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The national guidance “Working with
troubled families” states 
“It is clear that as much as troubled families are often characterised as  
dysfunctional – the same could be said for the services around them. The state 

is spending significant resources on services for families whose focus is to 
attempt to maintain families in the status quo, however chaotic that might be, or to 

prevent them getting worse – rather than getting to the root cause of their problems 
and helping them change for the long term.

Research by Kate Morris for Nottingham City Council illustrates the confusion and frustration experienced  
by those families who often need help from services the most. Her work, though very small scale, highlights  
families’ views that agencies can fail to understand them, that they provide ‘too little support, for too long’,  
that their approaches are inconsistent and conflicting, and that there is a culture of over assessment.

Traditionally, agencies will have their individual to work with, their own assessment process and its own 
culture. The result is usually for all of this separate activity to generate a series of single agency  
perspectives, rather than looking at the wider family dynamics as a whole. It is perhaps unsurprising 
then, that families often feel that agencies are often not very good at understanding family life.”

In Cumbria, the Focus Family approach states all families identified as meeting Focus Family criteria 
would be in need of an Early Help Assessment (EHA) or an assessment plan that supersedes this. The 
Focus Family approach follows Multi-agency Threshold Guidance, which can be found at:   
cumbria.gov.uk/childrenstrust/default.asp

Family Intervention: Intensive
Larger families and/or those with very challenging behaviours and a multitude of issues require a very 
intense and persistent level of contact each week, thus demanding smaller caseloads for a worker of up to 
around 5 families.

At the point of referral/ identification the family would be in receipt of high level, statutory  
services for more than one member of the family or from more than one service. The 
needs of a family member could fit the “Intensive Support” level of the Multi-agency 
Threshold Guidance.

The family are most likely to have been receiving services 
over an extended period of time. Often there are inter- 
generational issues to be addressed.

A family at the intensive level of need will already be 
facing sanctions from agencies and may, or may not, be  
responding to these sanctions in an attempt to modify   
their behaviour.

Professionals completing the Focus Family matrix 
will be able to evidence a score of 18 or over.

Family Centred 
Working: Levels 

of Need



Family Intervention: Less Intensive
Families who would meet the “Targeted Support” or “Early Help” level of need, as defined in the   
Multi-agency Threshold Guidance.

These families may be smaller families and/or those with fewer needs and support may help to steer them 
away from, or prevent them moving into, statutory services. Often families are responding to support and 
may need continuing guidance to help them embed new skills and behaviours. At the point of referral/ 
identification they are likely to be below statutory intervention level for agencies such as Children’s Services 
and YOS, however, this does not mean that they have not previously been in receipt of these services.

Agencies are expected to work together for the benefit of the whole family and co-ordinate support provided  
to the family. The keyworker would need to ensure services are not requesting or giving conflicting  
information. The improved co-ordinated approach will help to ensure a full picture of the family’s needs is 
gathered. The keyworker would ensure appointments and expectations of agencies are co-ordinated  
and all outcomes are being met.

National guidance from “Working with troubled families” offers the following  
information in relation to the quality of staff needed to deliver this work:

Family intervention factors:

 A dedicated worker, dedicated to a family 
 Practical ‘hands on’ support
 A persistent, assertive and challenging approach
 Considering the family as a whole –gathering the intelligence
 Common purpose and agreed action

“An authoritative and challenging approach with families can be vital if there is to be any realistic prospect 
of change. Families are sometimes labelled ‘too hard to engage’, ‘hard to reach’, ‘declining a service’, and 
‘refusing to engage’. No troubled family should be left ‘in trouble’ without there being consequences for 
them if they do not accept help on offer from family intervention. Good family intervention operates within 
a system where the agencies and its leaders will relentlessly challenge families and use sanctions where 
necessary to encourage them to take help, if it means the children in those families get a chance not to 
repeat the patterns of their parents. That means that other agencies have to back the family intervention 
approach; a common aim and goal is important for the family, for the family intervention workers and for 
the system surrounding them...”

The full document is available at: 

gov.uk/government/publications/working-with-troubled-families-a-guide-toevidence-and-
good-practice
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