
14

uring the 1980s we saw social
work with children and families
move away from a concern with
child welfare and prevention to
one preoccupied with child

abuse and hence child protection. Despite
many of the intentions of the Children’s Act
1989, which included a focus on children in
need, this continued. In the 1990s the
Department of Health’s Messages from Research
recognised this, recommending a move away
from crisis-orientated, reactive work in relation
to child protection towards prevention by
supporting children in need and their families. 

The Labour government introduced various
assessment processes at the beginning of the
new century in another attempt at refocusing
social work towards prevention and children in
need, before introducing the Common
Assessment Framework (CAF) which was
aimed precisely at this same end. Currently, we
have the situation where social work’s
emphasis continues to be on child protection,
which increasingly focuses on the assessment
of risk. I argue that the resulting effects on
social work have largely been negative.

Therapy 
As Nigel Parton pointed out in The Politics of
Child Abuse, during the 1970s child abuse was
essentially seen as a medical-socio problem
which was best dealt with by the medical and
social work professions. They were the ones to
diagnose, treat and recommend ways of
preventing the phenomenon. In particular,
many social workers saw material stress as key
components in relation to issues such as
physical abuse and neglect. 

It was only after a number of child abuse
tragedies, notably Maria Colwell, that the
police’s role began to become significant.
Further concerns about social work’s role in
child abuse arose in the later 1980s following
notable cases in Rochdale, Cleveland and
Orkney where many children were removed
from families. On the one hand, practitioners
were criticised for being over-zealous in
removing children, while on the other they
were seen as too gullible and trusting of
parents. Such criticisms led to the increasing
influence of the socio-legal model, the
emphasis being on investigating, assessing and
examining the evidence. 

It was a move that saw social workers move
from working therapeutically to protecting
children, with law and order agencies such as
the police and courts taking an increased role,
particularly following the Children Act 1989
and the subsequent Home Office et al’s 1991
Working Together document and guidance. As
Professor David Howe put it at the time, all

this amounted to social workers moving away
from a role that involved therapy and welfare to
one of surveillance and control. Furthermore,
the 1989 Act’s intention to provide an
approach to child care which was preventative
and partnership orientated, together with a
focus on children in need, was largely ignored. 

In attempting to redress the balance,
Messages from Research, based on extensive
research, argued for a move away from child
protection investigations to an emphasis on
enquiries to see if a child was in need and what
services could be offered. However, it also met
with little success as the preoccupation with

child protection continued. Arguably, the input
of a then relatively new breed of managers, as
opposed to senior social workers and social
work consultants, meant that increasingly there
was more concern about organisations being
criticised if things went wrong rather than
genuinely meeting the needs of children. 

Labour’s introduction of a standardised
initial and core assessment framework in 2001
was yet another attempt to redress the balance
towards prevention, family support and
children in need, notwithstanding the
increased bureaucracy it placed on
practitioners. 
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The concern with risk first emerged with the
publication of Beck’s Risk Society in 1992. He
argued that society now demands that risks be
identified and controlled by appropriate bodies
even though there is actually limited capacity
to do so. Nevertheless, ‘risk’ has now largely
replaced ‘need’ as the principle around which
health and social care services are organised. 

One could even go as far as to argue that
unless a child is defined to be at substantial
risk of abuse then little or no help or support
will be provided by social workers. This is
related to the fact that policy and practice in
relation to social work with children and
families has become tragedy-led, with resulting
inquiries ignoring the complexities of policies,
procedures, decision-making processes,
organisational cultures and contradictory
societal expectations, together with, one might
add, financial cutbacks. 

Another consideration in such issues is the
aforementioned private sector managerialism.
The result is that a neo-liberal social work
model has been imposed on practitioners. This
involves a minimised role limited to rationing
and risk assessment because people are
expected to be self-responsible, relying on
family, friends and charities if necessary. A brief
one-off encounter with children and families,
followed by the completion of paperwork as
speedily as possible, is often the be all and end
all of ‘the social work experience’.

As Michael Lavalette points out in his
excellent new edited collection, Radical Social
Work Today, social work is at a crossroads. It
can either accept welfare cuts and, despite
aspects of Munro, the continued imposition of
managerialism with resulting bureaucracy and
target-setting, or it can resist and fight for a
social justice aimed at genuinely meeting
human need. Readers can be in no doubt which
road I advocate, not least because, like
Lavalette, ‘another social work’ to the
one we have today is possible.
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reduced, and frontline staff given more scope to
exercise professional judgement. Paradoxically,
however, she also recommended more
determined and robust management to achieve
this. But surely it is precisely because of
‘determined and robust’ managerialism that we
have the current crisis facing social work? On
the face of it, it seems hard to square this circle.

Then again, Munro enthusiastically refers to
Hackney Borough Council’s Reclaiming Social
Work model. Notwithstanding that this is
based on a management model developed by
business consultants, the model has its
problems. Reclaiming Social Work offers an
emphasis on all staff sharing the values of the
organisation, including having a similar
‘outlook and approach’ to working with
children and families. I can think of at least
two problems with this. Firstly, do we really
want more private sector management and
business consultancy culture involved in social
work? Secondly, it is almost as if first and
foremost social workers have to identify with
the organisation and the way it operates, rather
than the intrinsic social justice values of social
work. Where, for example, would having to
adopt shared outlooks and approaches leave
those practitioners who want to practise in
more radical/critical, or even in just more
innovatory, ways? There has to be some scope
for individual social workers, working in
collaboration/partnership with users, to
practise as they see fit.

The obsession
Despite the positive aspects of Munro’s work,
some authorities are actually increasing
bureaucracy levels, such as requiring essentially
repetitive risk assessments to be incorporated
at the end of initial and core assessments. But
surely, by completing the various (and
numerous) assessment headings and then
doing an analysis, one has actually done the
risk assessment? It is not hard to see that the
extra burden put on already overworked social
workers is more about a defensive practice
aimed at meeting organisational needs should
things ‘go wrong’, rather than meeting the
needs of children and families. 

However, following further child abuse
tragedies such as Victoria Climbié and Peter
Connelly it now seems that all governments
have given up in thinking that social workers
should, or indeed can, work more
preventatively with children and families. This
is because in 2006 the Common Assessment
Framework (CAF) was introduced in the hope
that teachers, health visitors, children centre
staff and others could use the framework to
improve multi-disciplinary working and
provide preventative help to children and their
parents. A key problem, however, is that the
assessment aspect of the tool predominates
(much as is the case with the assessments that
social workers have to do) rather than the
provision of any additional services. Many
teachers and health visitors see it simply as an
administrative/bureaucratic burden to be
avoided at all costs. To be blunt, when such
professionals contact a social worker about a
child and their family they do not want to be
told to “fill in a CAF form”. 

Identity
More fundamentally, social workers should be
wary about their role in encouraging the
process because there is a real danger of
hastening the demise of a social work identity.
After all, essentially CAFs are about what
traditional, preventative social work should
consist of, a point addressed in Social Work:
the rise and fall of a profession?

So what have we got left as far as social work
practice with children and families is
concerned? Well, of course, there is still child
protection, although increasingly it seems that
the role of the police tends to dominate, at
least in the initial stages. Many see social work
as increasingly tied into a system of social
control rather than offering help and support.
Some have even gone on to argue that social
workers should be trained in police interview
and interrogation techniques. There is perhaps
a debate to be had about this, but what seems
clear is that current child protection social
work is not without its problems.

Following the Baby Peter tragedy much was
rightly made about increased bureaucracy,
particularly the Integrated Children’s System,
and its negative effect on a social worker’s
ability to spend time with children and families,
including those who are subject to child
protection plans. As a result, Professor Eileen
Munro was appointed to undertake some
bureaucracy-busting. Her final report rightly
points out that, despite their good intentions,
earlier reforms led to too much bureaucracy and
too little focus on the needs of children.
Instead, she argued that centrally imposed
targets and bureaucracy, for instance, should be
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