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How to explore and develop child welfare systems: the English experience

The last twenty years have witnessed a growingoéileth heated debate about the
most appropriate policy paradigm for thinking aband delivering children’s
services. While this is a major focus of debatthan'Anglophone’ world of North
America, the United Kingdom and Australasia (Loehal., 2008), it has also
become an increasing issue in other parts of WegGibert, 1997) and Eastern
Europe (Lewis et al., 2004). In particular, it een argued that the child protection
paradigm which had become so dominant from the 4®8Wards is no longer
adequate and that wider issues concerning chilgirgalfare and well-being are
being ignored. It has been argued that a majodgarashift is required which takes
these issues seriously (Lindsey and Shlonsky, 2@G8a result, a number of
jurisdictions are introducing new systems whiclerapt a more differentiated and
integrated approach (Waldfogel, 2008). While ingidarable sympathy with these
developments, | am also concerned that the enerdjyime these debates have taken
up may have deflected us from engaging with anattggor issue of growing
importance and centrality: the growing significard Information Communication
Technology (ICT) in day-to-day policy and practitefact, it could be argued that
the more wide-ranging, complex and integrated cér services have become the
more reliance has been placed on new systems ofd@Tarely have these

developments been subject to critical appraisal.

A central part of my argument is that the naturelofd welfare practice and the
knowledge which both informs and characterises imc¢reasingly less concerned

with the relational and social dimensions of theknend more with the



informational. Increasingly it seems that the kegus of activity of child welfare
agencies is concerned with the gathering, shaaind,monitoring of information
about the individuals with whom they come into dirend indirect contact, together
with accounting for their own decisions and intemvens, and those of the other
professionals and agencies with whom they woris. iot my argument that these
are new activities but that they have taken on elmmgueater significance in recent
years because of the growing importance of ICTa éontext where professional
decision-making is increasingly subject to closelimeand political scrutiny. While
these issues are of particular significance in &mgyl they are also of growing

significance elsewhere.

Child Protection and Child Welfare

| am taking as my starting point the discussioas tave taken place over recent
years arising from comparisons of different apphesco child welfare; particularly
those which compare approaches which emphasismpwoetance othild

protectionand those which emphasiséaily supporimodel.

The tensions and challenges have been evidentrfomder of years, for long-
established state child welfare services had camderincreasing pressure ever
since the (re)discovery of child abuse in the 19%6t$1970s (Nelson, 1984; Parton,
1985). What was becoming increasingly obvious leyi#itte 1980s, particularly in the
US, UK, Canada and Australia, was that the allocatif scarce ‘child welfare’
resources was being dominated by a narrowly-foguseensically-driven and

crisis-oriented ‘child protection’ system (Kamermamd Khan, 1990). As a



consequence the more general family support agpisaof child welfare services
were not being prioritized, and the child protectgystem itself was becoming
overloaded and not coping with the increased desaratle of it. There were
concerns that far too many cases were being draggegropriately into the child
protection ‘net’, and that as a consequence thasescthat might require such

interventions were in danger of being missed.

[Figure 1l at the end of the paper to beinserted here]

However, during the 1990s a major debate opened Hpgland, the USA and
Australia about how policies and practices in retato child protection integrated
with and were supported by policies and practiceserned with family support and
child welfare more generally (Parton, 1997; Waldfpd 998). Rather than simply be
concerned with a narrow, forensically-driven foomschild protection, there needed
to be a ‘rebalancing’ or ‘refocusing’ of the wosych that the essential principles of
a child welfare approach could dominate. Policy prattice should be driven by an
emphasis on partnership, participation, prevenfiamjly support and a positive
rethink of the purposes and uses of foster andeatial care. The priority should be
on helpingparents and children in the community in a supp®mvay and should
keep notions of policing and coercive interventitma minimum. Drawing on
Figure 1, there should be a shift fromhald protectionmodel to damily support

model.

In many respects this is very much what a numbguasgdictions have tried to do.

However, rather than simply replace one with theentthe approaches adopted have



been more akin to integration. In the words ofNhieister then centrally involved in
the major changes taking place in England, theisiim bring about ‘a shift to
prevention whilst strengthening protection’(DfE®02, p.3). At one level such
changes are very much to be applauded. Howevet,wéaan also note is that over
the last 20 years the role of the practitioner agdnature of the work have begun to
change in other significant ways and it is her¢ tha growth of managerialist
oversight, and the increased demands of auditl@dathering of information, are
central — a process which has grown considerally thie growing use of ICT. In
many respects these developments can be seemeesatdr significance rather than
whether the orientation is primarily of a child pgction or child welfare nature. It is
this | want to consider in this paper — how it basme about and with what

implications.

The Historical Roots, Nature and Purposes of Child Welfare Social Work in

England

In England the emergence of child welfare socialkweas associated with the
political and economic transformations that tockcgl from the mid nineteenth
century onwards, in response to a number of irfga@ social changes and anxieties
about the family and community (Parton, 1994).elteloped as a hybrid in the
space, ‘the social’ (Donzelot, 1980; 1988), betweenprivate sphere of the
household and the public sphere of the state.dtagpd in an intermediary zone, and
was produced and reproduced in new relations betweelaw, social security,
medicine, the school and the family. The emergef&he social’ and the practices

of social workers was seen as a positive solubanrmajor social problem for the



liberal state; namely, how could the state sudtarhealthy development of family
members who were vulnerable and dependent, whileqting the family as the
‘natural’ sphere for caring for those individuatgdavithout intervening imll
families? (Hirst, 1980). It provided a compromis#vieeen the liberal vision of
unhindered individual freedom and private philaogy, and the socialist vision of a
planned, collectivised society that would take oesibility for all citizens, such that

children were regarded as ‘children of the state’.

In England, in the context of the development efliberal state since the late
nineteenth century, social work has fulfilled aseggially mediating role between
those who are excluded and the mainstream of so&att of what social workers
have traditionally sought to do was to strengthenltonds of inclusive membership
by trying to nurture reciprocity, sharing and snsaale redistribution between
individuals, in households, groups, communities smon. At the same time, social
work was also concerned with the compulsory enforr@ of social obligations,
rules, laws and regulations. It is in this contiet social work has always involved

bothcare andcontrol (Garland, 1985).

For, while social work has always been concerndibévate and empower those
with whom it works, it is also concerned with wargion behalf of the state and the
wider society to help maintain social order. We ttarefore see that one of child
welfare social work’s enduring characteristictsscontested and ambiguous nature
(Martinez-Brawley and Zorita, 1998). Most crucialllgis ambiguity arises from its
commitment to children and families and their neaalshe one hand and its

allegiances to its legal and statutory responsigslion the other.



So, while social work has always aimed to preskants in objective terms there has
always been a belief in the fundamental good indmity. While social work
regarded itself as a carrier of the human traditibcompassion, increasingly during
the twentieth century it drew on the social scianoe its ‘knowledge base’. For
most of its history social work has been concemuigd ‘common human needs’,
with ‘people not cases’, and with ‘a truly humaspense to suffering’ (Philp, 1979).
It has tried to produce a picture of the individwdlich is bothsubjectiveandsocial
and where the use of the professiartdtionshipprovides the key mechanism to
help individuals back into the mainstream of sqgcigt presenting this somewhat
ideal typical summary of the nature and purposesooial work it is also important
not to romanticize or glorify the past. As Margo(ii97) and Chen (2005) have
demonstrated, the picture of the ‘subject’ that masented by the social worker

could also be a derogatory and highly moralistie.on

The Growing Centrality of Information, Proceduresand Systems

However, as | have argued previously (Parton, 1384)apparent failures of child
welfare social work in England, particularly inaBbn to a number of high profile
child abuse scandals (Parton, 1985; 1991; 2006y the mid 1970s onwards,
suggested that both its key forms of knowledgeitmkley technologies of practice
were in serious need of attention. As a resularigss of discretionary decision
making have been reduced and front line practit®have had to follow
increasingly detailed procedural guidance. At ti@es time, there has been a

growing emphasis on the need for improved multirkageand multidisciplinary



work and the role and practice of managers becanugat By the early 1990s it was
managers, as opposed to front line professiondis,were seen as the powerful
actors in the new network. Managers became thenmegvators between expert
knowledge(s), individual and community needs ardatfocation of scarce resources
— in effect harmonising overall objectives and daygtay practice. More specifically,
notions of management began to frame and supgiardentral activities and the

forms of knowledge that social workers drew upon.

The idea of the care or case manager, coordinatidgpperationalising packages of
care, where their knowledge of resources and néswsas crucial and where
notions of monitoring and review became key. Thared activities were concerned
with assessment, planning, care management, nagggtiaoordinating, and

operating the law and procedures.

The changes started long before the introductiamewf ICT systems and, in
England, were introduced primarily following chédbuse public inquiries into the
deaths of children known to social workers. A magsponse to the inquiries was an
increased emphasis on the need to collect, shassjfy and storenformation As

David Howe noted in 1992:

The analysis of past failings suggested that sscitechild abuse work

would come by: (i) knowing whatbformationto collect about parents in
order to determine whether or not they might barsgeér to their children;
(if) systematically collecting thanformationby thoroughly investigating

cases; (iii) processing and analysing th&drmationto decide whether or not



children were safe in the care of their parentd; @n closely monitoring and
reassessing cases in which children were thoudbe @t risk (Howe, 1992,

pp. 498-99, emphasis added).

Information took on a strategic significance fottbprotecting children and making
professionals accountable. Information had becok®yaesource for identifying
and managing ‘high risk’ situations (Parton, 1998)e result, Howe, argued, was
that whereas the technical demands in the job @&sea the role of professional

judgment decreased (Howe, 1992, p. 492).

Howe (1996) developed this analysis a few yeaes lahen he suggested that child
welfare social work had undergone a number of majanges in its character from
the late 1970s onwards. In particular, he felt thatemphasis on ‘performance’ had
become the dominant criterion for knowledge evahmatooth in relation to clients
and of social workers themselves. No longer wadgdbes on trying to understand or
explain behaviour for social workers were less eoned withwhy clients behaved

as they did but withvhatthey did. It wasehaviourrather tharactionwhich was the
focus.Depthexplanations drawing on psychological and socicklgheories were
superseded bsurfaceconsiderations for ‘it is the visible surface ot&l behaviour
which concerns practitioners and not the internakmgs of psychological and
sociological entities’ (Howe, 1996, p. 88). Coheresusal accounts which attempted
to provide a picture of the subject in their socahtext was of declining importance,
for the key purpose of the social worker was tdvgainformation in order to classify
clients for the purpose of judging the nature awl of risk and for allocating

resources. The emphasis on the relationship, ¢receentral feature of social work



practice, was thereby stripped of its social, caltand professional significance.
Knowledge was only relevant in so far as it aidezlgathering, assessing,
monitoring and exchange of information — which meeahe central focus of the

work.

By the mid 1990s it was clear that child welfareigbwork in England had become
much more routinized and proceduralized and this eving a significant impact.

In many respects practice had become more ‘foredilisnd subject to a whole
series of different and detailed forms — literafgrms came both to represent and
constitute the nature and form of knowledge whaghdt the centre of front line
practice. This is not to say that the way formsuaed and interpreted is not likely to
vary widely, but it is to argue that forms, guidarand procedures took on a
significance by the mid 1990s which had not beedent previously. Increasingly,
the changing social, political and economic climaterhich child welfare social
work operated and the introduction of a varietyeiv technologies and devices had
the effect of subjecting practitioners and the peepth whom they work to a

variety of ‘systems’ for providing safe, reliabtgandardised services and predictable
outcomes. As Carol Smith (2004) has argued, th@tsin is full of paradox, for
while most agree that certainty in many areas ofas@vork is not possible, the
political and organisational climate demands ici&lovorkers have been found
wanting and are no longer trusted. The resultasitiany of the changes introduced
act to sidestep the paradox and substitatdidence in systenfigr trust in individual

professionals.

The Nature and Impact of Information and Communication Technologies

10



Such developments have become even more eviddnthveitgrowing influence of
ICTs and the requirement that practitioners inmanage and monitor a whole
variety of information via the new electronic syat In England, not only does this
include the introduction of electronic records linaaeas of social care (Information
Polity Unit, 2003) but a variety of more speciabgstems which include the
Integrated Children’s Syste@iCS) (Cleaveet al, 2008), the&Common Assessment
Framework(CAF) (Whiteet al, 2008) andContactPoint(Parton, 2008). All of these
changes are taking place in a context where thelamozation’ of public services is
seen as crucially dependent on the introductid@€®& andelectronic-government

more generally (Hudson, 2002; 2003).

While it is clear that developments over the ldsyéars, in England, have
introduced a range of policies and services whichta prioritise prevention and
early intervention and which are clearly very sythp#c to trying to extend family
supportapproach and improving the well-being of all cheldyit is also clear that the
changes have had the effect of further extendiagthphasis on performance-
management, audit and increased accountabilityekample, in a survey of 2,200
social care professionals over half said they spent than sixty per cent of their
time on administrative work as opposed to direienticontact, while more than one-
fifth spent over eighty per cent of their time artls tasks, and ninety-five per cent
felt ‘that social work had become more bureaucratid less client-focussed over the

previous five years’ (Samuel, 2005, p. 8).

Beyond this, however, it is important to ask hoest changes are impacting on the

practice of social work. What are the possible iotpaf the increasingly central role

11



of ICTs and use of databases on the nature anddbswcial work practice? Is the
form of knowledge in social work being transfornigdthese changes and, if so, in

what ways?

A number of consequences arise from the graduabaokbment of the database
culture. First, and most obviously, information tees more available and
accessible and in the process the systems, thegsiohals and the decisions they
take become, in theory, more transparent and atalbolen In the process there is less
discretion for the individual professional, for idéying what information is seen as
relevant is determined by the requirements of tita dase and the algorithm (Burton
and van den Broek, 2008). At the same time knovdeglgich cannot be squeezed
into the required format disappears or gets ldsis ias particular implications for
the way identities are constructed and the tygeuofian experience which can be
represented. Stories of violence, pain and soejgtidation can only be told within
the required parameters to the point they may adtdbries at all. While,

traditionally, social work has attempted to preseptcture of their clients which is
both subjective and social via a holistic biographnarrative, the increasing use of

computer databases may not allow for the presentafi such identities.

Identities are constructed according to the fithds constitute the database, so that
in striving for clear and objective representatians decision making the
subjectivity and social context of the client candeconstructed into a variety of
lists and factors associated with, in particulaeed’ and ‘risk’. Categorical thinking,
based on the binary either/or logic, dominates tvipiats individuals into categories

and in the process obscures any ambiguities. Rtthrrbe concerned with

12



presenting a picture of the subject, as previowsygjal work increasingly acts to
take subjects apart and then reassembles thendaugto the requirements of the
database. Practitioners are required to produgedied and fragmented identities
made up of a series of characteristics and piefcesasmation which are easy to
input/output and compare. In the process the re@lgnm is in danger of disappearing
and we are left with a variety of surface inforroativhich provides little basis for in

depth explanation or understanding.

Databases, in effect, create ‘virtual’ realitiefiereby information becomes more

important than the real person (Hayes, 1999).

‘Data doubles’ — or electronic children (Peckogeal, 2008) - become the key
markers for access to resources, services and polweln are likely to be unknown
to the person themselves. Such developments beguédstion as to how much direct
contact and interaction needs to take place bettfeesocial worker and the client if
the primary concern becomes gathering, inputtirgamalysing information. If
clients are taking on the guise of information @at$ the implication is that social

workers are becoming, primarily, information presas.

Not only does the use of computerised informatisiesns mean that the traditional
boundaries between the ‘public’ and ‘private’ — K&y space in which social work
operated — become blurred, but social work beca@wes more implicated than ever
in wide-ranging, complex and unstable systems ofesllance (Parton, 2006; 2008).
In England the extension and intensification of I€/Btems has been premised on

the assumption that their introduction is import@nin order to introduce policies

13



and practices which aim to improve prevention aartlyéntervention and which
appear central to advancindeamily suppor@approach. To do so, it is argues, requires
the ability to be able to share information amoraggéariety of professionals and that,
for example, if a teacher or health worker ideasifa problem which might

deteriorate they should bring it to the attentibmore specialist services, including
child welfare, While such problems might include &arly signs of some form of
child abuse, they are not restricted to it. In thetoverall aim is to maximise the
well-being of all children. Anything which mightterfere with this should be
considered for some form of specialist interventiBarton, 2008; Frost and Parton,

2009).

Conclusion

However, the situation is full of major paradox; &ven though the systems are set
up to enhance highly rationalised forms of decisiaking and service delivery

they:

result in the incredible rationality of information overloads, misinformatio
disinformation and out-of-control information. Abke is adisinformed

information society (Lash, 2002, p. 2, original dragis).

There is considerable evidence that the new systienmet do the tasks they are
supposed to and are very time-consuming to opéBaieand Shaw, 2008; Cleaver
et al., 2008; Shaw and Clayden, forthcoming). ting of the great ironies of the last

30 years of child welfare policy in England thatemever problems with systems

14



have been identified, new and even more completesyshave been introduced in
order to repair them. Yet, it is one of the irofesuof life that the more rules and
procedures that are introduced the more likelinb@lthat, by definition, the rules

will be broken even more in the future.

Clearly the use of ICT in social work practice ighly contingent upon local policy
implementation, the local arrangements of serviaed,the everyday practices of
busy and sceptical practitioners and that theabtzitical and creative thinking and
practice may still have a role (Whig¢ al, 2006). Even so, it seems that the
introduction and application of ICT in child weléahas been driven by attempts to
improve management information systems and to aser¢he accountability and
surveillance of both practitioners and the childgung people and families with
whom they work. There has been a particular empimaced on the meshing of ICT
and a number of guided practice systems, partigularelation to case assessment,
planning and monitoring. Professional and cliestdurses appear to have had only

limited influence.

In many ways the current use of ICT in child wedfés in sharp contrast to the rapid
and creative use of ICT more generally, where siregly people seem to find it
more satisfying and preferable to discuss sombeofriost difficult and intimate part
of their lives via computer-mediated communicatjoasher than through face-to-
face discussion (Ben-Ze'ev, 2004). ICT offers tppartunity to change
communication in ways which have direct and versigpee possibilities for child
welfare and, potentially, might inform the develaggof afamily supportapproach

which is also serious about becoming magd-centric.
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Many people — particularly children and young gdeepfind using the internet
useful and helpful in a whole variety of ways, madarly its potential interactivity,
egalitarianism and ‘fun’. Not only does it appeairicrease the communicative
possibilities for those who are anxious, it offadvantages to those dealing with
difficult subjects, particularly where self-discioe might be involved. The
combination of greater anonymity and the abilith&ve a greater control of the
interaction seems particularly attractive to that® are vulnerable. ICT has proved
particularly attractive to children and young peogtutchby and Moran-Ellis, 2001)
and there are a growing number of telephone ardadtive web sites offering help
and advice to children, young people and adultsaMg8bems particularly attractive is
that such services offer the possibility for a ¢geaegree of confidentiality —
something which is very important if children armpg people are going to access

services themselves (Wattam, 1999; Habel, 2003).

Clearly there are a range of challenges and riskdved in trying to adapt and use
these new technologies (Tregeagle and Darcy, 200ingstone and Haddon, 2008).
My purpose in concluding on these developmentsnply to draw attention to the
range of positive and creative ways ICT can/co@dibed. In many ways the
challenges to practice and knowledge of the intctida of ICT into child welfare

are not so much to do with issues arising fromnidteire and characteristics of ICT,
but are much more to do with the nature and chariatits of the organizational
culture of child welfare itself. Thus far, the iotiuction of ICT has acted primarily to
institutionalize even further the highly managesiahnd proceduralist culture that

has come to dominate child welfare agencies. Tisane reason why ICT could not

16



also act to unsettle that culture in a way whicfarsmore sympathetic and
empowering to the wishes and interests of frorg-practitioners and the people with

whom they work. These are major challenges withevddale implications.
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Figure 1 The Child Protection and Family Support Models
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