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Risk, Challenge and child protection social work 

 

Introduction 

Good morning.  My name is Maggie Siviter and I’m a social worker.  Until recently I worked 

as an agency safeguarding manager managing IROs and child protection conference 

services.  I’m now developing my own ideas and projects for better protecting children. 

I’m going to talk to you about my personal view of Risk, Challenge and the future of child 

protection social work.  It’s my personal view based on my experience and perception of my 

profession and how we arrived at this point in time. 

I’m very honoured to have been invited to talk to you all today.  I was one of the social 

workers who attended last year’s conference.  I put my head above the parapet after 

listening to comments from those with a justifiable grievance towards our profession and I 

spoke up to to express frustration at both the external and self-imposed limitations of my 

profession.   

As an individual, I try very hard to stand up for children, my profession and for what is right.  

I wish I could tell you that my working environment was supportive of me in doing that, 

however, I can tell you it is not.  I find it hard to speak the truth in an environment which is 

so determined not to see its own failings yet at least I try. 

I usually fare quite well in a local authority service, that is until my penchant for the truth 

finally gets the better of me and I make the mistake of telling it like it is.  My fault is to give 

voice to my concerns about risk and in particular that caused by the organisation I work in.   

For many years now I have been the small boy in the story if the Emperor’s New Clothes as 

successive initiatives have tried hard to improve our profession but have only managed to 

make small in-roads towards success.  I’m the sceptic, along with many colleagues, who can 

see the deep flaws in any proposal which actually doesn’t get to grips with our situation.  I 

read a Community Care interview with Isobel Trowler, the chief social worker for children 

yesterday.  To be honest, it’s nothing that we haven’t heard before and once again it 

completely skirts over what I believe is impeding our progress. 

So I’m delighted to be able to talk to you without the fetters of needing to maintain a façade 

of toeing the party line, whilst knowing full well that my message today will not necessarily 

be well received by my colleagues.   



I very much see myself as telling you how it is from my own perspective as a social worker 

who is close to leaving the profession because I am seen as having told too many truths.  I’m 

going to be controversial, but my aim is to promote the questions that need to be asked if 

we are ever to move towards a safer, child-centred and trusted profession – one which is 

prepared to be honest about its mistakes and learn from them without fear. 

 

 

Risk 

Social work suffers from society’s attitude towards failure.  We instinctively look for 

scapegoats, the someone who was the original, Ground Zero decision maker, the one we all 

then blindly followed, despite any misgivings we may have had.  These are high profile 

failings which society is extremely intolerant of, whatever the profession involved, you only 

have to look at some of the medical profession’s experiences to know that.  Social work isn’t 

alone in being scapegoated. We look for the person who must have sparked the chain of 

events which ultimately led to failure, whilst conspicuously overlooking our own role in it.   

This produces the recursive effect: it is because we are so willing to find blame that we 

expend so must energy concealing our own .  The net effect is simple: it obliterates 

openness and spawns cover-ups.  At its worst, children and their families find themselves 

cast aside to prevent the truth from being discovered.   

In this way we see those with the quietest voices silenced by the very profession they 

should be able to trust absolutely at a time when their vulnerabilities should be cradled 

through adversity.  Ultimately trust breaks down and redress is sought and I fear this is the 

trajectory my profession has been catapulted onto.  Don’t get me wrong: I know that there 

is good, excellent social work being done, but I believe good practices are too readily used 

to distract from our worst practices.  The good practice hasn’t brought us to this, the poor 

practice has and that’s what we need to address. 

The death of a child is a tragic loss which reverberates throughout our collective hearts, 

causing much remorse and self-doubt.   

However, I want to draw your attention to the other, more every day losses.  Their 

frequency only adds to the tragedy, their every-day happening is overlooked because they 

happen with sad regularity. They are the losses which occur when a family loses a child to 

adoption they could have cared for had they been better supported; the loss of innocence 

when a child is left in a harmful situation which hasn’t been properly assessed; a child who is 

stateless and parentless because the legal safeguards they need haven’t been placed around 

them; a child for whom the care system only exacerbates their trauma with frequent moves 

and further rejection.   

It is these more frequent and overlooked failings our profession contributes to and ones 

which many of you today will have come across.  What many of you will also have seen is 

the degree to which my profession will defend its actions, sometimes in the face of quite 



clear contradictory evidence, preferring to leave a child in need rather than alter course.  

What causes that? 

Colleagues will castigate me for putting my head above the parapet, but isn’t that what’s 

brought us here?  Being unwilling to listen to a view which places us in professional 

opposition to the party line?  Like soldiers under fire in the trenches, we shout down anyone 

who draws attention to our plight. We wrap it up in softly spoken, unassertive language and 

disguise our real fears.   

Recent University of Central Lancashire research led by Andy Bilson, states 1 in 5 children 

will be referred to social services before their 5th birthday.  That’s an enormous number and 

is much greater than the number of children statistically who are at actual risk of significant 

harm.  We have too many referrals: these increase the risk that the service is likely to miss 

vital warning signs.  This tells me that many people are very worried about how they handle 

risk to children.  If we are to manage these concerns and the potential risk they pose then 

we need to get a lot better at identifying risk, feeling comfortable with overseeing and 

managing lower levels of risk in the community and supporting our colleagues in other 

agencies to do likewise.   

Other agencies, those involved with all children, need a system which ensures they are 

confident in carrying that risk and that, when their concerns increase, social work services 

will respond appropriately.  We need to do so in a way that builds trust and confidence in 

our ability to safeguard, this is something I believe could be much better established.  The 

current practice is to thin out referrals at the point of trying to access social work support: 

screening the content of the information, looking for the severity of the situation.  Many 

potential risks are rejected at this stage, leaving our colleagues fearful and mistrustful. 

Consequently referrers get wise to this, they adapt, they learn how to talk up the risks to 

ensure we will go and see for ourselves, so they can absolve responsibility for anything that 

might go wrong.  We end up assessing more children than we should.  Already thin 

resources are stretched even further, meaning we miss more. 

The elephant in the room that Isobel Trowler is ignoring, and, I believe one of the greatest 

risk to children, has been the rising culture of managerialism that has gripped social work: to 

explain, managerialism values abstract statistical analysis above judgement and experience, 

it is driven by targets, data and resources.   

For us, it has focussed on Outcomes rather than experiences.  Our environment is one which 

only sees value when it has something it can count.  Yet, we ignore the data that lies outside 

of our small circle of experience.  We have no idea what happens to children after we’ve 

worked with them, we don’t know what worked, what didn’t, whether those children 

thrived because of our help or despite it.  The only method we employ is to measure 

whether a child is re-referred. Then we only know that whatever we did didn’t work, and 

that is seen as yet another failing.  Our systems don’t allow for the ups and downs of the 

everyday lives of vulnerable children lived in a changing world where policies and life cause 

the risks to children to ebb and flow. 



Matthew Syed, author of Black Box Thinking, states something that sounds so very familiar 

to me: that we become so worried about failure that we create vague goals so nobody can 

point the finger when we fail to achieve them.  We develop face-saving excuses before 

we’ve even done anything. We delete error from our collective memory, it’s even got a 

name now, we call it “wilful blindness”. 

 

https://notnumber.wordpress.com/2012/06/11/a-definition-of-managerialism/ 

Social work is now predominated by a managerialist culture which has successfully stifled 

good practice despite publicly stating the opposite.  As social workers, we have had to 

develop some highly questionable coping strategies to live with the high degree of Cognitive 

Dissonance permeating our day to day encounters with our organisations.  I have no doubt, 

because I’ve witnessed it, that this increases the risk posed to children.  

We work in a management world which is too often oppressive, narcissistic, defensive and 

which has too narrow a perspective.  It finds it difficult to predict failure and is blind to its 

own contribution to failure when it occurs.   

Many social workers find it very difficult to challenge this managerialist culture which places 

disproportionately greater emphasis on the decisions made by those furthest away from the 

situation requiring the decision.   

Eileen Munro talks about the adverse impact managerialism has had on social work and she 

has recommended a move towards using professional judgement, turning away from some 

of the frameworks which ensure we are consistent.   

I agree with this to an extent but want to see us using those tried and tested methods used 

by other professions.   

I would like to see our work underpinned by transparency, honesty & openness and I 

strongly endorse the use of those tools which have helped other high risk professions such 

as aviation and medicine to develop a truly learning culture.  

So how do we challenge ourselves to account to learn from our failings in a world of blame 

and slopey-shouldering?  How do we move to a culture of “avoidable harm” rather than our 

current state of “culpable harm”.   

 

Challenge 

The IRO and Quality Assurance role is primarily to ensure that risks to children are effective, 

but it goes further than that, we examine the wider risk too, to families, the community, 

organisations and society.  We currently hold them to account but is this challenge adding to 

the concealment of poor practice?  It seems to me that the harder we try to address where 

we see there may have been errors, where we act as those 2nd and 3rd pairs of eyes, the 

more defensive the practice becomes.  The energy seems to be transferred into blame,  

especially, perversely, back onto the fault finder.  I and my colleagues would prefer we 

https://notnumber.wordpress.com/2012/06/11/a-definition-of-managerialism/


found a better way to ensure children get what they need, one which doesn’t need a second 

pair of eyes, but one where a 2nd opinion was sought much earlier on, where decision 

making and conclusions were discussed with social workers with a much higher level of 

expertise, experience and wisdom. 

I am a strong advocate for real independence for social work, where we as a profession 

work primarily to protect children and by doing so protects itself.  Where we are able to 

harness the services and support children need, with authority and supported by an 

improved legislative framework.   

Getting it wrong is expensive.  There is a huge human cost attached to it, but we seem to 

find ourselves in an environment which doesn’t always value human cost. So I’ll point out 

that getting it wrong is financially expensive too.  The trouble is often the cost is deferred 

for such a long time that it becomes invisible.  Today we are paying the price for the lessons 

we didn’t learn many years ago but where the feedback loop is so protracted that we don’t 

even know what the cause is. 

We need to get better at managing complexity, feeling comfortable, safe & confident within 

both a child’s environment and our own.   We need practitioners to develop the skills 

necessary to manage that complexity yet we’ve structured our services to provide generic 

practitioners.  Again, why aren’t we learning from other that we need specialists?  The chief 

social worker, Isabelle Trowler, only recently confirmed that she was not looking at 

facilitating specialisms.  Why are we one of the few professions that believes we can deliver 

complex solutions through generic practice? 

We need to get our heads around the usefulness of technology and commit to investing in 

practitioner friendly, service led solutions.  If we are to cope with the volume of work in an 

increasingly risk averse society we need to overcome our squeamishness about using tried 

and trusted methods such as checklists.  Checklists do not override professional judgment.   

Rather they can underpin it.  A really simple example is that it was not known by the social 

workers working with Baby P just who was living in the house at the time of his death.  A 

checklist could have meant that the question would have been asked, the risk evaluated and 

the answer recorded for reassurance.   

It concerns me that only yesterday our chief social worker was restating that focusing on 

practice was the single most important this.  We’ve been focussing on practice for years 

now, we have highly skilled, well trained practitioners but they work in an extremely 

adverse environment.  This will ensure that in 10 years we are still talking about what is 

wrong with social work whilst the management culture perpetuates itself.  Look up from 

your emails and computer screens and you’ll see the world is changing around us.  It’s 

leaving us behind to our world of accountability, micro-management and inspection-driven, 

compressed management tiers.  We have become fossilised in a world where compassion is 

something we practice when we get home and the everyday become visible again.  Practice, 

caring and compassion is why people become social workers; managerialism is why they 

leave. 



Forwards 

If child protection social work is making the most of every opportunity to improve by looking 

back at its failures then we would see it as one of the most successful services around.  We 

aren’t and it is its defensive blame culture that prevents it from learning and improving.  We 

need to embrace our errors, learn from them and respond rapidly to them.  One of the 

things I most admired when I was spending a lot of time in hospital was how the staff would 

change what they had done.  When asked they would tell me there had been some research 

done and found a better way of doing things.  They had learned and applied that learning 

rapidly, this is something I’d love to see more of in social work. 

“The paradox of success: it is built upon failure”: Matthew Syed Black Box Thinking 2015  

We move in a world of complexity upon complexity, overwritten with concealment and 

undermined by managerialism.  If we are to both survive and rebuild our professional focus 

so those we serve are truly as safe as we can make them we need to learn how to manage 

complex risk, live with it and in it, learning from it and being open to it.  We need systems 

which help us, which replaces data gathering with real risk assessment, immediate 

responses to risk which place the child at the heart of our objectives rather than at the 

edge.  We need Black Box thinkers who see the opportunities to ride the beast when we are 

dismounted by tragedy by learning about how we fell off and how we can prevent others 

from falling off.  We need a culture which means we learn quickly, organically, through 

systems that are responsive, supportive and reliable with great communications from 

effective, trusted leader.  We need to understand that becoming a learning profession 

needs flexibility, adaptation and speed. 

We need a framework which, rather than locking us down and making us hyper-accountable 

for our everyday human errors, recognises them, defends us and where we can state with 

confidence that we will do everything in our power to ensure it never happens again and 

have faith that it won’t.  We need systems that provide us with the foundation blocks for 

good practice rather than the stumbling blocks.   

We need to be able to tell children’s stories in their entirety rather than as the sum of parts.  

Using effective and well-tested tools to ensure our details are collected so we can paint the 

picture of a child’s experience. 

We need to set aside our passivity; recognise that we are behaving as an organisation under 

pressure and that we have developed some alarming dysfunctions to be able to cope with 

that.   

I’d like to see social workers given the tools and authority they need to do their job with less 

micro-management and more accountability at practitioner level.  I’d like to see them 

collaborate with colleagues, use expertise and share learning more effectively at a national 

level.  I hope the revisions to the Serious Case Reviews will bring that about. 

In my view, here are nine priorities for social work:  



1. Social workers must have the power to require effective multi-agency contributions 

to delivering plans for children 

2. They should have the authority to hold providers to account on behalf of children 

and their families when they don’t deliver on the above 

3. Build systems to engage with and demystify complexity  

4. Develop specialisations, consultants and expert social workers to become the 

bedrock of local knowledge and experience 

5. Maximise opportunities presented by Children’s Trusts and Community Interest 

Companies 

6. Develop flexible hi-tech systems which support rather than inhibit effective social 

work 

7. Adopt methods which have proved successful for other professions working with 

high levels of risk 

8. Demystify social work through more accurate wider public awareness raising: 

remember each one of those one in five children is an opportunity to improve our 

relationships with the wider public   

9. Tap into the collective wisdom we have by learning from our mistakes 

What I’d like to see is the rising of a profession proud of what it does, humble enough to 

know it will get things wrong and open enough to learn from its errors.   

Finally, for my part, and to show I’m not just talk, I’m currently working on a true multi-

agency risk assessment and management system.  Sharing information in an equal and open 

way and building transparent multi-agency systems is now feasible with today’s technology.  

I believe this is part of how better risk assessment and management could be managed 

better in the future. 

 

Other notes 

There is a current practice by all agencies when Ofsted calls, it is that they don’t tell if you 

don’t.  Meaning Ofsted is given misleading information about how effective all the agencies 

are at safeguarding.  There is yet another shroud to the truth about why we aren’t learning 

from our mistakes.  Good practice is praised by our overseers, so our Ofsted-pleasers scurry 

off to find out how to replicate it, whilst all we really want is the human comfort of 

approval.   

Our environment lacks leadership, true, courageous leadership.  

Does this sound like the environment we currently find ourselves working in?  I haven’t seen 

it.  What I do see though, especially in the more dysfunctional services, is defensiveness.  

My colleagues ignoring the impact on the lives of vulnerable children whilst they rush to 



blame someone else.  Too often that is the person identifying the error, in my field these 

tend to be either the IROs or, on a larger scale, whistleblowers.  I know there would be more 

whistleblowers but they too are a sign of a dysfunctional closed defensive organisation. 

For many years successive governments have reviewed children’s social work; we’ve had 

initiative after initiative rolled out; we’ve faced changed, including the predictable surge in 

soul searching every time a child is lost. 

Given the basic principle that if you don’t understand a situation then you’re missing a 

crucial piece of information, why aren’t we asking ourselves what we are missing?  We’re 

clearly not seeing what the real problem is.  Is that because it’s too big, too radical, and too 

expensive.  We’ve seen tweaks and adaptations as we’ve learned but how come we aren’t 

replicating the experience of learning from mistakes used by other professions, we’ve made 

as many serious and catastrophic errors as they have.  When the aviation industry makes a 

mistake they begin by analysing it, the want to get it right, they don’t want further losses.  

They know they absolutely depend on their staff reporting errors to them, they know this is 

the only way they can learn and put it right.  The aviation industry do something we have 

yet to learn as an organisation: that error reporting is key to a learning environment. 

 


