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Short Breaks for Disabled Children  
and their Families 

 Who should read this?  

Local authority and NHS 

commissioners of short breaks 

for disabled children, people 

involved in planning or providing 

short breaks, families with 

disabled children. 
 

 

Background  

 

Government provided funding to 

improve short breaks for 

disabled children as part of the 

Every Disabled Child Matters 

initiative. 21 Authorities, called 

Pathfinders, got early money 

and some help to improve their 

short breaks services. The 

Government commissioned the 

NDTi to evaluate these 

Pathfinder sites in order to 

inform future policy decisions 

about how to improve short 

breaks. The evaluation did not 

explicitly look at the impact on 

the lives of disabled children and 

their families – this is being done 

by a linked piece of research by 

the University of Lancaster. 
 

Purpose of Report 

To share the learning from the 

pathfinder evaluation in order to 

help people concerned with 

short breaks for disabled 

children plan and deliver short 

breaks in a more effective way.  

 

 

 

Plain English summary 

The NDTi looked at places that had been the first in 
England to start trying to improve short breaks for 
disabled children (called Pathfinders). The report says 
what they did that worked well. This included involving 
parents all the way through, changing how services were 
‘bought’ and trying to achieve community inclusion. 
 

Main findings 

The evaluation identified 7 main conclusions – called ‘Theories of Change’ –

that described what Pathfinders had done which had helped or got in the way 

of improving short breaks and the outcomes for children and families  

 

1. Parent Participation. Where parents had been fully involved and listened to 

at all stages of the work, there were improved outcomes and more 

innovative short breaks. This worked best where authorities had a long 

history of supporting ‘family voice’ organisations as equal partners. 

 

2. Defining Short Breaks. The lack of national clarity about definitions of short 

breaks has been double edged – helping creativity in some places and 

hindering it in others dependent upon the willingness of local authorities to 

interpret policy in innovative ways.  

 

3. Inclusion and ordinariness. The increased use of community settings for 

short breaks has led to children and families feeling more included in 

society. However, many short breaks in inclusive settings are still 

segregated in how they happen. Both this more limited inclusion and other 

fully inclusive opportunities were driven by what parents wanted.  Some 

parents wanted full inclusion – others did not. 

 

4. Effective commissioning. A wider range of short breaks that reflects 

personal choice were being developed where commissioning processes 

were applied flexibly. The strict application of tendering and rules meant 

that families were less likely to get what they wanted. Only one Pathfinder 

had really started to focus on outcomes for people. 

 

5. Partnership Working. Strong partnership working was helping to lead to 

significantly improved services and outcomes for people. 
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Further NDTi Insights: 

Also available in our Insights 

series: 

2 The Real Tenancy Test 

3 Choice & Control for Older 

People with High Support Needs 

4 Commissioning services for 

people who challenge 

Full range available on website: 

www.ndti.org.uk/insights  

This report 

A copy of the full report is 

available at 

http://www.ndti.org.uk/publicati

ons/ndti-insights/insights-5-

short-breaks-for-disabled-

children-and-their-families/ 

For more information, please 
contact Rob Greig at the NDTi at 
rob.greig@ntdi.org.uk 
 
Further information about the 
NDTi is available at 
www.ndti.org.uk  

 

 

Contact  
NDTi  
First Floor 
30-32 Westgate Buildings 
Bath, BA1 1EF 
Tel: 01225 789135   
www.ndti.org.uk 
 
www.ndti.org.uk 

ndticentral 

ndti.org.uk 

 

Main findings – continued  

6. Access and Equity. New ‘easy access’ methods that do not require full 

social worker assessments have widened access for young people with 

less complex needs - with less (but still some) progress for those with 

more complex needs. Significant variation in access is also linked to 

things like the information provided to families.  

 

7. Clarity about money and accountability. The provision of national funding 

and the requirement to report nationally on how it was used directly 

assisted the delivery of policy at a local level. Where this did not happen 

(e.g. with the NHS not ring-fencing the money) less progress was made.  

 

The evaluation reached two other conclusions, but because the evidence 

was less strong, we cannot claim these as fully evidence based. 

 

8. Participation by children and young people. Involving children and young 

people in service design, development and evaluation appears to be 

leading to more accessible and child-focused short breaks.  

 

9. Sustainability and a lasting legacy. The engagement with ‘mainstream’ 

services is raising the profile of disabled children and is helping create a 

culture that has the potential to achieve long-lasting inclusion. 

 

 The report also comments on a number of other issues including how: 

 

 Weaknesses in information collection made it impossible to accurately 

analyse whether the priority ‘target groups’ had benefitted as intended. 

 There is no ‘local model’ emerging of what good short breaks provision 

consists of. Rather, there is a personalisation-linked commissioning led 

model emerging, which could be copied across the country.  

 Although many people are getting more individualised short breaks, there 

is limited evidence of widespread progress to improve access for ‘seldom 

heard’ groups e.g. children from minority ethnic communities. 

 There was a small increased use of direct payments, with the success of 

this being clearly linked to factors such as investment in support systems 

- without which many families see direct payments as a burden. 

 The investment in national infrastructure support to manage and deliver 

the Pathfinder initiative was an important element in ensuring significant 

progress in delivering the policy at a local level.  

 

Conclusions and key messages 

This evaluation has drawn some clear conclusions about how to go about 

improving short breaks at a local level. Much of that is in line with 

Government policy – parental involvement, a focus on inclusion and 

‘personalising’ services. Other conclusions will require some significant 

changes in how things are done – for example by commissioning becoming 

much less bureaucratic.  Perhaps most challenging for government is that it 

shows how change happens best when money is ring-fenced and 

Government provides both national support and monitors progress closely – 

things that the new Coalition Government have said they intend to stop 

doing.  
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