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Abstract

Child abuse became 2 pubiic issue in the early 1970s. The alleged failure
of social workers and welfare agencies 0 prevent children bemng killed
by their parents and caretakers led tO changes in the practice and
organisation in child abuse work. The way public inquiries and
government departmenis framed the problem of child abuse produced
solutions which were essentially legaiistic and bureaucratic. No longet
was the aim 10 rehabilitate poorly functioning farnilies, but to protect
children from dangerous parents. But in order to achieve this aim, it
was first necessary to identify the factors that would allow child
protection agencies 10 recognise which families were dangerous and
which were pot. Once these factors wert identified, it was possible tO
develop administrative systems that would facilitate the collection and
analysis of nformation obtained during the investigation of suspected
families. These systems allowed welfare agencies 10 identify ‘high risk’
cases. During the translation of the problem of child abuse into a set of
judicial and pureaucratic procedures, therapeutically orientated profes-
sional practices found themselves out-manoeuvered. The transiation
witnessed the production of social workets as ‘DaAssIve agents’, a ReW
cognitive perspective ofl the problem of chiid abuse, and 2 contiibution
to the bureaucratisation of child care practice. :

Social work practice has become increasingly pureaucratised. One
of the key factors in promoting this form of organisation has been
the recognition, identification and definition of child abuse and the
social reactions 10 it. This state of affairs was not entirely
predictable and provides 2 good {tustration of the unicreseen,
even unintended consequences, that arise as various actofrs

manoeuvre and respond to events as they develop and unfold. The
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coming together and drifting apart of particular issues finds some
groups and individuals strategically better placed than others. At
such times these actors find that they are in a good position to
exercise their skills and develop their views on the situation and
how it is to be read. In thecase of child abuse work, bureaucratic
procedures were not simply imposed by a set of powerful actors;
rather, the solutions being sought (to the problem being defined)
were facilitated by skills that were in the possession of managers
and administrators. Bureaucracy itself was not the solution. 1t was
the management of the solutions, which were complex and compre-
hensive, that was to favour bureaucratic forms of organisation.
Twenty years ago, the prediction might have been that social
workers, particularly in the field of child care practice, would
continue to strengthen their professional and therapeutic.credentials.
That the opposite has happened bears examination. The suggestion
is not that social workers are less skilled, but that many of their
skills are no longer under their exclusive control. In Jamous and
Peloille’s (1979) terms, whereas the amount of ‘technicality’ in the
job has increased, the element of ‘indeterminancy’ has decreased.
When this happens, an occupation is likely to find that its practices
are susceptible to managerial conirol and prescription. This
appears to be the fate of social work practice in the field of child
abuse. Such an outcome is seen as neither good nor bad, but it
does provide an interesting example of the contingeni manner in
which actors gain and lose power, and how those who find
themselves with power can then determine what knowledge and
which practices are t0 hold sway.

The emergence of child abuse

In a very useful historical review of child abuse, Parton (1985)
analyses both the emergence of child abuse as a social phenomenon
and the responses devised to tackle it. Over the last hundred years
or so, there has been a gradual shift from punishing parents to
reforming their behaviour. By the 1950s and 1960s the switch from
conirol and punishment to treatment and welfare was well
advanced. No longer was child care work carried out under the
philosophy and bureaucracy of the Poor Law. Problem children,
including the deprived as well as the delinquent, were seen as the
product of poorly functioning families. Parents, because of
deprivations in their own childhood, did not have the skills or
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emotional resources to raise their own children adequately of
safely. The parents needed treatment and nurturing. The problem
of the battered child was explained in medical terms, it was caused
by emotionally immature, pathologically jnadequate parents.
There was no need, except in extreme cases, 10 remove the ehlld
from home. The child’s wellbeing would be secured by working
with the whole family. Up 10 this time, any idea that child abuse
was a distinct or major category of child care work was absent. The
professlonal and statutory emphasis was 01 producing more able
parents. However, this perspective was to change with th_e
‘discovery’ of the ‘hattered baby’ and the plethora of public
inquiries into the deaths of children throughout lhe;lQ’lOs.

Parton convincingly shows ‘that it was the Inquiry into the dealh
of Maria Colwell in late 1973 that was the crucial event 1D
establishing the issue as a major social problem an(l for providing
she catalyst for the rapid emergence of a “moral pam_c”’ (1985:97).
This was a period during which there was growing eooeem about
the alleged breakdown of family life, and the permissiveness that
characterised social behaviour. Worries about the preakdown of
social order focused on the family and the deficiencies of welfere
agents who were responsible for supervising its proper lunclionmg
(1985:79). The failure of social workers to prevent family vxolenee
and the alleged ineffectiveness of professional methods of inter-
vention, signailed demands for tundamental changes 1 the way
the problem of child abuse was identified and handled by state
agencies.

The problem of child abuse

By the mid-1970s, it was realised that children were beln_g hormed
by their parents and that.child care agents werce failing in ther role
as protectors. A spate of public inquiries into the deatlls of
particular children identified two areas in which there were failures
and weakness: (1) social work practice and, (ii) the management
and administration of child abuse cases.

(i) Failures of practice

The public inquiries found that social workers did not' know about,
failed to spot Of omitted to note «warning signs’ 10 t.he child’s
situation. The findings of several Inquiries and the reactions of the
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media had already implied that rehabilitative social work was not
the best way, at least on its own, to stop some parents killing their
children. It had been tried and yet children had died. It seemed, at
{east in the eyes of some observers, that social workers gave too
much emphasis to work with parents and ignored the protection of
the child. There were cases in which social workers were accused
of ‘regarding the parents of children in care as the clients, rather
than the children in their own right’. Such an attitude ‘is the
negation of any authoritarian role in the enforcement of Care
Orders’ (Beckford, 1985:294). A similar failing had been detected
in the death of Tyra Henry. Criticising the social worker, the
report’s authors write: ‘There is a sense of cosiness in Avon
Pailthorpe’s note of the family interview which we think is
symptomatic of a perennial problem of “style” in social work —to
find the appropriate balance between representing officialdom and
befriending people in real difficulties” (Henry 1987:21). The report
into the death of Jasmine Beckford did not ‘detract one jota’ from
the words of Dr Kempe who said ‘If a child is not safe at home, he
cannot be protected by casework’ (Beckford, 1985:288). Two
pages later, the report repeats its conclusion ‘that no amount of
casework in the Beckford household could have prevented the
severe abuse of Jasmine’. ‘Every step in the process . . . Was taken
against the backcloth of an ill-conceived programme of rehabilita-
tion’ (1985:290).

The DHSS, in a review of all inquiries that took place between
1973 and 1981, summarised the main findings on professional
practice saying ‘the overall impression given by the reports is one
of much good work interspersed with aumerous Omissions,
mistakes and misjudgements by different workers at different
times . . . workers who might encounter child abuse must have the
special knowledge. skills and experience to be able to recognise
when it is taking place, Or 18 likely to take place’ (DHSS, 1982:69).
The failure of treatment techniques. to change dangerous parents
into safe parents cast doubt on professional strategies based on
independent therapeutic judgements. Other strategies had to be
devised if children were to be protected.

(it) Failures of management and administration

Many of the inquiries found that welfare departments failed to
process, monitor and manage information gained by their social
workers in a sufficicntly thorough and rigorous Wway. Some
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e of there being indications that &
t safe, there were failures 0 note and record, €0~
: tion and this produced an
picture leading to mistakes and poor jgd.ge{nlentc.
were being made. The first said that families 10
at tisk posSsess characteristics and behaviours
detected ghould alert welfare agents. 1O
are in danger. The Beckford report l?elieved tbat
hoiques for predicting accurctelyi
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anisations 10 handle the information at?oct the character
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S . ing
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s b cient information system for
ction service’ (Carlile, 1987:158). The DBSS,
ts into the deaths of children, found that:

— amajor characteristic of many cases is the f?.ﬂ.ure _tf[) sztiid
together all available information and to use it 11;1 a sd T ctore! ,
objective way, by carryingout _Eu}l psycho-socia and me »
assessments. These require contmt_muc rejc}.{ammatlon a
revision. The need for health monitoring is jmportant . . -
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_itis important to s€¢ that decisions are carried out and their

effectiveness kept under review.

—effective communication and records are integrat 10 good

practice . - -
actice may arse from inadequate supervision.

- poot Pr : _ .
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staff, ensuring the regular and objcc.tive review of casea:i, atr;?f
seru’ring the best deployment of available resources and s

(1982:69—70)
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Constructing the problem

The findings of the inquiries and the perspective which they took
on the failings of practice encouraged people to think in a
particular way about child abuse work. 1t seemed that children
were allowed to come to harm at the hands of their parents
because those working with such cases made mistakes, did not
always recognise or know what danger signals to look for, and
failed to co-ordinate and communicate key bits of informatiorn.
There was a lack of rigour and consistency in the handling of these
difficult cases. Several years later a DHSS Report on child care
(1986) also concluded that ‘the whole basis for planning is shaky.
Decisions are made on inadequate evidence and it is.not suprising
if goals are unclear Or if there is a lack of congruence between
goals and what is actually done — or not done’. The cumulative
offect of these critical examinations of social work transformed the
outlook on child abuse work from one which sought to return
families to competent functioning to one which aimed to protect
children from violence. This change in focus was fundamental and
far reaching in its implications for social work practice and its
organisation. All thinking on the subject became channelled
through the new perspective. Definitions of good practice were no
longer couched in the language of treatment and rehabilitation and
instead looked to the world of surveillance and investigation for a
new vocabulary. The language used to define, discuss and decide
about children helped form a new understanding of the issue and
the means of addressing it. There is talk of ‘investigating agencies’
and the collection of ‘sound evidence’; there is ‘dangerousness’
and there are factors which indicate its presence. There is a
growing ‘anxiety for a technical language,” observe McBeath and
Webb (1991:140).

Aspects of Callon’s (1986) concept of ‘translation’ are extremely
helpful in allowing us to trace the evolution of child care practice
during this period. His method of analysis seeks t0 track how a
phenomenon is ‘translated’ into a set of practices and Tesources;
how, in the case of child welfare, the injury and neglect suffered by
some children results in the demand that children should be
protected; that protection is achieved by improving, standardising
and prescribing full and proper methods of investigation and
assessment; and that bureaucratic forms of organisation appear o
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be the best way of handling the ever more detailed and complex
i ts of this new perspective. .
w?ﬁ?fﬁi?‘moment’ of tfanslation identified by Calllon is that ot;
‘problematization’ which involves actors attex‘npm.:g to deglrcl:
others to.accept both their understanding ,0[ the situation ;m " :;(r}
way of dealing with if. The main ‘actors’ 1 the child abuse 1€ 1
were vulnerable children, potentially dangerous parents, somad
workers, the Tnquiry Reports, the DHSS, welfare-managerz, arll1
the media. In the ensuing discussions and debates 1t ‘was gradually
established that the key question 10 answer was ’HOW lgan we
protect children from peing killed by their parenis? Put this way;
rather than any other, the questior} repr_esented_a st_r.ategic s;g:ese
for approaches which were administrative and JUdmaL“':) 'T‘tltl'l\;e
rather than those which were p_rofessxonal and 1e af 11: z: 01 bé
Therapeutic attitudes to the problem were no longer 1€ e
appropriate. The practitioner’s strategy collapsed. The casew 1(1 ere
question ‘How can we treat parents 10 be more compgtent an t
dangerous?’ fell outside the emerging discourse Whm:;‘r‘?[e%it; 5{
centre on the protection of children and not the rehabihitall
' ing families.
pOE‘rjghlgéﬁrlfség};yg yeports and welfare admin‘isttator‘s be%anl toS
define the nature of the problem and the solutions to it. Scl)1 Fttioni f
were developed within a s'mg,le' conceptual outlook W 10 d, .
adopted, would meet the criticisms of those who pointe Lo
unsatisfactory social worker assessrpents and poor managemen :
the reasons for {ailing to protect children from dangerous paren h
This way of thinking about the. issue defined both a fresh ap}{:rtoa:; "
and a new knowledge base. It alsp re-deﬁped the roles tl a
various actors wontd have 10 play if a solution to the ?rob em }[we:
to be found. Social workers would have to become 111vesgga 0 :
and not family caseworkers. Managers would have t0 e;f:ﬂs
designers of surveillance systemsland not ca§ework cogmkl1 viou;-
Parents would have to become objects of inquiry whose be aoved
could be predicted and not people whose skills f:ould bc-lanpr tml'
The shift is from therapy and welfare tO surveillance an 1 ;og{ the;
Noting this change in focus, Parton and Parton (1989) highlig e
growing demands that social w_orkers‘ shou}d becq;ne more
authoritative and introsive in their dealings with famulies ;{ énr
children were thought to be at risk, ';l”hey quotcj, th?j ”I:yi:'a o ;fl
report which suggested that ‘preventing danger an ;a f:t:ﬁodem
protective steps’ are ‘the two fundamental pillars OB whic
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practice should be based .
law, child based . . . The inter-relationshi
therefore atptr}?t:eglr(;nofa?}? the assessment of darlljg::;xserf;sthe
' the soci ; . 18
(Pfi;;oq and Parton, 1989:59) al work task in this area of work’
e inquiries into the de '
- aths of child : .
concerns about the behavi ildren identified a numb
aviour of mber of
workers. ; , pareats and the : .
Scemeds mTi]: ;11s'cret10n' afforded these two gfjﬁtices of social
protected th(:udt' in a child being killed. If Childrerrlswtoo often
the case c;f . liscretlon available had to be either ere to t.)e
The be haviou?szor-kem) or anticipated (in the caseC:’; tailed (tn
reliable. The first SC;Cla} workers had to become more regtﬁrentS)ci
' step was to establi ar an
abuse work . ablish that the .
canilies. Th\::]ise Zhe grotectlon of children and notlzﬁl«;,ptc::eat()f o
worker would ha(‘)]n t-step was o develop routines that th{cnem'Of
<he was fo behav eto follow if children were to be prot e
concern, the SOciae1 ina pr?per and reliable manner inzitu:f‘ted- I
Her diseretion to WOI:ker_ s behaviour would have to be pr tons of
achieved by trainh;d Cthmdependeﬂﬂy had to be reducedp ”ﬁf’nbed'
to ob - L'nis was
Law, talki g her to obey rules and follow
modern \Lll?f;)f Portuguese sailors, but with uncgg Ced}‘res- John
devices and d Ijﬁ grgamsanons, notes that througg fg evance to
distance so 10-;1 ed people’, actors ‘would act as the Sﬁcullnents,
right location wgi ta}fi they were praperly chosen and glacgg d at a
1986:254). These n an appropriately designed structure’ in the
produced (Law 1agr§6.t;153 methods by which ‘passive agzntgdzw’
produce them., . :15) and power flows towards those wlfg
In the case of
parents, rather th
preferen ’ an see them
their pot(e::i :iv;sfto collect tacts about them on theasséfleataple, the
given the right ? rfdange.“’“s“ess could be sciemiﬁcanmptwl-1 that
hild Wouldgb " pn (t)rma(t;on. If they were deemed darfggedmtelcli,
rotecte by bein ous, the
parents s _ g removed and : )
predictedafte}; To the extent that the parents’ b:t?; l?y making the
, they too were made into passive agentsvmur could be

Defining the solution

The way the .
Kinds 03; som[iifgrl:lefrnh:a:n:nn.g defﬁned pointed towards certain
SUCCess | . T ysis of past faili
informa‘:ir:)n(:l:ﬂd abuse work would come byl'n%is) Sﬁlgges_ted hat
o collect about parents in order tol (1eterr?1‘1'}1;’::1 Ilgh W]};at
whether
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a danger to their children, (1) systematically

or not they might be
collecting that information by thoroughty investigating cases, (ilt)
rocessing and analysing that information o decide whether oF not

children were safe in the care of their parents, and (iv) closely
monitoring and re-assessing cases in which children were thought

to be at risk.
Bureaucratic forms of practice are particutarly good at investi-

gating cases in a uniform and systematic manner. They ar¢
efficient at collecting, collating and processing large volumes of
complex information. There is an underlying belief that all
situations which initially appear problematic and uncertain will
yield to rational enquiry, analysis and calculation and thus be

rendered manageable. Perhaps it is not surprising that Inquiries,

which themselves Were conducted along rational, investigative and
inistrative

hould recommend the use of firmer administr

systematic lines, 8
and technotogical proceduores in child abuse work. Narcissistically,
the official inquiries and government ministries that determined

the nature of the problem and ptoposed the manner of its solution,
rﬂcommended practices and procedures that were in their own

image.
Thus, the way the problem and the solutions 0 it were being
ced to co-

talked about, found welfare managers naturally well pla
ordinate and direct what were gssentially bureaucratic tasks: the
collection, classification, and storage of information. They wWere
also at a nodal point in the flow of ideas, and so 11 @ position 10
determine the role of the key actors and define how they should
act. It appeared in the interests of many social workers, managers
and other welfare agents,; tO accept the way the problem was being

perceived and the kinds of solutions that were being proferred;

after all the answers were couched 1 the language that jdentified

the weaknesses of past child abuse work and it became increasingly

difficult to think outside the discourse that was beginning t0 form.

All transactions, whether of thought oOF deed, now had to pass

through a managerial _persp_ective. 1n Callon’s term, managers and
their administrative framework established ihemselves as an ‘obliga-
tory passage point’ in the network of relationships (1986:205—206).
Thejr position became more powerful as their skills became

increasingly relevant to the solutions being sought. And as the

manager gained in power, he (for it was rarely she) sound himself
increasingly able 10 determine and constitute 2 field of knowiedge

that suited his conception of the problent and its solution {cf

Foucault, 1979:27).
499




David Howe

Bureancratisation of practice

The feeling emerged that if established practices were not good at
identifying children at serious risk and guaranteeing their safety,
then the rigour of investigations and the quality of assessments had
to be improved. If children were to be protected from dangerous
parents, it was first necessary to identify which parents were
dangerous, and then having recognised unsafe situations, plans
could be made to remove the child. Whereas previous practices
(the subject of so much criticism) sought to treat the actor (the
parents and their family), the new approach attempted to prevent
the act (by removing the child). Protection is the aim and this is
achieved by close monitoring of risky situations in the same way
that the police and houscholders do not protect. property by
attempting to cure suspect populations of any tendencies they
might have towards burglary. Rather, the police seek to prevent or
frustrate burglars from committing their crime. Streets are
patrolled, houses made secure, regular checks carried out, and
suspected housebreakers are routinely surveyed. Scientific tech-
niques are applied to the problem of the detection, apprehension,
surveillance and storage of information about criminal areas and
populations (Dandekar, 1990:122).

If welfare agencies are to stop parents killing their children, the
solution favoured was the identification of dangerous parents. The
Beckford Report believed that a certain number of children were
in ‘high risk’ situations and that it was the job of social workers to
identify these children by applying ‘predictive techniques of
dangerousness’ (Beckford, 1985:289). In order to identify and
classify families, it was first necessary to know what to look for and
to know how to recognise which children were at risk. Once the
‘risk factors’ which classified parents as more or less dangerous
were identified, the next step was to produce. a set of assessment
guidelines that instructed social workers what to look for and what
information to collect.

Social workers were not entirely to blame for the weak quality
of assessments. It became apparent that there was a need to know
more about abusing families - their characteristics, their history,
their circumstances, their functioning, the personalities of their
members. Government officials and departmental managers turned
to the scientific community for help. Social science, social work
and medical researchers subjected abusing parents to intense
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pmr(;e;s;(r:gucefii which had to be followed by social workers
we .

H 198%a and 19380). . ;
ﬁe}?h(e%? tﬁfénd detail of social work assessments has iﬁfjﬁ :
de? thepdifection of these central gl.nldes_. Asa cgnse‘c:i e e
o . tent of surveillance of families identified as ; o
Lo onside y be that no other group ot the

i blv. Indeed, it ma : : :
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ample, the Department of Health 1988 guide, Protecting
e% ,
Children, says:

. i land . . .

The inspection by the Social Services Inspectorate in E;r::gaa roach
e cf he need for a more structured and systemath p%. 4 not

gshowed the abuse cases. "The inspection report dia n

ssment in child . pecti e
fs?x g;see;t that insufficient time was given to the work but s

the need to use the time in a more ordered amdr i;zt[llss?seway
more systematic approach, baged on a comp 1 ro{ride .

Ezl\ssessrrmnt of the child and family, should rllot c:ifrc\J ry rgom

better basis for decision-making but a.lso al ;Ttrion used,' “

effective v aluation of the models of -Lrllterv musn e

addition, it should provide opportunities for m;) ).

supervision and management of the social work. 1as

501




David Howe

The guide, ‘written in the style of a handbook or manual in order
to promote accessibility and encourage routine use’ (1988b:5) and
over ninety pages long, offers a thorough and extremely detailed
‘coraprehensive assessment’ of families. There are 167 questions,
many of them subdivided, which the social worker might ask of or
about the child and the family. The assessment process ‘aims to
collect and evaluate information about the family with a view to
establishing a clear picture of’ such things as *. . . the child’s
physical and emotional development, health and personality,
highlighting any problems; the composition of the family and its
stage in the family life cycle; the financial resources and physical
environment available to the family; cach parent’s (or partner’s)
background, personality, attitudes, strengths and problems; family
interactions . . .” (DD of H 1988b:20).

Consequences for social workers and their organisation

Implicit in the welter of procedures and guidelines is a redefinition
of the social worker and what she is expected to do. Her role has
become that of investigator, reporter and ‘gatherer of evidence’.
The analysis of the information is no longer left to the discretion of
the practitioner. Other actors, including managers, case conference
members, and the formulae that indicate the level of dangerousness,
help assess the information and reach decisions. Throughout these
moves and reformulations, the social worker loses much of her
professional freedom. Increasingly, the part she is expected to play
has been written by those who have established their right to
determine the solution.

The information collected by the social worker has to be
handled in a well-defined and systematic manner. The purpose of
collecting the information is to allow the agency to classify the
family as dangerous or not. This will determine whether the child
remains at home. It must also be remembered that information
does not enter the agency in an assembled or complete form.
Information is collected over a period of time and may come from
4 number of sources. The organisation needs to develop systems
which can store, collate, and co-ordinate the surveillance data
collected on each family so that the picture is kept both up-to-date
and as detailed as possible.

The second phase of the administrative response is to evaluate
and analyse the information so that a formal decision can be
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all the up-to-date and assembled information.
dures have to be developed to ensuic the gull aélg fsrg)pg;
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(Jones et al., 1987:60)
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continued the government circular,
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‘unjlateral action will be minimised anc} all thqse wlllm cans Fart Ty
information about the child and his familty, have

i i for

ili he child, or are responsible 1
sibility for the safety of t : Jor
riﬁf(;?l;gl seivices, will be brought together o reach ta ci(::l;;:c(::;e
Ec)fecision’ (DHSS circular LASSL (74)13). Th\;‘s:,ta;cgﬁs e
nference will include social workers, paediatricid ‘;ons ice

S)(;ﬁcers GPs, health visitors and teachers and gl}cxrt-;edinforma

: , aring i i -grdinating -

i ight include sharing information, co-0Id FIE
i?gstm;i:rlllfing action, searching for legal evidence, defining

b

In 1974, the DI_—ISS
pon-accidental Injury ’
conference. ‘In this way,
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re o -
al.s}pggtzlﬁ:f;)es%?nd formalising th(? assessment process (Jones et
information r;]adf c;onflf:rence, having analysed and evaluated the
information made rya}; alf)le, .proceeds to categorise children as
cither 2 , isk of being abused’, or ‘not at risk of being
The i

central register of information. The. regisier would provide
cent . : . e register w i

d Estgielsi dn:(f).o}:g:fatml; about all children i§ the arzlall?(ngfx?; llif;
suspectad to hay sdsu fered a?)us?,. The register would aid diagnosis
N SgS >0 (1:01nmun1f:at10n and co-ordination between the
vatious pro‘ess “?a kgroups involved in particular cases. It would
Al swrver fance (:Jrs . F%r example,_ ‘The custodian of the register
should hay a; tion‘t pecific responsibility, the setting in hand of
missmg_, i 18823/- to trace families on the register who go
miseing fuhctions, o+ a:27y. .Iones et al. (1987:64) mention two
for touuar monit at the registers might serve: to provide a basis
for regular mo itoring of the child and family, and to id

ata about the extent and nature of the iz'roblenﬁ'rOVl )

Conclusion: i
clusion: the bureaucratisation of social work

What h i i

ministators did not set out in some deliborate, clearsighted
P . ( ome deliberate -5i
ab‘?‘:gn ;; ;r;l}};?tse a l;ureaucratic solution on the pr:ﬂ;}:g s*lfg(tllfielg
anagers of Ch.“ (;n the locu.s of power from front-line workers to
managers o ChIlC gfife servalces‘was apparent after four moves: (i)
Fach review of cia !work s failure to prevent a child being kiiied
Sirpose. of pracgréa ysts one step nearer to deciding that the
o (ﬁ) ract e was to protect children from dangerous
parents. it neXtVI_tng identified t‘he purpose and analysed the
oat amidren: won e peotocten Thie meolved entitying
that | ] be . is involved i ifyi
dang;:u:t ;’rllil;,.tprfadwtmg whe':ther or not a parent d;ilgtgf IEE
onao ,t he aC:'oir%_n_g and reviewing children at risk, and co-
s (i 1v1t(1ies. of the health, welfare and law en%orcement
agen pr{.)tectiven order to ensure the full and proper running of
checklists was criyastt::ln Si’fa:t?zz acr;a{d()f gulides, Dt o the
checkl ' . uld no longer be 1
prescrtili;:)endott; cltlilld care workers; their responsesg were in?:ga;;nﬂ;e

y the manuals and guides. (iv) The implementatic%ny

504

Child Abuse

maintenance and co-ordination of these complex and demanding
systems required advanced administrative and managerial skills.

§o it was that the logic of each stage ted to the graduval
bureaucratisation of social work practice. Tt was not intended that
child abuse wotk should be the subject of so much administrative
control. However, as people explored, developed and refined the
concept and practice of child protection worlk, social work was
repeatedly penetrated by the administrative processes that seemed
necessary if the systems were to function properly. John Law,
introducing the work of Hindness (1986) and Callon (1986), notes
that both anthors ‘hold that power is a latent capacity — something
that an actor or agent may possess. In this, of course, they are in
agreement with Foucault who warns us that power is not a
property OF & possession, but a strategy of something exercised,
the overall effect of a set of strategies. Hence the operation of
power is specific to its instances’ (Law, 1986:16). The rise of the
welfare manapger provides a good example of how the fortunes of
one occupational group may prosper in the struggle to define a
service designed to protect children from dangerous parents.

The critical examinations of child abuse work, written over a
fifteen year period, have beaten out a new shape for the practice of
social work. A common order of thought — & new discourse — has
been forged in which the dangerousness of parents, the protection
of children, and the practices of social work, are contained and
spoken about within a single framework of understanding. In
Callon’s words, ‘to translate is also 10 express in one’s Own
jangnage what others say and want, why they act in the way that
they do and how they associate with each other: it is t© establish
oneself as a spokesman. At the end of the process, if it is
successful, only voices speaking in unison will be heard . . . At the
end a discourse of certainty has unified them, OF rather, has
brought them into a relationship with one another in-an intetligible
manner’ (1986:223).

However, analysing power in this way means that things rarely
stand still for long. Although the emergence of a dominant
discourse is able to exert a powerful control over the field, its very

emergence changes the configuration of the actors and their

respective relationships and new discussions and negotiations

become possible. Current perspectives on child abuse appear to be
particularly strong, but even here there is movement. The
translation of the problem of child abuse inte an arrangement of
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monitoring and surveillance procedures produces a new set of
conditions, some of which confirm the appropriateness of the
solutions, while others begin to challenge the construcis that
support the way the problem is being defined.

Raising the profile of the abused child had major consequences
for the work of social services departments. The heightened
awareness of the problem has led to a vast increase in the number
of such cases being suspected, identified, reported and investigated.
Once a phenomenon falls under the microscope, more elaborate
and detailed classifications emerge. Dingwall (1989:29) calls this
‘diagnostic inflation’, in which experts produce more elaborate
classifications including, in the case of ‘battered babies’, physical
abuse, emotional abuse, sexual abuse, failure to thrive, neglect,
and grave concern. There is a simultaneous call to collect more
information about each case. Child abuse work has become the
top priority in social services and social work departments. More
families have come under greater scrutiny and the administrative
machinery to handle all this activity has become ever more refined
and exact.

However, not all actors in the situation have so readily accepted
their role and what is expected of them. For example, whether or
not particular parents are going to be dangerous, in spite of the
best efforts of researchers, is an extremely difficult thing to predict
(Dingwall, 1989). Unless all children thought to be at risk are
removed (which would be economically, morally and politically
unacceptable), some children will continue to be killed, even when
the systems were working well (see Hollis and Howe, 1987). When
many children are removed (as with the suspected cases of child
sexual abuse in Cleveland) there may be a political backlash which
seeks to throw up questions other than the protection of children,
raising issues to do with the rights of parents.

Parents remain the ‘jokers’ in the pack. They are the one set of
actors who have resisted attempts to make them ‘passive agents’.
Not always susceptible to being made safe through treatment, they
also refuse to behave predictably. Their ‘discretion’ continues to
challenge the solutions, and may even challenge the question.
Children continue to die at the hands of their parents. The
response still seems to be to create more procedures and more
guidelines. The sheer scale and compass of these documents
makes it almost inevitable that the social worker with a dead child
on her caseload will have failed in some aspect of her highly
regulated practice. Simply adding new procedures in the wake of
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it} the peop! :
o hgrwilflfsthze;lrséggu::s whichpgovem her behaviour. g)r;;e
e pow _that-be have written the rules and estai')hshe e
- pOWGI; that the wary social worker and her supervisox pfwefto
IOU_tlﬂFiS, . is to be avoided is ‘go by the book’. Responmblhty ?r
(fj;lﬁttésaginot be attached to the worker if she behaved correctly

&

i ‘ ective but 1
work may not be effec‘ : e
Soiﬁzenated clients and practice-worh soma_l \gfo;g:e;;st ;?O:i{iion D
iti and alliances are nudged i
conditions. e balancerslter the stage. The estahtishment of a

acts and actors € . ablishment '
Ir.lﬁeéwcourse of ‘child protection’ itself changes the picture ant P

ibilities. ¢ ion,’ des Callon (1986:224), “is a
oo PGSS‘bfl lmee;;t' iST ;E;‘[;lualttl(.n??. §§§vilgisplacements take th(?. place
et Pe 'Ofus ones but these divert the actors from the obhgatorli
o plew'ots that had been imposed on them. New qukespeop
P her pé)m ho deny the representivity of the previous 'O‘DZS"
o o ontinues but the equilibrium has been quihe .
T er e re still a long way from witnessing major chsplace-
et i }\:{Tdaabuse work. The translation of the problem mfo a
o mbC 1aucrafcic practices stilt dominates t.he perspecu\v;,
i?;ﬂ?ffng l;rreau:tice, policy and the training of social workers. We

¢ ther
are mercly hearing the first murmurs of another story and ano
set of possible relationships.
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