
Dispute resolution process 
 

Within chapter 6 of the IRO handbook, it states one key function and accountability for IROs is to investigate and resolve issues where 
there is drift or delay for children or if plans, recommendations and decisions are not progressing as planned. Each local authority is 
required to have a formal process for the IRO to escalate concerns and to ensure it’s respected and prioritised by all managers. The 
process is known as the dispute resolution process (DRP). Whilst it takes into account different management structures, it should 
also be commence through discussion and challenge and at the informal stage initially. The DRP enables both IROs and professionals 
to escalate concerns or disputes through a number of levels of seniority within the department with identified timescales for a response 
at each stage. For the IRO, they could bypass any stage and progress the dispute to the level s/he considers if the concern is 
significant. The formal dispute resolution process will have a timescale of no more than 20 working days from when it 
commenced until completion. 
 
In between reviews, meetings and visits with children, the IROs will complete midway reviews and record these. IROs must therefore 
track and review decisions or recommendations they make throughout the child’s journey and maintain a positive and strong working 
relationship with both practitioners and key partners to ensure plans stay on track and there is no drift and delay. For example, concerns 
in relation to care planning, permanency, the child’s voice and views not fully reflected drift or delay in  implementation of the care plan 
or decisions relating to it, resources or poor practice occur.  
 
On occasions where escalation is required under dispute reso0lution, the IRO will in the first instance, seek to resolve the issue 
informally with the social worker or the social worker’s manager. This meeting could be in the form of a ‘challenge meeting’ to promote 
and ensure the child’s rights are upheld or if appropriate: under the informal stage of escalation. The IRO will place a record of this 
discussion or initial informal resolution process on the child’s records. If the matter is not resolved in a timescale that is appropriate to 
the child’s needs, the IRO will consider taking formal action and instigate a formal escalation notifying professionals of the concerns, 
what action is required and by when. At all of these stages, the IRO will alert the HOS QAPD of the concern with 24 hours.  
 
Whilst the IRO has the power to refer the matter to Cafcass at any point in the dispute resolution process [regulation 45] and may 
consider it necessary to make a concurrent referral to Cafcass at the same time, s/he instigates the dispute resolution process: this 
requires consultation and agreement with the HOS QAPD. Of note, Cafcass will not readily accept stage 4 DRPs where previous 
discussion and process has not been formally completed.  
 
The individual IRO is personally responsible for activating the dispute resolution process, even if this step may not be in accordance 
with the child’s wishes and feelings, but could in the IRO’s view be in accordance with the best interest and welfare of the child, as well 
as his/her human rights. There may be occasions when the IRO is aware of obstacles in the way of resolving the issue are outside or 
beyond the control of the local authority. For example in relation to staffing, interagency or resources issues. However, if these were 
influencing the ability of the local authority to meet the needs of a child as identified in the child’s care plan, the IRO would continue to 
escalate the issue.  The IRO will ensure that all actions s/he takes in an attempt to resolve a dispute is recorded on the child’s case 
record within 48 hours. 
Within Merton, we have a recording system that enables IROs to record DRPs, but is currently not reportable under performance data. 
Previously, records was collated by the IRO manager when IROs notified them of events, but it was not always clear what difference we 
made for the child or if these were recurring themes across a number of records and period of time. The effectiveness of the current 
DRP process is reported within the annual IRO management report, but we need to be confident and confirm what difference this makes 
to learning across the organisation, more importantly what difference this made for the children we support.  In review of Tri.X, the 
currently DRP process is set out but required update to reflect changes and improvement made. Therefore, alongside a refreshed QA 
framework, the refreshed DRP process provides  a clear and accountable timeframe of what the concerns are, the impact for the child 
and what action needs to be taken and can be utilised by both IROs and managers alike. .  
 
The flow chart below sets out the process/ policy for all professionals to use. The dispute escalation format will enable the IRO, other 
professionals and managers to clearly evidence where challenge took place, how the outcomes for the child was improved and promote 
effective and efficient evidence of how the needs and voice of the child are the forefront of our involvement and planning. 

 
Dispute resolution process/ flowchart 

 
 Every opportunity will be made to resolve issues informally in the first instance. This could be in the form of challenge meetings 

between the IRO, social worker and Team Manager.  
 Where this is not possible, in order to discharge their responsibilities in relation to the child, the IRO should initiate the informal 

dispute resolution process.   
 Where the matter has not been resolved and , in order to discharge their responsibilities in relation to the child, the IRO should then 

initiate the formal dispute resolution process if appropriate 
 In both situations, the IRO will alert the HOS for QAPD to the concern raised and the outcome achieved when completed.   
 In some cases, it may be appropriate to begin the process at a different stage. For example, if the social worker or the team 

manager do not have the authority/remit to implement a decision, the process should start with the manager with the appropriate 
authority/responsibility 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Issue/s raised in or outside of the meetings and Reviews 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

IRO to alert the social worker in writing, record on mosiac 
 

Set timescales for the work to be completed 
 

Issue/s not resolved 
 
 
 
 

Dispute resolution meeting 
IRO in consultation with the IRO manager to consider whether a Dispute resolution meeting should be called. This will be recorded on 
mosaic, confirmed with the allocated social worker, Team manager and relevant HOS. Either the HOS for QAPD or the IRO manager 

will chair the meeting. 
 
 

Issue/s not resolved 
 
 
 
 

FORMAL RESOLUTION 

 
Stage 1 (IR1) 

IRO to alert the Team Manager/ HOS in writing and copy in the social worker, record on mosaic 
 

Work to be completed within 10 working days 
 

Issue/s not resolved 
 
 
 
 

 
Stage 2 (IR2) 

IRO to alert the appropriate HOS of the relevant service in writing, copying in team manager, social worker and IRO manager/ HOS for 
safeguarding, record on mosaic 

 
Work to be completed in 3 working days 

 
Issue/s not resolved 

 
 
 
 

Stage 3 (IR3) 
IRO to alert the Assistant Director for Children’s Social care in writing, copying in appropriate HOS, team manager, social worker and 

IRO manager/ HOS for safeguarding.  Record on mosaic 
 

Work to be completed in 3 working days 
 

Issues not resolved 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Stage 4 (IR4) 
IRO manager or HOS for safeguarding will alert the Strategic Director for People in writing, copying in the chief officer for Childrens 

Social Care, appropriate HOS.  Record on mosaic 
 

Work to be completed in 4 working days 
 

Issues not resolved 
 

 
 

Referral to CAFCASS (IR5) 
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INFORMAL RESOLUTION 

 

resolution 



The IRO will seek consultation with the HOS QAPD on whether the criteria are met for a referral to CAFCASS should be made. If yes, 
the IRO will make the referral within 3 days. 
 
 The timescales at each stage of the formal dispute process is guidance.   
 In some cases, it will be appropriate for the IRO to escalate at a higher stage immediately or to give more time in any stage before 

escalating.   
 In exceptional cases, where it would be beneficial to a successful resolution, IROs with the support of the IRO manager, can call a 

“time out” from the formal dispute process.  This might involve waiting until a required person becomes involved to undertake work 
with the child and/or family need time to make this as effective as possible in resolving an issue that is getting in the way of the 
child’s needs being met. 
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