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[bookmark: _Toc172896645]Background and objectives
Background 
The Scottish Legal Aid Board
The Scottish Legal Aid Board (SLAB) is a non-departmental public body responsible for managing legal aid in Scotland. SLAB manages the day-to-day running of legal aid through their assessment of large volumes of legal aid applications, submitted by solicitors registered to undertake legal assistance. SLAB also assesses and pays accounts submitted by solicitors and advocates.

Legal aid allows people who would otherwise not be able to afford it to get help for their legal problems. Legal aid is provided by a network of private practice solicitors, as well as a small network of publicly funded criminal defence solicitors (PDSO), Civil Legal Assistance Offices (CLAO) and a 24‑hour Solicitor Contact Line which facilitates and delivers advice for suspects in police custody across Scotland. To qualify for legal aid, people must meet financial criteria, and their case needs to qualify on ‘merits’ criteria (including things like the likelihood of a successful case and the benefit of a successful case to the claimant).

Children’s legal assistance helps to make sure children are protected and supervised. It is available to people (adults, young people and children) for Children’s Hearings and related court cases, including appeals against decisions of Children’s Hearings. Children’s legal assistance can be used for advice before or after a Children’s Hearing, representation at a Hearing, representation in court after a Hearing or appealing against a decision of a Children’s Hearing. 

The Children’s Hearings System
The Children’s Hearings System is the legal system for children and young people in Scotland who are either at risk or who have been caught offending. Parents, including people who have obtained parental rights and responsibilities through the courts, have an automatic right to attend their child’s Hearing. They are known as ‘Relevant Persons’. The Scottish Children’s Reporter Administration (SCRA) provide a ’ of words commonly used in the Children’s Hearing system. 

Research objectives
In 2022/23, SLAB undertook a programme of research with children’s legal assistance solicitors which gathered information about their experiences of involvement in Children’s Hearings. However, no research has previously been done to explore the experiences of clients using legal assistance. 

[bookmark: _Hlk171581562]The overall objective of this research was therefore to explore experiences of legally assisted adult clients in the Hearings system, with a focus on their interactions with their solicitor. Key topics for investigation were: 

[bookmark: _Hlk171581490]How and when people found their solicitor 
Engagement and communication with their solicitor
How the solicitor helped them before, during and after the Hearing. 

The research findings will be used to improve the experiences of adults who use legal assistance in future.


[bookmark: _Toc172896646]Method and sample
[bookmark: _Hlk170463455]Research method
SLAB contracted Progressive Partnership to undertake the research, and provide a findings report. The study used qualitative methods, due to the exploratory nature of the research and the need to obtain detailed feedback about experiences of using legal assistance. One-to-one in-depth interviews were conducted, because of the potentially sensitive nature of the discussions and the need for confidentiality. The aim was to conduct 10-15 interviews; the final total number achieved was 17.

Sampling and recruitment
[bookmark: _Hlk170463881]A sample database was provided by SLAB, providing contact details for a sample of adults who had legal assistance in relation to Children’s Hearings between March 2023 and March 2024. Postal addresses were included for all sample records, and some contacts also had email addresses.

Invitation letters were sent to 800 contacts, along with an information leaflet about the research. This provided an overview of the aims of the research, what taking part would involve, how personal data would be used, contact details for further information and details of how to access the SLAB and Progressive privacy policies.

Invitation emails containing links to the same information as the letters were also sent to an additional 324 contacts who had email addresses on the sample database.

Respondents were able to opt in to the research in a range of ways: a survey link/URL and a QR code were included on the letter which directed respondents to the online registration/recruitment form (see below), a freephone number was provided which respondents could call to register interest or ask questions, and a tear-off form and freepost envelope was provided so participants could return these directly to Progressive. 

A recruitment form was designed to capture some basic profiling information, ensure respondents were eligible to take part, and to record their preferences for interview method. This was scripted for online completion and filled in either by respondents themselves via the link, or administered by Progressive staff over the phone, depending on how respondents made contact.

A total of 102 people expressed interest in taking part. Respondents were selected from this list of contacts with a view to achieving a broad range of participants (by age, gender and location) and to include those who had had solicitor representation at a Hearing (not just advice before a Hearing). Respondents were then contacted by Progressive to organise interview appointments. 


Conducting the research 
Interviews were conducted using a variety of methods: in person face-to-face, online via Zoom, and by telephone (see Table 1). This was based on respondent preference, allowing people to take part in a way that made them feel most comfortable. It also ensured the sample included respondents living across a wide geographical area and those who were less digitally engaged.

Table 1: Interview method
	
	No.

	Face-to-face
	4

	Online 
	6

	Telephone 
	7

	Total
	17



Interviewers used a topic guide to ensure all objectives were covered in the discussions (see Appendix 1). Interviews lasted an average of 45 minutes. As is standard practice in research of this nature, respondents received an incentive (£60 in shopping vouchers) to thank them for their time.

Sample profile
The table below details the sample profile. The sample included a relatively even mix of men and women, representation from a range of age groups, and coverage across Scotland. 

Table 2: Sample profile
	Gender
	No.
	
	Region
	No.

	Man
	7
	
	Glasgow and Strathclyde
	4

	Woman
	10
	
	Highlands and Islands
	3

	Age
	
	
	Scotland South
	3

	19-24
	1
	
	Tayside, Central and Fife
	3

	25-34
	5
	
	Aberdeen and North East
	2

	35-44
	4
	
	Edinburgh and Lothians
	2

	45-54
	5
	
	
	

	55-64
	1
	
	
	

	65+
	1
	
	Total
	17



Limitations
Qualitative research does not provide statistically robust data, due to the sample sizes involved and the methods of respondent selection. This means that results cannot be applied to, or described as being representative of, all adults who have used legal assistance for Children’s Hearings. However, this method does give extremely useful insight and understanding of individual experiences. Full details of the method are provided in a separate Technical Report.

[bookmark: _Toc172896647]Case studies
The following case studies illustrate the range of experience of respondents who took part in the research. Names have been changed. 


‘Becky’
Experience: Becky and her mum were kinship carers for a young child for the first two years of his life, until the Children’s Hearings process resulted in him moving back in with his biological mother. They attended Hearings around every three months over the last two years, but only had a solicitor for the last two Hearings.

Finding a solicitor: Becky was not aware she should have a solicitor at first and had not been listed as a Relevant Person; she was not receiving Children’s Panel papers despite attending every Hearing. The family was not aware of their rights as kinship carers, and social workers had advised that they did not need a solicitor. After seeking advice from Kinship Care Scotland, Becky decided to find a solicitor. She used a combination of approaches to find them – one was recommended through word of mouth, and she did some online research herself. The legal aid website came up via a Google search. 

“Someone had mentioned the name of the solicitor because of the fact that it was about a child and things… I found her website through the legal aid website, and I looked into it. And because it was like a woman ran law firm as well. And it was only family law that they did. Because I could find all that information as well through the website that I had a few to pick from. But that was my first choice.”

Support at the Hearings: The solicitor provided crucial advice about what the family’s legal rights were and what kind of outcome they should expect/ask for. She advised them about what issues to raise at the Hearing and which would not help their case. She is also providing ongoing advice about maintaining contact with the child.

“I think [the best thing was] definitely telling us where we stood, cause me and my mum, we had no idea, we didn't know that we could have got a court order.”

Outcomes: Becky does now have contact with the child involved. She says she doesn’t think that would be the case without the support of the solicitor. She wishes they had a solicitor earlier on in the process.

“I don't think I would still be getting contact with him if I didn't get a solicitor.”






‘David’
Experience: David is trying to maintain contact with his son, and also prove paternity. He has been to around six Hearings over the past year and a half, and a final Hearing is still to take place. He is currently in the process of arranging a DNA test. 

Finding a solicitor: When he attended the first Hearing, David was advised by the panel members and social workers that he should get a solicitor because of the doubt about paternity. A Dads support group recommended a solicitor, but they were already engaged by his ex‑partner, so he was unable to use them. In the end he just saw a solicitor’s office close to the Children’s Panel and walked in to ask for help.

“I just went straight into there. Prior to this, though, I had been Google searching and phoning lawyers, but I was just leaving answering messages on the phones, I couldn’t get through to any of them. I must have tried about five, and most of them didn’t reply to me till a week later… So I was lucky that there was one [near] the Children’s Hearing that I just walked basically into and I got signed up straight away.”

Support at the Hearings: The solicitor has helped David organise a DNA test and has also provided valuable support during the Hearings themselves. Having someone to speak up for him has been vital, and particularly to help ‘translate’ when there is jargon used so that he understands the process and what will happen next.  

“Yeah, it’s like a defence, like somebody on your side there with you to stick up for you, to keep you right.”

The only issue David has encountered is that sometimes the solicitors have not been aware of a Hearing date and so have not attended with him. He now has to contact his solicitor every time, to make sure that they are aware of an upcoming date.

“I think there was a communication problem. I think what the Social Work don’t do – or I don’t know if they’re supposed to do it – is send letters to your lawyer so your lawyer knows what date to turn up. But there’s been a couple of times where they haven’t received a letter from the Social Work and so didn’t turn up. And so, they’ve mentioned to me, ‘Look, what you need to do is, you keep in touch with us and as soon as you get an appointment date let us know, because sometimes the Social Work don’t let us know.’ So, there was a couple of times they didn’t attend.”

Outcomes: David is arranging the DNA test and is hopeful that he will at least be given contact with his son, if not custody, at the next Hearing. 

“[Without a solicitor] it probably wouldn’t have went well. I’d probably still be in the same position, I would have no DNA arranged, I would probably be arguing with the social worker.”


‘Nicholas’
Experience: Nicholas is going through a ‘family crisis’, involving a dispute between him and his partner of 15 years, which resulted in social services being involved with his daughter. He has been involved in the Children’s Hearings system since 2021 – he was unaware of the system before this. He went to five Hearings about this case, which has now finished.

Finding a solicitor: Unlike many other children’s legal aid recipients contacted as part of the research, Nicholas was highly proactive when it came to finding a solicitor. As soon as he found out there was going to be a Hearing concerning his daughter, he conducted his own research about securing legal representation. He was told by the Children’s Reporter prior to the first Hearing that he might be entitled to legal aid, which was helpful – but he did not receive any support in terms of finding a suitable solicitor. He felt this this had negative consequences for his case; he contacted all the solicitor firms in his local area, and only one was able to take him on as a client, but he was not aware of their reputation and was not impressed by the service he received.

“There’s two reasons: one, it was pretty difficult to get a solicitor because all of them were booked up – ‘Oh, we’re busy, we’re busy, we’re busy, we’re busy.’ And then, the second point is that [solicitor’s name] was actually the one that was there to take up the case. I didn’t know it’s a decision I’d regret later. So, he took up the case because, I don’t know, probably a lot of people are wary of using him… When you [the solicitor] are vacant sometimes you take a case up, and then the person that actually employed you will find out, ‘Oh, that’s how you are,’ because all the good ones have been taken already. The one that was left was just the one I had.”

Support at the Hearings: Nicholas was disappointed by his solicitor. He felt let down, that the solicitor did not care to understand him, his case, and the situation he was facing. He was also concerned that there was prejudice in the way his case was dealt by his solicitor due to his race. From Nicholas’s perspective, the solicitor did not do anything expected of a solicitor: they did not communicate with him often enough, they did not represent him during the Hearings (i.e., they didn’t say anything at the Hearings or offer advice to Nicholas about when/when not to speak), they did not inform him of their vision/plan for the case.

“Sometimes, it’s pretty difficult when you get this solicitor that doesn’t understand you, but they’re just doing the job to just get paid… They take up the job and you’re like a number to them. They’ve got piles of files in their offices or in their chambers, and all they do is that they just pass you through. ‘Okay, it’s your turn today, blah, blah, blah.’”

Outcomes: Ultimately, Nicholas is unable to see his daughter – aside from this being a negative result for him, he is concerned about his daughter’s welfare. After his last Hearing, Nicholas decided to let go of his solicitor and plans to find a different one if he decides to pursue civil litigation over the case.

‘Christina’
Experience: Cristina has been involved in the Children’s Panel Hearings system for five years concerning custody of three of her children. Her children were taken out of her care after the police were contacted, due to mistaken concerns about drug use. She has attended over 20 separate Hearings during this time, as well as attending court following an appeal of a decision made at the Hearing.

Finding a solicitor: Cristina was told she could use a solicitor (and was entitled to legal aid) by the Children’s Reporter at the first Hearing. The Children’s Reporter asked her about her financial status to determine whether she could receive legal aid. She proceeded to do her own research, contacting several solicitor firms, to find a suitable solicitor who could represent her. She felt positive about the prospect of having someone to support her through the Hearings but found forming a working relationship with a solicitor stressful because she had limited support doing so, and did not feel that many of the firms in her area were ‘the right fit’ for her.

“[I felt] positive, because I felt I’ve got somebody to be able to help me. They know the procedures, it’s their job, so I thought, ‘Brilliant.’”

Support at the Hearings: Cristina had a challenging time with solicitors – she has had four solicitors over the course of her five years in the Hearings system. She feels all but her current one have been unwilling to spend the time and energy needed to support her properly before, during and after the Hearings, and she did not feel properly represented at the Hearings. As a result, she spent a few years in the middle of her case without representation, doing her own research on how to best represent herself and her case.

“So, I went about two-and-a-half, three years without a lawyer, and then I got another lawyer and it was the same problem with them. They were in [location], and they were not really turning up, not reliable, not getting back to me, and I thought, ‘No.’”

“I just feel it’s the system. I just feel it’s the way it is. And unless you’ve got money to pay a good lawyer, I just feel that you don’t really get anywhere.”

Outcomes: Currently, her children are in foster care, but Cristina worries about their welfare and wants to appeal the decision made by the Panel and progress her Parenting Assessment so she can be reunited with her children. From her perspective, her current lawyer is better and is helping her to do this:

“Well, they plan to be able to get my children rehabilitated back to me. So, that is the plan, and she has been pushing for that. I’ve only had her for the last four Panels I’m going to say, but it’s made a huge difference.”


[bookmark: _Toc172896648]Previous experience and current context
Previous experience of Children’s Hearings
Experience with the Children’s Hearings system among respondents varied greatly. While most had become involved more recently (i.e., in the last couple of years), a minority had been involved in the system for several years – and in one case, around 10 years. This was dependent on a range of factors, although the complexity of the case(s) was the most significant contributing factor. Respondents with, as they described it, more complex cases (e.g., they had a child with complex needs, they themselves had significant additional health and addiction difficulties) were more likely to have attended a higher number of Hearings over a longer period of time. Those with more complex cases were also more likely to have gone to court during the process, either to challenge the grounds for the Hearing taking place, or to challenge a decision made at a Hearing. Complex cases also tend to require input from other services (e.g., GPs, mental health services, parenting capability assessments etc.) which take time to arrange and carry out.

“I’d written to the local authority and the Children’s Panel Service asking for support for my child, who was a little child who had complex, life-limiting, end-of-life needs. And when I wrote in to the Children’s Panel, I was basically kicked off the system at the start – ‘You’re doing well, you’re a proactive parent, you don’t need help, you don’t need support’ – but I knew in my own mind, emotionally, mentally, and physically, I did need support for that child.”
Woman, 35-44, Glasgow and Strathclyde

One of the other key contributing factors influencing experiences with the Children’s Hearings system was whether social services had been involved with the child/children from birth (or an early stage of life), or whether they had become involved as a result of a particular incident during the child’s/children’s life. Respondents who have had social services involved with their children from birth – for example, due to a substance abuse problem, or because they were in a relationship with someone involved in the Children’s Hearings system with children from a previous relationship – tended to have been involved with the Children’s Hearings System for a longer period of time.

“Two children, and it’s been since early 2021. There’s been many, many Panels. My children were both taken from birth.”
Woman, 25-34, Highland and Islands

“The first [Hearings] I went to was my step kids. They were already involved with social services and all that, well before me. So, I wasn’t a hundred percent sure what was actually going on, I was like a newbie into it. And then when I had my daughter, she automatically got involved with social services because they [her step children] were, and then she ended up getting dragged through the Children’s Hearings and stuff.”
Woman, 25-34, Glasgow and Strathclyde

Most legally assisted adults had been involved with the Hearings system for one particular case (with a mix of situations – some involving one child, others multiple children). The minority that had been through the system for multiple cases had done so because their children were of significantly different ages and/or because they had children from separate relationships. Those who had been through the Hearings system multiple times were well-versed in terms of the processes involved and the value of having a solicitor ‘in their corner’.

“I’ve got five [children] altogether… Two are already adopted, and then my two youngest that I was in court for [in the most recent case], they’re being permanently fostered.”
Woman, 25-34, Aberdeen and North East

Notably, a few respondents had also been involved in the Hearings system as children; they described themselves as having ‘grown up with panels’. This, again, was beneficial in terms of familiarity with the system, but it could also lead to respondents feeling jaded with, or even distressed by, the system, if previous outcomes had not been positive.

“I’ve only done one [as an adult], but I’ve been through thousands… But when I was younger it was a whole lot of a different ball game then… So, when I was younger, they asked you hundreds of questions on how you grew up and why you’re like that way. They’ll write diagrams and they’ll try and make you explain how you’ve ended up there, and look at your family situation, they’ll break it down. But I get bad anxiety, so see when I’m in there [as an adult]? It just looks like wee dots all about the room, and I don’t know what to speak about.”
Man, 19-24, Glasgow and Strathclyde

In terms of the number of separate Hearings respondents had been to, this depended significantly on aforementioned factors like the length of time the case has been going for, and the complexity of the case. Those with longer, more complex cases tended to have been to more Hearings. The number ranged from one Hearing to 20 or more. Respondents acknowledged that although Hearings tended to be arranged for once every 2-3 months, the frequency tended to fall over time, as key decisions were made, and Hearings became more about updating legally assisted adults about the case. Many had not been to a Hearing for several months at the time of interview.

“My most recent Panel would have probably been regarding my other daughter. It was coming to the end of the year for the CSO, so they basically just needed to get that put back in place, while it’s still in court. So, that one was just for that, nothing else.”
Woman, 25-34, Highland and Islands

Current context
All respondents’ cases were related to residency (i.e., custody) or contact (i.e., visitation) orders for the child/children. Most were related to the actions of the children’s parents/carers (e.g., drug/alcohol issues, the living situation of a parent/carer, the parent/carer being unable to manage the additional needs of the child) leading to a Children’s Hearings referral by a concerned party (e.g., social worker, neighbour, ex‑partner, school etc.). Most cases related to respondents’ own children, although a few cases were from the perspective of other Relevant Persons such as kinship carers or other relatives of the child.

There was a mix of outcomes for each case. A minority had been resolved in the respondent’s favour, although this did not necessarily mean a residency order. Indeed, some of these respondents were satisfied with kinship care (as it meant their child was ‘safe’, living with someone they trust), although they would ultimately like to acquire a residency order when their circumstances change, or when future Hearings are held to review the case/update a particular contact order. This highlights a wider point that even though cases can be ‘resolved’ from the perspective of the Hearings system, there may be a discrepancy in terms of how this is viewed by the Relevant Person(s) (i.e., that the outcome is temporary rather than permanent). It was sometimes difficult to unpack during the interview whether respondents considered the status of the case to be the final outcome.

“But my daughter, she’s now living with her auntie, and I suppose this is all that I could ask for.”
Woman, 25-34, Glasgow and Strathclyde

Another group of respondents were not happy with the outcome of their case – namely, if the outcome was for their children to be looked after by the local authority (either through foster care or residential care) or adopted. These respondents felt that local authority care was not the best place for their child/children; they were concerned about the quality of care they would receive, they feared their child would suffer abuse in local authority care, and there was a strong feeling that children have the best chance of succeeding if they are supported at home by their parents.

“The local social work authority pay their fees to go for the kinship or to go for the adoption or whatever they go for, plus these people get £500 a week. Why can’t they give some sort of funding to local companies to go and help and support these families, and keep these children at home? Why do they need to abuse these children mentally, emotionally, and physically? So, those kids are taken from the family home, that’s it, that’s where the abuse all begins, because they’ve been all these years in the family home and then all of a sudden, this strange woman or this strange man comes into the home and says, ‘You need to come with us.’ You tell your children, ‘Don’t talk to strangers, don’t go with strangers.’ It then affects these mothers and these fathers where, I know in my case alone, my mental health was so stable. Mentally, physically, emotionally, I was fine when all my children, especially my middle child, were at home, but as soon as the Social Work became involved and took my kids from school, from right under my eyes… My kids [are] always stressed.”
Woman, 35-44, Glasgow and Strathclyde

Other respondents (around half of those interviewed) had unresolved cases. This, again, reflected the complexity of the case and whether the respondent had challenged the grounds of the case, or the decision made by the Panel. Those with unresolved cases tended to know there will be more Hearings, but some were uncertain about when these would take place – and the feeling of being ‘in limbo’ was stressful.

“We’ve just done the three Child Hearings without the Sheriff getting involved. The Sheriff got involved two weeks ago. He made his decision, and I think it’s not until June now that the next Hearing is with the Sheriff Officer, but I think there’s going to be meetings in between that with Child Hearing. Nobody’s been in touch with the Child Hearing yet or let me know what’s going on with that yet. I’ve not been given any information about the court hearing either, so a little bit grumbled about that.”
Man, 45-54, Scotland South

Linked to the perception that their case was unresolved, some respondents feel ‘stuck’ in the Hearings system, waiting for their solicitor, or another professional involved in the case, to update them on next steps. This appears, in part, to reflect that respondents can be left waiting for action points from previous Hearings to take place and highlights that Children’s Panels are reliant on other systems to undertake various tasks (e.g., Learning and Capability Assessments; GP/psychiatry appointments/ diagnoses; reports from the Safeguarder after they have spoken to all parties involved in the case etc.). Feedback from respondents suggests that sometimes there is not enough capacity among professionals to progress cases.

“The Safeguarder did actually side with me and my family, after looking at the evidence… And basically, her recommendation was that this Social Work Department was actually put off the case immediately, because they were causing nothing but distress to two children. So, the Panel did agree. So, we’re now in the process of one Social Work Department shifting out and another one coming in, but I’m still stuck in the process until this is resolved.”
Woman, 35-44, Glasgow and Strathclyde

“Because the last panel… after eight months they needed to contact my GP to find out what state I was in. As I say, [it’s taken] eight months to do that, I gave you permission a year ago. They just didn’t contact anybody. And I’m getting punished for this now, my daughter’s getting punished for it.”
Man, 45-54, Edinburgh and Lothians 

“I think the next one’s in August. It was about every month or every six weeks they were happening, but then we’ve got to a point now where there’s a Parental Capability Assessment going on. I think that goes on for a few months, and then it’ll go back to a Hearing in August.”
Man, 35-44, Tayside, Central and Fife

Additionally, before turning attention to the feedback on solicitors, it is worth noting that the length of time many had been involved in the system made it difficult to unpick all the key details from respondents. For some, the process of finding a solicitor happened several years ago (particularly if they had not decided to change solicitor at any point in the process) meaning that recall of some details was vague. Also, the stress of the situation when respondents needed a solicitor (i.e. the situation that led to the involvement of the Children’s Panel) meant that many were ‘in a panic’ and were not necessarily able to recall all the details from that time.



[bookmark: _Toc172896649]Initial experiences with a solicitor
Finding out they could use a solicitor

Legally assisted adults had quite varied experiences in terms of when they first found out they could use a solicitor for a Hearing. There was no main, or most common, stage at which people were informed.

Some, particularly those with experience of using solicitors for other means (such as a contact order following a divorce, or a criminal court case), or with experience of the Hearings system as a child, were aware they could use a solicitor at the outset of the case. Indeed, some of these individuals contacted family solicitors as soon as their child/children were taken away, or they were told a Hearing was to be arranged. This highlights the advantage of familiarity with the legal system in terms of ensuring legal support is in place to challenge, as required, information presented in the initial Hearings (for instance, the statement of grounds – which most respondents had some level of disagreement with).

“Yeah, because that was the first Panel, it went to the Sheriff Court, and I knew that I was going to need a solicitor for the Sheriff Court… So, I went early and got mine… [I knew I could get legal aid] because I’m a criminal. I’ve got a criminal conviction, so I’ve always had a lawyer.”
Man, 45-54, Edinburgh and Lothians

“Well, when Social Work got involved with the boys, I already had a solicitor through the contact case I had with my ex-husband. So, I had contacted her [my solicitor] when Social Work got involved in things. As soon as they got involved, I just contacted her, and she said that she would come to all the Hearings with me.”
Woman, 35-44, Tayside, Central and Fife

Others were informed prior to the Hearing – most commonly by the Children’s Reporter or social work, although some were informed via word of mouth, e.g., friends/family that had previously been involved in the Hearings system. Who informed the respondent tended to be who they had the best relationship with; for instance, if the respondent had a constructive relationship with the social work team involved with the child/children, it would be social work that informed them.

The remainder were not aware they could use a solicitor until they attended the first Hearing without one – and in one case, not until after several Hearings had taken place. These people tended to be informed by the Children’s Reporter, or by support organisations they were working with at the time (e.g., Citizens Advice, Kinship Care Scotland). Findings from the research would suggest this group is in the most vulnerable position from a legal standpoint, as crucial information (including the statement of grounds) is presented at this stage of the process and respondents that are unsure of the terminology/‘legalese’ used at Hearings are at risk of agreeing to something that harms their case.

“I wasn’t aware I could have a lawyer present with me. I didn’t know I had to have a lawyer present with me. And it was every time I was going in, they [the professionals at the Hearing] were saying, ‘You not got your lawyer?’ And I’m like that, ‘No.’ He [the Children’s Reporter] says, ‘Can I have a word with you?’, and I was like, ‘Aye.’ He says, ‘Do you know you are entitled to a lawyer here as well?’ I said, ‘Oh, can I?’ He goes, ‘Uh-huh, you can bring a lawyer to fight your case.’”
Woman, 45-54, Glasgow and Strathclyde

“So, we got a solicitor for the final two [Hearings], because the problem was we, we weren't actually explained to us, like in detail what kinship care was, our rights. If we needed a solicitor. I was always told we didn't, and it was just… until it was kind of like ‘right, he [the child] might be going home now’, and we didn't think it was the best idea. So, we had a solicitor for two of the Hearings. The last two.”
Woman, 25-34, Scotland South

[bookmark: _Hlk171507260][bookmark: _Hlk171507173]The above highlights a key piece of feedback from the research: there does not seem to be a single clear mechanism for telling adults involved in the Children’s Hearings system they are entitled to have a solicitor support them. Feedback from respondents indicates that this is not happening consistently at present.

“I think if there was – if the Panel had offered me – because not once have the Panel offered me a solicitor or said I could get a solicitor, ‘here’s a list of solicitors you can take away and read’, or something like that.”
Man, 45-54, Edinburgh and Lothians

“I worry about people that maybe don’t have my confidence or use their initiative to figure it out on their own. I feel as if a lot of people within these Hearings – and I might be wrong – maybe have mental health problems or they have a drink problem or some learning disability, there might be something, and I struggled, and I don’t have to combat any of these things. I’m actually quite clued-up and quite highly educated. I feel as if, if I found it a struggle and I had to go out on my own to find this and access these services myself, how would someone else? Because… none of the professionals actually guided me towards any kind of legal assistance.”
Woman, 35-44, Glasgow and Strathclyde

Finding a solicitor

There were also a range of experiences when it came to the process of finding a solicitor. Some respondents were not supported in any way: after being told they could use a solicitor, they were left to their own devices. This process tended to involve searching for solicitors via internet search engines and phoning prospective firms in their area.

“So, it was literally, ‘I need a solicitor, I’ll just Google it.’”
Woman, 25-34, Highland and Islands

“I was told that there would be a Hearing concerning my daughter, and I went online, and I Googled, ‘How can I get a solicitor to represent me?’ And also, there was maybe an advice from the SCRA that you could get a solicitor on SLAB and stuff like that, so I took that opportunity and I just snapped it straight away.”
Man, 44-54, Scotland South

For some within this group of self-supported legal aid recipients, the process of finding a solicitor was more advanced, involving local resources (e.g., Facebook pages, review websites) who could endorse solicitors in the area, or using the SLAB website to ensure the solicitor was legal aid registered. This saved these individuals time in the process of securing a suitable legal representative.

“Right at the start, I had Googled some stuff and I had found a website about the Children’s Hearing system. It explained things about it, and it had said that you were entitled to a legal rep. And from there I phoned around solicitors, and I found one – I’d been told to use them, they had great reviews… [I was told to use this solicitor by] Other people in the area, see, because this is happening in [location one] and I’m in [location two]. I had to rely on people in [location one] because it did need to be a [location one]-based solicitor.”
Woman, 35-44, Glasgow and Strathclyde

“Social Work told me, ‘Listen, you need to get a solicitor, this is going to be a long battle… you need someone – a solicitor – to assist you with this,’ and that’s when I done that. I generally went onto the Scottish Legal Aid Board website, and used the search engine to find ones that could do legal aid. Because I’m not working and I know I can’t fund it myself, so I have to look for legal aid.”
Man, 44-54, Scotland South

Those who had support at this stage were either supported by friends/family, by local support groups/organisations such as Women’s Aid or parenting groups (e.g., Mellow Dads), or by a previous solicitor (which may have been from a criminal/civil case or a children’s case). Support was offered in various ways: recommending a particular solicitor, sharing phone numbers for solicitors in the respondent’s local area, or offering to make calls to arrange the initial interview appointment. The support these respondents received was highly beneficial, alleviating stress during a high-pressure situation.

“I think my auntie had previously used her [my solicitor]. She had Social Work involvement with her granddaughter, and my solicitor had got a Residence Order and things for her… granddaughter. Things were quite positive – her experience – which led me to use her.”
Woman, 35-44, Tayside, Central and Fife

“My last solicitor went off on maternity – oh, no, she changed firms and she didn’t take the case, so then I just looked for somebody else, and then I found the Advocacy Service who found me one from SLAB.”
Woman, 25-34, Highlands and Islands
The key finding here is the strong link between how an individual found their solicitor and the perceived quality of service they received. Those who found their solicitor themselves tended to have a less positive experience and were more likely to change solicitors, whereas those who received some support or had a clear recommendation from someone external to their case generally had a more positive experience. 

Findings suggest that this is primarily because those who look for solicitors themselves are more likely to work with the first solicitor who has capacity to take on their case – this is because they often need one quickly, ahead of the first Hearing. As it is a stressful situation, respondents want to secure a solicitor as soon as possible, and move onto the business of preparing for their case. Additionally, as they have not approached people for advice, they are less likely to understand the system (e.g., that they can look beyond their immediate locale for a legal representative).

“All I remember is, Social Work went and took my daughter. And then I don’t know, I must just have known in my head, ‘Right, phone a solicitor, hope for the best.’ And I got a random one that I didn’t get on with, really… The second [solicitor], it was actually my sister-in-law – the one who’s got my daughter. She actually tracked down my lawyer, because she saw him on a newspaper article about how he got social workers the sack in human rights cases, he got them turned out and everything, so she thought, ‘Brilliant!’ So, I took her word for it.”
Woman, 25-34, Glasgow and Strathclyde

Linked to this point, it is noteworthy how many respondents changed solicitors during their case. This occurred for a variety of reasons but having a bad experience with a solicitor – not feeling represented, not being updated frequently enough – was the most common (with a few others mentioning their solicitor had moved practices or retired, necessitating a change). Additionally, a couple stopped using a solicitor for a period, either due to a negative experience or because they felt like they could fight their case alone. In most circumstances, respondents changed solicitors until they found one that was able to support them adequately, but there is a risk that some people can disengage from legal support which may lead to negative consequences for their case.

“At first, I thought she was an alright lawyer, I couldn’t have asked for much more, I thought. I don’t know, the communication wasn’t great between us, so it wasn’t, and I just felt as though I could do with someone better to try and be on my side a bit more. But she was nice enough, she was friendly enough and stuff, don’t get me wrong, it’s just I didn’t click with her, I suppose.”
Woman, 25-34, Glasgow and Strathclyde

“And after that I thought, ‘No,’ so I sacked that lawyer. I got another lawyer, from [location], and it was the same problem – not turning up... They weren’t fighting for me, and I thought, ‘No.’ So, I stopped using a lawyer for about two, two-and-a-half years, because I just felt I do better without a lawyer than I do with one.”
Woman, 25-34, Highland and Islands

[bookmark: _Hlk171507283]From the point of knowing they needed a solicitor to support them, most respondents found the process of securing a solicitor’s services straightforward. Some, however – typically those who didn’t receive any support – had difficulties finding a solicitor that took on legal aid cases, took on Children’s Hearings cases, and had sufficient capacity. This all took time and was particularly stressful for those who needed a solicitor urgently (e.g., the first Hearing had been called for a few days’ time). 

“I phoned a couple, and they didn’t take legal aid, so finding one that took legal aid and then finding one that was good or at least half decent that took legal aid was, know what I mean….”
Man, 45-54, Edinburgh and Lothians

“Yeah, a couple of ones that I did get through to didn’t do child things. They’re lawyers, but maybe just like dealing with criminal things and stuff. You’ve got to actually get the right kind of lawyer for the children and family side. What I was doing was reading the reviews and just seeing the reviews for people. You would see, ‘They dealt with my case involving my child, my son,’ or whatever, and then you’d know, ‘oh, right, they deal with it’.”
Man, 35-44, Tayside, Central and Fife

Once a suitable legal representative was on board, the process of securing legal aid tended to be straightforward, particularly for those who had an existing solicitor that they had used in previous family law cases. Most respondents had experience of sharing bank statements, proof of benefits etc., and were well-versed in what they needed to provide. A few also had support from local support groups/organisations (e.g., Parents Advocacy Rights) to provide this information. All were taken through the process by the solicitor, and a few said their solicitor ‘did everything for them’.

“It was fine. I got called into the lawyer’s office and she just went through and did all the paperwork there and then, asked me to send her bank statements and proof of benefits.”
Man, 45-54, Edinburgh and Lothians

“I saw my solicitor within a couple of weeks of the first phone call, so it was quite quick. And like I said, he did deal with everything very promptly… obviously once I submitted everything he needed – yeah, they definitely acted quickly.”
Woman, 35-44, Glasgow and Strathclyde

“My solicitor’s quite good at looking around to see what support and things are available for me, to help things, because I got legal assistance for my contact case for the boys as well.”
Woman, 35-44, Tayside, Central and Fife



Expectations
Respondents’ expectations regarding how solicitors would be able to help them were two-fold: there was a group of respondents that had broader expectations of their solicitor and a group that had more outcome-orientated expectations.

The group with broader expectations of their solicitor tended to be slightly less certain about precisely how their solicitor could help them, but they knew they needed help understanding the Hearings system. They were less likely to have used solicitors in the past, and this was often their first experience with the Hearings system. This perspective sometimes also reflected the stress they were experiencing at the time of the case – some people weren’t necessarily thinking about everything their solicitor may be able to help them with. This group wanted a professional to unpack and translate the processes and language of the Hearings system, what their rights were, and what the Hearings would involve. They were also happy to lean on their solicitors’ expertise and knowledge of the law, meaning they would tend to defer to their solicitor in terms of how to approach each Hearing. 

“Because it was a legal case, it was a legal representation. I could represent myself, don’t get me wrong, but because as of that time I was a bit confused, I was unstable with things going on, so I needed somebody experienced, that has been doing it before. He knew the Social Services, he knew the court cases, he knew the Judges – or the Sheriffs, as they call them in Scotland – he knew everybody.”
Man, 45-54, Scotland South

“Well, they know more about the law than I do, eh. I have limited to what law I can – I can only go with common sense.”
Man, 45-54, Edinburgh and Lothians

“I think it was more for, like the legal side, because all these like orders and court orders and stuff, would be mentioned to us. But we were, I mean, we were absolutely clueless about it all, clueless, and we hadn't had any advice on anything, so we knew he was on a compulsory supervision order at our address. But other than that, there was, there was nothing really.”
Woman, 25-34, Scotland South

Those who had more outcome or goal-orientated expectations had very fixed ideas about how their solicitor might be able to help them during their case. They were less focused on the role solicitors could play in terms of demystifying the Hearings system and were more likely to view the solicitor’s role positively if they achieved a positive outcome for their case.

“I thought they would be able to help me get my evidence put forward, to disprove what was being said against me and have my children returned to me.”
Woman, 25-34, Highland and Islands



“We hoped that I would get full custody of my son. So, we worked from that basis.”
Man, 65+, Highland and Islands

“I would have expected to have got a bit of supervision to see my daughter, at least.”
Man, 19-24, Glasgow and Strathclyde

Fundamentally though, all respondents expected their solicitor to stand by them (‘someone to fight for me’) throughout the case, as many felt isolated, as though no other party involved in the case was giving due attention to their perspective. It was this emotional and moral support provided by solicitors that people valued the most, and not receiving this type of support was the thing most likely to prompt respondents to look for a new solicitor.

“I wasn’t foreseeing any expectations, I was just expecting him to stand by me and to help me as much as he can to get the kids home.”
Man, 45-54, Scotland South

“A solicitor was more just there so if I felt a bit overwhelmed, or things like that… There’s a tell. When I get a bit annoyed, I shake my foot, so obviously they’d look out for that and when they’d seen me starting to do that, that’s when they would jump in.”
Woman, 25-34, Aberdeen and North East

And, conversely, in terms of how clear solicitors were in terms of their role and what could be expected of them during the case, most respondents felt their solicitor was clear in terms of how they could and could not help. Indeed, many responded positively to solicitors’ realistic and pragmatic approach to the case from the outset. This is crucial in terms of managing the expectations of legally assisted adults, particularly when the stakes are so high, and clients are emotionally fraught.

“[The solicitor] would ask me what I would hope for and stuff, so I would say, ‘I’m hoping A, B, C would happen,’ or whatever. And they’d go, ‘Right, no, you’re not being realistic, [name], get a grip, this is what’s going to happen… Be realistic here. Stop, you are going in all guns shooting.’ I’m like, ‘But I can’t help it.’ So, they would tell me exactly what to expect, and 99% of the time they were spot on.”
Woman, 25-34, Glasgow and Strathclyde

The only aspect of client expectations where feedback from respondents indicates that solicitors were less proactive was in relation to telling their clients what to do if they were not satisfied with the service provided. Few respondents could remember the solicitor telling them this, and there is a risk that this leads to some clients (particularly less confident clients, or those with less experience of the system) not pursuing a complaint, or a change of solicitor. However, it is also worth noting that due to the circumstances in which respondents were contacting their solicitor, and their heightened emotional state, some acknowledged that they may not remember the details of exactly what was said by their solicitor.

“Obviously, she said if there was any concerns, that I can get in contact with the Legal Aid Board and raise – do you know? – concerns with them. And I’m sure she told me that there was somebody else I could write to as well, I think I’ve got it written down somewhere, but I’ve never had to even think about that.”
Woman, 35-44, Tayside, Central and Fife

Linked to this point about not knowing where to complain about your solicitor, feedback from a minority of respondents implies that some clients may not have the confidence to complain about (and potentially change) their solicitor unless they are told about this. This may, in part, reflect the fact that they are receiving a free service/help with the costs, but it may also be a result of the status of solicitors in these cases: they are the people that hold the knowledge. While feedback suggests that most solicitors enable people to feel like they can speak up about their case and their solicitor, there is a risk that some clients do not feel able to do this. 

“I tried to avoid the loggerheads, because you know when the situation is tense, there’s a tension between you two? Then you play the part of it and say, ‘Okay, well, I don’t want any misunderstanding of anything, I’ll just go by the books, so I’ll just play the game. Okay, so if I don’t want you to represent me, just finish this… [and] if I need any legal representation in the future, I won’t be coming back to your office…’”
Man, 45-54, Scotland South

Additional support 
Relatively few respondents reported that they required support for an additional need. Those that did tended to mention a mental health need (e.g., anxiety, depression) or a learning need (e.g., dyslexia, limited reading/comprehension skills). In these cases, although these needs did not tend to be discussed formally, respondents with a better relationship with their solicitor, who felt their solicitor cared about them and their case, said that their solicitor made reasonable adjustments for their needs. These respondents often referred to an unspoken understanding between them and their solicitor.

“I’ve never really discussed with [solicitor’s name] about it. He knows about my mental health, but I think he, speaking to me, understands that I can take in information, and if I do struggle, he knows that and he will explain.”
Man, 45-54, Scotland South

“[Solicitor’s name] thingamies for all my needs. He knows that I’m a bit slow at reading mail, so [he] will hand me the mail. [Solicitor] will break the mail down into different parts for me, tell me what it entails, and all the rest of it. If there’s something I don’t understand in the email, he puts at the bottom, ‘Phone me ASAP.’”
Woman, 45-54, Glasgow and Strathclyde

[bookmark: _Hlk171507321]From a best practice standpoint, there was evidence of solicitors linking in with other professionals working with the respondent to explain the circumstances of the case, spending extra time unpacking Panel papers with respondents before and after Hearings, and signposting respondents to mental health services to ensure they had access to professional support during the case. 

“I don’t know if this is relevant or not, but at one point they kept going on, obviously, about my mental health, and I was already working with the Mental Health Team and that, so they linked in with my lawyer anyway. He would fill my Mental Health Team in, like, ‘She might go a bit crazy this weekend because this has happened,’ or whatever. So, they [my Mental Health Team] would know to expect a call on that.”
Woman, 25-34, Glasgow and Strathclyde

“Obviously, my mental health was really quite low throughout the whole thing, and she [the solicitor] gave me contact numbers for counsellors and things that some of her clients have used in the past, which I did use and found very, very beneficial. And I used him for months, to help with my mental health and things, and my PTSD.”
Woman, 35-44, Tayside, Central and Fife

It is worth noting some nuances here, in that some respondents might not necessarily know what they need in terms of additional support – and teasing this out during the interviews proved challenging in some cases. This is more likely to be the case for younger, less confident people, or those with less experience of the system, who may not be as accustomed to advocating for themselves or asking for support. There was also a sense from a few respondents that they did not want to admit they had an additional need, in case it harmed their case. This fear might prevent them from raising other additional needs they may have.

“They [the solicitor] might already know that [I have additional learning needs]. But… they should have asked me [if I needed support]. Aye, I know where you’re coming from. But I don’t know if they go by the book. I don’t know, man, no.”
Man, 19-24, Glasgow and Strathclyde

“I have borderline personality disorder, so that’s something I’ve had since I’ve been pretty much a child, and I’m in my thirties now, so I’ve had that all my life, so that’s controlled. I was sectioned when I was [younger], and then I got the help that I needed, and since then I’ve been absolutely fine. I know all of my therapies to do, all my treatments to do, I know my wee to-do list every day to keep myself well, and I’ve been absolutely fine since I left the hospital, but Social Work have used my diagnosis against me, time and time again, and it’s just not really fair.”
Woman, 25-34, Highland and Islands 

[bookmark: _Toc172896650]Having a solicitor in the Hearing 
Help received from the solicitor
Ultimately, the support respondents received from their solicitor before, during and after each Hearing was dependent on how ‘good’ (in terms of perceived quality of service) the solicitor was overall. Those whose feedback suggested solicitors struck the right balance between being competent and caring reported that their solicitor helped them in whatever way they could. This included, but was not limited to, the following broad areas of support:

· Giving the respondent advice before/after the Hearing: telling the respondent what to expect and how they should conduct themselves; what the outcome of each Hearing might be; and what they would do next to progress the case. In some cases, this included asking for the respondent’s ‘sign off’ on information the solicitor was planning to share/present to the Panel.

· Participating in the Hearing: speaking on behalf of the respondent, advancing their respondent’s case, and advocating for them. This included concrete examples of solicitors challenging information presented before/at the Hearing, including the statement of grounds.

· Supporting the respondent during the Hearing: for instance, advising the respondent about when not to speak, or when not to challenge a specific point because it would not help their case etc.

“He [the solicitor] just asked everything that had been going on, everything like that… And virtually I asked him, ‘How do I conduct myself?’ Because I have got emotions that I can’t control sometimes and I can let it get the better of me, I said, ‘How do I conduct myself?’ And he explained to me, ‘This is what you need to say, and this is how you’re going to say it. If you can’t, don’t worry, but if you word it this way instead of wording it that way… it sounds a bit better.’ And I know that it helps, because sometimes I don’t have a filter, if you know what I mean?”
Man, 45-54, Scotland South

“The solicitor actually managed to get the grounds from 25 to eight, and even of the eight, I think four of them he changed the wording in it. So, he was very useful at that point. And then it went to the actual Hearing where they establish grounds, and that’s when the paralegal came, and she’s been there since.”
Woman, 35-44, Glasgow and Strathclyde

“They would always discuss with me before sending off [reports] to other lawyers or the actual Panel Members, the Children’s Reporter or whatever. They’d always tell me what they’re wanting to do, how did I feel about it? Did I disagree with it? And I was like, ‘No, do whatever you want, you know what you’re doing,’ sort of thing.”
Woman, 25-34, Glasgow and Strathclyde
As noted earlier, feeling someone was ‘by their side’ during the Hearing was crucial to respondents’ wellbeing, and, in some cases, it gave respondents more confidence to speak up for themselves and take a more active role in the Hearings. This ability to facilitate respondents’ participation in the Hearing was highly beneficial for less confident respondents. Indeed, there was some evidence that people can disengage from the Hearings system if they do not feel supported by their solicitor at the Hearing.

“At the first few Hearings I would say she [my solicitor] did more speaking for me, because I was so upset and things, and I had my ex-husband’s solicitor quite verbal towards me, a lot of negative things towards me. And she was quite good at advocating for me and keeping things on track, whereas I probably would have just got myself really, really worked up. Whereas now, I’m not scared to speak my own mind, so now she takes a step back until they [ex‑husband’s solicitor] cross the line.”
Woman, 35-44, Tayside, Central and Fife

“There’s been a few [Hearings], but I refuse to go to another one after the way I felt… I told them [the solicitor] that I didn’t really like the way I was treated when I was there, the fact that I had to leave the room and come back in, and then everybody was looking at me with disgust because she’d already said her wee bit, and by that point I’d got speech fright, so I just let it go, man. I was like, ‘Cool, man, do what you want.’ I just want to see my daughter; do you know what I mean?”
Man, 19-24, Glasgow and Strathclyde

As highlighted above, most respondents were very positive about their solicitor’s role at each Hearing, but there was some negative feedback. Those who were unhappy most commonly reported that their solicitor did not participate in the Hearing as much as they had expected them to at the outset. This can be upsetting for respondents, particularly when they had taken the time during the early stages of their relationship with their solicitor to explain their position and perspective on the case and what they hoped the outcome would be. The feedback here indicates that the most fundamental role of the solicitor is to contribute to the Hearing, to be present in the conversation.

“She [my solicitor] just sat there. Never said anything. At least the first lawyer, she argued your point for you. With [name], you’re getting paid and I’m the one doing all the speaking… I’m not a wordsmith. I’m a joiner, I’m a carpenter, I’m not a wordsmith. Half the time I say something, it doesn’t come out the way I want it to come out.”
Man, 55-64, Edinburgh and Lothians

“Everyone [the other professionals at the Hearing] was actually engaging, except for my solicitor, who was just there… ’Engaging’ means that they were voicing their point, they were throwing points out at the case, and he was just sitting there… No, talk for me, and represent me. You’re getting paid to do this job. You should have said, ‘No, no, no, that all wasn’t the case, [name] told me that that wasn’t the case.’ There was no defence. There was nothing.”
Man, 45-54, Scotland South

There were a couple of examples of solicitors not turning up to, or being late for, Hearings. This was particularly challenging as it meant respondents had to represent themselves and did not have the benefit of the subtle advice provided by a solicitor during a Hearing (e.g., when/when not to speak). Although not the case with these individuals, this has the potential for quite serious consequences – as there is evidence from other interviews that Hearings can be fraught, and without a solicitor present, the respondent could do something they regret, leading to a more negative outcome for them in their case.

“The last panel I had to do myself because, like I said, the lawyers weren’t there. But the time before that there was a lawyer which was just a stand-in lawyer. Which I kind of complained… ‘you’re not speaking, I’m doing all the talking here’. I took the original lawyer, and ever since I asked for the original lawyer, trying to get lawyers now has just been murder to be honest. And I got a letter yesterday and I’ve had to leave them three messages on the machine to no callbacks. And now it looks like I’m going to have to appear on the thirteenth without a lawyer again.”
Man, 45-54, Edinburgh and Lothians

“You know when you’re getting elbowed in the side [by your solicitor] you’re basically being told, ‘Shut the [expletive] up, because if you don’t shut the [expletive] up, you’re getting lifted.’”
Woman, 45-54, Edinburgh and Lothians

Understanding the Hearing

Aside from the points made earlier about not necessarily understanding the terminology and ‘legalese’ used at the Hearings, respondents generally understood other aspects of the Hearing, including which professionals were present. This appears to be dealt with consistently at Hearings, with many respondents referencing that everyone present introduced themselves before the main discussion began.

“The first meeting we had, the one that chaired the meeting explained everything, exactly what was going to go on, what was going to be done, and who the people in the room… They introduced themselves one by one, who they were, what they were doing, and representing themselves and that stuff. That was good. There were no issues when it came to that.”
Man, 45-54, Scotland South

Likewise, most respondents felt that the number of people at the Hearing was appropriate for what was being discussed (even if this fluctuated somewhat between Hearings, based on the availability of professionals). They felt everyone at the Hearing had a legitimate reason to be there as their perspective was relevant to the case. Indeed, some were positive about the fact the Panel enabled all the professionals around the child to ‘get together’ in the same room – something which had not happened until the first Hearing.



“But do you know what? It’s [the Hearing process] brought everybody round the table as one, everybody’s got the same discussions at the same times.”
Woman, 35-44, Glasgow and Strathclyde

Despite these positive findings, it is important to reiterate that Hearings can be daunting for some people – particularly the initial Hearings when respondents are less certain about what to expect. The presence of some professionals (e.g., representatives from the child’s/children’s school) can also be disconcerting if the respondent has a fixed idea about who will be present at the Hearing (social workers, solicitors and Panel members). This reinforces the solicitor’s vital role in reassuring their client prior to and during the Hearing.

“At the very first one it was very daunting, overwhelming. I was very upset, though, so it’s all a blur for me. But no, the more and more I attended, then the more comfortable I was getting with the amount of people.”
Woman, 25-34, Highlands and Islands

“It depended on my mental health [how I felt about the Hearing]. Sometimes I’m like, ‘I can’t deal with all of them, they’re just going to go out of their way to annoy me today.’”
Woman, 25-34, Glasgow and Strathclyde

[bookmark: _Hlk171507356]Additionally, there were some comments about professionals changing between Hearings, such as different Panel members and replacement social workers. This could be a consequence of the availability of professionals, or other issues such as long-term illness, or professionals leaving their post/retiring. Although somewhat unavoidable (given Panel members attend on a voluntary basis and therefore their availability is not guaranteed), this lack of consistency represents another ‘stressor’ in the system, frequently leading to the Panel having to revisit the basic details of the case at each Hearing.

“There was just one day [laughs] we went to a Panel – oh, it’s funny, laughing about it – and not one of the Panel members knew what to do. It was just a lot of new members that had come onto the Panel that day. And that was a disaster, that Panel!”
Woman, 45-54, Glasgow and Strathclyde

“The only issue I’ve got with the Child Hearing Panels is that every time we had one – we’ve had three – it was different members, it wasn’t the same people, so they had to go through the whole thing again, and I think sometimes that can misjudge them.”
Man, 45-54, Scotland South

“The thing with Panels is the board changes. The one where my daughter was removed, they said we’ll remove her and then we’ll come back in three months… but then when we went back it was a completely different three members and there was just a different energy in the room completely. It was like we weren’t getting our story through at the last panel…”
Man, 45-54, Edinburgh and Lothians

Disagreements at the Hearing

Most feedback here centred around social workers. Frequently, respondents did not agree with how the social work team was presenting the facts of the case, or they were agitated by social workers allegedly bringing new information to the case that was not presented in the reports/papers produced ahead of the Hearing. In some cases, this resulted in a fractious atmosphere at the Hearings and there was evidence of respondents leaving the Hearing room to take a break, the Hearing being paused to allow all parties to take a break, the Hearing being adjourned early, and attendees needing to leave the Hearing separately to avoid further confrontation.

“And half the Panels we have went to, she’s [the social worker] put things in that don’t even make any thingamy [sense] to the Panel members, and the Panel members will say, ‘But that’s not in our file, that’s not in our report.’ They’ve picked up on that at four Panel meetings now, we’ve been at. Uh-huh, about four or five meetings we have been at, they’ve picked up on that.”
Woman, 45-54, Glasgow and Strathclyde

“The Panel did try. They were quite good at keeping things on track, especially at, I would say, the last Hearing that we had in [location] because what Social Work was saying wasn’t marrying up. Like, I had asked for overnight contact with my children, and Social Work had said, ‘Our recommendation is the children aren’t returned,’ but they hadn’t actually seen me in five months to do an assessment, so the Panel was like, ‘Well, you can’t make a recommendation when you’ve had no contact with mum for five months,’ so aye.”
Woman, 45-54, Tayside, Central and Fife

“But then other times it could get very heated, to the point the Hearings had to be stopped. Everyone got put into separate rooms. Everyone got warned, like, ‘If this continues, police are coming down.’ But that’s what’s happened a few times.”
Woman, 25-34, Glasgow and Strathclyde

Less frequently, there could also be disagreements between parents/ex-partners in cases centred on residence orders and care of the child, or between respondents and solicitors representing partners/ex-partners. These disagreements could be equally heated, and there was evidence of some Hearings being timetabled so ex-partners did not interact with each other.

“I’ve been very quiet on the meetings because I’ve got the end result, my kids are home. Mum hasn’t been. She’s been very vocal, very disagreeing, very attacking.”
Man, 45-54, Scotland South

“No, I don’t get to [hear his ex-partner’s opinion of the case]. I had to leave the room because she didn’t want me in the same room as her.”
Woman, 25-34, Glasgow and Strathclyde

In these instances, it was most commonly the Children’s Reporter (but sometimes the solicitor or Hearing Panel) who made the decision to take a break, pause, or stop the Hearing. This reinforces the important mediating role solicitors can play at Hearings – as ultimately allowing clients to ‘cool off’ reduces the risk of people doing something they would regret, potentially leading to a more negative outcome for them in their case.

[bookmark: _Toc172896651]Overall experience and outcomes
Views of support received and relationship with the solicitor

Most respondents were highly appreciative of the support they received from their solicitor, reporting that solicitors were invaluable in the Hearings process: those who had a positive outcome felt the solicitor was critical to securing this, and many more reported they would have had a significantly worse outcome had they not had a solicitor to advise them (even if they had not yet achieved the outcome they set out to).

“I don't think I would have… I don't think I would still be getting contact with him [the child] if I didn't get a solicitor.”
Woman, 25-34, Scotland South

“I’ve had solicitors before with my older daughter, and generally all they did was just wrote a letter. They didn’t really fight for my daughter. She’s 19 soon, so it’s caused 16 years of, because of the confusion and all that stuff, I don’t have a relationship with my daughter as good as I should have. And it’s because I wasn’t represented properly by a good solicitor. Nothing to do with the legal aid, nothing to do with that. I didn’t pick a good solicitor, and I think that the confidence can be sometimes, it’s choosing [the right] one.”
Man, 45-54, Scotland South

Further, as noted earlier in the report, as well as evaluating solicitors in terms of the case outcome, respondents said their solicitor was useful in several ways (e.g., demystifying the Hearing system, advocating for them, giving them a sense of agency in the case etc.) and most would recommend their solicitor to others. For many, the solicitor was the single most important person in the case – particularly if they were new to the Hearings system.

“You feel more protected, confident, like you have some sort of a backbone, reassurance that if you crumble… I was shaking a lot. At one of the meetings, my mum was there and she’d really hurt my daughter and then hurt me. We hadn’t spoken in about six months, and me having to sit across from her was quite daunting for me at the time, and upsetting, because it’s your mum but it’s an awful situation. But having [name] there, the solicitor, it just felt like it became an achievable meeting to attend, as opposed to something which would have been excruciating.”
Woman, 45-54, Aberdeen and North East

“I do believe that the lawyers are critical to people. Whether people realise it or not, I don’t know. Like I say, I don’t know if they’re just maybe not informed, but definitely being a first-timer going through it I needed the lawyers, and I would definitely recommend to anybody that the lawyers were present.”
Woman, 35-44, Glasgow and Strathclyde

Similarly, most felt they worked closely with their solicitor throughout the case. They were happy with how frequently solicitors contacted them to keep them up to date as well as how responsive they were when the respondent had queries. The most highly regarded solicitors were prompt in terms of briefing before, and debriefing after, each Hearing – and making sure their client understood the result of each Hearing. There were also examples of solicitors’ flexibility, rearranging appointments if their client had a preexisting commitment. 

“[Solicitor] will give me a time. If that time ties in with the girls I’ve got to tell [solicitor] right away, ‘No, I can’t, that ties in with the girls,’ what it ties in with the girls for – like, ‘It ties in with the girls for their Family Support time.’ ‘Right, we’ll change it to the next day.’ And I get the next-day appointment.”
Woman, 45-54, Glasgow and Strathclyde

Despite these broadly positive findings, some respondents were not happy with their solicitor and how frequently they kept in contact. There were examples of respondents leaving messages with solicitors that were not followed up, others were not kept up to date with the case as much as they would have liked, and one person had an upcoming Hearing but had been unable to contact his solicitor, so was very worried about not having time to prepare. These examples highlight the importance of communication – although it is not as fundamental a feature of the solicitor’s role as representation at a Hearing, respondents want to know how their case is going, and that they can contact their solicitor to discuss it.

“I’ve left messages on the answering machine. I’ve sent – the partner that was working with me – I’ve sent them WhatsApps, and then said I was handed an appointment, I was never handed an appointment. They’ve got my address, nae mail has come for me with new appointments, and the messages have just gone unread.”
Man, 45-54, Edinburgh and Lothians

“I just wish I could have found somebody to represent me that would’ve represented me a bit better and communicated with me better – kept in touch with me, either by email, letter, phone call, whatever – but that just did not happen.”
Man, 55-64, Edinburgh and Lothians

Possible improvements

Additional to the improvements around solicitors’ communication, other key improvements were suggested by respondents, some of which are touched upon earlier in the report.

[bookmark: _Hlk171507437]One of the key improvements noted by respondents was making sure all Relevant Persons are made aware that they are entitled to legal support during a Panel Hearing case. They felt this should be at the earliest opportunity – and certainly before the first Hearing takes place – as not all respondents were aware of this at the start of the process.

Additionally, one of the key areas of feedback from respondents is that solicitors could sometimes be better at managing their clients’ expectations at the outset of a case. A minority of respondents reported they had been given the impression that their case would be simple, but this did not transpire. Although this is not necessarily the fault of the solicitor (e.g., new evidence could be brought to light during a case), it is important that solicitors do not over-promise at the start of a case, until all the information has been presented at the Hearing, as this can lead to anguish for some clients.

“My lawyer said aye, a hundred percent, basically I will get to see my daughter, and it went in a completely opposite way.”
Man, 19-24, Glasgow and Strathclyde

“In my case, the impression I got from my solicitor at the start was, ‘This will be resolved pretty quickly.’ I think that was the solicitor’s view at the start, ‘It’s quite clear-cut.’ The Social Work in the background, causing problems, making false allegations, adding things to reports that didn’t exist, made my solicitor step back and go, ‘We weren’t expecting that.’ So, my solicitor and the paralegal have both said to me that they have never ever been involved in a case like this, where it’s played out like this… She said, ‘So, this is a very rare case for us,’ that the children were not harmed. They were in, I’d say, really bad conditions, but they in themselves were not hurt or starved or anything. And basically, I walked away that day like, ‘What’s happening?’ But apart from that, they [the children] were seen by doctors and, nothing. So, for me to still not have them in my care 18 months later is…”
Woman, 35-44, Glasgow and Strathclyde

The other key area of feedback, which reflects the geography of Scotland rather than the role of solicitors, is the lack of solicitors in some local areas (principally rural areas) which caused issues for a minority of respondents. These respondents either felt they were left with whichever solicitor in their local area had capacity to take on their case, or they had to engage solicitors outwith their local area which had implications for travel from a cost/time perspective. One respondent would have preferred a local solicitor, so they could meet them face-to-face on a regular basis and/or at short notice. There was also some feedback that solicitors living outwith the local area would not commit to travel.

“I did [contact solicitors outwith the local area], good question. I did, but none of them was able to travel. They were not able to commit to travel. See, that is the point as well. You need to commit to travel because most of them went into the centre.”
Man, 45-54, Scotland South

“I was actually in [rural area] at the time, and I did try round all the local solicitors, and the ones that did do legal aid I don’t think could take it on. So, yeah, there was nobody available, and they didn’t have a lot of legal aid solicitors either, I don’t think. I think that’s the big issue, so I had to broaden my search out.”
Woman, 25-34, Highlands and Islands



Improvements to the system as a whole

Feedback on the system more widely centred on social workers, who are the lead professionals in supporting children, young people and their families at children’s hearings.[footnoteRef:1] Most respondents were highly critical of the role social workers played in their case and referenced the power dynamics at the Hearings – that social workers tended to dominate the discussion. There was also a perception that the only information professionals at the Hearing receive is reports from the social work team; in effect, respondents felt that social workers have control over what is/is not presented at the Hearing. Respondents felt this was problematic because they believed that social workers do not always present the full facts of the case. For some, this brought into sharp focus the limitations of the solicitor – that they are not able to simply overturn information being presented to the Panel that respondents believe to be untrue. This was one the key areas of confrontation and disagreement at the Hearings. [1:  The role of the social worker is outlined on: https://www.chip-partnership.co.uk/online-resource/roles-and-responsibilities/social-workers/] 


“Social Work Services, they sent the grounds to the Sheriff. So, I was going over the grounds, and a lot of the grounds I put back to the Sheriff. You must prove your grounds, so I proved a lot of those grounds, like they were saying my... child’s very sick, which is true. My... child’s never at school, which is true. My... child, most of the time he’s late for school, yeah, true. Basically, Social Work Services, they lied a lot to the Sheriff. They made up a whole load of lies, so obviously you’ve got to come back with your evidence, which I did.”
Woman, 45-54, Glasgow and Strathclyde

“They can listen, and they can speak on behalf of me, but they haven’t been able to, so far, correct faults within the Hearing system, and that’s something I do believe has to be looked at. I have a legal rep sitting there, and there is false information being passed from Social Work to the Panel, and there is nothing my solicitor can do about that.”
Woman, 35-44, Glasgow and Strathclyde

Additionally, although many respondents felt confident about speaking up during Hearings, some felt anxious and under pressure to perform. There was a sense in the feedback from a minority of respondents that Hearings could be more participatory and relaxed, to help Relevant Persons feel more included in the discussion. This is particularly the case for respondents that have a perception that they are not given a ‘fair chance’ at the Hearing to have their case heard. This is likely to reflect the individual approach taken by the convenor of the Hearing, but it is important to note that many legally assisted adults do want to contribute to the Hearing and have their story told, but do not always feel this is possible.



“And they’ve already heard her opinion before they heard mine. I walked in and it just hits you, it’s like pure pressure. I wouldn’t say it’s the nicest feeling to have.”
Man, 19-24, Glasgow and Strathclyde

“If you’ve not got support, it’s like the whole room is against you.”
Man, 45-54, Edinburgh and Lothians

“She has been absolutely fantastic in the Hearings, because I’ve been character assassinated, I’ve been bullied by other solicitors, professionals. Some of the Panels weren’t a pleasant experience.”
Woman, 35-44, Tayside, Central and Fife

“I spoke more as it went on, because from my first experiences there were Panels where I didn’t even get asked a single question and then it was over. So, going from that, I got quite – I don’t know – beaten down from them, I guess. So, getting my confidence back up to actually participate in them again took a wee while.”
Woman, 25-34, Highlands and Islands

[bookmark: _Hlk171507465]Finally, there was evidence from some respondents that solicitors are not always being passed key information about a Hearing – including when the next Hearing date is, and key papers/reports that will be discussed at the Hearing. Linked to this, others reported that Hearings can be convened at short notice, and papers are not always shared with all parties in a timely manner, meaning clients and their solicitors do not always have time to prepare for the case or challenge information being presented.

“There’s been about another four, and they’ve came to two of them, but I think there was a communication problem. I think what the social work don’t do – or I don’t know if they’re supposed to do it – is send letters to your lawyer so your lawyer knows what date to turn up. But there’s been a couple of times where they haven’t received a letter from the social work and so didn’t turn up. And so, they’ve mentioned to me, ‘look, what you need to do is, you keep in touch with us and as soon as you get an appointment date let us know, because sometimes the social work don’t let us know.’ So, there was a couple of times they didn’t attend.”
Man, 35-44, Tayside, Central and Fife

“We got called for this panel a couple of weeks back and I honestly didn’t expect it to come through [on that date]… At the end of the day... It doesn’t give you a lot of time to say anything or even get paperwork sent anywhere.”
Man, 45-54, Edinburgh and Lothians

“See my last Panel papers for my... son? Yeah, he’s got complex needs, but it’s about 300 pages of a Children’s Panel Report. I’ve written 37 pages, and the Children’s Panel tell you, ‘Oh, you need to have it in seven days before any Panel.’ I understand that, but if you’re not giving me that paperwork until five days before the Panel, how can I write a report and hand it in within seven days? And then when it’s 37 pages, they look at it and go, ‘Oh, that’s too much.’ You can look at all the hundred and two hundred and three hundred pages of lies of the local authority, but when it’s parents writing a report you [the Panel] don’t want to look at it.”
Woman, 35-44, Glasgow and Strathclyde
35
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Reflections on the research process
This research aimed to explore experiences of legally assisted adult clients in the Children’s Hearings system, with a focus on their interactions with their solicitor. It was highly explorative in nature, since no research has been done in this area before and it was not known what kind of response would be received, particularly given the nature of the target audience.

Lessons have been learned about the best way to engage with this group, who may be living chaotic lives and have multiple issues to deal with day-to-day. One-to-one in-depth interviews worked well due to the sensitive nature of the topic and need for confidentiality, but conducting the sessions online or on the phone tended to be more successful than trying to arrange face-to-face appointments (see the Technical Report for further details).

The initial response rate to invitations to participate was higher than anticipated and respondents were keen to share their experiences. However, it is worth noting that some people found it difficult to recall all of the details, due to the time since their first engagement with the Children’s Hearings system and/or the often emotionally stressful situation that led to their involvement in the system and consequent need for a solicitor. 

Finding a solicitor
The research findings suggest there does not seem to be a consistent or uniform way people are informed that they are entitled to have a solicitor to support them for Children’s Hearings. Respondents also highlighted the importance of people being made aware of this entitlement at the earliest opportunity – especially since some had been unaware of this before attending their first Hearing.

Experiences were also variable in terms of finding a solicitor, with several respondents reporting issues such as having to call round several firms to find a solicitor that took on legal aid cases, took on children’s cases, and had sufficient capacity/availability. This can be time consuming and was a particular issue if the Hearing was happening soon.

Several respondents relied on support and advice from organisations such as Citizens Advice, Women’s Aid, various parenting support groups, advocacy services etc., and this appears very useful when finding a solicitor and navigating the Children’s Hearings system. Personal and word of mouth recommendations were also commonly relied on. However, some respondents, particularly those without access to local support organisations, were left to ‘fend for themselves’, which some found daunting and difficult – and they were more likely to be unhappy with the solicitor they used.



Recommendations: 
There is scope to raise awareness about entitlement to legal support and where/how to find a solicitor.

When asked about possible improvements to the process, a key issue raised by respondents was making sure all Relevant Persons are made aware that they are entitled to legal support during a Panel Hearing case, as soon as possible. For best practice, it is recommended that people are informed of this directly (either in person or over the phone), rather than via the Hearing letter (which few respondents mentioned receiving/reading) and their understanding of their rights to a legal representative is assured. This would be the responsibility of the Children’s Reporter: a standardised script/template could be created that all Children’s Reporters would run through.

If a Hearing is arranged immediately following a referral to the Children’s Reporter, or the child being removed from their parent(s), it may be worth exploring temporary legal support to guarantee all respondents are represented at the outset of the case. If it transpires that respondents do not wish to be represented by a solicitor, a solicitor does not need to be present for future Hearings, but making legal representation the default could be beneficial for legally assisted adults. This is critical because key information such as the statement of grounds is presented at the first Hearing which Relevant Persons may need support to understand and (if necessary) challenge – particularly if they are new to the system and do not know if the information being presented at the Hearing, or the decisions being made, are lawful.

As part of the process of informing Relevant Persons that they are entitled to a solicitor, and may be entitled to legal aid, consideration could be given to how soon the individual needs to acquire the services of a solicitor – and whether this means further support should be given to help people find a suitable legal representative.

Working closely with relevant support organisations could help raise awareness further. While there is a list of legal aid solicitors available on the SLAB website, this could also be promoted more widely so that people are aware it is there – several respondents felt there was no advice available to them.

Engagement with solicitors
Once respondents had found a solicitor, the process was generally reported to be straightforward. Applying for legal assistance did not present any problems: indeed, many noted that the solicitor took control of that process, and it was very simple to provide the information needed to support the application. Respondents generally felt their solicitor was clear in terms of how they could and could not help, and good at explaining what to expect during the Hearings process. 

Relatively few respondents reported that they required specific additional support from their solicitor, although some did mention mental health issues or learning needs (e.g., dyslexia, limited reading/comprehension skills). Findings suggest that solicitors tended to make adjustments in their approach where needed, rather than discussing these needs formally. There were also some examples of solicitors providing useful additional signposting to clients, e.g. to other professionals and support services such as counsellors, and this support was appreciated by respondents.

It appears that solicitors may be less proactive in terms of informing clients what to do if they are not satisfied with the service provided. However, due to the circumstances in which respondents were contacting their solicitor, and their heightened emotional state, some respondents acknowledged that they may not remember the details of exactly what was said by their solicitor, so it is possible that this information was provided but not remembered.

Recommendations:
Solicitors could perhaps be more direct in asking specifically about additional support needs – although some respondents did note that they were hesitant about revealing any such needs, in case it affected their case. Information about how/where to complain about the service received could also be highlighted more proactively (bearing in mind the caveat about some hazy recall among respondents on this point).

A small number of respondents also suggested that solicitors could possibly better manage expectations at the outset of a case – some cases were treated as being simple and straightforward when in fact they ended up lasting a long time and being more complex than anticipated. While solicitors cannot know what may transpire in advance, it is important that they do not over-promise until all the information has been presented at the Hearing.

Support provided in Hearings
Most respondents reported that their solicitors provided positive input before, during and after Hearings. Even some of those who said the outcome of the Hearing was not what they wanted still provided positive feedback about the service received, despite the Hearing ‘not going their way’. Key support included: 

· Giving practical advice about the process, such as what to expect in the Hearing, likely outcomes, what the next steps would be etc. This was vital for those with little experience of the system, who did not know what to expect, and/or needed to have the ‘jargon’ explained.
· Providing representation/speaking for the respondent during Hearings, including challenging the information presented – this was a key aspect for many respondents, who highlighted the importance of having someone ‘in their corner’, advocating for them during the Hearings.
· Supporting them during the Hearing, including telling them when not to speak, or when not to challenge something as it would not help their case. Having the solicitor there to support them sometimes gave respondents more confidence to speak up for themselves and take a more active role in the Hearings.
· Keeping in touch between Hearings, updating them on the case and what was happening. 

Although most people spoke highly of the support provided, there was also some negative feedback. Where solicitors were not felt to be providing a good service, this included examples of:

· Not participating in the Hearing as much as expected (e.g., not speaking up for the respondent or effectively presenting their case) 
· Failing to attend Hearings, or being late
· Failing to respond to messages/returning calls
· Not keeping in touch/providing updates of what was happening in the case.

Recommendations: 
Given that there were some examples of poor communication, there may be improvements to be made in terms of how solicitors ensure people are kept up to date. It should be noted that this research is focused purely on the respondents’ viewpoint in these cases, and by its nature cannot provide any information from solicitors’ perspectives.

Some issues could be avoided by keeping solicitors informed about Hearing dates – examples were given of the dates not being shared directly with solicitors and respondents having to check their solicitor was aware of a Hearing taking place. Consideration should be given to whether solicitors supporting legally assisted adults/Relevant Persons should be informed about Panel Hearings as a matter of course.

Linked to this, there was evidence from some respondents that solicitors are not always being passed other key information about a Hearing, e.g. key papers/reports are not always shared with all parties in a timely manner. Anything that can be done to improve/streamline this process will help clients and solicitors prepare for Hearings more effectively.

Further research
This research has proven to be a valuable introduction to the views and experiences of legally assisted adults in Children’s Hearings cases. It has highlighted a few key issues with the system as well as showcasing what best practice looks like for solicitors from the perspective of Relevant Persons.

Further qualitative research could be carried out with a subset of legally assisted adults who had a negative experience with their solicitor to understand if there are any other areas of improvement not unearthed in this research. It might also be useful to conduct qualitative research with Relevant Persons who have been involved in different types of cases, such as where a child or young person has been in trouble with the police or at school, as cases in this research were related to residency (i.e., custody) or contact (i.e., visitation) orders.

However, given the positive response to the email/letter mailout inviting participants to take part in the research, it is recommended that a larger scale quantitative research is considered, to measure the frequency of some of the issues identified in this research (e.g. whether/when people are informed about their right to a solicitor, whether they are informed about how to complain, views on the performance of their solicitor during the Hearings etc.). Given the experience of conducting this research project, any such research should be incentivised to maximise the response rate. Allowing respondents to take part in a variety of different ways (via a paper questionnaire, online survey, and telephone survey) is also recommended, as evidence from this research suggests all three methods would be used by respondents.
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Appendix 1: Topic guide
Introduction (5 mins)
Introduction by moderator and Progressive. 
BACKGROUND TO RESEARCH: The Scottish Legal Aid Board has asked Progressive, a research company, to run research with adults who have used legal assistance for a Children’s Panel Hearing. The research will find out what it is like for adults who have a solicitor with them at a Children’s Panel Hearing. The research will be used to improve the experiences of adults who use legal assistance in future.
Recordings: The discussion will be recorded – so I don’t have to take notes. The recording will only be used for the purposes of this research project. [Check permissions for this and record or take notes depending on participant preference].
We also plan to share the interview notes (transcriptions) with SLAB. We will delete personal information from the interview notes before sending them to SLAB. Once the data is transferred to SLAB, after the project has finished, Progressive will delete it. In SLAB, only the research team will have access to the anonymised data. [Check permissions and make note].
Explanation of Market Research Society Code of Conduct.
Feedback given is anonymous: We do not attach names to results from research. 
Explanation of rules of engagement: not a test; no right or wrong answers; just interested in your views and experiences. REASSURE: only share what you are comfortable sharing.
Reiterate GDPR rules if required: Can withdraw at any time, only share what you are comfortable with. 
Check if participant has any questions/concerns before starting the interview.

Background / warm-up 
Brief introduction to the respondent: 
Where do you live, who do you live with? 
What are you doing currently – work, study, other?

Experience with Children’s Panel Hearings (up to 5 mins)
We’d like to start the conversation with a few questions to understand a bit more about your past experience with Children’s Panel Hearings. We will not ask about these experiences in detail, but we want to understand whether and how you have used Hearings before.

· From what you can remember, how many times have you been to a Children’s Panel Hearing as a responsible adult?
· About one issue or more than one issue?
· About one child or more than one child?
· About a child or children you live with / are related to, or someone else?
· Have you used a solicitor to help you before, during or after any of these Children’s Panel Hearings?
· Always used legal assistance?
Thank you for this information. Before we ask the rest of the questions, please remember that we are interested in your experiences of speaking to a solicitor about a Children’s Panel Hearing at some point between March 2023 and March 2024. If you think we should know something about an experience you had before March 2023, you can still say so, but please think mainly about your experiences since March 2023. 

[MODERATOR NOTE – WE DON’T NEED LOTS OF DETAILS OF THE RECENT CASE/ISSUE, JUST AN IDEA OF WHAT IT WAS ABOUT]
· Tell me a little bit about the Hearing that you were involved in most recently, in 2023/24 – again was this about a child who you live with? What was the reason for this Hearing happening? 
· What was the outcome of the hearing? Do you think there will be another Hearing about this? [IF YES – Has this been arranged?]

Initial experiences of a solicitor (15 mins)
· When did you first find out you could use a solicitor for the Children’s Panel Hearing in 2023/24?
· IF ALREADY AWARE (I.E., BEFORE THE CHILDREN’S PANEL HEARING IN 2023/24) – from previous experience of Children’s Panel Hearings or something else?
· IF IN THE LEAD UP TO THE CHILDREN’S PANEL HEARING (BUT NOT ALREADY AWARE) – from what you can remember, how long before the Children’s Panel Hearing was this? 
· How did you first find out you could use a solicitor for Children’s Panel Hearings without paying for one? Who told you about this?
· Social worker
· Someone at the child’s school – e.g., a teacher
· Friends/family
· Children’s Hearing Reporter 
· Online search (e.g., Scottish Government website)
· Someone or somewhere else?
· How did you feel about this?
· Surprised
· Relieved
· Anything else? Did you expect to pay for a solicitor?
· Can you tell me a bit more about when you found out you could use a solicitor for the Children’s Panel Hearing? From what you can remember, at what stage was this?
· After the child was referred to a Children’s Hearing Reporter
· After receiving a letter from a Children’s Hearing Reporter
· After the Children’s Hearing had taken place – e.g., for support/advice before/ during a Children’s Hearing court case
· At another point?
· From what you can remember, what were your next steps?
· Did anyone help you to find a solicitor?
· Social worker
· Someone at the child’s school – e.g., a teacher
· Friends/family
· Someone else?
IF THEY HAD HELP: How did they help you find a solicitor?
IF NOT MENTIONED:
· Online searches via Law Society in Scotland/Scottish Government website etc?
· Set up your solicitor interview/appointment?
· Anything else?
· Did you have any problems finding a solicitor? If so, what were these?
· Overall, how easy was finding a solicitor?
· And did you have enough time for you find a solicitor for when you needed one? Why/why not?
· Before you used the solicitor for the Children’s Panel Hearing, how did you think a solicitor might be able to help you?
IF NOT MENTIONED:
· Legal advice before the Hearing – what to expect, what decisions are made at Hearings etc.
· Going to the Hearing to support/represent you
· Giving you legal advice after the Hearing
· Anything else?
· How clear was the solicitor about how they could help you?
IF NOT MENTIONED:
· About how they planned to help you?
· About things they could and could not help you with?
· About what the next steps were?
· About who to speak to if there was a problem with your solicitor?
· How easy was it to find out if you were able to get legal assistance for the Children’s Panel Hearing?
IF NOT MENTIONED:
· Contacting/visiting the solicitor
· Getting proof of your financial situation
· Getting any other information the solicitor needed from you?
· What, if any, additional help/support did you need or would you have liked when meeting your solicitor? This could be support for any of the following:
· Support for a physical disability
· Support for a learning disability
· Support for mental health need
· English language support
· Anything else?
· IF SUPPORT NEEDED: From what you can remember, did your solicitor ask if you needed any additional help/support?
· IF YES: How did they do this?
· IF YES: And did they make sure your additional needs were supported? How did they do this?
· IF NO: Were you able to get support from someone else for your additional needs? Why/why not?
· IF NO: How did this impact you?
· What, if anything, could have been better about your experience of finding a solicitor?

Having a solicitor in the hearing (15 mins)
[MODERATOR NOTE: FOR THESE QUESTIONS, CHECK SAMPLE INFO TO SEE IF RESPONDENT AND RESPONDENT’S SOLICITOR ATTENDED THE PANEL HEARING – CAN CONFIRM BELOW AS WELL].

· In the end, how did the solicitor help/support you?
IF NOT MENTIONED:
· Legal advice before the Hearing – what to expect, what decisions are made at Hearings etc.
· Went to the Hearing to support/represent you
PROBE ON: 
· Speaking on your behalf
· Helping you to speak
· Making sure you knew what was happening
· Suggesting when not speak
· Pausing the Hearing to speak to you alone/in private
· Gave you legal advice after the Hearing
· Anything else?
And how helpful did you find the help/support the solicitor gave you?
IF MENTIONED PREVIOUSLY AS WAY SOLICITOR HELPED THEM:
· Legal advice before the Hearing – what to expect, what decisions are made at Hearings etc.
· Went to the Hearing to support/represent you
· Gave you legal advice after the Hearing
· Anything else?
Did you expect your solicitor to help you in other ways? If so, which ways?

IF PERSONALLY ATTENDED THE CHILDREN’S PANEL HEARING: 
We understand from what you’ve told us before that you went to the Hearing [in person/virtually]. 
From what you can remember, who was at the Hearing? How many people were there? 
IF NOT MENTIONED:
· Social worker
· The Children’s Reporter
· The Hearing Panel (who decide what happens next)
· The Safeguarder [IF RELEVANT]
· Your solicitor [IF RELEVANT]
· Any other solicitors at the Hearing
· Any professional that the child brought along to the Hearing
· Any other professionals that you didn’t know/didn’t know what their role was
· Any other professionals that helped/supported you (e.g., a translator)
· Anyone else?
Was this the amount of people you thought would be there? Was this made clear to you?
· And did this feel like too many, too few, the right amount of people?
· How did the number of people at the Hearing make you feel?
How clear was it who everyone at the Hearing was? Who made this clear?
How clear was it what everyone’s role was at the Hearing? Who made this clear?
What were your views of the people/professionals at the Hearing? Who was most/least helpful? [PROMPT ON PEOPLE MENTIONED ABOVE]
Were there any disagreements between anyone at the Hearing?
IF YES: Who was this between?
IF YES: How did you feel about this? 
IF YES: How was the disagreement handled? Who helped the situation?

IF SOLICITOR ATTENDED HEARING: 
We understand from what you’ve told us before that your solicitor went to the hearing [in person/virtually]. Apart from anything you’ve talked about already, how did your solicitor help you during the hearing?
Was this how you expected them to help you?
What, if any, other ways did you expect them to help you?
What was the best things about having a solicitor with you at your Hearing?
Was there anything your solicitor could have done better?

Overall / wrap up (5 mins)
Overall, how helpful was the support your solicitor gave you?
Would you recommend the support you got to others who might need it?
How closely did you feel you worked with your solicitor throughout your experience?
And what, if anything, would have helped you to work more closely with your solicitor throughout your experience?
IF NOT MENTIONED:
Finding your solicitor
Communicating with your solicitor before, during and after the Hearing [AS RELEVANT]
What do you think your experience of the Children’s Panel Hearing (including everything before and after the Hearing) would have been like if you did not have a solicitor to help/support you?
What do you think would have happened before, during and after the Hearing?
· Finally, what is the main thing that could have been better about your experience of using a solicitor for a Children’s Panel Hearing?
· Is there anything else you’d like to feed back about the topics we’ve been discussing today?

Reminder about incentive
THANK AND CLOSE
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