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he torture and death of Baby
Peter Connelly, a toddler on a
child protection plan, raises
many questions for me as a
practitioner, and for all children

and families social workers. There are many
lessons to be learnt from this harrowing case,
but I will focus on a few key questions for
frontline practitioners to consider.

Would I have picked up Peter on my last
visit, revealing that he had a broken back
and other injuries of torture? 
Harry Ferguson, professor of social work at
Nottingham University, said: “There are many
examples in child death cases from the past 30
years of children having injuries which were not
picked up in the home because social workers
did not walk across the room and touch or
engage with the child.” (Guardian 2008)

Talking to people in and out of the
profession, I have found that, due to the
manner of reporting in the popular press, few
realised that Peter was not an only child. There
were in fact eight children resident in his home
although only Peter and two siblings were on a
child protection plan. Many of us will have had
cases with multiple children on a child
protection plan. The statutory requirements to
talk to each child alone, if they are of sufficient
age, on each weekly or fortnightly visit, as well
as undertake thorough sessions of risk
assessment with the parent(s), often in
restricted space and some degree of chaos,
makes this a real and difficult challenge. 

Peter’s social worker Maria Ward did talk to
him, and he smiled in return. She noted that he
had an infected scalp, treated with white cream,
and an ear infection. He had apparently just
woken up so she did not pick him up out of the
pushchair; perhaps she was reassured by his
smile, and that there was no evidence of harm. 

Young children often react against being
picked up by anyone who is not their main
care-giver, especially when tired. Would there be
value in potentially distressing the child simply
to say that this had been done? Would other
social workers have responded differently in this
situation? Would I? Perhaps sometimes we
might have picked up the child but would we
on every occasion?

Would I have ensured that Peter’s face was
wiped of the chocolate deliberately smeared
across it to conceal injuries? 
Peter had had two unexplained significant
injuries. The finding of Ward vs Cambridgeshire
County Council (2010) was that an
‘unexplained injury does not necessarily mean
child abuse’. So we cannot presume that an
injury is physical harm just because there is no

explanation. Medical opinion in this case, as in
so many, could not be firm enough for these to
be confirmed as abuse. However, given this
history, should the social worker have asked for
the face to be wiped, thereby revealing the
injuries? 

With the benefit of hindsight the answer is
clearly yes. However, as an experienced social
worker, I wonder whether I would have
observed this as a grubby child, showing a
symptom of low level neglect, and simply

recorded the observation of his presentation. I
wonder what other workers would have done? I
think I would act differently now in the light of
this case.

Would I have been sufficiently suspicious to
have discovered that the mother had a male
partner of concern concealed in the house
when I had no awareness this was an issue?
The second serious case review published into
Peter’s case – the first was deemed adequate by
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suggest the presence of the person of concern.
Perpetrators often stay in the homes in the
evenings and at weekends, making detection by
social workers less likely. 

So how far can we go in terms of the
thoroughness of house searches with no
statutary powers to undertake such probes?
Can we demand to look in cupboards, in lofts
and attics? We cannot even insist on entry to
the home without calling on the assistance of
police on the basis of reasonable concerns, by
which time any evidence will have been
removed. The serious case review, while not
answering all the questions I’ve highlighted,
helpfully describes an attitude and approach of
rigour for social work intervention. ‘In this case
the interventions were not sufficiently
authoritative by any agency. The authoritative
intervention is urgent, thorough, challenging,
with a low threshold of concern, keeping the
focus on the child, and with high expectations
of parents and of what service users should
expect of themselves.’

I have adapted its helpful conclusions to form
a checklist of questions for social workers: 
• Is my intervention authoritative?
• Am I responding to risk with appropriate

urgency?
• Have I assessed the risk factors thoroughly

and from every angle? (What is the nature
of the known risks? What are the potential
causes of the risks? What is the relevant
history? Are there possible unknown
factors – e.g. undisclosed individuals?)

• Am I sufficiently challenging the
parent(s)? 

• Am I dealing with someone who is
superficially compliant, evasive, deceitful,
manipulative and untruthful? If so, how
does that contribute to the risk?

• Am I making a robust assessment that is
not solely reliant on medical opinion and
criminal evidence?

• Have I taken appropriate protective action
in response to what I assess and infer the
risks to be? 

• Am I focussed on the child(ren)’s welfare?
• Is my threshold for intervention too high?
• Are my expectations too low?

It is important that we ask ourselves tough
questions to strengthen our practice. I hope
these many questions may provoke useful
practice discussions within children and
families teams. 

paramount, and contains principles of working
in partnership with parents. The core
assessment, the key universal assessment in
safeguarding, is a holistic and useful tool but its
glaring weakness is that it provides no
framework for risk assessment. When I started
work as a reception and assessment social
worker in 1996, my manager advised that we no
longer undertook child protection
investigations, but child protection enquiries,
reflecting a view that investigation was the
police’s job. Social workers undertook enquiries
and carried out assessments. Thus the
framework in which we work does not
encourage an investigatory mindset.

Increasingly, I sense, expectations are
changing. The media and government
responses to the deaths of Victoria Climbié and
Peter Connelly have been to berate social
workers and seek scapegoats. It seems that
social workers are expected to predict and
prevent child murder, and are considered to
have been trained to do just that. They are
required to be investigative and always
suspicious, while, at the same time, somehow
working in partnership. 

So when does good partnership working
stray into collusion? Does a failure by the
practitioner to adequately engage in good
partnership working sometimes bring about
the circumstances where more serious
interventions are required? It is often possible
to assess and intervene to achieve change, and
even to remove children while maintaining
good partnership working, if you are skilled; but
if you are perennially suspicious, investigative,
refusing to place trust, and taking the most
jaundiced interpretation of every set of
information, is partnership working still
possible and effective? 

Frequently we have reasons to be suspicious,
particularly where male perpetrators have been
removed from the household because of
domestic violence or because they are deemed
a risk to children. Looking around the house is
a standard activity for statutory visits in
safeguarding. In one situation I found a naked
perpetrator concealed under the overhanging
duvet on the bed. But families can be cunning,
either by not leaving items around, or by having
plausible explanations for items that might

Ofsted remember – stated: “The uncooperative,
anti-social and even dangerous parent/carer is
the most difficult challenge for safeguarding
and child protection services. The parents/carers
may not immediately present as such, and may
be superficially compliant, evasive, deceitful,
manipulative and untruthful. Practitioners have
the difficult job of identifying them among the
majority of parents who they encounter, who
are merely dysfunctional, anxious and
ambivalent.”

Fraught with difficulty
Wes Cuell, then acting chief exeutive of the
NSPC, said: “Even with substantial child
protection reforms, spotting the danger to an
individual child remains fraught with difficulty
especially when the child is too young to speak
out. Abusers will lie about what they have done
and cover up their crimes. They may threaten
and intimidate social workers and other
professionals to stop them discovering the
truth. All those working with vulnerable
children must ask the right questions and make
the right call for the sake of the child. They
need sufficient skill, experience and courage to
challenge parents and carers effectively. And
they need enough time to spend with families
and proper support to do their investigations.”
(Guardian 2008).

Harry Ferguson talked about the “skillful
deceit” of the mother and cohabitants in this
case, and the mother’s “disguised compliance”
– superficial cooperation as a front for
concealing abuse. He said: “What social
workers need is the knowledge and skills to
enable them to detect such manipulation and
use good authority, while building trusting,
helping relationships.”

I do not disagree, but I have to ask: what are
these unique skills that enable social workers to
ask the right questions to enable them to
penetrate lies and deceit? How do we effectively
challenge parents who disguise their
compliance and have an answer for everything?
How do we work effectively in partnership in an
atmosphere of intimidation and non-
compliance? Where do we receive this training?
Do these skills and approaches truly exist? 

The Children Act 1989 provides a framework
for intervention, with the child’s needs as

WHAT ARE THESE UNIQUE SKILLS THAT
ENABLE SOCIAL WORKERS TO ASK THE
RIGHT QUESTIONS TO ENABLE THEM TO
PENETRATE LIES AND DECEIT? DO THESE
SKILLS AND APPROACHES TRULY EXIST?
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