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Lead professional: briefing
What is the lead professional model?

The vision for the lead professional model is that “all children and young people with additional needs (including complex needs), who require integrated support from more than one practitioner, should experience a seamless and effective service where one practitioner takes the lead to ensure that services are co-ordinated, coherent and achieving intended outcomes.”

The underpinning idea is that one practitioner will act as a single point of contact for the child and her family. This person will take responsibility for ensuring that any identified support needs are met and properly coordinated between different providers. The lead professional will seek to minimise any overlap and inconsistency in the services provided to the child and her family.
Why has the lead professional model been introduced?

The model is one of a range of initiatives introduced following the Laming enquiry into the death of Victoria Climbie. Lord Laming’s recommendations led to the Children Act of 2004, which required Directors of Children’s Services in every local authority area to improve the integration of services to children and families, through the development of Children’s Trusts and wide-ranging reform of the workforce. Over the past few years, local authorities have received additional funding from central government and support from bodies such as the Children’s Workforce Development council to introduce the necessary changes.
The aim of the lead professional model is to improve the effectiveness of communication and information sharing both between practitioners and families and amongst practitioners themselves. It is also intended to reduce bureaucracy and inefficiency in the delivery of services for children.
How does the lead professional model work?

There are various ways in which a child may be identified as having additional support needs (for example, through the education or health system, or through contact with social workers) so the need for a lead professional may emerge gradually, or as a direct result of a single assessment of the child. However the need is identified, the common principle is that if the child and her family are likely to need support from a range of practitioners, one person should be designated as the co-ordinator. In some cases, for example where a child has complex disabilities, there may already be a specialist ‘key worker’ whose primary role is to act as the lead professional. In most situations, however, the lead professional will be someone who is already involved in providing a service to the child but who then takes on the lead role as an additional responsibility.
The lead professional will develop a relationship with the child and her family, acting as a sounding board for them to make decisions about the child’s support needs. The lead professional will co-ordinate delivery of all agreed services, check whether others are required, and act as the contact point for all practitioners who need to have contact with the child. Crucially, the lead professional will also support the child and family through transition points such as changing schools or moving into adult support services. Pilots are currently underway to test the idea of budget holding for lead professionals, so that families are supported to directly commission the services the child needs.

Clearly, in order to carry out the role effectively, the lead professional requires a high level of skills in additional to their own specialist competencies. In particular, they need excellent communication skills, a wide knowledge of the services in their area, and the ability to balance team work and leadership in order to gain the trust of both the family and other practitioners. Early pilots have demonstrated that lead professionals cannot work in isolation; their role must be firmly rooted in a wider commitment to integrated working across the children’s workforce, otherwise they will find themselves constantly battling against professional boundaries. The lead professional may also need a greater degree of supervision and support from their manager, particularly if there are conflicting approaches between different practitioners involved in supporting the child. 
What are the implications for the third sector?

There are two key implications for local third sector organisations that provide services to children and families. Firstly, they may be required to work with a lead professional to co-ordinate the delivery of support to a given child. Secondly, a third sector worker may have the opportunity to act as a lead professional in a particular case; there are already examples of youth workers from third sector projects taking on this role. Either way, third sector organisations will be expected to play their part in this initiative in the same way as statutory or private sector bodies. Managers of workers who could take on the lead professional role would be advised to consider whether their current arrangements for support and supervision are sufficient, particularly given the additional complex workload that such a role would bring.
Finding out more

Information in this briefing paper has been drawn from the following sources:
Every Child Matters overview of lead professional model

http://www.everychildmatters.co.uk/deliveringservices/leadprofessional/
CWDC overview of lead professional model and guidance documents

http://www.cwdcouncil.org.uk/projects/leadprofessional.htm
For more information about other initiatives referred to in this briefing, see http://www.navca.org.uk/stratwork/children/cwdc/briefings/
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