
 

 

CASE STUDY 

Sophisticated Simulations  

Overview  
The stakes are high when working to protect vulnerable children. It is essential to 

ensure the best teams are in place to meet any challenge. So, it makes sense to apply 

psychology to assessing and enabling Social Workers and associated child 

protection specialists. 
Here we share the approach used by Doncaster Children’s Services Trust, which goes 
beyond typical assessment. Psychologists developed simulations, using ‘virtual reality’ and 
‘breaking the fourth wall,’ to truly engage candidates in a relevant and valid assessment 
experience. 

Challenge 
Doncaster Children’s Services Trust was created to work with multi-disciplinary partners and 
families to protect vulnerable children. Essential to its operation is the recruitment of relevant 
specialists and their subsequent professional development. 

Reports showed that public confidence in child protection professionals was compromised 
(Munro, 2010). The Business Psychologists at Sten 10 felt it was crucial that the assessment 
and development of individuals working to safeguard and protect children met high 
standards. They reflected: “After a series of child protection failures by the local Council, the 
Doncaster Children’s Services Trust (DCST) was set up in... The first of its kind in the UK, 
DCST operates as a not-for-profit organisation aiming to significantly raise standards of care 
for vulnerable children in one of the UK’s most challenged areas. It does this by bringing 
together multi-disciplinary professionals – ranging from newly qualified social workers to 
advanced practitioners, adoption or disability specialists – in rapid response teams, working 
both for the Trust and indirectly with partner organisations.”  

A solution was required that allowed objective assessment of the essential knowledge, skills, 
and behaviours required to provide outstanding care in high stakes, multi-agency situations. 
And the findings from the assessment would provide input into a Trust-wide learning and 
development plan. It was important that this assessment was compassionate and positive, 
so that it did not diminish the morale and confidence of the team, but acted as a catalyst to 
build commitment and create a common ‘best practice’ language to raise standards of care 
across the borough.  

Additionally, the intervention needed to align with and integrate the national Children’s Care 
Professional Capabilities Framework (PCF) and Knowledge and Skills Framework (KSF) to 
create a nationally consistent set of standards of operation for the Trust. 
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Approach 
Defining Objectives 

The Psychologists worked closely with the Trust’s Chief Operating Officer, his direct reports 
and a dedicated Project Manager to develop a solution that was engaging and rigorous, yet 
also cost effective.  

Given the pace of change required (initial delivery was required within six weeks), and the 
significant challenges the Trust faced, they agreed to: 

• make the assessment a learning experience, building self-efficacy and confidence for 
both participants and the internal Assessors 

• use a blend of technology with more traditional forms of assessment to create a 
contemporary, realistic and safe learning experience, that showed the Trust to be 
innovating in social worker development 

The aims for the intervention would be: 

• Create a learning experience 

• Clear standards 

• Common objective 

• Shared experience 

• Assessment of whole population on time and on budget 

• Using insights collected for the Trust Learning & Development Plan 

They also identified a need for three versions of the centre, for (1) frontline staff, (2) 
managers and (3) senior managers. The content would be aligned with a levelled 
competency framework to reflect the differences at these levels.  

Visionary Interviews 

Visionary interviews and a focus group with Advanced Social Work Practitioners highlighted 
the range of stakeholders involved in family care, the complex family dynamics, and 
emotional content of the work.  

This surfaced a need to embed a shared understanding of the indicators of child neglect and 
the associated remedies, including: 

• Awareness of the elements that define child neglect 

• Ability to identify and select salient goals to improve the situation 

• Ability to effect change in complex one-to-one situations 

• Ability to anticipate and plan future actions  

Applying Science 
Research shows simulations, with expert observation, are an appropriate way to develop the 
cognitive and behavioural competencies required to operate in high stakes situations. 
Furthermore, they develop tacit knowledge, shared mental models, and self-efficacy, all key 
requirements outlined in the Client brief and visionary interviews. (Cited references included 
Douglas, Jackson & Duncan, 2002. Sternberg et al., 2000. Costello, 2001. Tompson & Dass, 
2000.) 
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Solution Design 

The Consultants worked with the Heads of Service, Service Managers and Team Managers. 
Together they integrated the existing national Professional Capabilities Framework, and the 
newly published Knowledge and Skills Framework, into a common competency model for 
use in the centres and beyond.  

They held focus groups using Critical Incident (Flanagan, 1954) and Repertory Grid (Kelly, 
1955) interviews, which were used for both competency design and to provide ideas for 
exercise content.  

At the same time, the Practitioners used contacts gained from another social work client, 
Frontline, to reach out to the Centre for Child Protection (CCP) at the University of Kent. 
Their specialists in training, research and practice aimed at child protection professionals 
had developed a range of innovative computer-based learning simulations covering various 
social work issues. Through consultation the team selected “Rosie 2.”  

Rosie 2 was a research based ‘serious game’ simulation built around a girl called Rosie and 
her family. It simulated a ‘walk through’ of their home and provided various opportunities for 
the user to choose ‘what they would do next’. This offered an innovative, common 
introduction to the Centre for all participants and became the foundation upon which all 
exercises were designed.  

‘Breaking the fourth wall’ is an interesting way to get audiences to connect with characters. 
When on-screen characters engage with the audience, a particularly engaging connection 
can be made. Using a serious game to initiate role play exercises allowed the Psychologists 
to draw participants from the ‘virtual reality’ simulation into ‘real life’ exercises, to put their 
behaviours, skills and knowledge to the test in a way that a computer simulation alone could 
not.  

Thus, a series of Assessment Centre exercises were developed that allowed Rosie 2 
‘characters’ to step ‘out of the screen’ and into ‘real life’ role play exercises. During the 
assessment, for example, frontline staff could have a meeting with Rosie’s mother, and 
manager level participants could have a meeting with a social worker who was struggling 
with the case.  

The characters were played by a team of professional actors that were briefed, by social 
workers, to understand and accurately reflect the challenges and emotional content of the 
scenarios.  

Additional exercises included writing up case notes and prioritising a complex in-tray. To aid 
learning, each participant captured their development goals and reflections in a log. 
Research has shown that the quality of the feedback given to participants enhances 
motivation and self-efficacy and behavioural change. (Stefano, 2014. Tovey, 1997. Thornton 
et al., 1995.) So, their learning log observations were blended with a structured feedback 
process against the new framework, delivered by Trust staff.  

Outcome 
As an outcome, the Trust had a set of common standards, anchored in the Children’s Care 
PCF and KSF, which enabled individuals and managers to reflect on their own strengths and 
development areas, as well as to receive feedback and support using a ‘common language.’ 

From a process perspective, close collaboration with the Project Manager ensured the 
integration of the design and delivery aspects were delivered on time and within budget. 
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The first Learning Centre was held as a pilot with the Heads of Service who formed the first 
wave of Assessors and sponsored the initiative. In total, 35 managers were trained as expert 
Assessors, each supporting two or more Learning Centres. In total, 99% of the target 
population attended a Learning Centre within the targeted two months. 

Learning took place on multiple levels: 

• Each participant completed their learning logs and then received feedback in order to 
help create an individual development plan 

• The expert Assessors benefited from objectively reviewing each other’s teams 
against a consistent standard, coming together to coach and challenge one another 
through the process 

• Discussions and observations by managers identified broader operational 
opportunities for the Trust to empower and enable front-line staff and to realise 
synergies 

• The qualitative and quantitative data was analysed in order to identify Trust-wide 
strengths and areas for development within and across role types, levels and teams. 
These insights informed the development of the Trust wide Learning and 
Development Plan 

An unexpected benefit was the quality of insights generated by the actors. Drawing on the 
depth of research underpinning Rosie 2 and the richness of the character briefs, they were 
able to create a deep and realistic interpretation of the situation and characters. In doing so 
they not only produced a highly effective learning environment for the participants, but a 
unique window for the expert Assessors to understand the impact of participant’s actions 
and behaviour on family members in a way that they do not often get the chance to do in 
‘real life.’ 

Overall, the Practitioners reported that client feedback was very positive. The project allowed 
the Trust to align around a common objective, resulting in more clarity about expectations for 
staff, increased understanding of the key issues facing frontline social workers and the 
impact they could have. 
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