviewed quarterly

There will be scheduled quarterly contract management meetings and an annual review meeting between the provider and the commissioner and/or a contract manager and data analyst.
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