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Abstract  

Child protection conferences (CPCs) sit within a legislative and procedural framework responding to 

the most vulnerable in our society. The onus of which is not held by society due to the intolerable 

feelings evoked by child abuse and maltreatment instead, this sits with a specialist group of 

professionals. aŀŎ!ƭƛǎǘŜǊΩǎ (2022) review of the children social care system has cited CPCǎΩ as 

questionable spaces.  

Within this study eƛƎƘǘ ŜǇƛǎƻŘƛŎ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎ ό9LΩǎύ were conducted with ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎΩ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀƭ ǘƻ ǘƘe 

ŎƘƛƭŘ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ŀƴŘ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ŎƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ 9LΩǎ ǎŜŜƪǎ ǘƻ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎΩ 

perspectives through narratives, creating an experiential approach to understanding the reality of the 

CPC. 

Findings suggest professionals enter the CPC with good intentions seeking to respond to the task of 

protecting and supporting children to ensure effective family systems. This small-scale study 

concluded suggests that anxiety runs like a vein through professional representations of the CPC 

resulting in a cluster of social defences manifesting and obstructing the task and good intentions 

within the CPC. 

Findings within this study suggest that although anxiety cannot be eliminated it can be reduced if the 

CPC is refocused. This small-scale study provides evidence that the process of the CPC is intertwined 

with anxiety resulting in social defences eroding good intentions and diverting professionals from the 

intended procedural, and legislative task. Recommendations propose how, refocusing the task, 

clarifying professional responsibilities, and re-establishing the power and independence of the 

conference chair could ensure the CPC remains a place to ensure the effective working of family 

networks and the protection of children.  
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

 

Practitioners within the Child Protection (CP) system are situated in a jurisdiction to prevent abuse 

and neglect of children, with the overriding task the reduction of incidences and prevalence of child 

abuse alongside the associated long-term effects (Bingle & Middleton, 2019; Kettle, 2018; Connolly & 

Katz, 2019). Such a system necessitates an interconnected multi-agency approach as professionals are 

required to find answers to complex moral and societal problems, within England Child Protection 

/ƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ό/t/Ωǎ) form a central part of this process facilitating professional decision-making when 

children are deemed in need of protection (Bastian et al, 2022; Munro, 2010; MacAlister, 2022). 

I worked directly in the CP system as a social worker for 6 years, leaving frontline child protection 

practice 5 years ago after becoming disillusioned by the practice context and increasingly political 

landscape practice found itself operating. Within this chapter the readers will be introduced to the 

area of study and research questions which have been influenced by my own professional experiences 

over the last 11 years. 

 

1.1 Practice and personal context 

 

Walking away from the Local Authority office I had worked in for over 6 years I looked back and felt a 

sigh of relief. Although I left the job, I was passionate about, I wondered how often I was able to do 

the job I wanted. I entered social work to ensure children and young people were able to reach their 

potential, some might say this was deluded or cliché but for me this remains the centre of my 

professional value base. Practice had changed, I was under scrutiny due to statistics and figures rather 

than lived experiences.  It did not feel that the experience of the child or family mattered in the evolving 

landscape of local authority social work. I lost the heart my motivation, the child. 

MunroΩǎ system wide review of CP systems suggested that the heart of social work has been lost to 

bureaucratic processes, an experience I echo (2011). Leaving the local authority my positioning 

changed and my mindset refocused, ΨiŦ L ŎŀƴΩǘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ Ƙƻǿ L ǿŀƴǘ ǎǇŜnding more time with families 

then, in the office then I want newly qualified social workers to feel empowered and skilled to be able 

to do thisΩ. Entering social work education, I wanted to focus on equipping social workers with the 

required skills and knowledge to place children and young people at the heart of their practice, 

working in collaboration to bring about second order change rather than hoping procedures would 

replace relational working. 
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Two years after leaving frontline practice I was able to reflect on my experiences and the social worker 

L ƘŀŘ ōŜŎƻƳŜΦ IŀƴŘ ƻƴ ƘŜŀǊǘ L ŎŀƴΩǘ ǎŀȅ L ŀƭǿŀȅǎ Ǝƻǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǊƛƎƘǘΤ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀŘƳƛǘǘŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ 

time due to the fear of blame and scrutiny. My local authority felt like a toxic environment, in which 

blame underpinned the culture and seeped into practice. Undertaking this research has made me 

realise that societal and cultural dynamics had eroded the good intentions I entered social work with.  

My own professional reflections were influenced by discussions I had with my students surrounding 

CP processes and partnership working. It is through these discussions that I began to think about how 

I could contribute to the social work profession to bring about positive change for children and young 

people.  One family that has remained central to my reflections has been the Wilson family, the 

characteristics of this pseudonymised family have been summarised below as it became the initial 

catalyst to undertake research regarding Child Protection Conferences (CPCs). 

The Wilson Family: 

Luke (18), Beth (16), Drew (13), Poppy (8), Ben (4) and Adam (2) were subject to a CP plan under the 

category of neglect for a period of 3 years. There were significant concerns regarding home conditions 

with raw sewage soaked into carpet, live wires within the property, a lack of clean bedding and clothes. 

Significant work was undertaken during the CP plan to improve home conditions, working with the 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΣ ǘƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ŀ ǊƻǳǘƛƴŜ ǿŀǎ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ ǘƘŜ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ōŀǎƛŎ ŎŀǊŜ ƴŜŜŘǎΦ ¢ƘŜ 

children within the home appeared unkempt and were soiling both at home and within school, this 

was concluded by professionals to be due to no working toilet and the unsanitary conditions of the 

bathroom. Professionals focused on addressing home conditions before the decision was made that 

ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƴƻ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ōŜ ƳŜǘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƘƻƳŜΦ CƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ōŜƛƴƎ 

removed from their moǘƘŜǊǎΩ ŎŀǊŜΣ tƻǇǇȅ όуύ ŀƴŘ .Ŝƴ όпύ ƳŀŘŜ ŘƛǎŎƭƻǎǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŀōǳǎŜΦ 5ǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

CP plan having focused on concerns regarding poor home conditions and neglect, behavioural signs 

which alluded to the risk of sexual abuse had been missed.  

Higgins (2017) captured the views of Munro calling for CP systems to adapt to focus on purpose not 

process. As I reflect on my work with the Wilson family, I attempt to answer the question, what did 

we use the CPC for? With the essence of this falling to process rather than developing purposeful 

interventions to improve the lives of the children. To contextualise this discussion the procedural and 

legislative purpose of CPCs is that of a multi-agency forum to discuss and explore the risk of harm a 

child is perceived to be exposed too and the subsequent impact. Decision making within this forum 

seeks to protect through a process of multi-agency planning and subsequent intervention. As a social 

worker the power invested in you by the multi-agency network and wider society, can feel 

unproportionate, just three weeks into my role as a NQSW, I became aware of this: 
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Attending my first Initial CPC after qualifying just three weeks previously, I recall ά/ŀƴ ǿŜ ŀǎ 

professionals taking into consideration what we have heard today make a recommendation regarding 

whether or not Holly and Oscar should be made subject to a child protection plan and if so under which 

ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅΣέ ŜȅŜǎ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŜ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴΣ άI recommend that Holly and Oscar 

are made subject to a child protection plan under the category of  neglectέ this  statement was swiftly 

followed by multi-agency professionals response, άL ŀƎǊŜŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴέΦ  

These two experiences of CPCs have remained with me for over 11 years, the CP system requires 

professionals to identify children at risk of significant harm and develop a plan to intervene in their 

lives. But on, neither of these occasions did I feel equipped or supported to undertake the task 

bestowed on me or the wider professional network.   

 

1.2 The evolving picture  

 

Holding the Wilson children in mind the initial objective of this research was to explore professional 

and family perspectives of the purpose and functionality of the CPC and more directly the 

categorisation of risk. Reflecting on the Wilson family I question, if the mother was aware of the 

concerns we held as professionals or if the CPC felt like a bewitchment by language 

(Wittgenstein,1921). The initial research question was formulated from a perceived idiosyncratic 

hypothesis: 

Does categorisation of risk lead to misunderstanding regarding what needs to change for 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΚέ 

The intention was to partner with up to three local authorities ό[!Ωǎύ and undertake interviews with 

both social workers and families who had, had previous involvement with the CP system. During the 

recruitment process I communicated with thirty [!Ωǎ within England, twenty-four of these did not  

respond following initial recognition of my email, with further discussion only taking place with six 

[!ΩǎΦ 5ǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴǎ ƛǘ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ŀǇǇŀǊŜƴǘ ǘƘŜ [!ΩǎΣ ǎŜƴƛƻǊ ƳŀƴŀƎŜǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

workers I spoke with accepted that families and social workers held differing understandings of the 

purpose of both the CPC and categorisation of risk. The candid nature of the discussion suggested an 

unspoken acceptance that parents did not understand the CPC or related processes. Within one 

discussion I recall being told: 

Parents leave conferences not knowing what is required of them, I hate categories, parents 

ŘƻƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜƳ ŀǘ ŀƭƭ. IǘΩǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƴƎ ǎǘŀǘǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ Ŧƛǘ ƛƴ ōƻȄŜǎΦ 
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Conferences can be really collaborative between parents and professionals however as soon 

as; we ask professionals to make a recommendation at the end of the process all the positive 

work that had been achieved is lost  

[ǳŘǿƛƎ ²ƛǘǘƎŜƴǎǘŜƛƴΩǎ όмфнмύ ǎŜƳƛƴŀƭ ǾƛŜǿ άǘƘŜ ƭƛƳƛǘǎ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƳƛǘǎ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ǿƻǊƭŘέ ŀƭƭ 

ǘƻƻ ǿŜƭƭ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ άǳƴǾƻƛŎŜŘέ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŜŘ ŘƛǎŎƻǊŘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎΣ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜΣ ŀƴŘ 

partnership within the CP system. By January 2022 it was becoming evident that my research question 

had ōŜŜƴ ŀƴǎǿŜǊŜŘΣ [!Ωǎ ƻǇŜƴƭȅ ǾƻƛŎŜŘ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ƴƻ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

categorisation of risk between social workers and families.   This required a re-evaluation of the area 

of study.  Resulting in me zooming out to think about the perceptions of other professionals within 

the CPC. Resulting in the following research question being posed: 

What is the function and purpose of professionals categorising risk within child protection 

conferences?  

The sub questions devised within this study became iterations of discussions I had during the initial 

recruitment phase with LA's in which anxiety and proceduralised approaches became a common 

focus. The following three sub-questions support the overall aim of this research: 

Does the process of categorising harm reduce professional anxiety? 

How does professional and organisation anxiety influence the decision-making process? 

Does defining risk in a prescriptive way effect professional power? 

The evolving nature of the question posed within this study continued during the data analysis phase. 

Utilising thematic analysis within my methodology meant the research question was further shaped 

by the data themes and their congruence to each other. 

This in fact meant that the three sub questions became the dominant threads throughout this study, 

resulting in the overarching research question shifting, with the explicit connection to the 

categorisation of risk being superseded by the exploration and impact of anxiety. The final research 

question evolved once more:  

What happens within child protection conferences and how does this impact their function 

and purpose?   

This did not mean that the categorisation of harm was void within the data sets and professional 

narratives; the prevalence and impact of anxiety became the golden thread as is explored within this 

study from the perspectives of multi-agency professionals.  
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1.3 Structure of the thesis  

 

This research is presented across seven subsequent chapters, chapter two will offer a literature 

review. Exploring both the legislative aims and objectives of the CPC alongside research capturing the 

reality of practice within this often-contentious area Psychoanalytical perspectives will also be 

integrated within the literature review considering organisational dynamics and social defences. 

Chapter three presents the research design and methodological principles which were employed, 

considering my position as the researcher and ontological influences. Chapter four offers the first 

insight into the findings, introducing the readers to each of the participants and their initial 

perceptions of the function and purpose of the CPC.  Within chapter five professional anxiety and the 

associated causes will be voiced with the concluding chapter, chapter six exploring the impact of 

anxiety on professional behaviour. Following the representation of the findings chapter seven offers 

the readers, the discussion connecting participants narratives with psychanalytical perspectives to 

gain understanding of behaviours and dynamics. Chapter eight offers ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎΩ Ŏƻƴclusions, 

and recommendations. 
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Chapter 2 Literature Review   

 

ά¢ƻ ǎǘǊƛƪŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ ƛǎ ǘƻ ŀǘǘŀŎƪ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǇƻǎƛǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎŜƴǘƛƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǊȅ ŜƳōƻŘƛƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ 

ΨƎƻƻŘƴŜǎǎΩΦ Indeed, such an act epitomizes absolute evil. And yet child abuse is a constant feature of 

the historical process as well as being a preoccǳǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎƴŜǎǎέ 

(James et al, 1998 cited in Powell and Scanlon, 2015 pg27) 

The CP system in England has been noted by Devaney and Spratt (2009) to focus on five 

interdependent objectives: the reduction of incidences of abuse through preventative approaches, 

reducing child mortality rates, preventing children from experiencing repeated harm, addressing the 

effects of harm alongside, supporting families so they are in a better position to care for and protect 

children. These objectives and further reviews of the CP system widely accept we are unable to 

eliminate risk posed to children, however it is deemed that as professionals we can respond better 

(MacAlister, 2022; Munro, 2010; Featherstone et al 2017; Featherstone & Gupta, 2018; Parton, 2011).  

Within this chapter there are two corresponding objectives, firstly to explore the evolution of CP 

practice within England with specific focus on the functionality and purpose of the CPC from 

legislative, procedural, and professional perspectives. Secondly, consider psychoanalytical 

perspectives paying, particular attention to group dynamics and functioning, alongside anxiety and 

social defences within organisational and individual contexts. 

 

2.1 Function and purpose of the child protection system in England  

 

In England CP is predominantly led by social workers placed in dedicated teams within a local 

government structure; these teams do not t operate in isolation, instead operating as multi-agency 

systems to safeguard and promote childǊŜƴΩǎ welfare (Lane et al, 2016). Literature postulates that CP 

and the related abuse and maltreatment of children is one of the greatest social ills with the purpose 

of the system being the protection of children from harm although, what this means in policy and 

practice is often contested (Farmer, 1999; Cooper, 2005; Featherstone et al, 2014; Gibson, 2020). The 

CP system itself relates to the formal methods adopted by agencies and practitioners backed by 

legislation and guidance to respond to concerns of significant harm, underpinned by multi-agency 

working (MAW) (May-Chahal & Coleman, 2003). 
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Evolution of Child Protection  

Child abuse has been centre stage for over 60 years, with scandals and media representation reaching 

saturation point; this does not mean that this is a new phenomenon, in fact it is recognised that the 

ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ȅƻǳ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ŎƘǊƻƴƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ōǊǳǘŀƭ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ό{ƛƳǎ-Schouten et al, 

2019). Public scrutiny and media publications focusing on child fatality have been present since the 

mid мфллΩǎΣ ŜǾŜƴ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƭŜƎƛǎƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎ ǘƻ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘ ǘƻ ŎƘƛƭŘ 

abuse (Powell & Scanlon, 2015). Media representations were intentional, influencing public opinion 

and resulting in parliamentary lobbying; a shift was noted post second world war ensuring the focus 

was not solely on the failings of services (Powell & Scanlon, 2014; Preston-Shoot & Agass, 1990). There 

is a perception that this led what has been termed as the re-discovery of child abuse by Henry Kempe 

in the 19слΩǎΦ YŜƳǇŜ ŎƛǘŜŘ ŎƘƛƭŘ ŀōǳǎŜ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŜȄǇŜǊǘ ƭŜŘ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΣ ŎƻƴƎǊǳŜƴǘƭȅ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƴƎ ΨabuseΩ with 

policy and legislation for which little appears to have changed (Kempe & Helfer, 1980; Smith, 2019). 

In the 19th century parental indifference and societal perceptions saw childhood framed by the 

άbrutalised routine of life as much as the savage outburst of parental rageέ ό{ƘƻǊǘŜǊ, 1975 cited in 

Powell & Scanlon, 2015, pp230). Society viewed children as powerless, with parental indifference 

towards infants a feature in societies in which poverty was rampant. Post-war shift in public 

perceptions saw childhood reframed, as a time in which care and protection was required. Children 

were subsequently seen as, either vulnerable and in need of protection or unsocialized and in need of 

guidance (Sims-Schouten et al, 2019; Powell & Scanlon, 2015). The neoliberal approach to health and 

social care post second world war supported the shift to individual rather than state responsibility 

(Sims-Schouten et al, 2019). Whereas today state agencies hold the primary responsibility to manage 

and respond to child abuse prior to the second world war this responsibility sat with the NSPCC with 

no legislative or statutory means to protect children. (Powell & Scanlon, 2015). 

Considerable attention has been paid to reforming children services with such debates being informed 

by inquiries into child deaths, of which 75% cite professional error as a contributing factor (Munro, 

2005; Whittaker, 2011).  Debates suggest the social work reform brought about by government 

policies has resulted in greater focus being paid to training rather than the social factors impacting 

children and young people (Parton, 2014; Featherstone et al, 2017). Following the death of Peter 

Connolly in 2007, the narrow forensic focus of risk within CP ƭŜŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ 

to operate within an increasingly pressurised system under, significant public and political scrutiny 

(Munro, 2010; Chapman, 2002; Frost, 2017; Cooper, 2005; MacAlister 2022; Cooper, 2014a). Due to 

public and political scrutiny thresholds of intervention reduced resulting, in a significant increase in 

the number of children looked after externally from their family and those subject to CP plans, as 

noted in figure 1 (Parton, 2011 & 2012; Munro, 2011; NSPCC, 2021). 
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Figure 1- Number of children subject to CP in England (NSPCC, 2021) 

Practice from 2010 onwards was noted to be increasingly bureaucratic with performance 

management and audit becoming the central framework, as, a means to defend against organisational 

anxiety and public scrutiny, resulting in practice which was influenced by process rather than 

relationships (Cooper & Lees, 2014; MacAlister, 2022; Munro, 2010). The approach to practice within 

England, falls within a broad CP paradigm differing to those of our international counterparts such as, 

Denmark, Sweden, and Finland where a typology of family service has been developed (Gilbert et al 

2011; Connolly & Katz, 2019; Parton, 2010). These two paradigms hold different approaches in 

responding to maltreatment and abuse, but also differing perspectives regarding the cause. CP cites 

abuse as an action which is structurally driven, whereas family services see abuse stemming from 

social and psychological issues with a greater readiness to intervene (Higgins, 2017; Khoo et al 2002).  

MacAlister was commissioned in 2019 to undertake an independent system wide review of the 

children social care system, concluding a system wide reset was required to ensure in part a just and 

decisive child protection system.   The report cited knotty issues and raised the question as to whether 

CPCs, fulfil the intended purpose, stating these were questionable spaces (MacAlister, 2022).  

 

Purpose and functionality of the Conference  

An Initial CPC (ICPC) will be convened if a child is deemed to be at risk of significant harm as detailed 

within the Children Act 1989, the ICPC provides a multi-agency forum to decide if a CP plan is required 

(Richardson Foster et al 2021; Ogle et al 2022). 
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Figure 2: Child protection process  

Figure 2 illustrates the wider CP process outlined within section 47 of the Children Act 1989 and 

Working Together to Safeguard Children (DfE,2018), which defines the function and purpose of the 

CPC: 

άTo bring together and analyse, in an inter-agency setting, all relevant information and plan 

how best to safeguard and promote the welfare of the child. It is the responsibility of the 

conference to make recommendations on how organisations and agencies work together to 

safeguard the child in futureέ (ibid pg49). 

It is important to draw on the perspective of Farmer (1999) who states that in essence procedures 

ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ /t/ǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘ ǳƴŀƭǘŜǊŜŘ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мфтлΩǎΣ questioning their 

effectiveness due to lack of response to cultural shifts (Higgins, 2017; Kearney, 2013). Baginsky et al 

(2021) cite the CPC as an opportunity for families and professionals to collectively identify risk, 

requiring highly effective practice. Legislative and practice procedures are intended to provide a 

reliable means to identify risk within a multi-ŀƎŜƴŎȅ ŦƻǊǳƳ ǿƛǘƘ /t/Ωǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ǇƛǾƻǘŀƭ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳs for co-
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ordinated multi-agency working (Farmer, 1999; Jackson et al 2020; Munro, 2011; Diaz, 2020; DfE, 

1989; Richardson Foster, et al 2021; MacAlister, 2022).  Kettle (2018) deduces that you would be hard 

pressed to navigate and locate a more complex decision-making process than that located within the 

CPCΦ YŜǘǘƭŜΩǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜƭƛŎŀǘŜ ōŀƭŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪ ǳƴŘŜǊǘŀƪŜƴ ōȅ нн {ŎƻǘǘƛǎƘ ŎƘƛƭŘ 

protection social workers citing heightened anxiety and social defences impacting the task being 

undertaken.  

 

Decision making 

Saltiel (2016) proposes that quick heuristic or intuitive modes of decision-making are employed within 

social work practice due to a multitude of factors including, the amount of information, time 

pressures, reliance on practice wisdom and the emotional content of decision making (Nyathi, 2018; 

Munro, 2008; Gillingham & Humphreys, 2010). The nature of the formal decision-making process 

ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ /t/ Ŏŀƴ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜ ǘƘŜƳ ŀǎ άǉǳŀǎƛ-ƧǳŘƛŎƛŀƭέ ōƻŘƛŜǎ όMay-Chahal & Coleman, 2003). Parton 

(1985) ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άit is assumed that child abuse is an illness of sufficient unity to be put into a 

diagnostic category in its own rightέ όǇƎмонύΣ ǎǘŀǘƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ άŘŜŦƛƴŜǊǎέ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

problems. Working Together to Safeguard children stipulates if, a child is made subject to a plan, 

professionals consider your child to be at risk of significant harm in one or more of the following 

four categories: physical abuse, sexual abuse, emotional abuse, and neglect (DfE, 2018). Decision-

making within the CP system is impacted by emotive and societal perceptions with Munro (2020) 

recognising this can lead to avoidance or procrastination.  

Professionals are required to determine risk within predefined categories restricting their ability to 

fully interpret the diverse needs and experiences of individual children. Featherstone et al (2017) 

propose that the categorisation approach employed within the CP system appears to create a 

disconnect between human behaviour and social determinants resulting in complexity being obscured 

or glossed over whilst, a position of safe certainty is sought (Kearney, 2013). Aligning with Foucault 

όмфулύ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊ ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎǎ ŀƴŘ άƻǘƘŜǊƛƴƎέ as the process can become a mechanism for 

ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀǘƛƴƎ ŀōǳǎŜ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ΨǇǊƻōƭŜƳΩ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ōȅ ǇƭŀŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƻǇŜ ƻŦ 

normality and acceptability. 

Legislation requires a CP plan to be developed to safeguard and promote children's health, well-being, 

and development however, when explored in the frame of the CPC planning is felt to receive little 

attention (Dillion, 2021). It has been depicted that little time is spent within CPCs developing CP plan, 

with the focus being discussing risk and history rather than how to address this (Richardson Foster, et 
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al 2021; Jackson et al 2020) It has been voiced in research that the approach taken to the CP system 

is risk dominated, with professional practice seeking compliance (Ogle et al 2022; MacAlister, 2022).   

 

Construction and Categorisation of risk 

Risk and CP have become preoccupied with each other, with Munro (2010) depicting that the 

procedural process within CP makes it harder for professionals to safeguard children (Houston & 

Griffiths, 2000). Within the CP context risk, is defined as the direct harm or neglect caused to a child 

or young person by their carer/parent (Waterhouse & MacGhee, 2009). Power (2007) posits an 

interesting counter to the language of risk extrapolating the nuance between risk and danger, implying 

that risk is perceived to be managed with responsibility being placed on individuals and agencies. 

Anglo-phonic responses to CP assert a paradigm of protection over welfare, with emphasis placed 

upon risk assessment rather than promoting wellbeing and empowering families. Instead risk focused 

assessments are undertaken to determine the support provided leaving, families feeling under 

surveillance and scrutiny with support offered if families comply to set requirements (Levine et al, 

2020; Featherstone & Gupta, 2018; Parton, 2012; Gilbert et al 2011; Higgins, 2017; Khoo et al 2002).   

Categorisation of risk has been cited by Bacon (1988) as professionals deep-seated symbolic resistance 

to seeing problems within the family or, as Higgins (2017) in her review of CP a, processes of 

simplifying a complex decision-making process, in which a right answer is hard to locate. Nadan et al 

(2018) discuss the subjective perceptions and constructs surrounding risk positing discrepancies 

between parental and professional contextualisation and understanding of risk, a concept eloquently 

ǎǳƳƳŀǊƛǎŜŘ ōȅ DǊŜŜƴŦƛŜƭŘ ŀƴŘ /ƻŎƪƛƴƎ όмффпύ ŀǎ άŀ ŘŀƴƎŜǊ ƻŦ ƳƛǎǘŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 

ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭέΦ ²ŀǊƴŜǊ όнлмрύ discusses the societal construction of risk, mirroring the language voiced by 

parents of shame, guilt, fear, and anger as central tenants. The paradigm of risk sits within a negative 

connotation, aligned with uncertainty and worry, which Austen (2009) states results in individuals 

becoming sceptical of professional opinion. 

Mellon (2017) explored current research relating to parental participation within the CP process 

determining that support for families is marginalised to risk assessment, surveillance, and monitoring. 

This view has further stepped away from the lens which Parton (2011) feels should be central within 

practice, a system in which, partnership, prevention and participation should form the foundation. 

However, within neo-liberal society risk in CP is vieweŘ ŀǎ άƘƛƎƘ Ǌƛǎƪέ ǊŜǎǳƭǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻōƛƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

fear as a defence resulting in, professionals being perceived as having failed to protect if, things go 

wrong (Stanford, 2010; Parton, 2011). Rutter (1987) proposed risk and protection as processes rather 

than fixed states, with CP positioned at the apex of promoting the welfare of children. Underpinning 
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this concept sits societal perceptions of families involved in the CP system, perceptions of blame and 

failure which impacts the voices of families both in service design, decision making and, processes 

involving their own children (Featherstone & Gupta, 2018).  

 

Family perceptions of CPCs 

There is a distinct discord in research which calls for changes to be made to the current CP system 

with emphasis being placed on the relationship between families, professionals, and the state 

(Kearney, 2013; Kirk & Duschinsky, 2017; Laid et al, 2018; Saltiel, 2016). In research parents have 

outlined that the CPC was the most vivid aspect of their involvement, with research citing parents 

ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ŀǎ ΨƻƴŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƛƭƭ ƴŜǾŜǊ ŦƻǊƎŜǘΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ŀǎ ƛŦ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ƛǎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜƳΩ όDale, 2004 

pg146). Although legislation and policy stipulate the requirement of family involvement from 

assessment to conference, parental voices across literature echo their distrust of a system which puts 

them down, a system in which they do not want their voice to be heard (Buckley et al, 2010; DfE 1989; 

Diaz, 2020; Dillon, 2021; Ghaffar et al, 2011; WŀŎƪǎƻƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭ нлнлύΦ {ƳƛǘƘǎƻƴ ŀƴŘ DƛōǎƻƴΩǎ (2017) 

research ƎƻŜǎ ǎƻƳŜ ǿŀȅ ƛƴ ǘƛǘƭŜ ŀƭƻƴŜ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ άƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŀƴ ƘǳƳŀƴέΣ 

feeling like criminals with power imbalances leaving parents feeling belittled and ganged up on as 

professionals embody an authoritative approach (Buckley et al 2010; Featherstone et al 2014; Munro, 

2011; Jackson et al 2020; Ghaffar et al, 2012). 

The impact of Covid-19 saw CPCs move to a virtual context which has been noted to have impacted 

the relational aspect of work with families with, it being felt that they became more intimidating as 

professionals found it easier to impart challenging information (Baginsky & Manthorpe, 2021; Harker, 

2020). This assertion was countered, instead citing greater multi-agency attendance within the CPC 

which improved information sharing with, families feeling more readily engaged in dialogue and able 

to represent their own views due to being in their own environment (Baginsky & Manthorpe, 2021; 

Driscoll et al, 2020). 

It is inevitable that some parents will have negative perceptions and experiences of the CPC and 

related CP system due to the potential that their children could ultimately be placed in care external 

to their own (Buckley et al, 2010). However research also captures the positive experiences of parents 

which tends to align with perceptions of having a supportive social worker (Ghaffar et al 2011; Dale 

2004; Smithson & Gibson 2016). Parents voice the positive aspects of the CPC as having an opportunity 

to see their family differently and, hear the perspectives of professionals resulting in receiving 

professional support (Ghaffar et al 2012; Diaz, 2020; MacAlister, 2022). Aligning with this professionals 
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alluded to the fact that the presence of the family improves the quality of the information shared and 

assessment within the CPC (Ghaffar et al 2012). 

/ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /t/ ǎŜŜǎΩ variation acǊƻǎǎ [!Ωǎ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ legislation states where 

appropriate children should be invited to attend, however regardless of attendance their views and 

ǿƛǎƘŜǎ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ /t/Ωǎ ό5Ŧ9 мфуф; Richardson Foster et al, 2021; Ogle et al, 2022). Diaz 

(2020) undertook research within ǘƘŜ /t ŀƴŘ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŦƛŜƭŘ ǘƻ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŀƴŘ 

practitioner perceptions regarding engagement and participation, within interviews he found that 

only ten in forty children interviewed had a partial understanding of the CPC however, this was not 

wholly accurate. The remaining 30 children in the study held a minimal understanding, aligning with 

this it has been voiced that although children wish to participate nt within CPCs they do not feel 

supported to do so (Cossar et al, 2016). Richardson Foster et al (2021) question how child focused 

CPCs were, within their study in only two out of 24 CPC were children and young people attended with 

differing input and support available to them, and a further 17 saw children wish and feeling obtained 

prior to the CPC. 

Lǘ ƛǎ ŎƻƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƴ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ /t ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǾƻƛŎŜ ƻŦ ōƻǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩΣ ȅŜǘ 

research explored has identified that a positive experience within the CPC and wider CP system was 

not deemed necessary for parents, nor it appears is the timely and accurate support for children to 

ensure they can be directly involved (Buckley et al, 2010, Diaz, 2020, Richardson Foster et al 2021; 

Bastain et al 2022). 

 

Multi-agency working  

Devaney and Spratt (2009) postulate that protecting the most vulnerable children is undertaken within 

a collective system, the CP system which through organisational and procedural arrangements 

facilitates individual professionals to work together to protect children, as there is no single 

professional solution to the complex problems faced in CP (Frost, 2017; Horwath & Morrison, 2011; 

MacAlister, 2022). Professionals need to work within a multi-agency structure for what has been 

defined as two key purposes, to holistically view the context of the problems faced by families and the 

integration of differing professional knowledge bases requiring, professionals to understand and 

accept the difference knowledge values and experience they bring  (Woodhouse and Pengelley, 1990; 

Ogle et al, 2022; Frost, 2017; Sloper, 2004; JahansȤBaynton & Grealish, 2022; Gillingham & Humphreys, 

(2010ύΦ aŀŎ!ƭƛǎǘŜǊΩǎ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ ǇƻǎǘǳƭŀǘŜǎ that multi-agency working ensures a better understanding of 

families, generating a more accurate identification of harm; this requires a clear understanding of the 

capabilities of multi-agency working (ibid, 2022).  
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Although multi-agency working is a central tenant to CP within serious case reviews and research 

several impediments have been identified: status differentials, uncertainty about profession remits 

and differing working practices (May-Chahal & Coleman, 2003; Frost, 2017; Howarth & Morrison, 

2011; JahansȤBaynton & Grealish, 2022). These impediments can lead to organizational separatism 

and fragmentation (Chuard, 2021). The deployment of power and differing status is generated through 

multiple structures, both societal and legislative, social workers via Children Act 1989, but medics for 

example due to societal deference which is traced to the CP system (Frost, 2017). The nature of power 

is further felt by families from a different angle with the number of professionals attending enforcing 

a power imbalance which is both intimidating and daunting (Jackson et al 2020; Buckley et al 2010). 

Multi-agency working is all too often the site of blame, fear, and lack of professional autonomy. The 

environment created is prone to professional scapegoating when there are perceived failures with 

social workers placed at the centre of this due to their perceived role as linking professionals within 

the CP system (Frost 2017; Jackson et al, 2020; Munro, 2010). Risk-management approaches within 

multi-agency working and safeguarding mean professionals are constrained by policies, procedures, 

and performance management which allows blame to evolve especially when separatism is present 

(Horwath & Morison, 2011). 

 

2.2 Psychoanalytical approaches  

 

There is an ongoing discussion in literature for a deeper and broader understanding of the complex 

dynamics between workers, families, and the systems in which they meet (Cooper & Lees, 2014). 

Which paves the way for the application of psychoanalytical perspectives within social sciences 

research illuminating the combination of the conscious, unconscious within individuals and systems.  

The nature of the CPC and wider CP system relies of effective multi-agency working and collaboration 

therefore, it is imperative that insight in gained in relation to group behaviours and dynamics. The 

nature of groups creates an initial dichotomy in behaviour as, we cannot  survive without each other, 

but we cannot operate with them (Woodhouse & Pengelley, 1990; Tchelebi, 2017). Gaining 

understanding with regard groups can be further facilitated through the application and examination 

of psychoanalytical approaches, allowing us to get under the surface (Ruch & Murray, 2011). Aligning 

with this, social workers are required to hold in mind the complexity of lived experience requiring 

them to explore the conscious and unconscious to further illuminate understanding of human 

behaviours (Trevithick, 2012; Jacobs, 2010).  
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Group task 

CPCs see professionals come together to undertake a shared task, the protection of children and 

young people; due to their differing organisational aims and objectives defining the primary task 

becomes more difficult (Obholzer & Roberts, 2019; Rice 1963).  Sitting at the heart of the task of the 

CPC and wider CP system is a gap between, what the public expect and what workers can provide. 

Societal expectations add an additional dimension to the task as professionals are expected to hold 

the intolerable and protect the general population from the reality of abuse, resulting in professionals 

managing anxiety on behalf of society (Obholzer & Roberts, 2019; Kettle, 2018). 

The primary task, can be cited to be oversimplified, disregarding the complexities of organisations; 

they do provide an invaluable foundation to define a groupsΩ aims and objectives. The nature of the 

primary task and the connection to anxiety has been discussed and rejected by Hoggett (2015), who 

proposes defining such a task within society and organisations renders them both timeless and context 

free.  The notion of the task undertaken within organisation have been further developed by Lawrence 

(1977 cited in Ruch & Murray, 2011), highlighting the discrepancies of the task organisations say they 

are carrying out and the work that is undertaken. Figure 4 captures the three aspects of task: 

 

 

Figure 3: Task discrepancies (adapted from Ruch and Murray, 2011) 

ωThe broad aims of the group

Normative primary task

ωWhat professionals think and say they do

ωInfluenced by the meaning professionals attach to their roles 

Existential primary task 

ωWhat professionals actually do

ωThis is informed by individuals behaviour 

Phenomenal primary task 
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Within groups, when the task is not known or undefined there is a resultant dismemberment of a 

group as an anti-task evolves to defend against professional anxiety due to survival being sought 

(McMillan, 1981; Ruch & Murray, 2011). 

 

Temporary organisations 

To achieve the group task ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎΩ come together to form a temporary organisation (TO) which, 

is  dependent on one or a limited number of defined tasks in, the case of the CPC, working together 

to analyse information and ensure the safety and well-being of the child (DfE 2018). The TO sees 

professionals from across organisations come together, influenced by their own experiences, 

organisational cultures and differing agendas impacting the interpretation of the primary task 

(Obholzer & Roberts,2019; Rice 1963). For groups to operate and undertake the task they come to 

together to complete attention and clarity is required in three differing aspects: (Frost, 2017; Howarth 

& Morrison, 2011; Sloper, 2004). 

¶ Task 

¶ Boundaries 

¶ Authority  

Interestingly these aspects correspond with factors which have been found to be either facilitators or 

barriers in effective multi-agency working. 

 

The TO formed within the CPC can be described as a complex adaptive system (CAS) due to multiple 

subsystems that come together to perform the task (Munro, 2010). The nature of the system means 

a top-down approach to hierarchy is not possible or desirable as CASΩǎ can only be steered and not 

controlled therefore, managerialist top-down hierarchical approaches seen public sector 

organisations that come together to form the CPC will not suffice (Smith, 2019).  

To understand CAS insight is required in relation to complexity theory, Cooper and Wren (2012) 

explain, άcomplexity science recognises that in the human sciences there are no inevitable outcomes, 

no linear laws, no single answersέ (pp.208). Luhmann (1985 cited in Cilliers, 2002 pg.2) άǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄƛǘȅ Ŝƴǘŀƛƭǎ ǘƘŀǘΣ ƛƴ ŀ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǇƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƘŀƴ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƛǎŜŘέ.  The process 

undertaken within the CPC is non-linear actions and outcomes cannot be predicted as, depicted in 

figure 3 (Munro, 2010). 
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Figure 4: CAS  

Anxiety and defence can result in searching for simple solutions to complex problems, social sciences 

and organisations are paying increased attention to the notions of complexity theory to inform 

practice, policies, and procedures (Stevens & Cox, 2008; Kearney, 2013). Viewing organisational 

process through a paradigm of complexity, requires ǘƘŜ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ άŎƘŀƻǎέ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ 

creativity and adaptƛƻƴ ό5ƻƭŀƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΣ нлллύΦ ²ƛǘƘƛƴ ǎǳŎƘ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΩǎ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŎƻƴŦƛƴŜŘ ǘƻ 

defined roles, as subsystems come together energy and information is shared to allow the systems 

ŀƴŘ ǎǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ǘƻ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ άŦǳƭƭέ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ όAnsell & Geyer, 2017; Smith, 

2019; MacAlister, 2022;). 

 

Reductionist approaches  

Hood (2018) posits that complexity theory lays challenge to positivist social sciences rejecting 

generalisable cause and affect instead focusing on a paradigm shift to accept interconnectedness, 

constant flux, interaction, and feedback, requiring the acceptance of non-linear causality.  Cooper and 

Wren (2012) eloquently derive that we are required to embrace complexity rather than attempt to 

control it, accepting that organisational systems cannot be reduced to component parts but instead a 

chain of links affecting each other (Cilliers, 2002). CP systems are complex adaptive systems (CAS) 

denoting a system which is non-linear, meaning actions cannot  be predicted with, the system 

requiring feedback to self-regulate (Munro, 2010). Menzies Lyth (1959) explores when professionals 

become narrowly focused on the primary task in this case the protection of children blinkered views 

can prevent us seeing the task, impairing performance, further compounding anxiety. Anxiety within 

Complex
non linear 

dynamics - cause 
and effect can't be 

predicted

Adaptive 
the system needs to 
respond to feedback 

to regulate and 
change behaviour 
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this remit escalates due to fear of failure and the perception of doing more harm than good 

(Woodhouse & Pengelley, 1990). 

Spratt et al (2014) abstractly discuss the impact of reductionist thinking with regard the categorisation 

of harm, exploring that they represent narrow definitions which fail to consider social circumstances. 

Reductionist approaches to CP can be placed within a technical-rational response, seeking solutions 

through procedurally lead guidance and managerialism failing to recognise the emotional responses 

to professional anxiety (Whittaker, 2011). Such technical-rational responses manifest from a desire to 

seek certainty rather than accepting, the pluralist nature of the child protection system which sits at 

the edge of chaos with no one controlling influencer (Byrne & Gallaghan, 2013; Tunstill, 2019). Levin 

et al (2020) deduced that the impact of COVID-19 has further illuminated the technical bureaucratic 

ŘǊƛǾŜƴ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ŎƻƳǇƻǳƴŘŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ǇǊŜ-occupation of risk within practice, 

with initial responses to the pandemic centralising around risk aversion and audit processes. Saltiel 

(2016) explored findings of serious case reviews which have been seen to exemplify tensions between 

social work being seen as a technical activity structured through policy and procedures and the 

contending paradigm of complexity and the messier aspects of practice (Cooper, 2005). 

 

Basic assumptions  

Basic assumption behaviours became evident as a key concept during the data analysis within this 

study and will be revisited in both the findings and discussion to provide theoretical insight into 

professional behaviours within the CPC. 

This theoretical perspective denotes that there are two tendencies within groups, the work group 

mentality and the often-unconscious behaviour of avoiding the primary task resulting in basic 

assumption (Ba) behaviours.  Basic assumption behaviours result in individuals no longer being able 

to see the shared task, instead shifting their focus to reducing anxiety. This unconscious shift means 

when groups are under pressure they function as if they were meeting for a differing purpose, avoiding 

the existential task (Chuard, 2021; Froggett, 2005). Ba behaviours tend to become apparent when 

groups find the reality of the task too painful, with behaviours becoming the strategies employed to 

defend against anxiety (Stokes, 2019; Obholzer & Rice, 2019; Froggett, 2005; Ruch & Murray, 2011).  

Basic assumption  Behaviour  

Dependency (BaD) Leaders are expected to look after and protect the group 

members  
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The group will seek an omnipotent leader, but if they are 

perceived to fail, they will be blamed, and the group will 

seek a new leader  

 

Pairing (BaP) The group will find a pair of messianic leaders, placing in 

them a hope to save the group, there is no focus of working 

towards future goals instead focus is on sustaining hope  

 

Fight-Flight (BaF) The group will be looking for a leader who will either fight 

to protect them from a threat or lead them away from the 

threat to safety. 

Time will be spent planning how to deal with the threat  

 

Oneness (BaO) Individuals seek to join a union and become passive 

participants to gain a feeling of wholeness 

Prevents examination individual knowledge or beliefs  

 

  

If groups find themselves held within Ba behaviour their ability to think and act effectively is lost, the 

group instead becomes absorbed by their own needs rather than the primary task.  When operating 

within a Ba mentality individuals within groups are seen to lose their individual knowledge as they 

focus on survival resulting, in boundaries being lost and individuals seeking retreat from new 

information. Leadership within a Ba moves away from the traditional models of problem solving, 

action and solution to focus instead on protection, identifying the enemy, or fostering hope (Stokes, 

2019). For some professionals, they are pre-conditioned to assume a particular role due to the way 

they behave or, their professional role, this is noted by Bion as valency (Bion, 1961). 

Ba behaviours can be employed in a sophisticated way, when one state is utilised to allow the primary 

task to be achieved, with this CPC this could be the sǘŀǘŜǎ ƻŦ .ŀtΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǎŜŜ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎΩ ǇŀƛǊ 

with the parents to create a sense of hope to overcome setbacks within the child protection plan or 

individual interventions (Chuard, 2021). 
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Anxiety and defence in the system  

Anxiety and the associated social defences will form a pertinent thread within this study and 

subsequent recommendations, as these aspects became a notable golden thread during data analysis. 

Therefore, this has required particular attention within the literature review to ensure these 

professional behaviours and affective states can be understood.  

Anxiety is cited to be a result of unconscious desires and fears threatening to take control of the 

personality in ways that inhibit understanding, thinking, and ƻƴŜΩǎ sense of self (Waddell, 1998). When 

anxiety is present within organisational systems individuals will enact behaviours to mitigate against 

the intolerable feelings, whether consciously or unconsciously. In her review of social work practice 

following the death of Victoria Climbié Rustin (2005) proposes that defences are deployed due to the 

mental pain caused by ordinary people doing difficult work a, sentiment echoed by Hoggett (2015), 

who proposes defences are informed by our feelings, socio-logic and, further impacted by wider social 

processes.  

CP is haunted by anxiety deriving from multiple sources, powerful emotions are projected from the 

families, professionals, and public inquiries, resulting in perceptions of professional failure becoming 

dominant thought processes (Whittaker, 2011). All too often organisations and professionals are left 

to prove their innocence before, during and, after public enquiries due to debates surrounding 

avoidable and unavoidable (Munro, 2010). Organisational cultures are required to identify anxiety and 

the associated cause, figure 5 depicts corresponding typologies of anxiety (Cooper & Lees, 2014; 

Woodhouse & Pengelley, 1990; Waterhouse & MacGhee, 2009). 

 

  

Figure 5: Types of Anxiety 

 

Persecutory anxiety is evoked by 
management and political spheres, 

resulting in fear and dread   

Primary anxiety arises from the task 
of working with families, individuals, 

and children

Depressive anxiety is evoked by task
Secondary anxiety stems from the 
organisation, structure and culture 

Anxiety
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The concept of social defences were  originally developed by Jaques (1955), in this work Jaques 

explored how organisations can be distorted by anxiety. Jaques proposed that anxiety is developed in 

organisations rather than individuals resulting in the pooling of psychotic anxiety within the 

organisation, holding the organisation as the container for anxiety rather than the individual (Hoggett, 

2015; Whittaker, 2011).  

It has been recognised that within the human psychic and institutional processes there are underlying 

difficulties which can evoke anxiety, which we know from a human perspective that denying these can 

lead to greater disturbances; within organisations there appears to be an approach taken to manage 

these away (Obholzer & Rice, 2019). In the context of the CP system managerialism, paperwork and 

bureaucratic scaffolds have been used to attempt to defend against anxiety through process (Munro, 

2011; Cooper, 2009). Although an initial organisational defence there are far more nuanced individual 

and groups defences which are constructed to protect professionals from anxiety, such 

psychoanalytical behaviours include, splitting, transference and the previously explored basic 

assumption behaviours. Considering discussion regarding social defences, attention is paid firstly to 

the work of Menzies Lyth (1959) who in the 1950s studied the behaviours of nurses within a London 

teaching hospital, who organised themselves in suŎƘ ŀ ƳŀƴƴŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ άǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŘŜŦŜƴŎŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳέ ǿŀǎ 

formed. This seminal work saw differing behaviours enact by nurses to protect themselves from the 

anxiety of the task they were required to undertake, from delegating responsibility to not being able 

to see the positive rewards of their role and distancing themselves from the reality of the patient they 

were caring for Ψthe liver in bed oneΩ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƛƴ /t ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ΨǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ ƴŜƎƭŜŎǘΩ  (Whittaker, 2011; 

Flaskas,2007; Armstrong et al, 2005). 

 

Splitting, Projective identification & containment 

Splitting has been explored in the context of the CP system as an anxious avoidant passing the buck, 

this behaviour allows a division between the goodies and baddies. The nature of splitting stems from 

the work of Klein in relation to the mother child relationship it relates to an ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ inability to 

hold opposing, thoughts about a person resulting in the individual projecting the bad onto another, 

resulting in anxiety being diffused (Bower, 2005). Ruch and Murray (2011) have in fact aligned this 

behaviour to the preservation of relationship within the CPC with some professionals remaining the 

άƎƻƻŘƛŜǎέ ōȅ ŀǾƻƛŘƛƴƎ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻr imparting difficult information to families, resulting in 

introjection of what is good and the projection if what is bad (Hinshelwood & Skogstad, 2000). 
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Projective identification concerns the process of unconscious communication from one person to 

ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊΣ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ŜȄǇǳƭǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǳƴǿŀƴǘŜŘ ƻǊ ǘƘǊŜŀǘŜƴƛƴƎ ƛŘŜŀǎ allowing individuals to rid 

themselves of parts they find unbearable or deny  (Segal, 1992 cited in Finch et al, 2014). This 

projective process is often employed when there is an unconscious awareness of aspects of the self, 

which are felt to ōǊƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǳƴƳŀƴŀƎŜŀōƭŜ ŘƛǎǘǳǊōŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ǇǎȅŎƘƛŎ ŜǉǳƛƭƛōǊƛǳƳ όYƭŜƛƴΣ 

1950).  

In the realm of CP, the nature of projective identification is multifaceted with projections from 

families, parents, and children to professionals as well as, between professionals. For example, when 

working with a child who has experience maltreatment and is unable to express themselves feelings 

can be projected from the child to professionals leaving them feeling, unwanted and deskilled, which 

when we are unable to process will impede our professional confidence. Trevithick (2012) argues that 

ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ŀ ǇǊŀŎǘƛǘƛƻƴŜǊ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘΣ ƛƳǇŜŘƛƴƎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛǘƛƻƴŜǊǎΩ 

recognition of what they are faced with, impinging assessments, judgements and inhibit 

determinations of failure. 

Bion (1962) and Winnicot explore the nature of the contained and the container, within the mother- 

child relationship. This can be transposed to organisational settings and professional roles directly. 

The nature of containment requires an individual to be available to hold, the projected feelings of the 

another, process these and return this within a manageable form. The container ς contained 

relationship can be directly seen within supervision within the social work field between supervisor 

and supervisee; could be seen in the interplay between professionals especially if the BaD mentality 

has been evoked. Ferguson (2011) notes that containment requires space to explore emotional 

responses, without such space it is recognised that individuals are unable to collaboratively work 

(Woodhouse and Pengelley, 1990).  

 

Paranoid ς schizoid and Depressive positions 

The nature of the position taken either paranoid schizoid or depressive echoes back to the ability to 

explore anxiety and the possibility of both good and bad. With each state being considered to denote 

'an attitude of mind, a constellation of conjoint phantasies and relationships to objects with 

ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎ ŀƴȄƛŜǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŦŜƴŎŜǎέ (Joseph 1983, cited in Steiner, 1991 pg47). The paranoid-

schizoid position involves fragmentation to deny reality, within this position it is possible to perceive 

that you can hold good and bad, with the need to project one or another elsewhere. Entering the 
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depressive position requires the integration in thought and reality of both aspects, good and bad 

(Obholzer & Rice, 2019).  

Within the CPC the depressive position ensures that professionals are able to understand and feel 

concern, worry, or damage to others, rather than the paranoid-schizoid position, when they only feel 

anxiety for themselves, resulting in an inability to remain focused on the primary task which requires 

the consideration of the child.  Therefore, for an organisation such as the CPC to operate and manage 

the anxieties that are projected onto it by society, they need to operate in a depressive position. This 

requires professionals not only to agree the task they are undertaking but accept the anxieties 

projected onto them requiring, all professionals to remain aware of the difficulties of the task and 

their own powerlessness.   

Within groups these states of mind result in two differing trends of operation, the gang state of mind 

enacted from the paranoid-schizoid position and the group state of mind based on the depressive 

position. Within the group state of mind individuals can tolerate the difference each of them brings 

and use this to bring about creative responses. When in this sate the group operates under conditions 

of humility, reflection and purposeful actions considering the consequences of interventions. The 

opposing state of mind, the gang, in which the individual differences of professionals are rejected, as 

professionals create an environment of individual superiority with vulnerability and uncertainty 

located externally.  The gang state of mind sees group interventions unlikely to be successful as a fight 

mentality is adopted over co-operation and multi-agency working (Chuard, 2021).  

 

What has been presented  

This chapter has explored both the context of the CPC and wider CP system in terms of legislation, 

process and procedure and its evolution which has been underpinned since the mid-мфллΩǎ ōȅ ǎŎǊǳǘƛƴȅ 

and blame. The reader has also been introduced to psychoanalytical approaches, to gain 

understanding of how organisations and individuals respond to anxiety inherent in the CO system. 

These theories begin to embrace the complexity and ambiguity attached to attending and 

participating in a CPC and the dangers of declaring certainty about what is the correct course of action 

within such a forum. Bower (2005) illustrates that applying such theories within the social work field 

allows for the internal and external realties of practitioners and clients to be understood. 
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Chapter 3 Research approach and paradigms  

 

Research in England that explores the purpose and functionality of the CPC from the nuanced position 

of professionals is limited, as are psycho-social studies within the CP paradigm. Consequently, this 

study seeks to combine both to explore the multiple realties of the CPC from the perspective of the 

professionals involved. 

This chapter outlines the methodological approach which has been employed within this study 

presenting a detailed consideration of the empirical dilemmas and examination of the data collection 

and analysis methods. Critically this study sits within the naturalistic interpretive exploration of the 

subject, seeking not to predict or control but understand the phenomena of study, through 

professional narratives which are seen as fundamental in accounts of human experience (Clandinin, 

2007). 

 

3.1 Research context  

 

The context of this research sits within a complex system, with CPCs seeing professionals come 

together, to voice their ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭƛǾŜŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ. Within the most simplistic 

state the CPC requires professionals to decide if a child is at risk of significant harm or not. Having 

observed and been part of this system I discovered the process to be far more nuanced due to the 

structures and experiences which shape our responses whether consciously or unconsciously.  

 

Ontology and epistemology  

The nature of the CPC and wider CP system sees professional influenced by several structures, both 

organisational and social such as, media representations and organisational values and beliefs. Due to 

the perceptions, I hold in relation to the CPCs, consideration needs to be given to my epistemological 

and ontological perspectives to ensure the credibility of any claims to knowledge within this study 

(Gringeri et al 2013; Guba & Lincoln, 1994). 

YǊŀǳǎǎ όнллрύ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άqualitative research is based on a relativistic, constructivist ontology that 

posits that there is no objective reality. Rather, there are multiple realities constructed by human 

beings who experience a phenomenon of interest (pp.760).  
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 For me the positivist perspective is narrow in its vision denying the acceptance of different 

perspectives within the social world, as Al-Saddi (2014) suggests this narrows reality to one form, 

simplifying the human process. At the outset of my study, I held a position which would be akin to 

constructionism; as I explored my study and findings further, the data suggested that participants 

were influenced by structures and processes which were less visible which, constructionism would 

reject. During the examination of my data my, view shifted finding greater alignment with critical 

realism (CR), as it recognises both personal agency and the multiple structures that influence us 

(Bhaskar, 2013).  

aƻƻǊŜ όнлмфύ ǇƘǊŀǎŜǎ ǘƘƛǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ŜƭƻǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ǎǘŀǘƛƴƎ άcritical realists maintain a realist ontological 

assumption that there is a world that exists whether or however we might see it. Unobservable 

structures exist independently of human thought, but these unobservable structures can cause 

ƻōǎŜǊǾŀōƭŜ ŜǾŜƴǘǎέ (pg23). .ƘŀǎƪŀǊΩǎΩ development of CR accepts the people are predisposed to 

behave in particular ways due to psychological and social mechanism, which is inherent within this 

study as participant narratives explored the observable and unobservable structures that influenced 

their responses and behaviours within the CPC (Bhaskar, 2013). 

Critical realists undertake explorative processes to identify the structures and mechanisms that lie 

beneath the surface, which subsequently impacts the phenomena of study (Taylor, 2018). CR requires 

the acceptance that individual problems can not, be understood without attention being paid to the 

context, social relationships and in this case professional and organisational systems, values, and 

beliefs they find themselves within (McNeill & Nicholas, 2019; Frauley & Pearce, 2007). CR asserts that 

the natural world is an open system in which differing sub- systems come together, meaning when 

they combine the outcome cannot be predicted. CR therefore proposes that we cannot be certain of 

outcomes but instead we can understand and explain tendencies (Houston, 2001 & 2022). Within the 

context of the CP environment CR rejects the simplification of cause and effect and, reductionist 

perspective such as: 

Child at risk + Child Protection Plan = Safe child   

Instead, there will be several influencing structures and factors which will impact the equation, 

requiring us to attempt to understand influences and mechanisms to ensure interventions developed 

pay due regard to personal, social, and societal interactions. Many would argue that social work is a 

socially constructed activity although, it could be suggested that CR aligns more strongly with the 

definition of social work, as it requires individuals not only to understand structures and mechanism, 

but it encourages us to challenge their existence when it leads to human oppression (Houston,2001). 



 
 

33 
 

Aligning CR within psychosocial studies such as this paves way to discuss the three levels of reality; 

empirical, observed events; actual, all events whether encountered or not; casual, unnoticed 

mechanism which create events (Bhaskar, 2013). Although the casual event is not observable the 

impact of this will be discernible and could in the context of the CPC result in a certain behaviour being 

displayed, from my experience frustration or defence (Houston, 2022). The very nature of psycho-

social research seeks to explore the conscious and unconscious requiring an understanding of the 

empirical and actual alongside the casual. 

 

Research position and question   

The very nature of holding a CR perspective within this study allows for the iteration and evolution of 

the research question to be explained. During the process of this research journey the question has 

shifted due to the data sets, shifting from the exploration of the empirical level, the observed process 

of categorising risk to exploration of the real level, the impact of anxiety on the CPC and structure.  

At the outset of this study, it was evident that I was led by the empirical level, events that could be 

experienced and observed. Which result in a research question being formulated that explicitly 

focused on a tangential outcome, the categorisation of risk within child protection conferences: 

What is the function and purpose of professionals categorising risk within child protection 

conferences?  

CR however proposes the three divisions of reality, the empirical, the actual and the real. During the 

data analysis phase, it became evident that the sub questions posed within this study offered insight 

into the real level, which can be offered as the unconscious mechanisms that result in observed 

events, events at the empirical level that we can explain.  

This meant that as the data was analysed both my methodological approach to data analyses, and my 

researcher position allowed me to follow the golden thread within the data sets. I was able to follow 

the data themes as they were presented and answer an initially unsurfaced question due to a more 

explicit focus on my initial sub questions: 

What happens within child protection conferences and how does this impact the function and 

purpose?   

Does the process of categorising harm reduce professional anxiety? 

How does professional and organisation anxiety influence the decision-making process? 
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Does defining risk in a prescriptive way effect professional power? 

The CR allows this study to explore the complexity of the CP environment which calls into question 

several multifaceted academic and practice discussions, with a starting point needing to be placed 

within two often contentious positions, empowerment, and bureaucracy. The fundamental premise 

of this study evolved to ŀƭƛƎƴ ǿƛǘƘ IƛƎƎƛƴǎ όнлмтύ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ aǳƴǊƻΩǎ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀƭƭǎ ŦƻǊ 

the CP system to focus on the purpose rather than the process. 

 

3.2 Psycho-Social Research  

 

Central to psycho-social research are the unconscious communications present within the data 

collected. Unlike general qualitative and quantitative studies, psycho-social studies seek to explore 

the nuances of lived experiences and dynamics. Attending to this research with a CR perspective 

means I am acutely aware that there are conscious and unconscious structures that influence reality. 

Adopting a psycho-social lens allows me to investigate beyond the fixed process of the CPC to provide 

an in-depth insight to the reality and its associated influences. Due to the psycho-social nature of this 

study that the evolution of the research question has aided further in unpacking and examining the 

unconscious processes at play within the CPC. 

The nature of psycho-social research rejects the position that researcher subjectivity, emotion, and 

participation within the phenomena of study acts as a hindrance, postulating the importance of self-

understanding (Clarke et al, 2018).  Psycho-social research requires the understanding that the 

unconscious plays a significant role in both data collection and analysis due to the way we perceive 

ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅΦ Iǳƴǘ όмфуфύ ŘŜǇƛŎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΩǎ ǳƴŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ Řŀǘŀ 

collection and methodological construction will directly impact the material and data collected from 

participants, requiring examination of self as researcher and object within this study, for this reason 

consideration needs to be given to researcher reflexivity, data analysis methods and positioning. 

 

Researcher reflexivity   

Entering this research I accept it is not possible to hold a non-bias position; what I am able to do is 

explore the knowledge and experience I bring to this research to ensure this remains conscious. Having 

worked within the CP system for 11 years, my experiences align with Devine (2015) who, denotes the 

interface between state and family, is often a fraught, confusing, and emotionally charged. Which is 
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further compounded by risk aversion, and a proceduralised need for safe certainty (Kearney, 2013). 

This professional experience places me as an insider-researcher meaning that I am not taking a 

position of a detached researcher. Meaning the relationship between self as researcher and research 

participants requires critical examination when qualitative methods are employed (Paltridge & 

{ǘŀǊŦƛŜƭŘΣ нллтύΦ wŜǉǳƛǊƛƴƎ ƳŜ ǘƻ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ά²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ Ƴȅ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǿƛƭƭ ǘƘƛǎ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ 

the waȅ L Ǝƻ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΚέ 

My investment in this research stems from feeling disheartened in social work practice, seeing a gap 

develop between my professional intentions to bring about positive change and the reality of 

paperwork and professional tensions superseding direct work with families. Practice felt shaped by 

labels rather than positive outcomes for children and their families. With multi-agency working being 

shaped by finger pointing and forming professional alliances for the purpose of preservation rather 

than bring about positive change for children and young people. As I step back and reflect on my 

investment within this study, this can be summed up as a desire to want to understand what happens 

ǿƛǘƘƛƴ /t/Ωǎ.  

 

 

Figure 6: Aspects of the researcher 

Figure 6 illustrates the differing aspects of self, if working with families these aspects could result in a 

power imbalance; this is not solely restricted to this arena and will also influence the dynamics 

between self as a researcher and the research participants. 

Interviews undertaken within this study were not asocial, as neither the researcher nor the participant 

can leave behind the fragments that create their reality and lived experiences (Wengraf, 2001). 

Research participants will be aware of my professional background, which could influence their 

White British female, 35 years old 
brought up in a middle class family in 

the south of england 

Social worker, with 6 years child 
protection experience having left 

practice disillusioned by the impact  
paperwork had on practice

Doctoral student 

Professional focus on systemic 
practice approaches seeing problems 

in relationship rather than 
individuals 

Researcher
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responses, I am not able to separate self, researcher, and professional experiences (Clandinin, 2007; 

Costley et al, 2010).  Being aware of these aspects of self is central within narrative-based 

methodologies due to the researcher-researched relationship to ensure I can stand apart from the 

participants, treating their experiences as physical things (Pinnegar & Daynes, 2007). Clarke and 

Hoggett (2009) suggest that taking up a reflexive researcher position involves sustained and critical 

reflection on our methods and practice to, ensure we recognise our emotional involvement in the 

project, whether conscious or not.  

 A critique of psycho-social research, specifically within narrative enquiries, focuses on the fact that 

the stories I hear and therefore narrate will be influenced by my personal and professional experiences 

alongside my initial hypothesis (Cooper & Lees, 2014; Finlay, 2002).  

Do you think there are processes and bureaucracy in place that led conferences to work in a 

certain way and decisions to be made in a certain way? (Family therapist pg11)  

Would you say that er, conferences lack a relational aspect? (Health visitor pg23) 

The two questions above align with initial hypothesis that process and policy impedes relational 

working with families. Researcher bias is not noted to this extent throughout interviews; I wonder if 

some questions have been unconsciously influenced by professional experiences that have been 

reignited by the participants narrative, preventing me from holding a position of evenly suspended 

attention (Jarreau, 2012). The example below captures neutral responses to participant to elicit 

further narrative utilising motivational interview techniques as I reflect and summarise: 

{ƻΣ ȅƻǳ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ōƻƛƭƛƴƎ Řƻǿƴ ŀƴ ƘƻǳǊ ŀƴŘ ŀ ƘŀƭŦΩǎ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ŦŜǿ ǿƻǊŘǎΦ  ²ƘŜƴ 

ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ŀǎƪŜŘ ǘƻ ōƻƛƭ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ Řƻǿƴ ǘƻ ŀ ŦŜǿ ǿƻǊŘǎ ǿƘŀǘ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎǎ ŀǊŜ ŜǾƻƪŜŘ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳΚ 

(Probation officer pg4) 

You mentioned earlier that, erm, you feel that the case is built up before you get to conference 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŎƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƛǘΩǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƛƴ ŀ /ƘƛƭŘ tǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ tƭŀƴΦ  

Have you been to conferences where the outcome has been Child in Need? (Substance misuse 

worker pg23) 

Supervision, presentations of my findings and peer discussion groups have ensured my bias as an 

insider researcher has not seeped into  my analysis unconsciously. Having differing multiple 

perspectives through these forums has ensured questions are asked and that critical approaches were 

taken.  
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Researcher reflection  

Reflecting in August 2022, the nature of ōŜƛƴƎ ŀƴ άƛƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊέ ǇƭŀȅŜŘ ŀ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ōƻǘƘ 

my motivation and frustrations during this study which resulted in my own defensive responses due 

to anxiety. This study came from my own experiences within the CP system, a system which should be 

in place to support the most vulnerable yet as I reflected on my own practice experiences, I was left 

wondering how helpful the CPC and wider system was in bringing about effective and lasting change 

for children and their families. The CPC often felt like a Ψpeacocking processΩ a chance to settle a score 

with other professionals who might not have followed through interventions whilst, also trying to 

protect myself from blame and scrutiny.  

Both blame and scrutiny were evident during this study as, I entered supervision there appeared to 

be a process of transference as I saw my supervisors as judge and jury. Hindsight and reflection 

allowed me to see this as a process of transference due to the dominate sense of failure and 

persecutory anxiety within the transcripts resulting in defensive responses. For me this anxiety 

resulted in adopting a fight-flight response seeking to preserve myself at all costs, either fighting or 

fleeing the perceived threats. The fight not a physical act but a behavioural response, resulted in the 

rejection of the ideas presented and seeing my supervisors as out to get me. At times though flight 

was noted, I would shut down and not take onboard what was being said. I oscillated between these 

two positions seeing myself as the bad student, the bad researcher not capable and, my supervisors 

as the innately good researchers.  As I bring my study to a conclusion, a depressive position seems to 

be evolving both the good and bad researcher exist within me, but the impact of anxiety still sends 

me back to the paranoid-schizoid position.  

 

3.3 Method  

 

Methodology how knowledge is acquired. I share the perspective cited by Mueller (2019) that method 

refers to the specific approach for collecting data. This study employed a single qualitative data 

collection method to capture the voice and experiences of multi-agency professionals. From the 

outset of this study due to the psycho-social lens being applied only qualitative methodologies were 

considered as this allows researchers to gain understanding of why things are the way they are within 

the social world (Al-Ababneh, 2020). 
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Participant recruitment  

Participant recruitment commenced in April 2021, during the Covid-19 pandemic, which had a 

significant impact on the network and methods of recruitment, the eight professionals within this 

study were recruited through existing professional networks across the England, via snowball 

sampling. Interlocutors were utilised acting as an intermediary between researcher and participants 

ensuring there was not a reliance on existing networks which could have resulted in bias within 

sampling. All research participants were recruited between April 2021 and July 2021 with interviews 

concluded by the 8th July. The last interview to take place was the social worker, the one professional 

in this study which, was hard to recruit due concerns regarding local authority perceptions of their 

involvement, in total sixty-five social workers were approached.  

A full systematic sample was not viable due to the extensive population of professionals involved 

within the CP system, therefore, defined sampling dimensions, criteria were utilised. Bell (2017) 

considers that the answers we gain in research will depend on who we ask, therefore consideration 

ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƻ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘ ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ƭŜƴǎ ƻŦ άǿƘȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ L ŀǎƪ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΚέΦ CƛƎǳǊŜ т ƻǳǘƭƛƴŜǎ ǘƘŜ Řimensions of the sample: 

 

 

  

 

 

Figure 7: Sample dimensions  

 

There were no exclusion criteria generated in terms of protected characteristics although, this might 

appear a broad inclusion criterion the nature of CP and safeguarding is the responsibility of multiple 

professionals. Employing such a sampling method does hold limitations, as the defined dimensions 

were identified prior to data collection which, can be seen to affect the range of variation within the 

study.  

Interviews were undertaken during the Covid-19 pandemic, although all professionals remained 

within their professional context their interactions with families and CPCs altered significantly during 

this period with this being directly mentioned within four interviews conducted.  

Professional role- at least one year experience  

Statutory and non-statutory professionals  

Attendance at a CPC within the last 6 months  

Professional remit to safeguarding children and young people  

No personal involvement with CP system  
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Professional occupation Age Gender Ethnicity 

Deputy Head Teacher 35-45 Female Black British  

Substance Misuse Worker 35-45 Male White European  

Systemic Family Therapist 45-55 Female White British 

Social Worker 30-35 Female White British 

Pastoral Support 45-55 Male White British 

Probation Officer 35-45 Female White British 

Health Visitor 45-55 Non-defined White British 

Police Officer  45-55 Male White British 

Figure 8: Research participants  

Figure 8 provides brief details of the participants, depicting a small and somewhat un-diverse sample; 

Weller et al (2018) concluded that in general probing and prompting in interviews seems to matter 

more than the number of interviews. A position further posited by Schwartz-Shea (2014) posing that 

more in-depth interviews facilitated the comparison of findings to existing literature with enhanced 

confidence than a greater sample size with less in-depth interview approaches.  

 

Data collection  

When considering the design of data collection tools awareness and consideration was given to the 

hypothesis that I held and the subjective impact this might have on the design (Bell, 2017). Both the 

research question and my ontological perspectives influenced the data collection methods. One key 

consideration in this study was how best to capture the perspectives and experiences of differing 

professionals. It appeared evident from the outset that a narrative approach was required, the nature 

of which allows the reconstruction of personal experiences their relationships and social milieu, 

stories lived, and stories told (Clandinin, 2006). Squire (2012) discusses the nature of Ψresearch with 

narrativesΩ as utilising participant narratives to understand social problems and experiences.  

Initial thought was given to undertaking semi-structured interviews; it was felt that movement away 

from this question-answer approach would allow greater understandiƴƎ ƻŦ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ 

(Hollway & Jefferson, 2013; Mueller, 2019).  Utilising semi-structured interviews could risk questions 

being designed that align with researcher bias, therefore I wanted to adopt an interview technique 

which did not impose structure or ordering of questions (Jovchelovitch & Bauer, 2011). Considering 

the nature of data collection tools, a survey-based interview style might have provided more concrete 
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and simplified responses; this would not offer the in-depth individual understanding and 

phenomenological nature of the study and was therefore discounted during the initial data collection 

exploration. The nature of psychosocial research such as this requires the exploration of narratives 

alluding to άŀƭƭ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎŦǳƭ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜέ in relation to the 

phenomenon, generating new knowledge through analysis (Mueller, 2019, pp2; Clarke, 2002).   

Group interviews were additionally considered given the replication this environment would have to 

the CPC. Much focus within the field of social sciences has seen group interviews utilised within an 

exploratory phase of study. Group interviews offer insight into dynamics especially when the field of 

study sits within multi-agency network, allowing replication between the data collection method and 

area of study (Frey & Fontana, 1991). Although a group interview would allow the exploration of the 

dynamics present within a temporary organisation, I felt replicating the environment of the CPC would 

additionally replicate factors such as leadership and followship, with professionals feeling restricted 

in voicing their perception if these were perceived as constructive or negative towards another 

participant present. For me this factor ruled out using group interviews as true representations and 

narratives would not necessary be collected (Frey & Fontana, 1991).  

When exploring the nature of narrative techniques within psychosocial research, biographical 

narrative interpretive method (BNIM) was additionally considered as an employable technique during 

initial exploration. Through further interrogation however due ǘƻ .bLaΩǎ ǳƴōƻǳƴŘŜŘ ƴŀǘǳǊŜΣ 

άŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ƎƻŜǎέ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊ ƛǎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ǘƻ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴ ōŜƛƴƎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ǘƻ 

participants, which adds further complexity and would not in this instance allow directive exploration 

of the episode of study, experiences of CP processes as specifically intended in this study (Mueller, 

2019; Braun & Clarke, 2008).  

Following initial exploration episodic interviewing (EI) was identified as offering the structure of the 

semi-structured interview at the outset and the boundaries which are lacking from BNIM, it felt that 

a balance between these approaches had been found , as EI captures the narrative of the participant 

through an initial open question with the researcher then able to utilise further open questions to 

elicit and refine the participants narrative (Flick,2000 & 2014; El-Lahib, 2020). The nature of EI is useful 

for researchers new to narrative focused studies as it allows a systematic funnelling to create bounded 

accounts from participants (Mueller, 2019) 

 

Episodic interviews 
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Episodic interviewing (EI) is an interviewing approach, that provides structure yet allows the 

recollection of a participantΩǎ direct experience within the area of study permitting participants to give 

voice to a particular episode/experience and decide which aspects of this they narrate (Mueller, 2019). 

EIs are orientated towards research questions which are situation based such as this study (Flick, 

2014).  Utilising this interview method aligns with my critical realist perspective, allowing participants 

to explore the multiple structures conscious and unconscious that have influenced their experiences 

in CPCs.   The open nature allowed me to explore the unconscious dynamics and examine why 

participant tell certain parts of their story. EI combines narrative interviewing and more direct forms 

of questioning to enable the researcher to access both episodic, knowledge of direct experiences and 

semantic knowledge, knowledge of concepts and assumptions (Cooper, 2014b).  

CƛƴŘƛƴƎ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ƛƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǳǘƛƭƛǎŜŘ 9Lǎ ŘǊŜǿ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎŀǿ 9LΩǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ǳǘƛƭƛǎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ 

the field of health, further searches found only two studies within the social work field that have 

utilised EIs in England. El-Lahib (2020) used EIs to capture the stories of immigrants and refugees with 

disabilities. This interview method was additionally used by Cook et al (2014) in their study exploring 

the experiences of adults in residential care. Both studies as with my own are focused on the narrative, 

experience, and story of those who have direct experienced of the area of study.  

Critiques of such approaches cite narrative accounts as difficult to sustain and formulate for 

participants as, emotive uncertainties influence attempts to create order, with diverging expectations 

and, challenges to meaning influencing responses (Russell & Babrow, 2011). It is additionally posited 

that due to the complexity of the social phenomena being studied and the complex interplay between 

memory, circumstance, contexts, and relationships that caution is required within the analytical 

phases of research to find aspects of resonance between narratives (Mueller, 2019).  

!ǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ƛǎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ άŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎέ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǎǳch 

interview methods, participants will hold some knowledge of the reason for the exploration of the 

social phenomena (Jovchelovitch & Bauer, 2011). El-Lahid (2002) and Flick (2014) cited a key critique of 

EIs as the accuracy of the account provided by research participants denoting that any recollection or 

narrations will be influenced or partially distorted. 

άLived experience is not presented to us in some pre-existing or independently existing unity; rather, 

we continually strive to create coherent expectations and desires by relying upon both previous 

narratable forms and current situations that alter the stories we shareέ (Carr, 1986 cited in Russell & 

Babrow, 2011 pp.243) 
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Mueller (2019) aligns with the perspective proposed by Russell and Babrow (2011) and El-Lahid (2020) 

ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀŎŎǳǊŀŎȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ 9LΩǎΦ  

 

Interview structure  

EIs have five distinct stages as outlined within figure 9 this model offers opportunity for the researcher 

to refine the participants account using open questions, Squire (2013) sees this as an opportunity to 

mitigate against the Ψanything goes approachΩ in narrative methods. 

 

 

Figure 9: EI interview structure 

 

Stage 1: Within this phase of the interview participants are asked an open question to elicit their 

narrative regarding the episode, topic of study: 

ά²ƛǘƘƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ǊƻƭŜ L ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ƘŀŘ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ 

involvement within child protection conferences, can you tell me about your experience of 

ŀǘǘŜƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǎŜΚέ  

 

Stage 2: This stage allows the researcher to use further open questions to define the topic, as 

participants are asked to recall specific situations (Flick, 2000 & 2014; Mueller, 2019; Travis 2015). 

άCan I ask you to tell me about your own experiences of that final part of the conference 

ǿƘŜǊŜ ȅƻǳ ƎƛǾŜ ȅƻǳǊ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴΚέ  

Introducing the interview principle 

The interviewees concept of the issues

Focusing on the issue

Relavent topics

Evaluation 
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Questions asked at this stage are aimed to elaborate the cross-situational knowledge that the 

participants have voiced 

 

Stage 3: This stage allows you to focus on the narrative that have been voiced, using participants own 

discourse, allows you to focus on the issue, this can be done by reflecting the participants own 

discourse, within one interview the participant referenced being άiƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŜǇ ŜƴŘέ,  

INT: No, that was lovely, I think there's one thing that sort of really came up for 

ƳŜ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ǿŜǊŜ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎΦ  ¸ƻǳ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ άƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŜǇ ŜƴŘέ. 

RES: Okay. 

INT: And I was just wondering if you could tell me a little bit more about that. 

(Deputy headteacher pg3). 

Using reflection techniques avoids researcher interpretation yet acts as a catalyst for further 

exploration (Clarke & Hoggett, 2009). 

 

Stage 4: Exploring relevant topics allows you as the researcher to step back at this point in the 

interview and ask the participant to think more generally about the topic, allowing questions such as: 

 In your opinion what would make the process of the CPC easier? 

άLb¢Υ Is there anything else you would like to share about your experiences of conference 

or your perspective around the process surrounding conferences? 

RES: No I think, I think for me like I said the main thing was, is that professionals should all 

ƘŀǾŜ ƎƻƻŘ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ Ǝƻ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƻƴŜΦέ ό{ǳōǎǘŀƴŎŜ ƳƛǎǳǎŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊ ǇƎнрύ 

  

Stage 5: The final stage of the interview process allows for evaluation; asking if there are any other 

aspects the participant would like to explore, this stage can develop into small talk with the 

participant. 
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Key within the EI is ensuring that you to refrain from directive intervention during the participants 

narrative at stage 1 until it is deuced that the participant has arrived at their conclusion, after which 

further open questions can be utilised to elicit iterations within the participants narrative (Flick, 2000; 

Clarke et al 2018). The use of open questions within this method allows the researcher to funnel, 

orientating narratives to the contextualised account of the topic of study (Mueller, 2019).  This 

approach creates space for emergence due to the minimal structure requiring, the researcher to 

remain flexible to ensure they are responding to the participant (Bates, 2004; Clarke; Hoggett, 2009; 

Mueller, 2019).  

Due to Covid-19 interviews were undertaken virtually, with two interviews, those of the probation 

officer and substance misuse worker being undertaken face to face.  Harker (2020) postulates that for 

professionals the virtual environment was more conducive to imparting challenging information to 

families, I wondered if this might be mirrored within this study due to the same physical separation 

between participant and researcher. Conducting interviews virtually offers opportunity to reduce role 

entanglement as the distance created within the virtual format eliminated involvement in the day to 

day lives of the research participants which is a key criticism of insider research (Adam, 2013). 

 

3.3 Data Analysis  

The nature of undertaking psycho-social research postulates the requirement of examining self as 

active within the research process due to psychoanalytical processes. During analysis the researcher 

needs to take a position of evenly suspended attention to ensure they are analysing the narrative of 

the participants, the research data and not their own perceptions (Clarke & Hoggett, 2009). The very 

nature of the data analysis method employed ensured as a research I was able to evolve the study to 

align with the dominant themes developing. 

The analysis of data within this research seeks to move beyond the discourse of the transcribed 

ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎ ǘƻ ƛƴŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ άƘŜǊŜ-and-ƴƻǿέ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿ Ǿƛŀ ǊŜŦƭŜȄƛǾŜ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭǎ 

creating multiple sources for analysis aligning with Miles and HuberƳŀƴΣ όмффпύ ŀǎǎŜǊǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ 

ǊŜǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǉǳŀƭƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ Řŀǘŀ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŦŜǊǘƛƭŜ ŦƛŜƭŘǎ ƎƻƛƴƎέ όǇƎннфΤ /ƭŀǊƪŜ ϧ IƻƎƎŜǘΣ 

2009). 

 

Transcription   

The eight interviews, lasted between forty-five and ninety minutes each interview was recorded via 

Dictaphone, these were transcribed via an external professional service, in strict verbatim format 
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ŜƴǎǳǊƛƴƎ ƛǘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ άǳƳƳέΣ άŀƘƘέ ŀƴŘ ǎƛƭŜƴŎŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ included. In psychosocial research such, 

conversationaƭ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛǾŜ άǘƛŎǎέ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀǊŜ Ǿƛǘŀƭ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƎƛǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǎŜ 

iterations can provide the spoken word and unconscious process (Hammersley, 2010). All too often 

the process of transcription is noted as a technical task within the research process; decisions 

regarding the format of transcription are informed by the methodological perspective and social 

phenomena of study as different features of the data will be analysed. (Bailey, 2008). The decision to 

utilise a professional transcription service was taken due to being aware that as a researcher I carry 

an initial hypothesis which may affect the accurate transcription of the narrative provided by the 

participant. Hammersley, (2010) denotes the process of transcription is that of the construction of 

data rather than the simplified re-production, which can be influenced by our own assumptions and 

in turn the psychosocial nature of this study.  It is imperative with this study that the strict verbatim 

transcription is not treated as conclusive infallible context yet analysed within a process that allows 

the integration of the thoughts and feelings within the physical space. The transcript preserves some 

of the evidence in a relatively concrete form, yet this must be balanced with an awareness of the 

intentions, social functions and motives of the researcher and research participants (Hammersley, 

2010). 

 

Approach to data analysis  

Hollway and Jefferson (2013) explore that if we wish to do justice to the complexity of our research 

participants and, enable knowledge of lived experiences to be valid then an interpretative approach 

to data analysis is unavoidable requiring, the researcher to gain insight into their own subjective lens 

and hermeneutic understanding. EI aligns with thematic analysis (TA) during which interpretation and 

subjectivity are present as narratives are synthesised into chains of relevant situations (Flick, 2014; 

Mueller, 2019).  ¢!Ωǎ aim is not simply to summarise data it is employed within this study to interpret 

the data, requiring the research question to evolve through coding and theme development (Clarke & 

Braun, 2017). When exploring data analysis methods, I held in mind the goal as uncovering emerging 

themes, insights and understanding, which due to the flexibility of TA meant these patterns could be 

identified across interviews and participants lived experiences, uncovering the thinking, feeling, and 

doing (Clarke & Braun, 2017; Travis, 2015) 

Computer programmes are available to help the analysis of data, especially when there is a 

considerable amount for one researcher to explore with transcriptions being between 15-45 pages in 

length. However, utilising such programmes would distance me from my data and can result in 

fragmentation instead, I based my analysis on the assumption that the best way to understand data 



 
 

46 
 

is to fully immerse yourself, which saw each transcript read four times during analysis, as TA requires 

familiarisation with the data to ensure that themes are inductively coded (Hollway & Jefferson, 2013; 

Suter, 2012). Critiques of adopting a thematic approach to the data analysis draw on what can be 

simplified to, what am I hearing and what themes am I denoting due, to researcher positioning and 

subjectivity (Terry et al, 2017).  TA offers flexibility, in that it can be applied across a range of 

methodologies and epistemological approaches; to ensure we hold the advantages of this approach, 

clear and concise guidelines are required to ensure we do not  fall into the trap of anything goes (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006). 

¢ƘŜ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ L ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŘ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳǊ ǇƘŀǎŜǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ƛƴ /ƻƻǇŜǊǎΩ όнлмпb) evolution of thematic 

analysis:  

Stage 1- Gathering data and reading transcriptions to generate preliminary idea of themes  

Stage 2- Posing questions to the data ς What does the data tell me about training? 

Stage 3- Draw themes of each case analysis together  

Stage 4- Cross case analysis ς making sense of what has been revealed 

 

To ensure I fully immersed myself in my data at the outset I read each transcription without coding 

twice, to ensure I was able to capture the voice of the participant and familiarise myself with the 

narrative following the interview being conducted. All interviews were re-read within 7 days, the 

timing of interviews meant that I was working on the initial analysis of interviews one at a time.  

To ensure the participant came to life, pen pictures were created for the reader and researcher, 

mirroring Hollway and Jefferson (2013) suggestion that analysis of this form requires two streams, key 

themes arising from the interview and, individual written portraits to enable the participants to be 

captured.  

Following familiarising myself with the transcription and participants initial analysis took place, coding 

took the visual form with themes being depicted by colour code. This visual form was used during 

coding due to my own learning style and the fact visual coding aided my dyslexia. 

 

INT: hƪŀȅΦ  {ƻΣ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ǊƻƭŜ L ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ƘŀŘ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ 

professional involvement within Child Protection conferences.  Can you tell me a bit about 

your experience, please? 
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RES: Yep.  So, through the management of offenders there are ς obviously sometimes there 

are safeguarding aspects - ƛŦ ǘƘŜ ƻŦŦŜƴŘŜǊΩǎ Ǝƻǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƻǊ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ children that have 

been identified at risk.  So, we would then be invited to Protection conferences and Child in 

Need meetings and would hopefully have a high level of liaison with social workers.   

INT: So, what happens in these conferences from your experience?  Can you talk me 

through the process? 

RES: Yeah, okay.  So, I believe ς because I had training a little while ago ς but I believe that 

ǿŜΩǊŜ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ ƎƛǾŜ ŀ ǊŜǇƻǊǘΦ  L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƻŦǘŜƴ Řƻ ǘƘŀǘΣ ǘƻ ōŜ ƘƻƴŜǎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳΦ  I had a few 

conferences from different areas - the ones that are coming to me are ς one in LOCATION ς 

LΩǾŜ ƘŀŘ ƻƴŜ ƛƴ [h/!¢Lhb ŀƴŘ ƻƴŜ ς and mainly here in LOACTION.  So, yeah, usually the 

conference ς LΩƳ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŀ ōƛǘ ƴŜǊǾƻǳǎΣ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ŀƴŘ Řƻ ς LΩƳ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŀ 

little bit argh ς but, yeah, the IRO ς LΩƳ ƻƪŀȅ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ŀōōǊŜǾƛŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ LΚ ¢ƘŜ Lwh ǿƛƭƭ 

normally kind of direct everything. Yeah, when it comes to me ς LΩƳ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ōƛǘ ǳƴǎǳǊŜ 

ƛŦ LΩƳ ƻǾŜǊ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ǎƘŀǊƛƴƎ ς ǎƻ ȅŜŀƘΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƘŀǊŘ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ǊŜŀƭƭȅΦ ώǎƻǳƴŘ ƻŦ ǿƛƴŘϐ L Ƨǳǎǘ ŎǊŀŎƪ ƻƴ 

with them.  I have a level of anxiety about any kind of professional meeting, so I tend to just ς 

crack on.  Yeah, I know that sounds a bit woolly.  Yeah, I ς I do feel uncomfortable ǿƘŜƴ ǿŜΩǊŜ 

all asked to provide our own recommendation at the end because L ŘƻƴΩǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŦŜŜƭ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŀǘ 

ƛǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ L Ŏŀƴ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŀǎǎŜǎǎΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ŀƴ assessor of children.  I can only go by 

what information has been there, and I see ς I think I do see a bit of difference between 

LOCATION ς LΩƳ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ƴƻǿΣ L ƘŀǾŜ ƎƻƴŜ ǘƻ ƻƴŜ ƛƴ [h/!¢LhbΣ ƛƴ w9DLhb ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭΦ  I think 

there are quite a lot of differences between them.  Some can be quite relaxed, other can be 

very, very formal. Um - ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƻƴŜ Lwh LΩƳ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ŦǊƻƳ [h/!¢Lhb ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ 

very formal and I find quite intimidatingΦ  Lǎ ǘƘƛǎ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŦŦ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǿŀƴǘƛƴƎΣ ȅŜŀƘΚ 

INT: Um - 

RES: ¸ƻǳ ǿŀƴǘ ƳƻǊŜ ŦǊƻƳ ƳŜΣ ŀƴŘ LΩƳ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ - 

INT: You spoke about anxiety and feeling uncomfortable about assessing risk.  Can you 

tell me a little bit more about that part of the conference?   

RES: Yeah.  I think ς the training that we had was very much this is a professional kind of 

sphere where everything is, is very ς ƛǘΩǎ Ǝƻǘ ǘƻ ς ƛǘΩǎ ǾŜǊȅ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ǎǘŜǊƴΣ ǾŜǊȅ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ŎŀƭŎǳƭŀǘŜŘΦ  
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I ς ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ Ƴȅ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǎǘȅƭŜΣ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ƭƛƪŜ ς I thrive better in a more relaxed atmosphere.  

But I have found that ς some of ς well, it just depends on what they are really but the ς ǿƘƻΩǎ 

doing them and things.  I find the LOCATION ones can be quite intimidating in terms of this on 

ς ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ LΩƳ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƻƴŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ Lwh ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ς LΩƳ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǘƻ ƘƻǇŜŦǳƭƭȅ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ 

ǘƘŜΣ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ƛƴ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƛƴƎ Ǌƛǎƪ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

children that have been identified at risk, ōǳǘ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ƛǘ ŦŜŜƭǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀ ς 

criticising you for your own risk ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘǎΣ ǿƘŜǊŜŀǎ L ŦŜŜƭ L ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛǎƛƴƎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

services on their assessments.  So, I do find that a bit of a struggle. !ŎǘǳŀƭƭȅΣ ŀǎ LΩƳ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ 

L ƘŀǾŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛǎŜŘ ǎƻƳŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘǎΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ŜƭǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴk 

about.  Um ς yeah, I guess ς L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ǊŜŀƭƭȅΦ  LΩƳ ǎƻ ǎƻǊǊȅ ς LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƎƛǾƛƴƎ 

you much ς  (Probation officer, pg1-2). 

Professional role    Emotion  Purpose    

The extract above from the probation officers interview provides an example of the initial coding 

undertake. From this, a single case analysis was developed with connections made between themes, 

sub themes and theoretical perspectives, the extract above highlights emotion, role, and purpose as 

themes, which during cross case analysis were refined.   

After this initial phase I was able to start making links between similar experiences within the 

interviews. This approach of singular thematic analysis and then comparison ensured the narratives 

of the individual participants were not lost. This approach is depicted in figure 10 and was informed 

ōȅ 5ȅŜΩǎ Ŏƻƴǎǘŀƴǘ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŀǘƛǾŜ όSuter, 2012). 

 

Figure 10: Constant comparative approach  

Cross case analysis saw the development of themes which were present within more than one 

interview, resulting in the refined themes: 



 
 

49 
 

¶ Purpose 

¶ Professional role 

¶ Relationships 

¶ Emotions 

 

5ǳǊƛƴƎ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎΣ L ŦƻǳƴŘ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ƛƴ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴȅ ŘŀǘŀΣ ŀǎƪƛƴƎ άǿƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ȅƻǳ ǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ƳŜΚέ Iƻǿ 

Řƻ ȅƻǳ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴ ǘƘŀǘΚέ ά!ǊŜ ȅƻǳ hiding ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎέ Iƻǿ ŜƭǎŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘƛǎΚέ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǎǳŎƘ ŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜ ǿƛǘƘ 

my data opposes rigid approaches to data analysis that would prevent me from making sense of the 

narratives and experiences of my participants, this approach required the flexibility to re-focus the 

category formation depicted in figure 10.   

During cross case analysis, it became evident that the themes developing offered insight beyond the 

functionality and purpose of categorising Ǌƛǎƪ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ /t/Ωǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ resulted in an evolution of the study. 

Themes developed insight into the wider system and impact of professional anxiety which influenced 

professional practice and responses to categories risk alongside the broader task of the CPC. This 

developed a shift in the question answered by this study, with the data evolving to answer the sub 

questions posed at the outset. 

 

Validity and reliability   

Qualitative research can be said to lack scientific rigour due to the interpretive nature of both the data 

and analysis; Guba and Lincoln (1994) argue that validity and reliability would be suggestive of one 

form of reality, arguably a positivist ontology. Validity in its broadest sense refers to the integrity of 

the method and the accurate reflection of data within then findings; it is suggested that alternative 

criteria can be utilised to demonstrate the rigour of qualitative data, as outlined in figure 11. 

 

Quantitative  Qualitative  Researcher action  

Validity- precision of the data 

represented in findings  

 

Truth value  

Recognition of multiple realities, 

requiring the researcher to outline 

personal and professional experiences 

which may result in bias  

 

Self-reflexiviǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άƛƴǎƛŘŜǊ 

ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊέ 

Work discussion groups used to discuss 

data and findings  

Reflective journal established pre and 

post interviews  
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Figure 11: Criteria to demonstrate rigour 

 

Underpinning the three aspects of rigour within figure 11 is, neutrality which is central to the 

evaluation of creditability within qualitative research. Neutrality requires truth value, consistency, and 

applicability to be addressed, with the underlining recognition of the complexity of participant 

engagement and the researchers positioning (Noble & Smith, 2015). Figure 11 addresses strategies 

which have been adopted during this study to ensure researcher neutrality. 

Data triangulation is required within qualitative research to ensure there is structure to the multiple 

data sources and the evidence which emerges, during this study I was able to utilise supervision and 

discussion groups to explore the themes as they merged within my data. Towards the end of data 

analysis, I was afforded two opportunities to present my research at internal research conferences at 

the Tavistock which allowed new perspectives and themes to emerge from individuals who were not  

as close to the data.  

 

Ethics 

In August 2020 ethical approval was received from the Tavistock and Portman clinic in conjunction 

with the university of Essex for the first iteration of this study, following which participant recruitment 

commenced. In March 2021 this sǘǳŘȅ ŜǾƻƭǾŜŘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǳƴǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭƭȅ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘƛƴƎ ол [!ΩǎΣ ŀǘ this time 

Reliability  

Consistency of analysis 

considering biases and 

influences over findings  

 

Consistency 

wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎΩ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ƳŀŘŜ 

clear, another researcher should be 

able to arrive at comparable finings  

 

Structured question utilised to inform 

participants narrative  

Verbatim descriptions of participants 

account utilised within finings  

Data used to critique with  exploration of 

alternative perspectives  

Records of each question in interview 

kept separate to transcripts  

Generalisability  

Transferability if findings to 

other settings and contexts  

 

Applicability 

Consideration given to whether 

findings could be applied elsewhere  

Provide readers with data and evidence in 

a form that allows them to at least 

consider whether alternative 

interpretations from those put forward by 

the researcher would be plausible 
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an amendment to my ethical approval was submitted to alter the study following which ethical 

approval was granted in April 2021.  Amendments to the ethical approval were made in relation to 

the overarching research question and the research participants, both the data collection and analysis 

methods remained the same. 

For me the primary ethical consideration within this study were the research participants aligning with 

the utilitarian principle that outlines the potential benefit and the importance of knowledge gained 

needs to outweigh the potential risk of harm (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2017; Holloway, 2006). During EIs 

participants explored their experiences of CPCs, which saw the interplay between personal and 

professional experiences and the emotional voiced and unvoiced. During the deputy headteachers 

interview she recalled an incident in which she had been verbally and physically assaulted.  

ά¦ƳΣ ŀǎ ǎƘŜ Ǝƻǘ ŎƭƻǎŜ ǎƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΣ ά5ƻƴϥǘ ǘǊȅ ŀƴŘ ǎǘƻǇ ƳŜΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǾŜǊȅ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƳŜέΦ  {ƘŜΩǎ Ǉǳǘ 

ƘŜǊ ƘŀƴŘ ǳǇ ǘƻ ǳǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƴŘ ǎŀƛŘΣ ά!ƴŘ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ǘǊȅ ŀƴŘ ǎǘƻǇ ƳŜ ǘƘƛǎ ŘƻƎ ǿƛƭƭ ǎŀǾŀƎŜ ȅƻǳέΦ  {ƻΣ 

L Ǝƻǘ Ƴȅ ǿŀƭƪƛŜ ǘŀƭƪƛŜ ƻǳǘ ŀƴŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŀŘƛƻŜŘ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǎŀƛŘΣ ά/ŀƴ ǎƻƳŜōƻŘȅ ǇƭŜŀǎe 

ǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎŜ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ ŀƴŘ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƻǇŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŘƻƻǊέΦ  {ƻΣ ǎƘŜ ǿŀƭƪŜŘ ǎǘǊŀƛƎƘǘ Ǉŀǎǘ ǳǎΣ 

tried to get into school, bang, bang, bang, bang on the glass, started punching the glass 

ǿƛƴŘƻǿΦ  [ǳŎƪƛƭȅΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ǘƘƛŎƪ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜŘ ƎƭŀǎǎΣ ǎƘŜ ǎƳŀǎƘŜŘ ƘŜǊ car key because she had her 

car key in her hand.  She came back out, tried to get into the main school through the gate, I 

ƳŀƴŀƎŜŘ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜ ƎŀǘŜ ƭƻŎƪŜŘΦ  .ǳǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǿŜΩŘ ŘƻƴŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ŎŀƳŜ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ƳŜ ŀƴŘ 

I had my hands in my pockets, my mask on and just started pushing me.  Pushed me about 

three or four [laughs] times so I kept my hands in my pocket.  Turned away from her to make 

ƛǘ ŎƭŜŀǊ ǘƘŀǘ L ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ŀ ŎƻƴŦǊƻƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǳƳΣ L ǿŀǎƴΩǘ Ǝƻƴƴŀ ǊŜǘŀƭƛŀǘŜέ ό5ŜǇǳǘȅ ƘŜŀŘǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ 

pg11). 

This extract highlights that it was important to recognise the emotional and psychological impact of 

retrospective narrative representations of lived professional experience, and the impact verbalising 

and revisiting this experience and chronological space might have professionals. Holloway (2006) 

postulates that the primary ethical consideration within psycho-social research is that of the research 

participants, for this reason, structured after-care and support was developed for each research 

participant with 24-hour initial reflections and subsequent support developed to meet individual 

needs. 

Jervis (2014) explores role conflict and role confusion within psychosocial research, requiring 

researchers to ensure relational boundaries with participants to ensure there is no entanglement 

between the researcher and participants which can be prevalent within insider research.  
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Within the findings of this research, professionals have been referred to by professional role 

pseudonyms will be used within the presentation and analysis of data, to ensure private identifying 

data is not published, the nature of the pseudonyms utilised will reference the professional role of the 

research participant (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2017).    

 

What has been presented  

Within this chapter consideration has been given to what has underpinned my research perspectives 

and the methods used to collect and analyse the data within this study. Chapter four will start with 

the pen-pictures of professionals referenced within this chapter to situate the reader within the 

participant experience and narrative. 
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Chapter 4 The vail of hopeful intent  

 

Within England CPCs are built on a foundational understanding that professionals will be brought 

together with the intended outcome to improve the lives of children and young people. Findings 

within this research have seen professionals provide voice to both the reality and, the legislative and 

procedural perceptions of the CPC. Paying particular attention to their own professional agenda and 

influences that impact this.  

This chapter is the first of three ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎΩ chapters and has been divided deliberately into two, firstly, 

the reader will be introduced to the eight professionals within this study to gain insight into their 

professional perceptions and experiences. The second part of this chapter draws together the 

perspectives of the professionals in relation to, professional purpose, knowledge, and orientation 

within the CPC.   

  

4.1 Character witnesses  

Collectively the eight professionals involved in this study have ƻǾŜǊ фр ȅŜŀǊǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

relative disciplines. Each professional within this study brings with them their own professional 

knowledge, experience, and expertise, which not only influences their response within the CPC but 

their response in this study.  

Within this study participants have been introduced as character witnesses due to the role they play 

within the quasi-judicial system. However more so due to the description they provide of their role 

within the judicial process and professional relationships.   

Below I have utilised the words of each professional to situate their role, purpose and understanding 

of the CPC, through participant pen pictures. 

 

Deputy Headteacher 

Role: 

The deputy headteacher is also designated safeguarding lead (DSL) within a secondary school in the 

North of England. She has been in post for 4 years following the previous DSL retiring and teaching for 

over 21 years. It was reflected that at the time of taking on the role that she felt άŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ōƛǘ ƛƴ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ 
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ŘŜŜǇ ŜƴŘέ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƭƭƻǘ ƻŦ ƘŜǊ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ άŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎŀƳŜ ƻǳǘ ŦΣ ŦǊƻƳ ƻǳǊ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅέ 

(Deputy headteacher pg1) 

 

Purpose of CPC: 

The purpose of the CPC has been cited to hold the child at the centre with the role of the multi-agency 

network being imperative to bring about positive change. άYou're going to [the CPC] because 

something is going wrong and somebody is in you know, in, in danger.  But I enjoy them because I 

always see them as a step towards things being better.  And I always feel you, I think you used the 

ǇƘǊŀǎŜ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘ ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŀǊŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ǘŀƪŜƴ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎƭȅ ƴƻǿΦ  ²ƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭΩǎ 

ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ŜǊΣ ŘŜŜǇŜǎǘ ǿƻǊǊȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ōŜƛƴƎ ǘŀƪŜƴ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎƭȅΦ  L ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŦŜŜƭ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŀǊŜ ōŜƛƴƎ 

taken seriously now um, so what that ǘƘŜƴ ƳŜŀƴǎ ŦƻǊ ƳŜ ƛǎ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŀǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ƘƻǇŜŦǳƭƭȅέ 

(Deputy headteacher, pg34). The structure and process within the CPC was spoken about in step-by-

step detail with, this framework creating a sense of security to make sure nothing is missed. 

Safeguarding has been voiced as the one ball she would not want to drop, voicing, άLΩƳ ŀ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

ǿƻǊƪŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ L ŀƳ ŀ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ƴƻǿέ όDeputy headteacher, pg30), with CP being the one thing that keeps 

her up at night. Safeguarding is stated to be the top priority, άit just jumps to the top of the queue 

every time.  It does, it takes priority.  Um, but it is the most important thing in school, I think.  Because 

ƛŦ ŀ ƪƛŘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǎŀŦŜ ƛǘΩǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ aŀǎƭƻǿΩǎ ƘƛŜǊŀǊŎƘȅ ƻŦ ƴŜŜŘΦ  LŦ ŀ ƪƛŘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǎŀŦŜ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǎƴΩǘΣ ƛǎ 

not having their needs met how can they succeed at school?  How can they learn, how can they 

ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴΣ Ƙƻǿ Ŏŀƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŜǾŜƴ Řƻ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛŎǎΚέ (Deputy headteacher, pg28). 

 

Perception of family: 

The child is placed at the heart of the CPC process by the Deputy head-teacher, requiring her to 

balance the relationship with the family with the protection of the young person. Differing experiences 

of the family have been noted, with incidents of aggression and threats of physical violence shaping 

one aspect of the relationship yet support is ever present.   

 

Perception of professionals: 

Professional relationships are felt to be formed within a hierarchy, with power and experience 

impacting whose voice is heard. This multi-agency hierarchy is felt to provide a comfort blanket and 
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security, whilst a clear picture of the experiences of the child is created holistically as one professional 

cannot hold this alone. 

Reflections of interview: 

This interview captured a sense of hope and protection with the child fore and centre. There were 

times however that it became apparent that this interview offered opportunity to explore professional 

experiences of threat and intimidation. As the interviewer this spoke of the need for containment and 

professional reflection which the deputy head-teacher stated was not afforded to her in, her primary 

role, as an educator.  

 

Family Therapist 

Role: 

¢ƘŜ CŀƳƛƭȅ ǘƘŜǊŀǇƛǎǘ Ƙŀǎ нл ȅŜŀǊǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ Ƙŀǎ ǎǇŜƴǘ ŀ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ŀƳƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƛƳŜ working 

in ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎŀǊŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǘƘŜǊŀǇƛǎǘ ǿƛƭƭ ŀǘǘŜƴŘ ǘƘŜ /t/ ƛŦ ǎƘŜ ƛǎ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 

ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ άasked to contribute er, in that way as a specialist ŎƭƛƴƛŎƛŀƴέ (Family therapist, pg2). 

 

Purpose of CPC: 

Safeguarding is seen throughout this interview as a relational process, with the purpose outlined as 

professionals doing something to address risk. άAnd I suppose I just often think about um, who is, 

whose benefit is this Erving?  You know is this reducing professional anxiety rather than actually er, er, 

ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ŀƴ ŜǊΣ ŀ ƎŜƴǳƛƴŜ ƴŜŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΚ  ¸ƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ŀǊŜ ǿŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΣ άDƻ ǘƘŜǊŜΣ Ǝƻ ǘƘŜǊŜΣ Ǝƻ 

ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ Ǝƻ ǘƘŜǊŜέ ǳƳΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ǳǎ ŦŜŜƭ ŀǎ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǿŜΩǊŜ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎΦ  !ƴŘ ŀǘ 

least if they go there we can stop worrying so muchέ όFamily therapist, pg21). Within the interview 

there is a sense of conflict, between professional values, and CPC. The nature of categorising harm has 

been seen two-fold within her interview, initially as a narrow perspective to respond to complexity 

but secondly as a guide to let professionals know what might be happening for a child.  

¢ƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǘƘŜǊŀǇƛǎǘ ƻǳǘƭƛƴŜǎ ƘŜǊ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ /t/ ŀǎ ŜƴǎǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ǾƻƛŎŜ ƛǎ ƘŜŀǊŘΣ άŀnd so, the 

ŎƘŀƛǊ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ƎƻŜǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ŀƴŘ ŀǎƪǎΣ ά²Ƙŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ȅƻǳǊ ƛƴǇǳǘ ōŜŜƴέΚ  !ƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ǎŀȅΣ ά¢Ƙŀƴƪ 

ȅƻǳέ ŀƴŘΣ ά²Ƙŀǘϥǎ ȅƻǳǊ ƛƴǇǳǘ ōŜŜƴέ ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎƻǊǘǎ ƻŦ ƻƴŜ-way transfers of information.  And 

um, chairs might not like this but when it comes to my turn, I invite conversation from the family.  Um, 

so L ǘŀƭƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΣ ǿƘŜƴ LΩƳ ƎƛǾƛƴƎ Ƴȅ contribution, I make eye contact with the family rather than 

ǘƘŜ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ƛƎƴƻǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅέ όfamily therapist, pg15).  



 
 

56 
 

 

Perception of family: 

Within the course of the interview the family therapist does not separate the family from the purpose, 

citing this as relational process to support the family. This sees the family explored throughout the 

dialogue, with it being voiced that if the if the family are not held in mind this becomes a cause of 

personal and professional anxiety. 

 

Perception of professionals  

Professional knowledge and application of understanding surrounding power and, power imbalances 

have been voiced. It is evident the family therapist works from a position of collaboration with the 

family rather than professionals within the CPC. ά¢ƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ǎƻƳŜ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ƘŀǇǇȅ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ 

ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǘƻ ŀōƻǳǘ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎ ōǳǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŦŜŜƭ ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŜǊΣ 

to the family when they are presentέ όFamily therapist, pg2). 

¢ƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎ ƛǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ άǇŜŎƪƛƴƎ ƻǊŘŜǊέ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎΣ 

resulting in a process of group think as the most powerful is felt to lead the way.  

 

Reflections 

My perceptions with the interview centralised around professional integrity surrounding relational 

working with families; I wondered if the need to apply theory might in fact go some way to minimise 

professional anxiety. This anxiety/ uncertainty could be  captured within the interview with the 

ǊŜǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άǳƳέ ŀƴŘ ŜƴǎǳǊƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ǎŀƛŘ ƛǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜŘ ŀŎŎǳǊŀǘŜƭȅ, with the family 

therapist checking I was able to keep up with her dialogue. 

 

Health Visitor 

Role: 

The health visitor has been attending CPCs for 19 years and does so when there are children within 

the family under school age. άLϥǾŜ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ƛƴ ŦƻǳǊ ǳƴƛǘŀǊȅ ŀǊŜŀǎ ŀƴŘ Ƴȅ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ ŀǎ ŀ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊΣ 

practise teacher, lesson health visitor, second lead for safeguarding. And so, I've attended um, you 

know sort of primarily as a health visitor but in, in all different ways.έ όHealth visitor, pg1) 
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The primary role of the health visitor is to ensure the social, physical, and cognitive development of 

children yet within this interview they have not spoken about the child, instead there is a focus upon 

the CPC as a professional process. 

 

Purpose of CPC: 

The purpose of the CPC has been voiced as a process for professionals, άLΣ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜȅϥǊŜ ƘŜƭŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 

professionals [laughs] I don't think they're held ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜΣ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ŀǘ ŀƭƭ ƛŦ LΩƳ Ǝƻƴƴŀ ōŜ ƘƻƴŜǎǘΦ  

Um, I think in a very few cases it is but, but actually you know the work the work/ I suppose you know 

ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅϥǊŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŦƻǊ ƛǎ ǘƻ ǘŜƭƭ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ά¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀƴ ƛǎǎǳŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪέ ōǳǘ it feels like 

ƭŀōŜƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƳŜΣ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ Ƙŀǎ ŘƻƴŜέ όHealth visitor, pg11), the health visitor expands this sentiment to 

explore the complexity of the CPC recognising it is not just black and white true or false.  

 

Perception of family: 

Within the interview the health visitor refers to the family ŀǘ ǘƛƳŜǎ ŀǎ άƻǳǊ ŎƭƛŜƴǘǎέ, with a distinction 

being made between the work undertaken within the CPC which is a space for professionals and that 

of relational working with parents externally to the CPC.   

 

Perceptions of professionals: 

It has been voiced that with so many professionals involved in the CPC that everyone is assessing and 

no-one is doing the work that is required. The health visitor has within their interview explored the 

hierarchy within the professional network, citing experience and professional role as key to this.  

 

Reflections of interview: 

During the interview there were short laughs, these occurred throughout however were more evident 

when process or professional roles were discussed. Having explored these in context I feel this could 

be interpretated as unvoiced anxiety or something left unsaid.  

There was a strong organisational culture which the health visitor has voiced surrounding blame, 

which is transferred to the exploration of the CPC and wider children protection system.  Within this 

interview there are references to positive work that the health visitor has undertaken with families to 
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bring about positive change, but these are referenced as occurring externally to the environment of 

the CPC.   

 

Police Officer 

Role: 

As a Detective sergeant he has worked for approximately 8 years in the Child Abuse Investigation team 

during this time the role changed in relation to attending conferences with it being felt to have become 

άŎƛǾƛƭƛŀƴƛǎŜŘέ ƛƴ ǎƻƳŜ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜǎΦ άLΩǾŜ ŀǘǘŜƴŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ŀǎ ŀ ŘŜǘŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŜǊƳΣ ŎƻƴǎǘŀōƭŜ ŀƴŘ 

ŘŜǘŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǎŜǊƎŜŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴέ (Police officer, pg1) It was captured that due to 

process there were times when he would, άƴƻǘ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊƛƭȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴȅ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ 

of the matter in hand.  We would just be allocated them.  Also, I have attended case conferences and, 

as being the officer in the ŎŀǎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜƎŀǊŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ƳŀǘǘŜǊΦ {ƻ LΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ 

ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŜ ŀǎ Ƴȅ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ōŀǎŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎέ όPolice officer, 

pg1). 

 

Purpose of CPC: 

The procedural purpose of the CPC is explored as, multi-agency partners joining together to have an 

open and honest discussion whilst giving the family an opportunity to reflect and understand how 

serious the concerns are.  He voices that the focus of the CPC needs to be what will happen next, citing 

the next steps as the most important part, with process being seen as more important to some 

professionals rather than a result. He voices a sense of ŦǊǳǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƘŜƴ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛǎƴΩǘ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ƻǊ 

achieved for children.  

 

Perception of family: 

The police officer has stated the CPC can be cathartic as he is able to openly express opinions which 

are not permitted during  formal police interviews.  άIt was sometimes for [the professionals] quite 

ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƻ ōŜΣ LΩŘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ƘƻƴŜǎǘΦ  bƻt suggesting that social workers or- or those primaries were 

lying, but they had to be very, sometimes overly diplomatic in terms of the language they wanted to 

use, and the message they wanted to give to the family.  Um, because they recognised that they had 

to see them the next day, or the day after.  And had to be able to get into the house and have that 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇΦ  .ŜƛƴƎ ŀ ǇƻƭƛŎŜ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǿƘŜƴ ǿŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘ ŀŦǘŜǊǿŀǊŘǎΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ 
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easier to provide a really, personally, professionally honest perspective and view as to the information 

that was sharedέ όPolice officer, pg2).  

 

Perception of professionals: 

The police officer feels that they are more able to directly challenge than other professionals around 

the table ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ǘƻ άǎƻŦǘ ǇŜŘŀƭέ όPolice officer, pg4). He voices that due to being more 

directive that his voice is more influential within the decision-making forum, with him gaining the 

impression that other professionals seek to take his lead or seek cover, as his primary role involves 

enforcing rules. 

 

Reflections of interview: 

There was a certainty which came across within this interview, a certainty which creates a sense of 

wanting to rescue professional s as well as the child/ young person within the CPC, by providing 

άŎƻǾŜǊέΦ  

 

Probation Officer 

Role: 

The probation officer has been working within the Youth offending service for the last two years with 

prior experience within the probation service managing offenders, more specifically those subject to 

Sexual Offences Prevention Orders. She has attended CPCs in both roles.  

During interview she explores the anxiety evoked by the CPC, as her role in risk assessment relates to 

ǘƘŜ ŀŘǳƭǘ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΣ άI do feel uncomfortable when we are asked to provide our recommendation 

ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŦŜŜƭ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ L Ŏŀƴ ŀǎǎŜǎǎΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ŀƳ ƴƻǘ ŀƴ 

assessor of children ƴƻǘ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀƴ άŀǎǎŜǎǎƻǊ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴέ όProbation officer, pg2).  

 

Purpose of CPC: 

The probation officer initially voices a lack of clarity regarding the specific purpose of the CPC. Latterly 

the CPC is defined as the starting point, for concerns to be highlighted and identifying the work that 

can be done to reduce risk; it is felt this is an environment that shames parents.  
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Perception of family: 

The probation officer outlines her perception that the CPC becomes a shaming process for the family. 

With her expressing anxiety about not understanding the process in the same way as the families do 

not understand the CPC. 

 

Perception of professionals: 

The probation officer does not  perceive the CPC as a process of multi-agency decision making, άI can 

see why it should be multi-agency.  I think ς I think, yes, the decision lies ultimately with multi-agencies 

all talking about it together to come to a unanimous decision.  But the social worker is there as very 

much the ς ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǿƘŀǘ L ŦƻǳƴŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǿƘŀǘ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜέ όProbation officer, pg14).  

 

Reflections of interview: 

During the interview the probation officers uses abbreviations to refer to other professionals, yet 

quickly seeks reassurance that this is ok and understood. Within the context of the interview, it is 

possible that this could be seen as transference ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊǎΩ ƻǿƴ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ŀƴȄƛŜǘȅ 

regarding professional knowledge. Throughout the interview there is a process of reflection being 

undertaken as she explores how she can change her practice to make this more accessible for families 

with her considering in  future writing reports with her clients. 

 

Pastoral Officer 

Role: 

The pastoral officer works within a secondary school and has attended CPCs within this role for three 

years representing the school and students.  He is also άa retired police officer [working] in child 

protection um, for the last few years of my service in the police ser, service and I retired there in 2017.  

Um, the reason I say that is because um, I represented the police within child protection conferences 

and review conferences back ǘƘŜƴέ (Pastoral officer, pg2). There is a voiced difference between the 

previous role within the police and that of pastoral officer, it is cited that the role within education 

does not stop after the CPC. Stating that within his role he ends άǳǇ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǘo pick up the pieces with 
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ǘƘŜ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ŀƴŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅέ όpastoral officer, pg4). There is a noted shift for the pastoral 

officer, of previously being perpetrator and evidence led to now, holding a softer victim focus.   

 

Purpose of CPC: 

 άLΣ L Řƻƴϥǘ ǿƻǊǊȅ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴǎ ƛƴ ŎƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ƛŦ LΩƳ ǘǊǳƭȅ ƘƻƴŜǎǘ ώƭŀǳƎƘǎϐΦ  .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ȅou 

know I, I, I think I've got the experience to be able to um, [pause] do the right thing for the young 

ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ŀŦǘŜǊǿŀǊŘǎ ŀƴȅǿŀȅέ (Pastoral officer, pg15). There is a sense within the interview that the CPC 

fulfils a role categorising risk however, for the pastoral officer the purpose is ensuring young people 

and their families are support which occurs externally to the CPC.  

 

Perception of family: 

The experience of the family has been noted as two-fold, initially feeling as if they are on trial, that 

theȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŘƻƴŜ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǿǊƻƴƎΤ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /t/ ƛǎΣ άto help them achieve 

ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿέ όpastoral officer, pg10).   

 

Perception of professionals  

Within the professional network the pastoral officer explores how his previous role within the police 

allows him to challenge professionals and families in a way that he senses teachers, school nurses and 

nursey workers would not normally feel confident too.  

 

Reflections: 

There are echoes within this interview that align with that of the deputy headteacher and police officer 

which highlights the two differing roles, one in which relational working is central to provide ongoing 

support. And the other, the police side which allows a more direct approach due, to there being no 

need to maintain a relationship with the family.  

 

Social Worker 

Role: 



 
 

62 
 

The social worker has attended child protection conference for 12 years having worked within the 

child protection arena since qualifying  ά9ǊƳΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ŦƛǾŜ ȅŜŀǊǎ LΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀƴ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜŘ 

practitioner, so supervising social workers who are holding or allocated to children who again need to, 

er, to either be escalated up to child protection, attend conferences or, or, er, have a de-plan, erm, and 

ŜƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǎǘŀǘǳǎέ όsocial worker, pg1). 

 

Purpose of CPC: 

The social worker cites the CPC as the bread and butter of her role with discussion being very matter 

of fact.  The purpose of the CPC is clearly defined as a multi-agency discussion to share and analyse 

information to understand what risk a child is deemed to be at, allowing a plan to be developed. άLn 

ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜΣ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎΣ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘΩǎ ǊŜŀƭly ensuring that we understand what 

those worries, what that harm, potential harm is to the child, so that our focus and understanding of 

ǘƘŀǘ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭƛǾŜŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜΣ ŜǊƳΣ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ƻŦ ƘŀǊƳέ όsocial worker, pg4).  

 

Perception of family: 

The nature of preparing parents and children/young people for conference is clearly explored by the 

social worker, which is unique to all eight interviews. She voices a professional responsibility to ensure 

families are not  hearing concerns for the first time. άL ǘƘƛƴƪ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ ŀΣ ƛǎ ŀ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ōŀǎŜŘΣ 

ŜǊƳΣ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴΦ 9ǊƳΣ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘΩǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ǎǘǊƛǾŜ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ƎƻƻŘ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊƛŜŘ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ, 

so appropriate working relationships with the children, with families, with parents, erm, because often 

ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǎǘǊŜǎǎŦǳƭ ǘƛƳŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳέ (social worker, pg8).  

 

Perception of professionals: 

The social worker states that within the CPC she feels that the onus in terms of decision making is 

placed upon the social worker with, other professionals looking to the social workers recommendation 

to aid their decision making. The social worker also said that on occasions professionals have altered 

their position after hearing her recommendations.   

 

Reflections: 
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This was probably the hardest interview to undertake due to having been in the same professional 

position, it meant I was required to make sure I was not just hearing my own experiences within her 

narrative. I am conscious however that my physical responses may have at times lead to the narrative 

not being further expanded upon due to a sense of shared understanding and experience. My own 

professional experiences of attending CPCs would have been voiced differently professionally, I found 

these spaces a point of conflict between professionals trying to point the finger regarding 

responsibility and inaction. However, I also worked in short term teams which meant post conference 

I did not have to maintain a relationship with the family which meant I could be more direct rather 

than relational in my professional opinion.  

 

Substance misuse worker 

Role: 

άLƴ Ƴȅ ǊƻƭŜ ŀǎ ŀ {ǳōǎǘŀƴŎŜ aƛǎǳǎŜ ²ƻǊƪŜǊΣ ŜǊƳΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜΩŘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ŀǘǘŜƴŘ /ƘƛƭŘ 

tǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ /ƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻǊŜ ƎǊƻǳǇǎΦ  9ǊƳΣ LΩŘ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ Ǝƻ ǘƻ ƳŀȅōŜ ŀŎǘǳŀƭ ŎƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƻǊ 

ŦƻǳǊ ŀ ȅŜŀǊέΦ From the outset attending CPCs has been cited as part of the job an expectation, with 

the substance misuse worker first attending a CPC over ten years ago.  

 

Purpose of CPC: 

¢ƘŜ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /t/ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜŘ άfrom the social services perspective it is almost, er, well if 

ǿŜΩǊŜ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ƛǘ ǘƻ /ƘƛƭŘ tǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ /ƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǿŜ ŦŜŜƭ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ƴŜŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƻ be here because 

otherwise why do you have a Child Protection Conference, erm, and I think almost if you look at it from 

ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƛǘΩǎ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜƴ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƎŜƴŎƛŜǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǘƻ ōŀǎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ōŀŎƪ ȅƻǳ ǳǇΣ 

ŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ ǎŀȅ ǿŜƭƭ ȅŜŀƘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎΣ ǿŜΩƭƭ ŀƭƭ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎΣ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŘƻƴŜ ŀƴŘ L ƎǳŜǎǎ 

ƛǘ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ǘŀƪŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƻƴǳǎ ŀƴŘ Ŧǳƭƭ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǿƻǊƪŜǊ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ōŜƛƴƎ ƳŀŘŜΧ ōǳǘ 

I guess effectively before walking in there a decision has been made on some ƭŜǾŜƭ ƘŀǎƴΩǘ ƛǘΚέ 

(Substance misuse worker, pg11). Although this purpose is voiced, he later explored how the purpose 

might be explained to patients that he is working with seeing it, in this context as providing extra 

support to allow parents to function better.  

 

Perception of family: 
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Within the course of the interview the child is not mentioned by the substance misuse worker with 

focus being upon his relationship and work with the parent.  He outlines that he ensures before 

attending CPCs that he shares reports with the patient to remain open, it is outlined that he does this 

ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǎǳǊŜ ƘŜ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǎŜŜƴ ǘƻ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Řemonising process. 

 

Perception of professionals: 

It has been voiced within the interview that collaboration between professionals is impacted due to 

dominant voices within the multi-agency network, with him feeling like an outsider. 

 

Reflections: 

This interview can be perceived as highlighting two tasks of the CPC, supporting parents but also 

punishing them. With these two tasks being voiced within the interview there is a sense of the 

substance misuse worker not being overly clear of their role within the CPC. 

 

These pen pictures have been developed to provide the readers insight into each of the research 

participants highlighting the differing professional systems, values and beliefs that come together 

within the CPC to undertake the task of ensuring the wellbeing of children and young people.   

 

4.2 Saints of the system  

 

Daveny and Spratt (2009) distinguish that to protect the most vulnerable a, collective system of 

professionals is required. What happens when these professionals come together; is influenced by 

politics, society, and economics, intertwined with lived personal and professional experiences.  Within 

the eight interviews attention has been paid to the perceived purpose, function, and role of each 

professional as depicted within the pen pictures. Over the course of the second part of this chapter 

professional pen pictures will be critically explored providing insight into the organisational and 

professional influences entering the multi-agency system.  
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Good intentions 

Across the eight interviews it was evident that individually each professional was aware of their 

responsibility in relation CP, with this underpinned by good intentions, enusring the wellbeing and 

protection of the children and young people. These good intentions were influenced by their primary 

role with those from an education background focusing on ensuring children can achieve their 

potential academically. 

Discourse surrounding attending CPCǎΩ saw an initial spectrum develop in terms of professional 

perceptions, those who saw the process as invitational and those that depicted it is as a formal 

requirement of their role, figure 12 further depicts this spectrum.  

 

(Figure 12: Professional expectations of attendance)  

The landscape is however more complex than figure 12 suggests with the deputy headteacher citing 

receiving invitations to the CPC which could be seen as passivity, they have the option; alongside this, 

she cites an expectation that they will be invited.  

άIn the December just gone one of our students, there was a case conference for one of our 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΦ  L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘΣ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ ƛƴǾƛǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƛǘΦ  Lǘ ǿŀǎ ƧǳǎǘΣ άhƘ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǿŀǎ 

put on ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ Ǉƭŀƴ ŀǘΣ ǘǿƻ ǿŜŜƪǎ ŀƎƻέΦ  !ƴŘ LΣ LΣ L ǿŀǎΣ L ǿŀǎ ǎƻΣ ǎƻ ŦǊǳǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ ǳƳΣ 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜΣ ǘƘŜȅ ōŀǎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ŀǇƻƭƻƎƛǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎŀȅΣ ά¸ŜŀƘΣ ǎƻǊǊȅ ǿŜ ŦƻǊƎƻǘ ǘƻ ƛƴǾƛǘŜ ȅƻǳέΦ 

(Deputy head teacher pg20) 

There is a complex interplay in which professionals have been seen to explore their duty externally to 

the CPC denoting their role as shaped by experience and intra-agency perceptions.  
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 άAs far as I can remember it was more the letter came through with one, for one of my patients, 

I went up to my [ƛƴŜ aŀƴŀƎŜǊΣ ά[ƛƪŜ ƻƪŀȅ LΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘΣ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻΣ ǿƘŀǘ Řƻ L ƴŜŜŘ 

to ŘƻΚέΦ  !ƴŘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀƭ ŎƘŀǘ ŀōƻǳǘΣ ά²Ŝƭƭ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ 

ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎΦ   tŜƻǇƭŜ ǎƛǘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻƳŜ ǳǇ ǿƛǘƘ ŀΣ ŀ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴΦέ  ό{ǳōǎǘŀƴce misuse 

worker pg8) 

It is evident from these interviews that professionals are acutely aware of their professional 

responsibility to ensure the safety and wellbeing of children and young people; they appear to hold 

differing experiences in terms of their expectations within this network.  

 

Purpose of the CPC  

Within interviews professionals discussed at the outset their perception regarding the task and 

purpose of the CPC represented in figure 13, referencing multi-agency information sharing as the key 

principle.  

άThe purpose of the conference is for, erm, the discussion, the multiagency discussion to share 

information, analyse information to understand what risk the child is deemed to be at and 

understanding wh- ǿƘŀǘ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƘƛƭŘ ƛŦΣ ƛŦ ƛǘΩǎ ŘŜŜƳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ Řƻ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘ 

protection plan under what category and what, what does the plan look like, what does that 

ǎŀŦŜǘȅ Ǉƭŀƴ ƭƻƻƪ ƭƛƪŜ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƘŀǊƳŦǳƭ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊǎ ƻǊ ƘŀǊƳŦǳƭ ǿƻǊǊƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜέ 

(Social worker pg3). 
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Figure 13: Professional perceived purpose of CPCs 

 

Findings indicate that professionals feel unable to operate in isolation during the CPC with information 

and professional expertise being required from across the professional spectrum and  involvement 

with the family. 

άLǘ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǿƻǊƪ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ƛǘ ōŜƛƴƎ ǳƳΣ ŀ joined-up approach.  Um, because no one professional 

Ŏŀƴ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ Ŧǳƭƭ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜΦ  {ƻΣ ŀƎŜƴŎƛŜǎ ǿƛƭƭ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ƳŜ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ŀƎŜƴŎȅ ŎƘŜŎƪ ŀƴŘ LΩƭƭ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ 

ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ƎƛǾŜ ǘƘŜƳ ǎƴƛǇǇŜǘǎΦ  ¢ƘŜȅΩƭƭ ƎŜǘ ǎƴƛǇǇŜǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ƘŜŀƭǘƘΣ ǘƘŜȅΩƭƭ ƎŜǘ ǎƴƛǇǇŜǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǳƳΣ L 

don't know multi-agency team.  Whoever else is involved, Ed Psych, previous school.  Um, 

ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ƛŦ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ǎǇƭƛǘ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΣ ǘƘŜȅΩƭƭ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƎŜǘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘΣ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ōƛǘǎ ƻŦ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ȅƻǳ 

ƪƴƻǿ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΦ  LǘΩǎ ƻƴƭȅ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ Ƨƻƛƴ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ ǳǇ ǘƘŀǘ ǘhey can actually 

ƎŜǘ ŀ ŎƭŜŀǊ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘΩǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴέ ό5ŜǇǳǘȅ IŜŀŘǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ǇƎннύΦ  

 

Figure 13 suggests that professionals perceived purpose aligns with procedural and legislative 

frameworks; it is important here to highlight this is theiǊ άŦƛǊǎǘ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴέ ŎŀǇǘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƎƻƻŘ 

intentions which later develops in interviews to explore what actually happens. 

 άI find some of them sometimes ς they are a forum, a public forum to tell that parent what 

ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǿǊƻƴƎΣ ǿƘŜǊŜŀǎΣ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ ƛŦ ǿŜΩǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΣ ŜǘŎΣ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ 

respond better to praise rather than ς ƛǘΩǎ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ŀ ǎƘŀƳƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΣ ǳƳΣ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ 

conference ς ǾŜǊȅ ƳǳŎƘ ŀ ǎƘŀƳƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΦ  ¸ƻǳΩǾŜ ŘƻƴŜ ǘƘƛǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǿƘȅ ȅƻǳǊ ƪƛŘǎ ŀǊŜ ƻƴ 

ŀ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ Ǉƭŀƴέ όtǊƻbation officer pg16) 

άvǳƛǘŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ŀǊŜΣ LΣ LΣ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ŦŜŜƭ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜȅϥǊŜ ƻƴ ǘǊƛŀƭΦ  ¦ƳΣ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ 

ƪƴƻǿ ƛǘΩǎ ŜǊΣ ǘƘŜȅϥǊŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅϥǊŜΣ ǘƘŜȅϥǊŜ ƛƴ ŎƻǳǊǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ ŘƻƴŜ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ 

ǿǊƻƴƎΦ  ¦ƳΣ ǿƘŜǊŜŀǎ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜΩǊŜ ŀƭƭ really trying to do is to help them achieve the 

ǊƛƎƘǘ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿέ όtŀǎǘƻǊŀƭ hŦŦƛŎŜǊ ǇƎмлύΦ 

 

The above quotes mention the structure of the CPC as a public forum or court setting which could be 

seen in parallel to nature multi-agency forum and collective responsibility outlined in figure 13. The 

nature of a forum or court setting creates a more formal image but also a depicts there being two 

sides rather than multi-agency collaboration originally voiced by professionals. 
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Aligning with this the concept a the court setting creates, an air of formality which has been 

highlighted across five of the eight interviews as an inhibitor to professional confidence and family 

participation.  

άUm, there's something I think about the formality er, of the context that doesn't help people 

feel um, comfortable er, about sharing their views.  Um, I think there's something about the 

formality that makes people feel er, almost like they're giving evidence.  Um, and er, that they 

feel very exposed about how they're contributing in that kind of contextέ (Family therapist pg1) 

άL ǘƘƛƴƪ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ǇƻƳǇƻǳǎ ς people like a process, people ς ƛǘΩǎ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ŀ ōƛǘ ƻŦ ŀ ǇƻǿŜǊ 

thing as well, possibly.  I understand that they have to have formality to them, because it is a 

serious thing, but in my experience, I think you get a better reaction out of people and you get 

a better working relationship with people when things are a bit softened.  When things are 

ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǊŘ ƛǘΩǎ ǎŎŀǊȅ ς espŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘ ά όProbation officer pg16). 

 

Formality of the CPC has been linked by the police officer to duration, with him questioning the 

effectiveness due to both length, 2-2.5 hours and repetition of previous professional meetings, 

strategy discussions. Five out of the eight professionals suggested the duration of the CPC becomes 

exclusionary to not only them, but families too. It has been voiced that as three hours are set aside 

that the full time should be used. 

 ά²ƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƛƴǘΚ  ²ŜΩǊŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ǎƛǘǘƛƴƎ ƘŜǊŜΣ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀƴ ƘƻǳǊ LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ 

ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ōŀŎƪΦΩ  !ƴŘ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ς quite angry about it, and I think [the mother] did eventually 

leave. So, yeah, very long-ǿƛƴŘŜŘΦ  L ŦƛƴŘ ǘƘŜƳ ƘŀǊŘ ǘƻ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ ŀƴŘ LΩƳ ŀ Ǉrofess ς supposed to 

ōŜ ŀ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭΦ  ώƭŀǳƎƘǎϐέ (Probation officer pg8) 

 άYou know, you- you- case conferences go on to- for far too long.  Far too long.  Um.  People 

feel they have to speak ΧΦ  ǉǳƛǘŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴ ŀǿŦǳƭ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ƛƴŦƻrmation 

put in.  But because it was down for two hours and it was an afternoon, they felt they had to 

ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ǎŀȅ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎΦ  ²ƘƛŎƘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŀŘŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴΦ  {ƻ- so they are very ineffective 

ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘƛƳŜέ όPolice officer pg7) 

 ά¦ƳΣ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻw we've had three and a half hour conferences recently [laughs] um, entirely 

dictated by the chair you know.  And there was no reason for it to be longer than an hour ever 

and, and it is very much dictated by the chair.  Particularly you know it, with the process we 

have at the moment if the process is followed then it lasts an hour, if it isn't followed it will 
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ramble on forever.  Um, and I think you know that just doesn't give a family a fair opportunity 

ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎέ όIŜŀƭǘƘ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊ ǇƎмоύΦ   

Initial perceptions of the CPC have held multi-agency working and collaboration as a cornerstone to 

the process as noted above these good intentions and idealisation of the CPC is eroded as formality 

impacts professional behaviours and responses within the CPC. 

  

 Knowledge  

Due to the nature of the multi-agency network all professionals have within their interview explored 

their role within the CPC which is influenced by their professional knowledge base. There has been an 

acceptance that there needs to be a level of shared understanding of the CPC and professional roles 

which is gained through multi-agency training. Professionals in this study paid attention to the training 

they received to prepare them for the CPC and wider CP system. It is postulated within all interviews 

ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŀƴŎŜ ōȅ ǎƻƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ άǘƘǊƻǿƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŜǇ ŜƴŘέ as CP and CPCs are an 

expectation of their role (Deputy head-teacher pg1).  

ά²ƘŜƴ L ŦƛǊǎǘ ǿŜƴǘ ǘƻ ŀ /ƘƛƭŘ Protection Conference, I remember being very nervous, er, 

ŀǇǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ōŜŦƻǊŜ L ǿŜƴǘΦ  L ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ƳǳŎƘΣ ŜǊΣ ǘŀƭƪ ƻǊ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǳǇ ǘƻ 

going to one of these conferences.  It was just stated it was part of your role and you needed 

ǘƻ ŀǘǘŜƴŘέ (Substance misuse worker pg1). 

άbever training to, there was never any formal training that tells you what to do in a child 

protection case conference.  It was just er, sort of um, the usual um, multi-disciplinary training 

ƛƴΣ ƛƴ ŜǊΣ ǎŀŦŜƎǳŀǊŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ Ǌƛǎƪ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿέ όCŀƳƛƭȅ ǘƘŜǊŀǇƛǎǘ pg7). 

The social worker explored that in her role she shadowed colleagues ŀǘ /t/Ωǎ ǇǊƛƻǊ ǘƻ ŀǘǘŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƻƴŜ 

on her own; she is also aware that this is not an experience shared across the professional network. 

ά9ǉǳŀƭƭȅ L ƪƴƻǿ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ǿƘƻ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴȅΣ ŜǊƳΣ ǎƘŀŘƻǿƛƴƎ 

opportunities and were writing child, child protection conference reports as a duty worker not 

ever having met the family and attending conferences, delivering that information never 

meeting the family until the day and then talking about a family in such detail as a virtual 

stranger to the family. (Social worker, pg7). 
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Professionals shared within their interviews that they would rely on their own professional knowledge 

bases to support decision-making suggesting that this directly impacts how they view risk and 

therefore their decision-making. 

άPeople can interpret things differently and see things from a, from a different perspective and 

I think social workers are very much trained into putting things in boxes as a lot of professionals 

ŀǊŜΣ ŜǊƳΣ ǎƻ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳ ƛǘ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ǾŜǊȅ ōƭŀŎƪ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƛǘŜ ŀƴŘ ƭƛŦŜ ƛǎƴΩǘ ōƭŀŎƪέ όSubstance misuse 

worker, pg9). 

ά!ǎ ŀ ōǳǎȅ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴȅ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎǘǳŦŦΣ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŀǘ 

document to work out whether that ς you know, what services are needed, for me is really 

difficult.  So, I have to kind of ς well, I use my intuition, I use what feels right, my gut feeling, 

you know, my idea of risk and kind of apply my knowledge of risk in relation to adults over to 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴέ όtǊƻōŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊ, pg3) 

ά{ƻ, um no we don't all get the same um, er, training and so, I think we er, s, from that point 

of view we have a different level of understanding.  But we also work in very different contexts 

um, so um, I, I think we al come at it from our different contexts.  So, I would expect us to have 

different ideas of I, I think we would come to different conclusions naturallyέ όCŀƳƛƭȅ ǘƘŜǊŀǇƛǎǘ, 

pg7). 

 

Professionals within this study have indicated that training and their own preparedness for CPCs 

creates anxiety, resulting in the deputy headteacher feeling thrown in the deep end and the probation 

officer unable to make a decision regarding risk. This anxiety appears to be further compounded as 

professionals are aware they do not receive the same training nor share the same perspective of 

language surrounding risk.  

άǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭ ǘŜǊƳƛƴƻƭƻƎȅ ōŜƛƴƎ ǘƘǊƻǿƴ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘŀōƭŜǎΣ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ 

different professions with their own acronyms and their own ways of explaining things and 

there are often cases ǿƘŜǊŜΣ ŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ƻǊ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ 

understand some of the terminology being thrown around and also other professionals from 

ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ǎŀƛŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ 

technical spiel which they just assume that everyone else understandsέ ό{ǳōǎǘŀƴŎŜ ƳƛǎǳǎŜ 

worker, pg2).   
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It is evident the differences in professional knowledge previously felt to ensure e a full picture of the 

child lived experience is gained, in fact also causes anxiety for professionals within the CPC due to 

concerns ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ƴƻǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ. 

 

Professional Orientation   

The purpose and functionality of the CPC could be seen to be influenced by professional positions 

within the spectrum of relational verses process approaches to CP. Relational practice sits within a 

psychoanalytical lens in which the therapeutic relationship is utilised to bring about effective change 

whereas process led practice operates within resource and procedural remits (Tosone, 2004).  Figure 

14 depicts how professionals in the eight interviews voiced their practice orientation. 

 

(Figure 14: Professional orientation)  

 

The family therapist provides consistent clarity in her interview ensuring the family are central to her 

role which is underpinned by her systemic perspectives in which relationships and understanding 

power dynamics are key. At the other end of the spectrum is the police officer who is influenced by 

criminal process seeking to find the guilty, in this case parents.  

ά²ƘŜƴŜǾŜǊ L Řƻ ǎƘŀǊŜ Ƴȅ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜΣ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΣ L ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŜǊΣ 

invite the family to respond to what I've said.  And er, ask them if they share my view of what 

I think the intervention has been like er, or whether they differ.  

Um, and I think that's the other bit that I, you asked me earlier what makes me anxious.  Um, 

when er, professionals talk in conferences about the family as if they're not there.  So, I kind of 

ŦŜŜƭ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜǊŜϥǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀ ǘŜƴŘŜƴŎȅ ǘƻΣ ǘƻ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ Ŏŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘ άƳǳƳέ ƻǊ άŘŀŘέ ǳƳΣ ŀƴŘ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ 

ǘŀƭƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƳ ŜǊΣ ŀǊƻǳƴŘέ όFamily therapist pg4) 



 
 

72 
 

ά!ƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦΣ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜŘ us though, you know?  If they needed to maintain that 

relationship and they would be far quicker to be supportive for the family and look upon, be 

ǊŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊǎΦ  ¸ƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ƴƛŎŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜǎΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ 

[professionaƭǎΩ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŀƴŘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴϐ would be reaching for the positives.  More often than 

actually the factual information or where the evidence that we- ǘƘŜȅΩŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ƻǊ ǘƘŜȅ 

had, provided.  And so they- ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎƻŦǘ ǇŜŘŀƭ ǉǳƛǘŜ ƻŦǘŜƴΣ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳΩŘ ǎŜŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳΩŘ 

ǊŜŀƭƛǎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǎƻŦǘ ǇŜŘŀƭέ (Police officer pg4). 

It is important to recognise the differing professional positions though, the family therapistǎΩ primary 

role is focused on relational working with no legislative responsibility for the protection of children, 

whereas the police officer finds their role pre-occupied with the safety and welfare of the vulnerable 

procedurally and legislatively. The pastoral officer has been able to capture this nuance due to his dual 

experience the differing approaches to process and relational practice. 

άL ǘŀƛƭƻǊ Ƴȅ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ L ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ƛǎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎŜΦ  .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ LΩƳ ǾŜǊȅ ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎΣ ŀǎ ŀ ǇƻƭƛŎŜ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊ L ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ 

working with thŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΦ  {ƻΣ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ Řƻƴϥǘ ŎŀǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ōǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ ƳƻǊŜ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ ƛǘΣ ƛǘΩǎ 

ƳƻǊŜ ƻŦΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƳƻǊŜΣ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΦ  bƻǿΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǾŜǊȅ ƳǳŎƘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŜǊΣ ƛƴ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŀǎΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭΦ  {ƻΣ ȅŜŀƘ ƛǘΩǎ Ǝƻǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘΣ ƛǘΩǎ Ǝƻǘ ǘƻ 

ōŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘΣ ƛǘΩǎ Ǝƻǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǎƻŦǘŜǊέ όPastoral office pg14). 

 

Both the substance misuse worker and deputy head-teacher have voiced the importance of 

maintaining their positive relationships externally of the CPC which influences their perceptions within 

the CPC. 

ά¦ƳΣ ǎƻ ȅƻǳ Řƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǎȅƳǇŀǘƘƛǎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƻ ŀ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ǎƘƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƛǘƘ 

your body language at meetings.  Yeah, I think that just aids the, it aids the relationship and it 

shows the parent or carer that actually, you're on their side.  And you want things to be better 

for them as well, you're not just there to er, kind of enforce the laws of child protection if you 

likeέ (Deputy Head-teacher, pg3).  

άL guess my job was a very supporting role in respect of trying to help people move forwards 

but on the other hand if there were, there were missed tests or positive tests I have to feed 

ǘƘŀǘ ōŀŎƪΦ  LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻΣ LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŎƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǳǇ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƪŜ ƻŦ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ŀ 

therapeutic relationship becŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƭȅ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘΩǎ ƳŜŀƴǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ōǳǘ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ 
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definitely sense that some professionals and, and the families involved there is negativity you 

Ŏŀƴ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘŜƭƭ ƛƴ ōƻŘȅ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜέ ό{ǳōǎǘŀƴŎŜ ƳƛǎǳǎŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊΣ ǇƎмрύΦ  

In contrast to this the policŜ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊ ƛǎ ǾŜǊȅ ŎƭŜŀǊ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎƛƴƎ ŀǎ ƘŜ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ 

to maintain and relationship with the family post CPC.  

άI recognised that [professionals] have to maintain an ongoing relationship with the families, 

ǘƻ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƻǊǎΦ  Lǘ ǿŀǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳ ǉǳƛǘŜ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƻ ōŜΣ LΩŘ ƘŀǾŜ 

to say honest.  Not suggesting that social workers or- or those primaries were lying, but they 

had to be very, sometimes overly diplomatic in terms of the language they wanted to use, and 

the message they wanted to give to the familyέ (Police officer pg2) 

Relational working is not only influenced by the role of the professional but organisational contexts 

and resources with, four professionals in this study voicing the impact of professionals attending and 

sharing information when they have never met the family.  

ά²ŜΩǊŜ ŎƭƻǎŜ ǘƻ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƛƳŜǎ ǿƘŜƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ Řƻ ƛǘ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǘƘŜƴ 

you know parachute in the duty social worker.  Had no idea about the case and it was actually 

ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ƘŀŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ ƪƴŜǿ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜέ όIŜŀƭǘƘ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊ ǇƎпύΦ 

άLΩǾŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǳƴŦƻǊǘǳƴŀǘŜƭȅ ōŜŜƴ ƛƴ /ƘƛƭŘ tǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ /ƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǿƻǊƪŜǊ coming 

ƛƴ ƘŀǎƴΩǘ ōŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǿƻǊƪŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƻǊ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ Řǳǘȅ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǿƻǊƪŜǊ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

ǿƻǊƪŜǊ ƛǎ ƻŦŦ ǎƛŎƪ ƻǊ ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ ƭŜŦǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊƻƭŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŀ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ 

ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ǎƻ ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ŎƻƳŜǎ ǘƻ ōŜƛƴƎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴŜŘ about things written in there they 

ŎŀƴΩǘ ǎŀȅ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎΦ  ¢ƘŜȅΩƭƭ Ƨǳǎǘ ǎŀȅΣ ά²Ŝƭƭ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ 

ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŜŘέ ό{ǳōǎǘŀƴŎŜ ƳƛǎǳǎŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊ ǇƎрύΦ  

Figure 14 captures the practice approach of professionals within the CPC highlighting the professional 

differences in who they perceive and respond to families within the CP system and subsequently 

within the CPC itself.  

 

What has been presented  

Within this chapter as readers, you have been introduced to the eight professionals that participated 

within this study. All professionals have provided clarity regarding the perceived purpose of the CPC, 

a multi-agency forum in which responsibility for decision making is shared as no, one professional 

holds a full picture of the child lived experience. However, this chapter has offered insight into the 

discrepancy between perception and reality as ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎΩ roles, knowledge and orientation begins 
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to impact their shared understanding to the CPC evoking anxiety and movement away from the 

perceived task. 

  

To operate effectively as a multi-agency network shared understanding of the task is required.  

Chapter five is set to explore the impact of differing professional positions coming together to 

undertake a shared task within the CPC paying attention to the unconscious aspects of the group 

process.   

 

 



 
 

75 
 

Chapter 5 Evolving professional disillusionment  

 

CPCs are reliant on collaborative working, chapter 4 paid attention to the differing organisational 

contexts of professionals; the CPC requires professionals to function as a temporary organisation, 

influenced by their wider professional and personal organisations, values and beliefs. This temporary 

organisation sees professionals exposed to human vulnerability, uncertainty and imposed societal 

perceptions as they are in-charged with protecting the most vulnerable in society.  Subsequently 

professionals find themselves entangled in an unconscious interplay of fear and anxiety.  

In chapter four we were introduced some conscious causes of anxiety, differing professional 

knowledge and training alongside the formality of the CPC. In this chapter the discussion moves to the 

unconscious evolution of anxiety and associated professional behaviours. 

 

5.1 The dumping ground  

 

Within this study all professionals have spoken about their emotional responses to the CPC with 

anxiety being mentioned in seven of the eight interviews with, the social worker the only professional 

not to associate the CPC with heightened anxiety explicitly. Iǘ ƛǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ /t/Ωǎ 

deal with the aspects of society that are intolerable, it is therefore unsurprising that they become an 

arena of heightened anxiety (Beveridge, 1942). 

ά[/t/Ωǎ ŀǊŜ ǎomewhere] everybody er, has a heightened um, level of anxiety.  So, um, even as 

a professional who um, is one of the people within the system that holds a level of power er, 

particularly in relation to the family.  Er, I find myself feeling quite anxious entering into that 

ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ǎǇŀŎŜέ όFamily therapist, pg1) 

 

Professional disillusionment  

Professional perceptions of the CPC within chapter four explored the good inventions that 

professional attend holding however, within this study they have proposed a secondary focus of the 

CPC as finding an individual to blame or place fault upon. The police officer directly explores the CPC 

as ŀƴ ŜƴǉǳƛǊȅ ƛƴǘƻ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƛƴƎ άwhose fault is it and why did you do that?έ όPolice officer, pg16). There 

is an undercurrent which is present within the interviews that the CPC provides opportunity to discuss 
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ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŦŀƛƭǳǊŜΣ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ failure of a parent to protect or a failure of professionals to act. The 

resultant impact of which sees professionals attempt to find someone blame.   

ά²ŜΩƭƭ ƧǳǎǘƛŦȅ ƛǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛŦ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ DƻŘ ŦƻǊōƛŘ ŘƛŘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴ ǘƘŜƴ ǿƘƻΩǎ 

going to get ǘƘŜ ōƭŀƳŜΚ  LǘΩǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŎƻƳŜ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ǳǎ ŀƴŘ ǿŜΩǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŜƴŘ ǳǇ ƛƴΣ ƛƴ ǘǊƻǳōƭŜ 

ŦƻǊ ƛǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ŦŜŀǊ ŦŀŎǘƻǊ ƛƴ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ 

(Substance misuse worker, pg10). 

I think also, sort of um, you know professional concern that if they make a decision and 

something goes wrong then they're gonna be blamed for that.  And I think that very much 

influences um, decision making sort of at the end of conference (Health visitor, pg2). 

 

The health visitor discusses how the blame culture within their organisation surrounding safeguarding 

transfers to the CPC ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ άōŀŎƪ Řƻǿƴ ǘƻ ǿƘƻǎŜ Ŧŀǳƭǘ ƛǎ ƛǘ ŀƴŘ ǿƘȅ ŘƛŘ ȅƻǳ Řƻ ǘƘŀǘΚέ όǇƎмрύΦ 

Findings suggest that the blame culture leaves professionals fearful of getting it wrong, missing 

something and being held publicly accountable, creating a conflict between their good intentions and 

reality.  

ά{ƻΣ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΣ LΩƳΣ LΩƳΣ LΩƳ ǾŜǊȅ ŀǿŀǊŜΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜ ǘƘƛƴƎ ƛŦ LΩƳ ōŜƛƴƎ honest that, about 

my role that keeps me awake at night.  The, you know you'll, you'll have these moments just 

before bed where you'll think oh, did I log that, did I, did I, did I do this, did I, did I do, did I make 

that right call?  Did I, did I, did I ring that professional back, did I refer that in, should I have 

ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴΚ  !ƴŘ ȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘΣ ƘƻƴŜǎǘƭȅ ƛǘΩǎΣ ƛǘΣ ƛǘΣ ƛǘ ǿŜƛƎƘǎ ƘŜŀǾȅ ƛǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŘƻŜǎ ǿŜƛƎƘ ƘŜŀǾȅΦ  

LŦ ƛǘ ƎƻŜǎ ǿǊƻƴƎ ƛǘΩƭƭ Ǝƻ ǿǊƻƴƎ ōƛƎ ǘƛƳŜέ (Deputy headteacher, pg22). 

The deputy headteacher explicitly postulates her inability to disconnect as consequences of getting it 

wrong, impact not only her professional life by her personal life too. It is proposed that a checklist, 

άŘƛŘ LέΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƛŎƪ-boxes become a mechanism to manage the uncertainty and ensure nothing is missed.  

Professionals have directly alluded to the view shared by Ayre (2001) that the fear of missing 

something vital encourages practice so defensive that the system and practice seeks to protect 

professionals rather than the child. Within three interviews there was a sense generated that anxiety 

stems from the fear of doing more harm than good, as previously noted by the substance misuse 

worker as, a fear of getting it wrong. 
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ά{ƻΣ ǘƘŜǊŜϥǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƛǊ ŀǎƪǎ you is a social worker just gonna think 

ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ƴƻǘ Ǝƻǘ ŀ ŎƭǳŜΣ ȅƻǳ Řƻƴϥǘ ŘŜŀƭ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘƛǎ Řŀȅ ōȅ ŘŀȅΦ  {ƻΣ ȅƻǳΣ ȅƻǳ Řƻ ǿƻǊǊȅ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ōƛǘ 

about getting it wrong but I would rather get it wrong and ere on the side of caution if that 

ƳŀƪŜǎ ǎŜƴǎŜέ ό5ŜǇǳǘȅ IŜŀŘ-teacher, pg9).  

I think sometimes you know people can be influenced um, by this blame culture.  And by the 

fact that they feel that you know, we call it holding to account or holding accountable but it 

isn't actually [laughs] a lot of the time.  Because itΩǎ ȅƻǳǊ ƻǿƴ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ȅƻǳ 

ƪƴƻǿΣ L ƪƴƻǿ ƛŦ LϥǾŜ ƳŜǎǎŜŘ ǳǇΣ L ǿƛƭƭ ǘŜƭƭ ȅƻǳ ƛŦ LϥǾŜ ƳŜǎǎŜŘ ǳǇΣ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƻƴΩǘΦ  ¦ƳΣ ŀƴŘ 

ƛǘΩǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅϥǊŜ ǎŎŀǊŜŘ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ 

you know sort of trouble free (Health visitor, pg17). 

 

!ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǿƻǊƪŜǊ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ŎƛǘŜΣ ŀ ŦŜŀǊ ƻŦ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ƛǘ ǿǊƻƴƎΣ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ 

explore her current role as a senior social worker implies a position of pass or fail as she άƎǊŀŘŜǎ 

ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎέ of other social workers with quality assuring being applied to provide certainty to decision-

making (social worker, pg1).  

 

Holding power 

Initial perceptions of the CPC within this study saw professionals outline multi-agency collaboration 

as a cornerstone to a system in which responsibility is shared however, this perception begun eroding 

with a shift away from shared power and responsibility with a hierarchy developing within the multi-

agency network. This hierarchy or a pecking order appears to reduce professional accountability and 

responsibility within the multi-agency forum.  

ά!ƴŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǊŀƛƎƘǘ ŀǿŀȅ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǳǎ ŀƭƭ ǘƻ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǿŜ ǎǘŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ 

to each other.  You know so, you might see you know er, ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǿƻǊƪŜǊ ƻƴ ǎƻƳŜōƻŘȅΩǎ 

ōŀŘƎŜ ƻǊ ȅƻǳ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǎŜŜ ƘŜŀŘǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ƻƴ ǎƻƳŜōƻŘȅ ŜƭǎŜΩǎ ōŀŘƎŜΦ  !ƴŘ ǳƳΣ ŜǊΣ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ǎŜƴƛƻǊ 

ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ŜƭǎŜ ŜǊΣ ŜǊΣ ŀΣ ŀΣ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǊŀƛƎƘǘ ŀǿŀȅ ƛǘΩǎ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ƭƛƪŜ ŜǊΣ ǘƘŜǊŜϥǎ ŀ ǇŜŎƪƛƴƎ ƻǊŘŜǊ ŜǊΣ 

within that system.  Of who holds ǇƻǿŜǊ ŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƻ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘέ όFamily therapist, pg13). 

Professional identity appeared to determine hierarchy with leadership and followship seemingly 

taking a natural order.  This appears to be influenced by several factors, the police officer discusses 

άŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜέ ŀǎ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀƭΣ ǿƛǘƘ άŎƻǊǇƻǊŀƭǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŀƳΣ ǿƘƻ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ƻŦŦŜǊ ώǘƘŜϐ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜέ 

(Police officer pg10). This notion of experience was central to the police officerΩǎ narrative when 
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ŜȄǇƭƻǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎ ǿƛǘƘ άŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜέ ōŜƛƴƎ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘƭȅ 

mentioned twenty-six times.  

άLϥǾŜ ƎŀƛƴŜŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ƛƴ 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘϥǎ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎƴϥǘ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘΦέ  (Pastoral Officer, pg2). 

άL ǿƻǳƭŘ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ is the possibility for some professionals to be swayed by the other 

ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƻƳΦ  L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛŦ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ƭŜǎǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ƭŜǎǎ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴǘ ƛƴ 

ȅƻǳǊ ǊƻƭŜέ (Probation officer, pg5). 

Experience is not the only factor which has been mentioned within the data as influencing the 

distribution of responsibility and accountability, professional role, and organisational standing effect 

professional perceptions of the power they hold too.  

ά[ŜǘΩǎ ǎŀȅ ƛŦ ǿŜ Ǝƻǘ ŀ Ƴǳƭǘƛ-agency and we've got somebody er, from a charity offering therapy 

to a mother.  Um, I would say er, they would not er, feel as confident or skilled or able to be 

able to make a decision about risk as a case holding social worker, I think there's a huge 

imbalance there.  So, I think er, the agency who would feel more er, skilled, competent, able 

ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ŀ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ Ǌƛǎƪ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎŀǊŜέ όCŀƳƛƭȅ ¢ƘŜǊapist pg9). 

 

The nature of the pecking order or professional hierarchy within the CPC steps away from the shared 

accountability and responsibility initially outlined by professionals within this study. These interviews 

have suggested that due to an overriding fear of getting it wrong, professional focus shifts from 

collaboration and mutual responsibility to seeking a leader with experience and professional standing 

and knowledge to hold the anxiety and associated responsibility within the CPC.  

 

5.2 What lies beneath 

 

When faced with uncontrollable anxiety groups can be seen to lose focus on the task they are 

undertaking, instead enacting roles which seek to dissipate anxiety rather than undertake the task. 

Within this study professionals have been seen to shift from a position of shared responsibility and 

collaboration to seeking a leader to ensure they are protected from blame and the associated scrutiny.  

This process results in professionals undertaking roles to meet the need to the multi-agency network 

rather than the legislative task of the CPC.  
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The Scapegoat 

Findings are suggestive of individuals seeking to redistribute responsibility onto a single professional 

seeking to shield themselves from anxiety and blame, as a scapegoat is sought. Within interviews this 

sees the social worker being placed in a position of responsibility allowing individuals to surrender 

their own professional knowledge and skill to depended on the social workers expertise and 

experience. 

άL ǘƘƛƴƪ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭƭȅ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƻƴǳǎ ƛǎΣ ƛǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǿƻǊƪŜǊ ǘ- to make that 

determination and if, if there are, if there are, erm- !Ǝŀƛƴ LΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƛƴ ŎƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ 

professionals have expected the social worker to give their, give their sort of, erm, scaling score 

and recommendation and another professional, a school nurse or, erm, teacher has been asked 

ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀ ōƛǘ ŦƭǳǎǘŜǊŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ ǎŀƛŘΣ άLΩƳ ƴƻǘ ǎǳǊŜΣ LΣ L ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ 

I would Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǿƻǊƪŜǊΣέ ŜǊƳΣ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎ ǿƘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ƻǇŜƴƭȅ 

ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŀǘέ ό{ƻŎƛŀƭ ǿƻǊƪŜǊ, pg5). 

άL ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀ ŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘ ŜǊΣ ŀ ŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘ ƭŜŀŘΦ  !ƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ŀ 

personality dominance, that may be just the reflection in the social work assessment.  Because 

ŜǾŜǊȅōƻŘȅ Ƙŀǎ ǊŜŀŘ ƛǘ ŀƴŘ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ƎƻƴŜΣ ά!ƘΣ ȅŜŀƘ ǿŜƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǿƻǊƪŜǊ Ƙŀǎ ŘƻƴŜ ŀƭƭ ǘƘƛǎ ǿƻǊƪ 

ƴƻǿΦ  {ƻΣ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŜǊŜϥǎ ƴƻ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƛƴ ƳŜ ŘƛǎŀƎǊŜŜƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŀǘΣ LΩƳ Ƨǳǎǘ Ǝƻƴƴŀ ƪŜŜǇ ǉǳƛŜǘέ 

(Pastoral officer, pg8).   

The social worker appears aware of this dependency accepting the professional responsibility, as this 

is delegated upwards, mirroring behaviours noticed within Menzies Lyth study as professionals 

attempt to redistribute their anxiety to individuals above them within the organisational hierarchy 

(Whittaker, 2011 pg438; Menzies Lyth, 1959; Kettle, 2018). 

άǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƻōǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ŀǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦǊŜŜ ǿƛƭƭ ǘƻΣ ǘƻ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀƴŘ ŀƴŀƭȅǎŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 

change their minds, erm, but, yeah, it is, it is interesting that the majority of the time, er, they 

ǿƻǳƭŘ ŀƎǊŜŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǿƻǊƪŜǊΩǎ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƳǳǎƘΣ ƳǳŎƘ 

ǇǳǎƘōŀŎƪ ƛƴΣ ŀǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƛƳŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǿƻǊƪŜǊΩǎ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘΦέ ό{ƻŎƛŀƭ ²ƻǊƪŜǊ, 

pg5). 

It has been noted within narratives that there are occasions when dependence cannot be fully sought; 

scapegoating behaviour is still voiced as professionals look to each other to voice the concerns of the 

collective. This form of scapegoating sees ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎΩ distance themselves from the reality of the 

risk allowing them to remain άendlessly positive about familiesέ όPolice officer, pg5). 
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 άLŦ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ- somebody would provide something where 

ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ŦŜǿ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜǎΦ  LǘΩǎ- ¢ƘŜȅΩŘ Ƙŀng on to the positives, even though quite often they 

were disguised compliance, or there was very limited evidence.  They would look for those 

ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜǎΦ  ¸ƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ ǿŜΩǊŜ ǘǊȅƴŀ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǊŜŦƛƴŜΣ ŜǊƳΣ ōǳƛƭŘ ƻƴ ŀǎǎŜǘǎ 

rather than sort of the negativesέ όtƻƭƛŎŜ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊ, pg4). 

And then you come to what everybody thinks [laughs] and people have been sort of endlessly 

ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ώƭŀǳƎƘǎϐΦ  !ƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǎǳŘŘŜƴƭȅ ǘƘŜǊŜΣ ŜǾŜǊȅōƻŘȅ ƎƻŜǎΣ άbƻΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ 

must be on a ǎŀŦŜƎǳŀǊŘƛƴƎ Ǉƭŀƴέ ώƭŀǳƎƘǎϐ ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ǿŜƭƭΣ ǿƘŜǊŜϥǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻƴŜ ŎƻƳŜ ŦǊƻƳ 

then (Health visitor, pg5). 

There is a suggestion that professionals metaphorically hold up their hands and surrender their 

responsibility to respond to risk, letting themselves off the hook and avoiding having to openly explore 

the reality of their professional concerns.  

ά¦ƴƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ L ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƪƴŜǿ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƭȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ς ōǳǘ L ŎŀƴΩǘ ǎŜŜ 

Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿƻǊƪ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ς L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿƻǊƪ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΣ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿƻǊƪ 

with the ς the direct parents.  So ς yeah, I would go with what ς I would be uncomfortable 

ŀōƻǳǘ ƎƻƛƴƎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ƛǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ LΩŘ ōŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴƛƴƎ Ƴȅ ƻǿƴ ς Ƴȅ ƻǿƴ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘέ (Probation 

Officer, pg14). 

 

Within the data blame has been voiced as a motive in the process of scapegoating within this study 

seeing this as an opportunity to locate blame in a single location, or individual. This process of re-

positioning blame is perceived by professionals to be a focus for families involved within the CPC as 

they seek to absolve themselves of the responsibility for their actions. 

άtŀǊŜƴǘǎ Ŏŀƴ ƎŜǘ ǾŜǊȅΣ ŦƻǊ ƻōǾƛƻǳǎ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎΣ Ŏŀƴ ƎŜǘ ǾŜǊȅ ŘŜŦŜƴǎƛǾŜΦ  ¦ƳΣ LϥǾŜ ƪƴƻǿƴ ǎƻƳŜ 

parents try and sway things around and put things back on the social worker.  I've known one 

ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǿƻǊƪŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ōŜ ŀŎŎǳǎŜŘ ƻŦ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǳǇ ŦŀƭǎŜ ŘǊǳƎǎ ǘŜǎǘǎέ όDeputy headteacher, 

pg5). 

Scapegoating is explored internally and externally to the CPC with the responsibility of protecting the 

most vulnerable in society being placed upon the professional network who, are blamed when things 

go wrong.  
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ά!ƴŘΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀƪŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǎƻ ƘƛƎƘ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ȅƻǳΣ ȅƻǳϥǊŜ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƧƻōǎΦ  {ƻΣ 

ǿŜϥǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ƛǘ ǊƛƎƘǘΣ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ƛǘ ǊƛƎƘǘΦ  ¦ƳΣ ǘƘŜ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ǎŎǊǳǘƛƴȅ ƛǎΣ ƛǘΩǎΣ ƛǘΩǎΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƭƛƪŜ 

ƴƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŀǊŜŀ ƻŦΣ ƻŦΣ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƴǳǘŜέ ό5ŜǇǳǘȅ ƘŜŀŘǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ǇƎонύΦ 

Such behaviours could allude to protection being provided through sacrifice, with professionals 

seeking to minimise their professional knowledge within the decision-making process of the CPC due 

to fear of getting it wrong, a sentiment voiced on 24 occasions within the deputy headteacher 

interview. 

 

The Ghost 

Within half of the ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿΩǎ professionals reflect attempts to distance themselves from the task with 

professionals either physically distancing themselves through their absence or the information they 

ǎƘŀǊŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ /t/ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΩ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǊƛǎƪǎΦ  

ά¦Ƴ ς L ŘƻƴΩt ς L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǿŜ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ǘƘƛƴƎ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ 

possibly parents do for all of it" (Probation officer pg8). 

ά¦ƳΣ ǘƘŜȅϥǊŜ ƭƻƴƎ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎǎ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΣ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǾŜǊȅΣ ǾŜǊȅ ƭƻƴƎ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎǎΦ  ¦ƳΣ L ƘŀǾŜ 

known situations where, not many, I have known a situation where a parent has just not turned 

ǳǇΦ  LϥǾŜ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŀ ǇŀǊŜƴǘ Ƙŀǎ ǿŀƭƪŜŘ ƻǳǘέ (Deputy head-teacher pg4). 

Invisibility within the decision-making process has been suggested as professionals seek to distance 

themselves from the reality of family circumstance and risk by following the representation of other 

professionals rather than voicing their own professional opinion and perception, taking a position of 

passive participation. 

ά.ǳǘ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ some professionals who are happy to say things about families to other 

professionals but don't feel comfortable to say those same things er, to the family when they're 

present.  Um, and so, that then creates a very uncomfortable dynamic in the conference 

because either they're saying it for the first time to the family or in front of the family.  Er, or 

they're not saying something that they have said to professionals when the family weren't 

present.  Er, and professionals might know that they have a view bǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ōŜŜƴ ǎǇƻƪŜƴ ƛƴ 

ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜέ (Family therapist, pg2).   

The family therapist captures her experience of professionals not speaking directly to families about 

their concerns within the CPC, which could be seen as them taking flight to preserve their relationships 
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and position within the system ultimately allowing professionals to retreat into isolation and shy away 

from challenging the family (Rustin, 2019).  

άPeople find it easier to agree rather than disagree.  And they might have been very erm, 

expressive during the meetings.  Um, but actually when it comes to making that decision with 

the- ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƛǘŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜȅŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘέ όPolice 

officer pg2). 

ά.ŜŎŀǳse the families were there, that placed a erm, a challenge to some of the agencies, 

because I recognised that they have to maintain an ongoing relationship with the families, to 

be able to get through the doors.  It was sometimes for them quite difficult tƻ ōŜΣ LΩŘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ 

say honest.  Not suggesting that social workers or- or those primaries were lying, but they had 

to be very, sometimes overly diplomatic in terms of the language they wanted to use, and the 

ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƎƛǾŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅέ (Police officer pg5).   

Data within this study is suggestive of professionals adopting an approach which allows them to step 

away from directly sharing concerns with families as a means of defence. The deputy headteacher 

explores a parallel perception however outlining that due to being within the multi-agency network 

she feels more able to share her concerns as the professionals provide her a comfort blanket, meaning 

she no longer has too manage the risk alone. 

 

The Defender  

Participants within this study have alluded to a need to protect themselves from threats, the deputy 

headteacher voiced the need to protect herself from feeling that she was being attacked at all angles, 

due to both internal and external scrutiny, from professionals, OFSTED, and parents. 

ά¦ƳΣ ŀƴŘ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǘƘŜǊŜϥǎ ŀ ǘŀŎƛǘ ǘƘƛƴƎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ŦŜŜƭ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ 

atmosphere within [the CPC] is, is sort of you know.  Everybody is taking little shots at each 

other about things not being done um, or things not haǇǇŜƴƛƴƎΦ  !ƴŘ ǿŜΩǊŜ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ 

ƛƴ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ǿŜΩǊŜ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊǎǘ ŦƻǊ ŘƻƛƴƎ ƛǘ ƛŦ LΩƳ Ǝƻƴƴŀ ōŜ ƘƻƴŜǎǘέ όIŜŀƭǘƘ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊ 

pg17).   

Narratives within this study have seen language used that depicts a need for protection from 

individuals who are violent or aggressive. The health visitor, police officer, pastoral officer, and 

substance misuse worker use language that cites family members as murders and axe murders. The 

language used by professionals creates an image which denotes physical threat to themselves with 

the health visitor outlining that parents feel they need to fight back.  
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ά.ŜŎŀǳǎŜ LϥǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƛƴΣ LϥǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƛƴǘƻ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎǎΣ Ƴŀƛƴƭȅ ŎƻǊŜ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎǎ ōǳǘ ǎƻƳŜ 

case conferences.  Where parents have got a little bit annoyed, angry, irate and it's descended 

ƛƴǘƻ ŎƘŀƻǎ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ōƛǘέ ό5ŜǇǳǘȅ ƘŜŀŘǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ, pg3) 

Within interviews it is evident that professionals have felt the need to defend themselves both from 

the anxiety that is evoked but also within this sphere the families with whom they are working with. 

Within five of the eight interviews professional voiced the need to defend themselves against the 

familyΦ  ²ƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎŜ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊ ŎŀǇǘǳǊƛƴƎ .ŀŎƻƴΩǎ όмфууύ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀl presence of the 

family result in a change in atmosphere, as the risk becomes psychologically real. 

ά!ƎŀƛƴΣ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŀǇǇŜŀǊΣ ǘƘŜ ŀǘƳƻǎǇƘŜǊŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘΦ  ¸ƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ 

ǎǳŎƪƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƻŦ ŀƛǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƻƳ ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ƭƛƪŜΣ ƘŜǊŜ ǿŜ ƎƻΦ  tŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀrly if we were anticipating um, 

a disturbance, or there was gonna be an issueέ όtƻƭƛŎŜ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊ ǇƎрύΦ 

The police office depicts the change in dynamics as professional are confronted with both primary and 

secondary anxiety relating to the task as the family enter. It could be suggested that the presence of 

the family requires professionals to confront the reality of the task, meaning professionals might 

attack the family as a means of defence.  

άtƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ƛǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƘŜƭǇ ǘƘŜΣ ŀƎŀƛƴ ƛŦ ƛǘΣ ƛŦ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ŀ ƭot of negative things going on sometimes 

ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘΣ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ǎŜŜ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ƭƛƪŜ LΩƳ ōŜƛƴƎ ǾƛŎǘƛƳƛǎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΣ 

ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ǎŜŜƛƴƎ ƛǘ ŦǊƻƳ ƭƻǘǎ ƻŦ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ Ǌƛǎƪǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛŦ ƛǘΩǎ ǿƻǊŘŜŘ ƛƴ 

the right way it Ŏŀƴ ƘŜƭǇ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ƻƪŀȅ ȅŜŀƘ L Řƻ ƴŜŜŘ ǎƻ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ 

ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ōŜƛƴƎ ǾƛƴŘƛŎǘƛǾŜ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ƳŜ ƻǊΣ ƻǊ Ǝƻǘ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ƳŜ ƻƪŀȅ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜΩǎ 

ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘέ (Substance misuse worker pg19). 

 

The Union  

The nature of the CPC has seen professional voice a sense of professional union, when they are 

together they are stronger and able to unify to respond the task. Within interviews it is suggested that 

this unified state allows professionals to sacrifice their own professional knowledge and skill in favour 

of a collective responsibility. The deputy headteacher cites that due to feeling in the deep end that 

ǎƘŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƘŜǊǎŜƭŦ άǾŜǊȅ ƳǳŎƘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀŘ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎΣ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƻƳέ όDeputy 

headteacher pg1), such an approach provides protection as individuals become a collective group. 

ά!ƴŘ ŜǊΣ LϥǾŜ ƴƻǘƛŎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŜǊΣ ǿƘŀǘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƘŀǇǇŜƴǎ ƛǎ ŀ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴ ƎŜǘǎ ǎŜǘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ƻƴŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ 

with power suggests the category.  And then you kind of, everybody sort of follows, there's a 

bit of a group think.  And that worries me and that's where I get a little bit heightened.  And I 
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think back to when I first started my practise and I was very new in practise.  And in a context 

like that I would have felt very worried about going against the group think.  Because I would 

have wondered if I really had the skill and ability to er, er, rightfully challenge everybody else.  

Um, but I do wonder whether everybody is, is following everybody else and then that creates 

ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǾŜǊȅ ǳƴƘŜƭǇŦǳƭέ (Family therapist pg6). 

Six ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ŜƛƎƘǘ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎ ǎŀǿ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎΩ ǇƻǎǘǳƭŀǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ 

most dominantly voiced as occurring within the decision-making process as they sought to align with 

the leaders ƻǊ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎΦ   

άtŜƻǇƭŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǎŜŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŜ ǿƛƴŘ ǿŀǎ ōƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘƘŀǘ- a lot of 

ŀƎŜƴŎƛŜǎ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƻƴŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ƎƻƛƴƎΣ ƴƻΣ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ŀƎǊŜŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŀǘΦ  .ǳǘ ǿƘƛŎƘŜǾŜǊ 

way it was going, whether [unclear 0:07:22.5] be supported or not.  Even though perhaps some 

of them, and I would say, health visitors were- would be good examples, were very keen to 

have a view on the family erm, during the meeting.  And when it came to decisions, they would 

ōŜ ǉǳƛǘŜ ǉǳƛŜǘΣ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜȅΩŘ ƻŦŦŜǊŜŘ ǉǳƛǘŜ ŀ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ŀΣ ŀ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΦ  

hƪŀȅΚέ όtƻƭƛŎŜ, pg3). 

This state of union allows professionals to create a sense of belonging, security and wellbeing, such 

collective defensive behaviour can result in the manifestation of group think. 

ά¢ƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǘƻ ǎŀȅΣ ά²ŜƭƭΣ L ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘŜƭȅ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƘƛƭŘ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ŜǊΣ ōŜ ώǳƴŎƭŜŀǊ ллΥмоΥлуϐ 

Ǉƭŀƴ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ƻŦ ƴŜƎƭŜŎǘέΦ  !ƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǳƳΣ ƴŜǿƭȅ 

qualified as a healǘƘ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅϥǊŜ ǾŜǊȅΣ ǾŜǊȅ ȅƻǳƴƎΦ    ¦ƳΣ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘΩǎ ǾŜǊȅ ǳƴƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƘŜȅϥǊŜ 

going to come in, in and voice something very different.  And er, I've noticed that er, what often 

happens is a pattern gets set where sort of one person with power suggests ǘƘŜ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅέ 

(Family therapist, pg6). 

The union created within the CPC ensures professionals feel they are protected, creating a sense of 

securityor as the deputy headteacher has earlier voiced the comfort blanket to ensure they are not 

responding alone to risk. 
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The Fool 

Within the course of the interviews the position of the fool has been cast upon the parents, with them 

being represented as unknowing, uneducated, and unaware of how to behave within the professional 

environment.  

άL ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜ ƛǘΩǎ ǎǘŜǊŜƻǘȅǇƛƴƎ ōǳǘ LΩƳ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ŀ ƘƛƎƘ ǇǊƻǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ 

are working with, [20:00] ŦǊƻƳ Ƴȅ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ LΩƳ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘΣ ƘŀǾŜ ǎƘƻǊt attention 

spans.  You know, a lot of them have ADHD and find it really difficult to sit still for very long 

ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǊŜǘŀƛƴ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ōǳǘ ǿŜΩǊŜ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ς ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǘƘƛǎ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ŦƻǊǳƳ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ 

ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƭȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ƛǘ ǎƛǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƭƛǎǘŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀƴΩǘέ 

(Probation officer, pg8). 

 

Within all interviews professionals were asked about their perception of parental understanding, none 

of the eight felt that parents understood the CPC with some feeling this was due to lack of capacity. 

The family therapist in fact explicitly states that due to the role parents are cast into within the CPC 

that she does not perceive that they are treated ethically. 

Interviews suggest that parents are stripped of agency with the substance misuse worker referring to 

the parents as uneducated lay people, who pastoral officer states are intimidated and unable to 

express themselves within the CPC without professional assistance.  

άL Řƻǳōǘ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜȅ ǘǊǳƭȅ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ŀƴ ŀŘǾƻŎŀǘŜ ǿould be able to um, say truly what 

ǘƘŜȅ ŦŜŜƭ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΦ  L ƳŜŀƴ ƛǘΩǎ ŀƎŀƛƴΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΚ  .ǳǘΣ 

but, but quite often those families are the most vulnerable in any case and the most 

disadvantaged.  And perhaps haven't got the people skills to be able to um, you know put 

ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŀŎǊƻǎǎέ (Pastoral officer, pg9). 

The sentiment noted above from the pastoral officer suggests power is used over families due to the 

use of professional language or the professional lanyards that are worn to define status (Substance 

misuse worker, probation officer & family therapist).   

άL Řƻǳōǘ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜȅ ǘǊǳƭȅ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ŀƴ ŀŘǾƻŎŀǘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǳƳΣ ǎŀȅ ǘǊǳƭȅ ǿƘŀǘ 

ǘƘŜȅ ŦŜŜƭ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΦ  L ƳŜŀƴ ƛǘΩǎ ŀƎŀƛƴΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ there within families?  But, 

but, but quite often those families are the most vulnerable in any case and the most 

disadvantaged.  And perhaps haven't got the people skills to be able to um, you know put 

ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŀŎǊƻǎǎέ (Pastoral officer, pg9). 
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άLǎ ǾŜǊȅΣ very easy for us to actually not see it as a big thing.  Another conference or another 

ǘƘƛǎ ƻǊ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘΦ  .ǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅΣ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ƛǘΩǎ ƳŀƧƻǊΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƳŀǎǎƛǾŜΦ  Lǘ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ŀƴŘ 

particularly for people involved in childcare or caring, it has massive implications for them.  So, 

ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ŀƴŘ ŀƭǎƻΣ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ Řƻƴϥǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǿƘȅ ǘƘŜȅϥǊŜ ǘƘŜŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ƘŀǎƴΩǘ 

ōŜŜƴ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ ƛǘ ƘŀǎƴΩǘ ōŜŜƴ ƳŀŘŜ ŎƭŜŀǊ ƻǊ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜƴϥǘ Ǝƻǘ ŀŘǾƻŎŀǘŜǎΦ  .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ 

you know education either not able tƻΣ ǘƻ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ƛǘΦ  ¸ƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ƛǘΩǎ ǾŜǊȅ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ 

then for people to, to actually sort of hold their temper because you know what do you do 

when you're threatened?  You fight back and if you know, if that's where you come from to life 

ƛǘΩǎ ǾŜǊȅ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƻ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ƎŜǘ ŀΣ ŀΣ ŀΣ ŀ ŦŀƛǊƴŜǎǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜέ (Health 

visitor pg5). 

¢ƘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎŜ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊ ŜȄǘŜƴŘǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ŧƻƻƭ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿ ŀǎ ƘŜ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŀǎ άǊŜŀƭ 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǇǊocess of questioning their existence, as accepting 

they are real requires the police officer to accept their actions.   

 

Hero or Villain 

Within the CPC ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ άǘƘŜ ōŀŘέΣ ǘƘŜ Ǿƛƭƭŀƛƴ ƻƴǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ, which can be seen to align with 

the relational and process approaches to practice previously discussed, those professionals that seek 

to maintain a relationship with the family and those that will be more directive in their approach. The 

police officer outlines his perception that it is like άǇƛŎƪώƛƴƎϐ ƻƴŜ ǎƛŘŜ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊέ όPolice officer pg2), 

the hero or the villain in the eyes of the family.   

ά¸ƻǳ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ tƻƭƛŎŜΣ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƻƴ ƻƴŜ ǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 

social care and perhaps some of the others on the other side, would be my sort of perception 

of it.  Um, because we were more in sort of, disciplined in terms of expectations and behaviour 

ŀƴŘ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦΣ ōǊŜŀƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǊǳƭŜǎΣ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΚέ  όPolice officer pg8)   

ά²ƘŜƴ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ȅƻǳǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƴǳǊǎŜǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ŀnd I don't know um, er, nursery 

schoolteachers there who are not really. You know they're, they're probably gonna just go with 

ǘƘŜ Ŧƭƻǿ ώƭŀǳƎƘǎϐ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎέ όPastoral officer pg8) 

Within interviews professionals have been noted to attempt to place the villain, the bad on those 

making the decisions with professionals unable to see the hero and villain being present in one person.  

For the police officer there is little disparity in the role he undertakes, the villain. Seeing his position 

in the CPC as directive, authoritative telling parents to their faces what they have done wrong, a role 

which is also cast upon them by other professionals.  The role undertaken by the police officer of the 
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villain echoes back to relationships and perceptions of the relationship with the family, with some 

professionals seeking to assume the hero role resulting in professionals that άŘƻƴϥǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ 

ǎǇŜŀƪ ƻǳǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀ ǘƘŜȅ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ŦŜŜƭέ όtŀǎǘƻǊŀƭ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊ ǇƎрύΦ  

άIŜŀƭǘƘ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊǎ would be good examples, were very keen to have a view on the family erm, 

ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎΦ  !ƴŘ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ŎŀƳŜ ǘƻ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǉǳƛǘŜ ǉǳƛŜǘέ όtƻƭƛŎŜ hŦŦƛŎŜǊ 

pg3) 

Being either the hero or villain is additionally played out in the interviews when discussing the family, 

six out of the eight professionals directly cite the family as the villain, likening them to axe murders, 

in the most extreme of cases (health visitor).  

 

Better the devil you know  

²ƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎΩ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǎŜŜƴ ǘƻ Ŧƻrm alliances to create a sense of 

hope. Generating hope in finding a solution to the complexity of the CPC appears to be entrusted in 

two individuals the social worker and police officer. 

ά{ƻ ȅƻǳ ǎǘŀǊǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎŜ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ reason, blah, blah, blah.  And then 

you did see it sort of go- ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ȅƻǳΩŘ ώǳƴŎƭŜŀǊ лΥомΥотΦу] was, if you were lucky enough to 

ōŜ ǘƘŜ ǎƛȄǘƘ ƻǊ ǎŜǾŜƴǘƘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƭƛƪŜ ȅŜŀƘΣ ƛǘΩǎ ōŜŜƴ ǎŀƛŘΣ L ŀƎǊŜŜΦ  ²ƘƛŎƘ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻ 

take a path of least resistŀƴŎŜΦ  ¢ƘŜȅ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƎǊŜŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜȅΩƭƭ Ƨǳǎǘ- ǘƘŜȅΩŘ- 

ǘƘŜȅΩŘ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƎƻƛƴƎΦ  LΩƳ ƴƻǘ Ǝƻƴƴŀ ŘƛǎŀƎǊŜŜέ όtƻƭƛŎŜ 

officer pg11). 

The police officer verbalises his role in this as ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ άŎƻǾŜǊέ protecting the professional system by 

making the decisions using the power inherent in the social work assessment. There is however a 

counterbalance provided within the narrative from the family therapist who cites an alliance with the 

family to bring about a hopeful resolution within the CPC. 

άAnd I also, think my role is to invite the family in to tell the conference what they think of my 

er, intervention as well.  Because I don't see it as a, a one-way process with me reporting to do 

share my contribution with the, the network in the conference, I always er, invite the family to 

respond to what I've said.  And er, ask them if they share my view of what I think the 

intervention has been like er, or whether they differ (Family therapist, pg4).  

The family therapist however recognises that the very system in which the CPC operates impedes this 

alliance from being maintained. 
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Ψ/ƻǎ ŜǾŜǊȅ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ Ŏŀƴ ǘŜƭƭ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǳƳΣ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ƘŜƭǇŦǳƭ 

process for you.  And youϥǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΦ  ²ŜΩǾŜ ŀƭƭ Ǝƻǘ ƻǳǊ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎ ƛƴ 

ƻǳǊ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ōǳǘ ŜǊΣ Ƙƻǿ ǿŜΩƭƭ Řƻ ƛǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎƴϥǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƳŀǘŎƘ ǘƻ ǘƘŀǘΩ 

(Family therapist pg19). 

 

The lost soul  

The focus of the CPC is the safety and wellbeing of the child or young person; the child is missing from 

ŀƭƭ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ²ƛƴƴƛŎƻǘǘΩǎ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŦŀŎŜ-to-face work with 

children depicting that all too often we seek to deny or minimisŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊience 

ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘΩǎ ǘƻƻ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ŦƻǊ ǳǎ ǘƻ ƘƻƭŘ όYŀƴǘŜǊ Ŝǘ ŀƭΣ мффуύΦ ²ƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ ƛǎ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

interviews there is a sense of detachment, discussions became generic as professionals could, be seen 

to abandon their knowledge and skill to avoid conƴŜŎǘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭƛǾŜŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΦ  

  ά¸ƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘ ƛǎ ŦŀƛƭƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘǊƛǾŜΦ  ¢ƘŜȅΩǊŜ- ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ ǳǇ ƛƴ ŀ ŘƛǎƘŜǾŜƭƭŜŘ 

ǎǘŀǘŜΦ  ¢ƘŜ ŦƻƻŘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǎŀǘƛǎŦŀŎǘƻǊȅΦ  tŀǊŜƴǘǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘǳǊƴ ǳǇ ǘƻ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ 

evenings.  And wƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻΣ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ŎƻƴŦǊƻƴǘŀǘƛƻƴŀƭέ (Police officer, pg21). 

The social worker is the only professional within the interviews that directly outlines harm being done 

to a child, but even this stopped short from exploring the detrimental impact of harm on a child. It 

could be suggested that professionals within this study have disassociated or not voiced the child to 

allow them to ignore or obscure what they do not  want to see as this is unmanageable for them 

externally form the CPC environment.  

άLǎ ǾŜǊȅ ƻōǾƛƻǳǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƘƛƭŘ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎΣ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ōŜŜƴ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƻŦΣ ƻŦ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŀōǳǎŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜΣ 

ŜǊƳΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ŀ ǇŀǊŜƴǘ ƘŀǎΣ ŜǊƳΣ ǎƳŀŎƪŜŘ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜƴ ōŜŜƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦƻŎǳǎΣ ŜǊƳ, 

whereas actually th- th- the kind of over, overwhelming, erm, issues and impact is because of 

ƴŜƎƭŜŎǘŦǳƭ ǇŀǊŜƴǘƛƴƎ ŀǎ ŀ ǿƘƻƭŜ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƘƛƭŘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŘŜǘǊƛƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊΣ ŜǊƳΣ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘέ 

(Social worker, pg5) 

ά¦ƳΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ƘŀǊƳ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǎǘŀƴding in front of a car and being hit by it, that's 

ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘƭȅ ƘŀǊƳŦǳƭΦ  LǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ƘƛƳ ƘŜΩǎ ŀ Ƙƛǘ ŜǾŜǊȅ Řŀȅ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ǳƳΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŜΩǎ ǳƎƭȅ 

ŀƴŘ ƘŜΩǎ ǘŜǊǊƛōƭŜ ŀƴŘ ƘŜΩǎ ŘǊŜŀŘŦǳƭ ŀƴŘ ƘŜΩǎ ŀǿŦǳƭ ŀƴŘ ƘŜΩƭƭ ƴŜǾŜǊ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎέ (Health 

visitor, pg26)  

The nature of holding the reality of the lived experiences of children and young people can see 

professionals seeking to reduce these experiences to the simplest of forms which could be indicative 

of  fluctuating tolerance (Kanter et al, 1998). 
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ά¦ƳΣ ǘhey have very clear sort of headings to, for us to follow in terms of what the lived 

experience is like for the child or children.  Um, what, what might happen if nothing changes 

so, that, that's talking about the risk really.  What needs to change um, whaǘ άƎƻƻŘέ ǿƻǳƭŘ 

ƭƻƻƪ ƭƛƪŜέ (Deputy head teacher, pg3). 

ά9ǊΣ ŀƴŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎ ƛǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘΩǎ ƛƴ ǇŀǇŜǊ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ȅƻǳ ǾŜǊȅ ƳǳŎƘ ŀƎŀƛƴΣ 

ǿŜΩǊŜ ǾŜǊȅ ƛƳǇŀŎǘŜŘ ōȅ ƻǳǊ ǘǊǳǎǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǘŜƭƭ ǳǎ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƻ ǿǊƛǘŜ ώƭŀǳƎƘǎϐΦ  ¦ƳΣ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ 

ǎƻΣ ǎƻ ƛǘΣ ƛǘΩs very difficult then to actually get a really true, true vision of what the family are 

ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǾŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƭƛƪŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǳƳΣ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ōƛǘ ƻŦ ǇŀǇŜǊέ (Health visitor, 

pg6). 

Two professionals, the substance misuse worker and probation officer explicitly state within their 

interviews that they do not work with children and are not  equipped to either assess the risk posed 

to the child. 

ά{ƻŎƛŀƭ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǎǎŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΦ  L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ Řƻ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ ς 

I can only ς I can only say it from my perspective.  However, I can see why it should be multi-

agency.  I think ς I think, yes, the decision lies ultimately with multi-agencies all talking about 

it together to come to a unanimous decision.  But the social worker is there as very much the 

ς this is what I found, and this is what I think is the case (Probation Officer, pg14). 

Within this study professionals have suggested that children and young people attending CPC can be 

beneficial; this is not fully represented.  

  

What has been presented  

Within this chapter professional experiences of the reality of the CPC have been captured, highlighting 

the impact anxiety has upon professional behaviours as social defences are employed to protect self. 

These finding imply a further movement away from the initial purpose of the CPC which cited 

collaboration and shared responsibility, instead professionals have voiced enacting roles which sees 

them avoid responsibility as a means of  protecting themselves from blame and scrutiny.  

The nature of these social defences suggest that professional good intentions voiced within chapter 

four have begun to be eroded due to the anxiety of the task professionals within the CPC. In chapter 

six the reader will be introduced to these impact social defences have on the task being undertaken 

within the CPC.   
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Chapter 6 Social Indictment  

 

Chapter five explored the impact of anxiety associated with blame and the fear  of getting it wrong on 

professionalsΦ {ǳŎƘ ŀ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀƴȄƛŜǘȅ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ Ŏŀƴ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎΩ 

ability to retain capacity to focus on the child, impacting autonomy and decision-making resulting in 

an alternate task being undertaken.  

Within this chapter we will explore the impact anxiety has on the task being undertaken within the 

CPC. Cooper and Lousada (2004) discuss societal perceptions and reactions to CP concluding that 

knowledge of personal and social suffering is too painful for society, requiring a network of 

professionals to contain societal anxiety as a means of social defence. Data suggests CP represents 

ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǿǊƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƻŎƛety, a social ill which results in discussions surrounding, power, hurt, 

punishment, and control. Within this chapter we will explore how professionals respond to the task 

within the CPC and how this is impacted  by anxiety and social defences. 

 

6.1 Social expectation  

Professionals have proposed that CPCs provide opportunity to ensure social norms surrounding 

behaviour and parenting can be imposed when parents have been seen to fail to meet societal 

expectations (Gibson, 2020).   

Professionals within the CPC are afforded the power to tell parents what they have done wrong, 

holding them accountable for their failings as parents, which differs to legislative and procedural 

perceptions of the CPC; this is the reality professionals in this study have voiced.   

 

Below the bar 

Professionals have voiced that the CPC becomes an arena in which parents are shamed for failing to 

meet the expectations imposed on them by society as parents. Seven of the eight interviews outlined 

that the CPC became an opportunity to tell parents how they have failed. 

άLǘΩǎ ōŀǎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ŎƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ƛǎ ǳǎ ǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘȅ ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ 

ōŀŘ ώƭŀǳƎƘǎϐ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΦ  hŎŎŀǎƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ǿŜΩǊŜ ǾŜǊȅ ƴƛŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳ ώƭŀǳƎƘǎϐ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ 

feels sometimes like.  I know it isn't and I know that's very simplistic but it sometimes feels like 

ǘƘŀǘέ (Health visitor, pg22). 
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ά{ƻΣ ƛŦ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ Ǝƻǘ ŀ ǘǊŀǳƳŀǘƛǎŜŘ ǾƛŎǘƛƳ ǘƘŜǊŜΣ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ς I would personally, I would 

find that further traumatising a professional ς a group of professionals round a table or on a 

screen looking ŀǘ ƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ LΩƳ ŀ ŎǊŀǇ ǇŀǊŜƴǘέ (Probation officer pg17).   

The nature of parental failure is further compounded within the interviews with professionals citing 

the experience of the parents as wholly negative, focusing solely on failing rather than strengths or 

how they might improve. 

άǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŀōƭŜΣ ǎƛȄΣ ŜƛƎƘǘΣ ǘŜƴ ƎǊƻǳǇǎΣ ǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ- 

ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ŦŀƛƭƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƘŜŀǊ ǘƘŀǘΦ  ²ƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ 

an issue for them, in thaǘ ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ ƴŜǾŜǊΣ ƻǊ ƳŀȅōŜ ƻƴŜ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƴŜǾŜǊ ōŜŜƴ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳ ōŜŦƻǊŜ 

ƻǊ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘŜŦŀǳƭǘ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴΦ  {ƻ ǿƘƛƭǎǘ ƛǘ- they would perceive themselves to 

be ganged up onέ (Police officer, pg6).   

. ά{ƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ƭƻƻƪ ŜǊΣ ƻǾŜǊǿƘŜlmed er, and lost.  And um, just you can just see 

ǘƘŜȅ Ƨǳǎǘ Řƻƴϥǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘϥǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ǳƳΣ Ƨǳǎǘ ƻǾŜǊǿƘŜƭƳƛƴƎΧΦI mean the power has 

ōŜŜƴ ǘŀƪŜƴ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘŀƴŘǎ ǎƻΣ ǘƘŜǊŜϥǎΣ ǘƘŜǊŜϥǎ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ Řƻ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘέ (Family 

therapist, pg13). 

 

 Six of the eight professionals have explicitly cited shame as a dominant feature within their 

perceptions of the families experience within the CPC.  

ά¢ƘŜȅΩǊŜ ŦƻǊ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎΣ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ǘƘŜȅΣ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŦƻǊ ς ȅŜŀƘΣ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΦ  

¢ƘŜȅΩǊŜ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ŀ Ŧorum.  I find some of them sometimes ς they are a forum, a public forum to 

ǘŜƭƭ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǿǊƻƴƎΣ ǿƘŜǊŜŀǎΣ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ ƛŦ ǿŜΩǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ 

research, etc, people respond better to praise rather than ς ƛǘΩǎ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ŀ ǎƘŀƳƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΣ ǳm, 

child protection conference ς ǾŜǊȅ ƳǳŎƘ ŀ ǎƘŀƳƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΦ  ¸ƻǳΩǾŜ ŘƻƴŜ ǘƘƛǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǿƘȅ 

your kids are on a protection planΧΦwith the conclusion of shame and the ς you know, the 

result of this is ς you have been assessed as ς your ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀǊŜ ŀǘ ŘŀƴƎŜǊ ƻŦ έ όProbation 

officer, pg17). 

The CPC has been posited by the substance misuse worker as demonising which, aligns with the 

perceptions of Smithson and Gibson (2017) who concluded a positive experience for the parent was 

not deemed to be necessary or, important within the CPC.  Within these interviews there is an 

acknowledgement that the process of shaming, of telling parents they have failed sits in opposition to 
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professional roles and good intentions. However, several interviews held a strong sense of the CPC 

being a cathartic process, providing professionals and opportunity to tell parents to their faces what 

they had done wrong, with these punitive rituals falling outside of their professional norms and values. 

INT: Um.  So do you think professionals feel that conferences are negative for families? 

RES: ¸ŜŀƘΦ  L ǘƘƛƴƪΣ ȅŜŀƘΦ  .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ- ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘΩǎ ŜǊΣ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ 

ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƳΣ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ǘƻΣ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀŎŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ 

ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǿǊƻƴƎΦ  ¸ƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ ώǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ лΥммΥмоΦтϐ ƳŜetings you can say what you like 

ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ōǳǘΣ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΦ  ²ƘŜǊŜ ƛǘΩǎ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ŎƻƳŜǎ Řƻǿƴ 

to that white of the eyes, and the person is quite likely to [unclear 0:11:21.7] go, what do you 

ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ƳŜŀƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘΚ  ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ not why I talk.  If- And if there was a solicitor there, which 

ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ƻŦǘŜƴΣ ōǳǘ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊΦ  !Ǝŀƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƳǇŀŎǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǿƛƭƭƛƴƎƴŜǎǎ ǘƻ 

express, honestly held and evidenced professional views.  Because they felt there was gonna 

be push back.  And so- ǎƻ ǳƳΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ώǳƴŎƭŜŀǊ лΥммΥпрΦмϐ ōǊƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ώǳƴŎƭŜŀǊ 

0:11:45.9].  Yeah, they- they want- wanted to avoid having that conversation, and telling 

people to their face, you are a rubbish a parent.  You know (Police officer pg4). 

Alongside the CPC being seen as cathartic, professionals have noted in interview that the CPC does 

not always see the true representation of their professional perspectives with some shying away from 

the reality of the concerns.  

άtŜƻǇƭŜ ŦƛƴŘ ƛǘ ŜŀǎƛŜǊ ǘƻ agree rather than disagree.  And they might have been very erm, 

expressive during the meetings.  Um, but actually when it comes to making that decision with 

the- you know, looking in the whites of the eyes of the family, they found that difficult.  Um, I 

had- LΩǾŜ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛǘ ǾŜǊȅ ŎŀǘƘŀǊǘƛŎΦ  .ŜƛƴƎ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ǾŜǊȅ ƻǇŜƴ ŀƴŘ ƘƻƴŜǎǘΣ ƴƻǘ ǊǳŘŜΣ ōǳǘ 

professionally sort of, expressing what my concerns were about the family.  Because in the 

ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿ ǎŎŜƴŀǊƛƻΣ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ŜƴŘ ŀ ŎŀǳǘƛƻƴΣ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ ǎƻƭƛŎƛǘƻr there, it- ȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ ƻŦǘ- 

ȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǎŀȅΣ ŀǊŜ ȅƻǳ- ƴƻΣ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ŦŀƛƭƛƴƎέ (police officer, pg2). 

ά.ǳǘ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ǎƻƳŜ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ƘŀǇǇȅ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ 

professionals but don't feel comfortable to say those same things er, to the family when they're 

present.  Um, and so, that then creates a very uncomfortable dynamic in the conference 

because either they're saying it for the first time to the family or in front of the family.  Er, or 

they're not saying something that they have said to professionals when the family weren't 

ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘέ (Family therapist, pg2). 
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Findings propose that professionals perceive the CPC as an opportunity to place blame on individuals 

whether parents or other professionals, with professionals being blamed for soft pedalling or not 

completing work with families.  

ά¸ƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǿŀƭƪƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ŀǎ ŀ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ǿŀƭƪƛƴƎ ƛƴ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ 

ƴƻǘ ōŜƛƴƎ ōƭŀƳŜŘ ǎƻ ǘƻ ǎǇŜŀƪ ŀǊŜ ȅƻǳ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎΣ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ōƛƎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ƭƛŜǎ ƛǎƴΩǘ ƛǘΚέ 

(Substance misuse worker, pg21). 

ά/ŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǎŀŦŜƎǳŀǊŘƛƴƎΣ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǳƳΣ ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ ŀōǳǎŜ L Řƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ōƭŀƳŜ 

ƻŦ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎΦ  9ǊΣ ŀƴŘ LΩƭƭ ōŜ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ L ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŀŘǎ ŀǊŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ǘƻ 

domestic abuse as much as anybody [laughs].  But you know, I think mums do actually get 

ōƭŀƳŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎέ (Health visitor, pg16).  

 

Holding to account 

Thematically professionals have postulated that the CPC offers opportunity for them to ensure the 

family see what they see. There is a sense of indignation that professionals must face the reality of 

abuse that children and young people have experienced yet that parents are able to avoid this reality.  

άȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳǊ ƪƛŘǎΣ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ȅƻǳǊ ǿƛŦŜΣ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘion 

ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳΣ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΚ  5ƻƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ŀǊǎŜȅ ǿƛǘƘ ƳŜΣ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ƎǊǳƳǇȅ ǿƛǘƘ ƳŜΣ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ Ǝƻ ŀǘ 

ƳŜΦ  .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ LΩƳ Ƨǳǎǘ ƘƻƭŘƛƴƎ ǳǇ ŀ ƳƛǊǊƻǊ ǘƻ ȅƻǳΦ  !ƴŘ ȅƻǳ- you do need to- we all, whoever is- 

whoever it is, ΧΦ sometimes- ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ƴƛŎŜΦ  !ƴŘ ƛǘ- ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ- and it is difficult.  But I think 

you- ǇŜƻǇƭŜ Řƻ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŜŀǊ ƛǘέ όPolice officer, pg16). 

This process of holding the mirror up ensures there is no hiding, if professionals must face the reality 

of abuse than a parent must see this for themselves. The social worker has explained that the CPC is 

an opportunity for families to hear the worries of professionals 

άL ǿŀǎ ƛƴ ŀ ŎƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ȅŜǎǘŜǊŘŀȅΣ ŜǊƳΣ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ƘŀŘ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǾŜǊȅ 

ŎƭŜŀǊ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŀǿŀǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ was being spoken about and 

ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘ ƛǎΣ ά¦ƴǘƛƭ LΩŘ ǊŜŀŘ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǿƻǊƪŜǊΩǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ 

ǿƻǊǊƛŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƘŀǇǇŜƴƛƴƎΧΦ actually from his perspective knowing then that there was an ICPC 

sort of triggered his response, erm, becŀǳǎŜ ǿŜΩŘ ǊŜŀŎƘŜŘ ŀ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƻǳǊ ǿƻǊǊƛŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ 

ǎǳŎƘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜΩŘ ƘŜƭŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜέ (Social worker, pg6). 
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Although this process of holding the mirror up is an important aspect of the CPC for professionals 

within this study, ǘƘƛǎ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƳŜŀƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛlies accept the concerns raised by professionals. 

άLϥǾŜ ƘŜŀǊŘ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ǾŜǊȅ ŜƭŀōƻǊŀǘŜ ǳƳΣ ŜȄŎǳǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ ǘƻ ŘŜŦƭŜŎǘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ 

been proven to be the truth. Um, just, just as a way of sort of families trying to get out of the 

predicament that they're in.  Um, and on that occasion it, it did involve the young person going 

into care and being into care from um, the start of year eight up until after leaving er, at the 

ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ȅŜŀǊ ммέ (Deputy headteacher, pg1). 

 

The nature of holding to account within this study has assumed a position of parental guilt and 

parental failure. Seven of the eight professionals within this study concluded that due to a CPC being 

convened the family had caused harm to their children with, guilt being  assumed seeing a shift in the 

purpose of the CPC discussing the focus of this being a chance to hold parents accountable for their 

actions.  

ά¦ƳΣ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ŘƻŜǎ ŦŜŜƭ ƭƛƪŜ ƛǘΩǎ ǇǊŜŎƻƴŎŜƛǾŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘΩǎ Ǝƻƴƴŀ ƳŜŜǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘǊŜǎƘƻƭŘ 

ǎǘǊŀƛƎƘǘ ŀǿŀȅ ώǇŀǳǎŜϐΦ  bƻΣ L Řƻƴϥǘ LΣ LΣ LΣ L ƘƻƴŜǎǘƭȅ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǇ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ƘŜŀŘ ǿƘŜƴ L 

ƘŀǾŜΣ ƴƻΣ ƛǘΩǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ōŜŜƴ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ Ǉƭŀƴ L ǘƘƛƴƪέ όPastoral officer, pg21). 

άw9{Υ [ƛƪŜ ǿŜ ǎŀƛŘ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ƛŦ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǿƻǊƪŜǊ 

ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƘƻƭŘ ŀ /ƘƛƭŘ Protection Conference. 

INT: Hmm 

RES: LǘΩǎ ŀ ōƛǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǎƻƳŜōƻŘȅ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘǊƛŀƭΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ŀ ǘǊƛŀƭ ƛƴ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǳƴƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ 

Crown tǊƻǎŜŎǳǘƛƻƴ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜ ƘŀŘ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ǘǊƛŀƭ ǿŀǎ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƳŜŀƴ 

that the person is guilty does it? 

INT: Hmm 

RES: .ǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŀǘ ƛǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƴƻ ǎƳƻƪŜ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŦƛǊŜΣ ƴƻ fire without 

ǎƳƻƪŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƻƴ ƻƴ ŀ Ǌƛǎƪ ƭŜǾŜƭ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƘŜƭŘ ǎƻ ƛǘΩǎ 

ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘŀōƭŜ L ƎǳŜǎǎ ǿƘȅ ǘƘŜȅ ŦŜŜƭ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀȅέ (Substance misuse worker, pg23).  



 
 

95 
 

Although professionals have openly discussed the assumption of guilt within the CPC, it is evident that 

this causes anxiety due to the conflict it creates between their good intentions and the reality of the 

task.  

άǘƘŀǘϥǎ ǿƘȅ L ŦŜŜƭ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ Ƙŀǎ ǘƻ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǇǊƛǾƛƭŜƎŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΦ  .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ 

not on board with any plan that we come up with er, I don't think the risk to the children 

reduces.  And that's where maybe I differ from some professionals, I don't know.  But I feel like 

a lot of er, not a lot but I feel like I have worked with pr, professionals who are anti-parents.  

Er, so pro-children and I understand that, so pro-children that er, they are anti-parents.  Um, 

and they think that er, you know the only way to protect the children is to kind of er, be against 

ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ L Ƨǳǎǘ Řƻƴϥǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǊƪǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎΩ ōŜǎǘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘέ (Family therapist, 

pg17).   

 

6.2 Social Trial   

The purpose of the CPC is to determine if a child is at risk of significant harm, with professionals 

required to share evidence to prove or disprove this and then decide which category the child should 

be place on a child protection plan under. The discourse and language used within these interviews 

portrays that of a social trial, with guilt or innocence being proven as professional evidence is 

presented. 

 

Hearing the case   

All professionals are seen to explicitly reference the ΨevidenceΩ that they present and how this is 

gathered beforehand which is suggestive of a formal court, judicial process.   

ά{ƻΣ ƛŦ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘ Ƙŀǎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘ ǘƘŜΣ ǘƘŜΣ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ LϥǾŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ǎƻΣ 

so to speak of a kid walking to school two hours late or whateǾŜǊΦ  LŦ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ƴƻǘ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ 

ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƛǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ƭƻƻƪǎ ƭƛƪŜ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǎǘƻǊƛƴƎ ŀƭƭ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘǳŦŦ ŀǎ ŀƳΣ ŀƳƳǳƴƛǘƛƻƴ ώƭŀǳƎƘǎϐ ǘƻ ŦƛǊŜ 

ŀǘ ǘƘŜƳέ όDeputy head teacher, pg13). 

ά{ƻ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǿŀǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ŎƻƳǇŜƭƭƛƴƎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǳƳΣ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǿƛǎƘ- they didnΩǘ ǿƛǎƘ ǘƻ 

accept it.  Um, even- which was bizarre. I found very strange because the evidence was clearly 

ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǾƛŜǿǎΦ  L ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀǎ LΩǾŜ 

touched on some of the um- I think if you normal rely upon social care, health and the police 
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for- and the schools are fairly straightforward, straight down the line and evidenced based 

(Police officer, pg7). 

άL ƎǳŜǎǎ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ƛǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜΣ ǘƘŜ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǊŀƛǎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƪƛƴŘ 

of concern in the first place and having other people there to support and give extra evidence 

that that is the case.  Erm, and obviously for the, for social services in general if they have got 

ǘƘƻǎŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǘƘŜ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜƴ ŦǊƻƳ ƻǘƘŜǊ people that further process 

needs to be takenέ ό{ǳōǎǘŀƴŎŜ ƳƛǎǳǎŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊΣ ǇƎмфύΦ 

Professionals within this study have suggested that the formality of the pseudo court process provides 

clarity and a hierarchical approach to information sharing. The social worker is seen by professionals 

to provide their evidence first setting out the case against the family.  

ά²Ŝ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ ŀ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǿƘŜǊŜōȅ ǿŜ ƭƛǎǘŜƴ ǘƻ ŜŀΣ ǘƻ ŜǾŜǊȅōƻŘȅΩǎ ǳƳΣ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ L ŘƻƴΩt want 

ǘƻ Ŏŀƭƭ ƛǘ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜΦ  .ǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ account of what they feel to be um.  So, the social worker 

ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǎǘŀǊǘǎ ǿƛǘƘΣ ά¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǿƘȅ ǿŜΩǊŜ ƘŜǊŜέΦ  !ƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ƎƛǾŜ ŀ ōƛǘ ƻŦ ŀΣ ŀƴ 

overview of their report and maybe anything thatΩǎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ǿŀǎ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴέ 

(Deputy Headteacher, pg3). 

Interviews are suggestive of two sides, prosecution, and defence, with seven of the eight interviews 

alluding to the parents needing a defence however not receiving this as guilt has, been assumed prior 

to the CPC being convened. 

ά¸ƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ǎŜŜ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴƛƴƎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƛǘΩǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ƎƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ ōŀŘΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ 

ōŀǊǊƛǎǘŜǊǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŦŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǎŜŎǳǘƛƻƴ ŦƛƎƘǘƛƴƎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊέ (Substance misuse 

worker, pg22) 

 ά¢ƘŜȅΩǊŜ ōŀǎƛŎŀƭƭȅ Ƨǳǎǘ ǎŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǊŘƛŎǘ ƛǎΣ ƛǘΩǎ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ƛǘΩǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ŎƻǳǊǘΦ  LǘΩǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ŎƻǳǊǘ 

ƛǎƴΩǘ ƛǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƧǳǊȅ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ŎƻƳŜ ǳǇ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴΦ  ¢ƘŜ ŘŜŦŜƴŘŀƴǘ Ƙŀǎ ƴƻ ǎŀȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘέ 

(Substance misuse worker, pg17) 

ά.ǳǘ ǉǳƛǘŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ŀǊŜΣ LΣ LΣ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ŦŜŜƭ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜȅϥǊŜ ƻƴ ǘǊƛŀƭΦ  ¦ƳΣ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ 

ƪƴƻǿ ƛǘΩǎ ŜǊΣ ǘƘŜȅϥǊŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅϥǊŜΣ ǘƘŜȅϥǊŜ ƛƴ ŎƻǳǊǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ ŘƻƴŜ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ 

ǿǊƻƴƎΦ  ¦ƳΣ ǿƘŜǊŜŀǎ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜΩǊŜ ŀƭƭ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ do is to help them achieve the 

ǊƛƎƘǘ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿέ (Pastoral officer, pg10).   

The process of social trial has voiced to sit entirely in the hands of the professionals, with little prospect 

of a defence being called upon by the family. 
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ά[ƛƪŜ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǿŀƭƪƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ŎƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ Ƨǳǎǘ ŦŜŜŘōŀŎƪ ǎƻƳŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ǿƘŀǘΣ ǎŜŜ 

ǿƘŀǘ Ǌƛǎƪ ƛǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǿƘŜǊŜŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŀǊŜ ǿŀƭƪƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƛǘΩǎ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜƳ 

ǿŀƭƪƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ ŎƻǳǊǘ ƛǎƴΩǘ ƛǘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘΣ ƻōǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŎƻǳǊǘ ōǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ ƭƛƪŜ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ōŜƛƴƎ 

ŀŎŎǳǎŜŘ ƻŦ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ /ƘƛƭŘ tǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ /ƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ƛǘΩǎ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ƧǳǊȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

ŀŎŎǳǎŜŘ ǿŀƭƪƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻέ όSubstance misuse worker pg21).  

ά¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ȅƻǳǊ ƭƛŦŜΣ ǿŜΩǊŜ ŜȄŀƳƛƴƛƴƎ ƛǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿŜΩǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƎƛǾŜ ȅƻǳ ŀ ƳŀǊƪ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ŦƻǳǊέ όIŜŀƭǘƘ 

visitor, pg12). 

Within several interviews it is evident that professionals are acutely aware of the trial and the process 

of judgement that takes place within the CPC, with some individuals seeking to divert the attention 

away from evidence that will condemn the family. 

άL ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ƴƻǊƳŀƭ ǊŜƭȅ ǳǇƻƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎŀǊŜΣ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎŜ ŦƻǊ- and the schools are fairly 

straightforward, straight down the line and evidenced based.  But it- No it would be your health 

visitors and some of the other people who would offer quite personal observations about it.  

LǘΩǎ- ǘƘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƛƳŜǎ L ƘŜŀǊŘ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ- ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ ƪƴƻǿƴ ǘƘŜ 

whole family and then they- ǘƘŜȅ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƘŜƴ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ǳǇ ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ like, 

ƛǘΩǎ ŀƭƭ ǾŜǊȅΣ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ ƛǘ ƎƛǾŜǎ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΦ  .ǳǘ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ƻŦŦŜǊ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎΦ  !ƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ 

not evidence based and it- ƛǘΩǎ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ŀǎ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ŦŜŜƭ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎέ (Police officer, 

pg 7). 

And the other thing that makes me anxious is er, kind of oppressive practise towards families 

when chairs er, are er, sort of overly punitive um, overly formal.  Er, use language that is very 

clear, that is um, not understandable to the family.  So, you can see the family just having an 

experience of er, not being joined to the process.  Um, and actually for me as a systemic 

ǘƘŜǊŀǇƛǎǘ ŀǎΣ ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ƛǘ L ŎŀƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƛǊ ǾŜǊȅ ƳǳŎƘ ƻƴ ƛǘΦ  .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

power imbalance, they are chairing it.  Um, but it makes me really anxious to watch that kind 

of practise where I feel the family are excluded from the process because of some kind of 

imbalance of social graces (Family therapist, pg4).  

άhƪŀȅΣ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ƛǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘƛǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ōŀƭŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎŎŀƭŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƛǇǇƛƴƎΣ ǘƛǇ L ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜ ŜǊΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǘhe 

professionals.  Because of I suppose you know they hold the, they hold the information that 

we all want to know.  Um, the family I think are probably, whilst they are representing 

ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ǳƳΣ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ǎǘǊŜǎǎŦǳƭ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳ (Pastoral officer, pg9). 
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The pastoral officer creates an image within the dialogue above of the scales of justice requiring both 

a defence and prosecution. The family therapist highlights this as ethical and empowering as per the 

cornerstone of the social work profession.  

Although much of the narrative surrounds the negative connotations of judgment, there remains a 

ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜƭƛŎƛǘǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ άŘŀȅ ǘƻ Řŀȅ ƭƛŦŜέ ŀƴ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ǘƻ ǊŜŘǳŎŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǾŜǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

environment, through topical reference as a possible means of social defence through minimisation. 

άLǘ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ŦŜŜƭǎ ƭƛƪŜ .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩǎ bƻ ¢ŀƭŜƴǘ ƻǊ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ōǳǘ ώƭŀǳƎƘǎϐ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŜǊŜ ȅƻǳΣ ȅƻǳ 

ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦΣ άwƛƎƘǘ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ Řƻ ȅƻǳ ǘƘƛƴƪέΚ  ά²ŜƭƭΣ ǿŜƭƭ LϥǾŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƻƭŘ ȅƻǳ ǿƘŀǘ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ 

ŀǎƪŜŘ ƳŜέ όHealth visitor, pg21). 

This assertion from the health visitor may be an attempt to detract from the severity of the decision-

making process and align it with humour to reduce anxiety.  

 

Finding the right conviction  

Categorisation of risk in the CPC has been noted by professional as simplifying the decision-making 

process assisting, in reducing anxiety, yet others saw this as a flaw within the system, a process to 

further demonise. 

ά{ƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳΩŘ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅΣ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƴƻǘ Ǌƛght 

with the parenting and that things are problematic and there needs to be something in place 

ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǉǳƛǘŜ ŘŜƳƻƴƛǎƛƴƎΣ ŜǊƳΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƻƴ 

ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ Ŧƛǘ ƛƴǘƻ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ōƻȄŜǎέ (Substance misuse worker, pg1) 

The substance misuse worker likened categorising risk to seeing only black and white when in fact 

circumstances do not fit into one category neatly. The process of categorising risk for some 

professionals provide clarity in relation to what needs to be done, as it further clarifies the concerns.    

 άI think that the understanding around the categorisation is if we categorise it then we know 

what to do about it.  I think that's my, my sense of it.  As long as we can name it if, if we name 

it and sort of box it so we call it neglect er, then it makes it easier for us to er, kind of um, er, 

ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ŜǊΣ ŘŜŎƛŘŜ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƻ Řƻ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘέ (Family therapist, pg9). 

To counterbalance this, it has been discussed that labelling assists organisations to respond and know 

what is required; this does not take into account the complexity of the system professionals are 

operating  resulting in black and white thinking which is not representative of risk. 
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I can see why at the moment it needs it but I don't you know I question actually going forward 

whether it does need a category.  Yes, but I suppose the reality is hm yeah, it does, it, it just 

assists the process, it assists the local authority in having a, you know a box to put something 

(Pastoral Officer, pg7). 

Within three interviews the messiness of this decision-making process is voiced both implicitly and 

explicitly. The implicit reference to the messiness of the process could be assumed through the 

inference that threshold documents are laminated to be wiped clean. 

ά L ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ǘƘŜƳ ōŜƛƴƎ ǳƳΣ ƻǳǘΣ ƻǳǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǘŀōƭŜ ƭƛƪŜ ƭŀƳƛƴŀǘŜŘ ǎƘŜŜǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǳƳΣ ǿƻǳƭŘ Ƨǳǎǘ 

be that you could just kind of look at, refer to, pull one towards you.  Share one with a 

ŎƻƭƭŜŀƎǳŜΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ŦƻǊ ŜǾŜǊȅōƻŘȅΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀ ŎƻǳǇƭŜ 

ǎŎŀǘǘŜǊŜŘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘέ (Deputy headteacher, pg8). 

ά²Ƙŀǘ L Řƻ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜ ǉǳƛǘŜ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǳƳΣ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ŀƴŘ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ time on the desk 

there is a threshold document laminated.  And it will explain the difference between child 

ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴΣ ŎƘƛƭŘ ƛƴ ƴŜŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŜǊΣ ƻŦ ŀōǳǎŜέ όtŀǎǘƻǊŀƭ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊ, pg4). 

 

The more explicit messy reality of decision-making process is explored in relation to the position each 

professional takes in relation to threshold and understanding of risk due to their organisational and 

professional context external to the CPC which will indefinitely influence decision-making.  

άLΩƳ ŀǘ Ǌƛǎƪ ƻŦ ƳŀȅōŜ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ǿǊƻƴƎΦ  .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ǘƘŜ ƎǳƛŘŀƴŎŜ ƛǘ ƛǎ 

then open to your own kind of interpretation of the situation if that makes sense.  Um, and 

ǎƻƳŜōƻŘȅ ŜƭǎŜΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘΦ  !ƴŘ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛŦ LΩƳ ōŜƛƴƎ ƘƻƴŜǎǘ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

workers because they see the worst of the worst week by week, month by, day by day often.  

What, what I might think is horrific and meets threshold, they are a little bit more desensitised 

towards to than me.  So, there's always that feeling of when the chair asks you is a social 

ǿƻǊƪŜǊ Ƨǳǎǘ Ǝƻƴƴŀ ǘƘƛƴƪ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ƴƻǘ Ǝƻǘ ŀ ŎƭǳŜΣ ȅƻǳ Řƻƴϥǘ ŘŜŀƭ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘƛǎ Řŀȅ ōȅ ŘŀȅΦ  {ƻΣ ȅƻǳΣ 

you do worry a little bit about getting it wrong but I would rather get it wrong and ere on the 

side ƻŦ Ŏŀǳǘƛƻƴ ƛŦ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ǎŜƴǎŜέ όDeputy head teacher, pg9). 

 

Four of the eight professionals are seen to explore the hierarchy of the categories, with two 

professionals discussing not the categories of risk but the categories of neglect. 
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ά!ƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ L Řƻ Ŧƛnd personally is that sometimes lots of differences between the categories of, 

isnΩt, of neglect.  I do think that theyΩre um, sorry categories of abuse.  I do think that you know 

some of them in my opinion need updating and tweaking.  Um, I, I just feel that thereΩs, some 

of them are a bit antiquated now and they donΩǘ ǉǳƛǘŜ ƳŀƪŜ ǎŜƴǎŜέ (Pastoral officer pg4). 

Um, the other thing thatΩs been interesting over the last year or so is the evolution of the 

hierarchy of [laughs] of categories.  Where, where um, you know [laughs] families are happy, 

ƘŀǇǇƛƭȅ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ŀōǳǎƛǾŜΦ  .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŦŜŜƭ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƘŀǘŜ ƴŜƎƭŜŎǘΦ  !ƴŘ 

the, you know most of the arguments you get post is people arguing that theyΩre not neglectful 

but they Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ώƭŀǳƎƘǎϐ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ƘŀǊƳŦǳƭέ όHealth visitor, pg3). 

Within interviews professional have given thought to the four categories of risk used within the CPC 

and wider CP system they have voiced that these are not representative of the risks they respond to 

such as domestic abuse, reflecting the perception that these need to be reviewed to align with cultural 

and societal risks as they are antiquated (Pastoral officer, pg4). 

άLŦ ȅƻǳ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ ŀōǳǎŜΣ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ ȅƻǳ ŎƻǳƭŘ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǎ ŀ ǎeparate risk 

category rather than ς because that ς domestic abuse incorporates physical, emotional and 

ƴŜƎƭŜŎǘΣ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘΦ  ²ƘŜǊŜŀǎ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘǊȅ ŀƴŘ ǎŀȅ ƻƴŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ς ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŎƻǾŜǊ ƛǘ 

in my eyes.  There needs to be a bit more of a ς LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ς I think ς LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ǾŜǊȅ ƎƻƻŘ ŀǘ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ 

ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǎƻ ǘƻ ōŜΣ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ ǘƻƭŘ ǘƘŀǘ LΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƻŦ ŀ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ς L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŀǘΦ  L ǘƘƛƴƪ 

ς L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘΩǎ ς L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘΩǎ ŀǎ ς L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘ ƛƴŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜǎ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎΦ  ¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƻǘƘŜǊ 

things to consider and just having to boil a ς ŀƴ ƘƻǳǊ ŀƴŘ ŀ ƘŀƭŦΩǎ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ŦŜǿ ǿƻǊŘǎ 

ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ Ŏǳǘ ƛǘΦ  L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƻǇŜƴŜŘ ǳǇ ŀ ōƛǘέ (Probation officer, pg3). 

The discussion that remains dominant is the underlying factor that labelling Is perceived to make it 

easier to address, άSo, maybe therΩ's something about labelling that makes us think it become clearer 

ǘƻΣ ŎƭŜŀǊŜǊ ǘƻ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǎƻƳŜ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴέ όCŀƳƛƭȅ ǘƘŜǊŀǇƛǎǘΣ ǇƎфύ it could also however serve the 

purpose to allow professionals to distance themselves from the reality, a label, a box will define so 

there is no need to verbally express the reality, which has occurred explicitly within these interviews.  

 

Sentencing 

Power is prevalent within professional perceptions surrounding the CPC explicitly suggesting this as a 

trial resulting in judgment, and retribution by means of sentencing.  
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ά{ƻ ǇǳƴƛǘƛǾŜ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ōŀŘ ƛǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƘŀǇǇŜƴΣ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ŘƻƴŜ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ 

ǊŜǇŜǊŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ŘƻƴŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǇŜǊŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ Ŧor what has happened is you sit in a 

/ƘƛƭŘ tǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ /ƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ƧǳŘƎŜ ŀƴŘ ƧǳǊȅέ ό{ǳōǎǘŀƴŎŜ ƳƛǎǳǎŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊ, pg22). 

 

Professionals within this study have used language to indicate the severity of the risk they are 

managing, with parents be seen as murders and axe murders (health visitor) for the pastoral support 

officer this is further expanded upon likening the trial to that of murder or manslaughter.  

άLǘΩǎ ŀ ōƛǘ ƭƛƪŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŀ jury and convicting someone of murder or manslaughter.  If you 

convict them of a manslaughter then you perhaps might not feel as bad about yourself as a 

ƧǳǊƻǊ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜȅΣ ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ ŘƻƴŜ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǿǊƻƴƎΦ  .ǳǘ ǘƘŜȅϥǊŜ ƴƻǘ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ 

they're not gonna ōŜ ǳƳΣ ƳǳǊŘŜǊŜǊΣ ƭŀōŜƭƭŜŘ ŀǎ ƳǳǊŘŜǊŜǊǎΦ  !ƴŘ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ƛǘΩǎ ǾŜǊȅ 

ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ Ǉƭŀƴ ŀƴŘ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘ ƛƴ ƴŜŜŘ Ǉƭŀƴέ όtŀǎǘƻǊŀƭ hŦŦƛŎŜǊ, pg23).  

Contextually the pastoral officer has voiced the distinction between murder and manslaughter, as 

attributed in chapter 4 the pastoral officer holds a professional background within the police, which 

might see him equate the emotional and societal condemnation of child abuse to that of the most 

heinous of crimes against a person, murder. This perception is further supported by the health visitor 

who explicitly refers to the parent as a murderer, with professionals seeking to explore any positive 

attributes to allay fears.  

άYou walk in and there's an axe murderer in, sorry [laughs] there's an axe murderer sitting 

ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ƎƻΣ άhƘΣ ȅŜŀƘ ǿŜƭƭ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ƴƛŎŜ ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊέ (Health visitor, pg15).  

 

Stanford (2010) explores that within the context of risk, clients are seen potentially as objects of high 

risk, resulting in professional actions seeking to respond through disciplinary practices that act to 

reform, control, and contain. Professionals within this study whether through a conscious or 

unconscious process align brutal corporal punishments within their narrative explorations such as 

tarring and belting. 

ά.ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘΩǎ ǊǳōōƛƴƎ ǎŀƭǘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǳƴŘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ōƛǘ ƻŦ ƭŀōŜƭƭƛƴƎ ŀƎŀƛƴ ς you know, basically 

ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ŀ ǎƘƛǘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘέ όtŀǎǘƻǊŀƭ hŦŦƛŎŜǊ, pg14). 

ά¢ƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴƎ ƭŀōŜƭƭŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǘŀǊǊŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘƛǎ ōǊǳǎƘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘƛǎΣ ǘƘƛǎ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ǘƘƛǎΣ this and 

thisέ ό{ǳōǎǘŀƴŎŜ ƳƛǎǳǎŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊ, pg6). 
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ά!ƴŘ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅΣ ǊŜŎŜƴǘƭȅ ŀƴŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ǳƴŦŀƛǊ ōǳǘ L ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ŦŜŜƭ ƛǘΩǎ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ǿŀȅ 

of, of belting you know the clients a little bit more you know.  Telling them that they're 

neglectful or telling them that this is happening and it feels a little bit more like that recently.  

Um, and I don't know whether you know, whether it actually sort of goes back to actually 

ƭŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƪƴƻǿ ǾŜǊȅ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ŀǊŜέ (Health visitor, pg3). 

Within the interviews attention to language further compounds the brutality within the CPC, with 

professionals explicitly exploring the sense of being attacked, ganging up, and, gathering ammunition. 

The discourse is suggestive of an intention to wound or cause harm. However, what is seen to 

underpin this is the severity of the task being undertaken, the well-being of vulnerable children and 

ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ŦƻǊ ǿƘƻƳ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ōǳǊƴ όtƻƭƛŎŜ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊύ. 

άYou know, the evidence was there, just present it.  You know, lets remove these kids, lets 

ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƛǾŜǎ ƴƻǿΦ  [ŜǘΩǎ Řƻ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƛǾŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ōŜǘǘŜǊΦ  

5ƻƴΩǘ- ǿŜƭƭ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦΣ ƎƛǾŜ ǘƘŜƳ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅΦ  .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ 

ŀƭƭ ƳŜǎǎŜŘ ǳǇΦ  ¸ƻǳΩǊe setting themselves- ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ǳǇ ǘƻ ŦŀƛƭΦ  ¸ƻǳΩǊŜ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎΣ 

you know?  And then you have to have more strategy meetings or case conferences.  You know, 

get it right first time.  Or certainly get it right second time.  [Unclear 1:05:11.3] people can go 

ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ Ŧŀƛƭ ŀƎŀƛƴΦ  .ǳǘ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ ǿƘŜƴ ǿŜΩǊŜ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƛǊŘ ŎŀǎŜ ŎƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ 

for the same kids, you know, you kind of- ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ōƛǘ ŦǊǳǎǘǊŀǘŜŘΦ  /ŀǳǎŜ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŀƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ 

time to burnέ (Police officer, pg23). 

The notion of the punitive need to sentence is counterbalanced however with the reality of the 

experiences of families and the purpose of the CPC to bring about change in the family system; even 

this appears to be unachievable and further punishment of the families. 

άAnd I suppose I would like to see conferences um, er, not panic by um, setting families off with 

these um, big tasks to sort of.  Setting them off to um, achieve things that we know realistically 

ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜΩǊŜ ŘƻƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǎŜtting them up to fail.  So, when we 

ŎƻƳŜ ōŀŎƪ ƴŜȄǘ ǘƛƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ ŀǎƪΣ άIŀǾŜ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴŜ ƛǘέΚ  !ƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŀȅΣ άbƻ ȅƻǳΣ ƴƻ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜƴϥǘέ 

ǘƘŜƴ ǿŜ ǎŀȅΣ ά²ŜƭƭΣ ȅƻǳ ŘƛŘƴΩǘΣ ȅƻǳ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜέέ (Family therapist, pg21).   
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What has been presented  

Professionals have within these four findings chapters moved from a CPC which holds collaborative 

working at the cornerstone to bring about positive change for children and their families to a process 

of social trial, in which parents are judged and held to account with guilt assumed. Within this chapter 

the impact of anxiety and the prevailing social defences have highlighted an alternative task 

undertaken by the professionals in the CPC.   

Findings appear to create a world of two extreme, support verse judgment it can be proposed that 

the anxiety initially mentioned in chapter four has continued to manifest resulting in a cluster  of social 

defences enacted have resulted in the good intentions of professionals being eroded as a process of 

trial and judgment unconsciously evolves within a space intended to support and protect.  
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Chapter 7 Discussion 

 

 The prevalence of anxiety within the CP system and more explicitly the CPC has shaped the both the 

findings and the research question within this study. Anxiety is not an observable event however it 

shapes what is observed and the task undertaken by professionals. The focus of this research shifted 

as the prevalence of anxiety and the subsequent social defences it evoked cast shadow upon the linear 

process of the categorisation of risk. Instead, what became apparent through thematic analysis is that 

this process of categorisation sits within a more complex cluster of social defences. With findings 

suggesting that professional good intentions are eroded by anxiety resulting in a cluster of social 

defences manifesting and obscuring the task undertaken with the CPC. 

ά!ƴŘ L ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜ L Ƨǳǎǘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ǳƳΣ who is, whose benefit is this Erving?  You know is this 

reducing professional anxiety rather than actually er, er, meeting an er, a genuine need for the 

familyΚ  ¸ƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ŀǊŜ ǿŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΣ άDƻ ǘƘŜǊŜΣ Ǝƻ ǘƘŜǊŜΣ Ǝƻ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ Ǝƻ ǘƘŜǊŜέ ǳƳΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ 

ƳŀƪŜǎ ǳǎ ŦŜŜƭ ŀǎ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǿŜΩǊŜ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎΦέ όCŀƳƛƭȅ ǘƘŜǊŀǇƛǎǘ, pg21). 

Within this chapter psychoanalytical thinking will be applied to make sense of the findings postulated 

within this research. Making meaning of the conscious and unconscious experiences of professionals 

to provide insight into the professional entanglement with anxiety and the terrifying task undertaken 

within the CPC. Findings in this study support Cooper et al, (2012) depiction that a fear of failure is 

seen to shape the current CP system with professionals feeling the need to protect their own position.  

 

7.1 Evolving task 

Anxiety can inhibit the way in which we think, understand, and make sense of the environment around 

us (Waddell, 1998). Within this study anxiety has been a golden thread which is interwoven through 

ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ /t/ǎΩ ǎƘŀǇƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ƛƴ which they respond and, the task undertaken. 

The evolving nature of anxiety, saw a parallel evolution in terms of the question this research has 

sought to address shifting from, the categorisation of risk to the explicit impact anxiety has upon the 

functional and purpose of the CPC. This does not exclude the process of categorisation of risk within 

professional narratives; it could be suggested that this a procedural defence against anxiety. 
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7.11 From safety to anxiety  

/t/ǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мфтлΩǎ to bring together professionals within a decision-making forum 

to ŀǎǎŜǎǎ ǊƛǎƪΤ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛǎƳ ǘƻ άǘƛŘȅ ǳǇέ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŀ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ 

against the reality of maltreatment and abuse. The nature of the professional network allows society 

to believe only the good heaping the unmanageable into the CPC and wider child protection system, 

leaving professionals fearful of dropping the ball (Deputy headteacher).  

Within this study professionals have represented the CPC as a process of social trial, with the language 

used representing a quasi-judicial process in which guilt has been assumed and the nature of the 

offence likened to murder or manslaughter (Pastoral officer).  The police officer explored the CPC as, 

an opportunity to hold up a mirror to demand parents see what professionals do with professionals 

taking the role of judge and jury, a view shared by Stanford (2000).  

A myriad of social defences have been deployed by professionals within the CPC to protect self from 

secondary anxiety and the ultimate fear of getting it wrong, of dropping the ball and being held to 

account. The findings in this study propose that professionals operate in a world of two extremes, the 

minimisation and avoidance of risk or the demonization and persecution of those responsible for risk.  

Within interviews it became apparent that anxiety impacted professional behaviour and ultimately 

the task that was undertaken within the CPC, figure 15 depicts the vicious cycle of the CPC. 

Professionals within the CPC are required to respond to the abuse and maltreatment of children, a 

reality which society attempts to reject (Woodhouse & Pengelley 1990; Beveridge, 1942; Scanlon & 

Powell, 2015). The public rejection of child abuse potentially initiates the vicious cycle of the CPC, 

asserting from this position the presence of persecutory anxiety, which manifests from the fear of 

failure, the fear of being blamed by society if something goes wrong, the fear of getting it wrong. 
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Figure 15: Vicious cycle of the CPC 

Figure 15 captures the cycle professionals find themselves in within their interviews and the CPC. 

Findings of this study suggest that an alternative task is undertaken within the CPC catalysed by 

anxiety., At the outset of the interviews all eight professionals verbalised a proceduralised process 

with a shared aim of bringing about positive change through multi-agency working; this purpose 

evolved during the course of the eight interviews undertaken. 

Anxiety surrounding the task within the CPC was voiced explicit by all eight professionals as a fear of 

getting it wrong, being blamed and doing more harm than good. With such anxiety present within the 

system a cluster of social defences manifested resulting in professionals unconsciously seeking to 

absolve themselves of accountability and responsibility of the task at hand due to a fear of being held 

publicly accountable eroding their good intentions (Price et al 2018; Cooper & Wren, 2012). 
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7.2 Good intentions vs reality   

 

tƻǿŜǊΩǎ όнллтύ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴǎ ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ Ǌƛǎƪ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀǊŜ ǇƻƛƎƴŀƴǘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŀǊŀŘƛƎƳ ǿƛǘƘ 

social expectations allocating the responsibility to agencies and professionals to effectively manage 

risk to children. Evidence suggests that professionals are acutely aware of the gravity of the task they 

undertake within the CPC equating this risk to murder or manslaughter. Professionals have voiced 

both depressive and persecutory anxiety, depressive anxiety stemimg from fear of the task resulting 

in a contrast between legislative and procedural intention and the reality of the process and task 

undertaken within the CPC.  

Findings have suggested that anxiety shapes the process of the CPC, as the purpose alters, and 

processes are constructed to protect professionals against blame.  and professional behaviour 

surrounding the task in two distinct ways: 

× Disillusionment of purpose  

× Protecting against blame 

 

 

Disillusionment of purpose   

At the outset of the eight interviews professionals voiced their good intentions relating to the task of 

the CPC, multi-agency partners sharing information to bring about positive change for a family. 

However, narratives evolved, and professional perceptions suggested a disillusionment of task, with 

this shifting from protection of the child to protection of the professional, from supporting the parent 

to shaming the parent for failing as captured within figure 16.  

 

 



 
 

108 
 

Figure 16: Intention vs reality   

This study has highlighted that anxiety impacts the task undertaken within the CPC resulting in this 

being in juxtaposition to the legislative and procedural purpose proposed which, results as depicted 

in figure 16 in a process seeking to place blame, likening the task to a process of public shaming or 

ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ άōŜƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŎƻǳǊǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ Řƻǿƴ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǿǊƻƴƎέ όtŀǎǘƻǊŀƭ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊ, pg10). This shift to 

an anti-task within the CPC is resultant of secondary anxiety which has been noted to run throughout 

professional narratives leading to fragmentation and professionals seeking to preserve self rather than 

work collaboratively within the multi-agency network resulting in a gang state of mind as the shared 

task of the CPC is eroded alongside professional good intentions (Chuard, 2021; Obholzer, 2019: Ruch 

and Murray, 2011). 

The nature of the task delegated to the professional network within the CPC is terrifying with 

professionals voicing in this study the fear of getting it wrong, it being the one ball they do not want 

to drop and the one aspect of their role that keeps them up at night (Deputy head teacher, Powell & 

Scanlon, 2015; Kettle, 2018; Waterhouse & McGhee, 2009).  The eight professionals within this study 

narrated behaviour which were suggestive of a cluster of social defences being enacted which when 

culminated resulted in an alternative task being undertaken. Professionals sought to delegate 

responsibility, to sacrifice their professional knowledge and distance themselves from the decision-

making process, essentially moving this from a multi-agency approach to dependency on one or two 

professionals, namely the social worker and police officer. Infantile anxieties surrounding the task of 

CP are asserted to lead to feelings of hopelessness, dependence, fear and, wanting to return to the 

normal world as soon as possible, all of which have been voiced within the course of this study as 

professionals move from the primary to phenomenal task (Rustin, 2005; Ruch & Murray, 2011). 

Professionals within this study shied away from talking about children and young people, focusing 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ ƻƴ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŘƛǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛǾŜ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ ƛǎ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ άƻǘƘŜǊƛƴƎέΣ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŜ 

ŎƘƛƭŘ ƛǎ άƴƻǘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǳǎέ όtƻǿŜƭƭ ϧ {ŎŀƴƭƻƴΣ нлмрύΦ {ǳŎƘ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎ 

replicates the initial point of the vicious cycle of the CPC; instead on this occasion professionals sought 

to reject the reality of harm caused to children and young people, as the lack of containment prevents 

professionals reaching a depressive position in which the CPC and they themselves can, hold both the 

good and the bad.  It became evident that the disillusionment professionals felt within the CPC 

surrounded the task being felt as, the protection of children vs the protection of professionals.  
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Protecting against blame  

Blame, has been vocalised by all professionals within this study, with the substance misuse worker 

raising thŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ άǿƘƻΩǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜ ōƭŀƳŜΚέ όǇƎмоύ ŀ sentiment further echoed by the police 

officer who saw the process of the CPC as seeking someone to blame. The process of finding someone 

to blame has been stated by Munro to be psychologically satisfying and common feature of the CP 

system as professionals are often blamed when they are perceived to have failed to protect a child 

(Cooper et al, 2009). 

The notion of blame and scrutiny runs through professional narratives within this study, and results in 

professionals seeking protection from condemnation. The findings suggest that professionals have 

ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭƛǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ōƭŀƳŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘŜŘ ōȅ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƳŜƴǘŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ άŘŀƳƳŜŘ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ Řƻ ŀƴŘ ŘŀƳƳŜŘ ƛŦ 

ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘέ.  

Professionals have proposed that the structure of the CPC provides security, a comfort blanket as the 

onus of responsibility is shared within the multi-agency network (Deputy head-teacher, police officer 

and family therapist). Each of the eight professionals provided detailed exploration of the intricate 

procedural steps in the CPC, with the resultant outcome reducing the complexity of risk to choosing 

one of the boxes within a black and white approach to risk (Substance misuse worker, pg7).  

Professionals explored the categorisation of risks as the  rejection of  ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄƛǘȅ άI just think we need 

ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ ƛŦ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘ ƛǎ ŀǘ Ǌƛǎƪ ƻǊ ƛǎƴΩǘέ όtŀǎǘƻǊŀƭ hŦŦƛŎŜǊ ǇƎсύΣ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ŀ ǊŜŘǳŎǘƛƻƴƛǎǘ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ άƛf we 

ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛǎŜ ǿŜ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƻ Řƻέ όCŀƳƛƭȅ ¢ƘŜǊŀǇƛǎǘ pg9)  Defences within this study seek to reduce a 

άƘŜƛƎƘǘŜƴŜŘ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ŀƴȄƛŜǘȅέ όIŜŀƭǘƘ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊ ǇƎнύ within the system seeking reduce professionals 

culpability and evade knowledge and expertise. Such technical-rational approaches have been cited 

as normative within society; within this study professionals have drawn the conclusion that such an 

approach is ill equipped to meet the complex needs they are met with, asserting a dissonance between 

professional intentions and procedural outcomes as the human element is removed (Kinsella, 2007; 

Smith, 2019). 

This study suggests that societies projections of failure result in a paranoid-schizoid position, with 

professionals fearful of getting it wrong, and acutely attuned to the fear and that, άƛǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜ ōŀƭƭ 

IΩƳΣ ΣΣ Ƴƻǎǘ ŀŦǊŀƛŘ ƻŦ ŘǊƻǇǇƛƴƎέ (Deputy head teacher pg17). Society holds expectations that social 

workers and professionals become omnipotent providing, salvation for society, guarding them from 

the realisation of evil and the social ills taking place (Woodhouse & Pengelley, 1990 & Whittaker, 

2011). This fear of failure means professionals in this study see the CPC as a risk management process, 

reducing risk to a black and white process, a process of categorisation. Professionals have illustrated 

the poignant differential between risk and responsibility and, uncertainty and danger, risk being cited 
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ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ōƭŀŎƪ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƛǘŜΣ ŀƭƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƳŀƴŀƎŜ άǊƛǎƪέ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎΣ a 

ǘƛŎƪ ōƻȄΧΦ ώǘƻϐ ƪƴƻǿ ǿŜΩǊŜ ŘƻƛƴƎ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ǿŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŘƻƛƴƎέ (Probation officer pg8).  The paradigm 

of danger and uncertainty appear to have been removed from the environment of the CPC with the 

decision-making process resulting in telling families what they need to do as if certainty prevails 

(Family therapist). Resulting in the danger and uncertainty being managed externally to the CPC as 

ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ άpick up of things that happen post-ŎƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎέ όtŀǎǘƻǊŀƭ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊ ǇƎмпύ.  

The cumulative impact of a blame culture results in, vulnerable system syndrome, due to blame, 

denial, and single mindedness, resulting in compliant practice and professional autonomy being lost, 

(Probation officer, Police officer & Reason, 2008). Within this study such social defences align with 

infantile anxieties as professionals mindlesǎƭȅ ǎǘƛŎƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊǳƭŜǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ǘŜǊǊƻǊƛǎŜŘ ŎƘƛƭŘΣ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ άfollowing 

ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳέ and other professionals and feeling unable to challenge due to lack of professional 

knowledge (Deputy head teacher pg3; probation officer; social worker; police officer; Rustin, 2005). 

 

These findings suggest that there is a stark contrast between the intention and reality of the CPC as 

voiced by the professionals, the disillusionment of task and structural avoidance of scrutiny have 

suggested how process can shift due to anxiety.   

 

7.3 Defending the undefended 

 

Within this study structural responses to anxiety have been seen to impact the process of the CPC. 

This state of heightened anxiety was additionally noted to impact professional behaviour and 

responses leaving professionals uncertain about their knowledge and position within the multi-agency 

system. Professionals have been seen to question their role, creating an environment in which fear 

prevails, leading to social defences being identified (Cooper & Lees, 2014; Dartington, 2010; 

hΩ{ǳƭƭƛǾŀƴΣ нлмуύΦ 

Within this study defensive behaviours have been noted to develop in two key paradigms  

× Professional performance  

× Finding someone to blame  

 



 
 

111 
 

Professional performance  

The nature of undefended has been poignantly captured by the health visitor, who feels professionals 

are left unsupported within the CPC by the wider system as feedback is solely sought from the families 

and not the professionals.  It might be due to this that these findings suggest professionals enact roles 

as a means of social defence and professional protection with the CPC. It has been explicitly stated 

within this study ǘƘŀǘ άƴƻōƻŘȅ ƛǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭƭȅέ, instead professionals are noted to 

oscillate between basic assumption behaviours.  

 

Scapegoating   

Scapegoating is theoretically cited as the basic assumption behaviour dependency (BaD), within this 

study it became evident that professionals sought to place the onus of responsibility and 

accountability upon the social worker. Aligning with these findings, Woodhouse, and Pengelly (1990) 

cite the role of social services and individual workers as doing the dirty work on behalf of others. 

Within these interviews it was evident that the professional projected both their anxiety and sense of 

responsibility onto the social worker, justify this άŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǿƻǊƪŜǊ Ƙŀǎ ŘƻƴŜ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪΧ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎΩ 

no point in me disagreeingέ όtŀǎǘƻǊŀƭ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊΣ ǇƎуύΦ 

 

Imposter 

Within interviews professionals voiced concerns about how they are perceived by their peers, due to 

lack of experience or not feeling their professional role equipped them with the knowledge required 

to make informed decisions regarding children and young people. Professionals were noted in this 

instance to ά[take] the path of least resistanceέ όtƻƭƛŎŜ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊ ǇƎммύ ǎŜǇŀǊating expertise of risk 

assessment between that of adults and children to avoid responsibility (Probation officer). Steiner 

proposes that such behaviours are indicative of professionals entering a physic retreat, which allows 

professionals to distance themselves from the decision-making process due to the intolerable feelings 

evoked (Rustin, 2005).   

 

Union 

The nature of the multi-agency network allows professionals within the CPC to operate within a state 

one-ness (BaO). A state which allows them to seek protection and sacrifice their professional 

knowledge and wisdom to align with the decisions made by the majority, group think or the 
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omnipotent leader (Family therapist & pastoral officer). These findings alluded to a reluctance to 

challenge the decision or recommendations made by other professionals allowing άƻƴŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ 

ǇƻǿŜǊ ώǘƻϐ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅΦ !ƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ƪƴƻǿΣ ŜǾŜǊȅōƻŘȅ ǿƛƭƭ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿέ όCŀƳƛƭȅ 

therapist pg9). Such responses from professionals assumes a basic assumption behaviour of one-ness 

(BaO), within this position professionals hold the myth that no decision made can be wrong, bad, or 

unwise (McMillan, 1981). Kanter (1998) proposed a further insight into the BaO noting professionals 

being seen to abandon their professional knowledge and skill because it is too painful to engage in the 

lived experiences of the child/ young person. 

 

Hero or villain  

Findings implied that once professionals entered the CPC their good intent eroded, slowly becoming 

ŎƘƛǇǇŜŘ ŀǿŀȅΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛǾŜ άŀƴƎŜƭέ ōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ ŘƛŎƘƻǘƻƳƛǎŜŘ ŀǎ professionals 

become part of a άŘŜƳƻƴƛǎƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎέ ό{ǳōǎǘŀƴŎŜ ƳƛǎǳǎŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊΣ ǇƎпύΦ  It is proposed within this 

study that the paranoid-schizoid position prevents professionals from being able to hold both the good 

and the bad, the perceived angel and the demon, which results in splitting. The police officer asserts 

ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜƳƻƴ ƘƻƭŘƛƴƎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άōŀŘέ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ parents as it is whilst looking 

into the whites of their eyes opposed to professionals who are deemed too soft pedal and hold onto 

the positives which was enabled due to the perspective that άǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǿƻǊƪŜǊ Ƙŀǎ ŘƻƴŜ ŀƭƭ ǘƘƛǎ ǿƻǊƪέ 

(Pastoral officer pg8; police officer; health visitor; social worker). Such splitting saw professionals 

within this study distance themselves from being seen as the persecutor by the family, creating one 

less avenue of persecution (Kettle, 2018). 

 

Impact on role  

The good intentions voiced within this study requires professionals to look through the window to the 

lived experiences of the child and family. However, due to professionals oscillating between basic 

assumption behaviours in response to anxiety, they were unable to hold the child in mind, instead 

becoming pre-occupied with their own survival (Deputy headteacher; Roth, 1988). Essentially when 

operating in a heightened state of anxiety this study found that professionals lost sight of the reason 

ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ΨŎƻƳƛƴƎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΩΣ άno-one professional having the full pictureέ ό5ŜǇǳǘȅ ƘŜŀŘ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ, pg22), 

instead they became pre-occupied by redistributing responsibility and accountability. 

Theoretically two methods of redistributing accountability and responsibility along, with the 

associated blame if things go wrong have been proposed within this study: 
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o Delegation of responsibility downwards, holding parents to account  

o Delegating responsibility upwards, dependence on the social worker  

 

Professionals within this study although in juxtaposition  oscillate between these two positions to rid 

themselves of responsibility and the associated blame if things go wrong.  Aligning with Coopers (2009) 

perspective responsibility is passed from the professionals to parents as they seek to hold them 

account for their actions with the CPC, holding up and mirror to ensure they see what they have done 

wrong (police officer; probation officer). However, within the professional system it is evident that 

ǘƘŜǎŜ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ŀ ǊŜǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ aŜƴȊƛŜǎ [ȅǘƘΩǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴs as professional seek an omnipotent 

leader to follow, the social worker, who they hold responsible for decision making (Morin, 2008; 

Whittaker, 2001; Armstrong et al, 2005; Menzies Lyth, 1959). The nature of professional behaviours 

within the CPC due to anxiety and paranoid-schizoid positions means professionals are unable to hold 

responsibility therefore, they delegate responsibility upwards and retreat into isolation as 

professionals are able άǘƻ Ǝƻ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ Ŧƭƻǿέ due to there being a dominant leader (Pastoral officer, 

pg8; Rustin, 2005).  

The complex nature of the CPC brings professionals together due to their nuanced approaches to 

working with children and families, at the outset of the eight interviews all professionals aligned with 

the need to share their professional knowledge and expertise of the child and family. However, this 

study suggests that due to anxiety professional knowledge, experience and wisdom is sacrificed to 

ensure professional survival, suggesting professional autonomy is chipped away by persecutory 

anxiety.  

 

Finding someone to blame   

Findings within this study suggest that there was a perceived need to vilify the parents as murders, 

ŀȄŜ ƳǳǊŘŜǊǎΣ ȅŜǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ Ŏŀƭƭ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊ ŀƭƻƴƎǎƛŘŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ŀƴ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άƎƻƻŘέ 

(Substance misuse worker; Health Visitor). In the paranoid-schizoid position we can only see people 

as either good or bad.  ¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻōŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊ ƻǳǘƭƛƴŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ άhard to watchέ ŀǎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ŀǊŜ 

vilified within the CPC, with the forum being noted as an opportunity for professionals to tell parents 

ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀŎŜΣ άthe whites of their eyesέ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŘƻƴŜ ǿǊƻƴƎ όtƻƭƛŎŜ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊ, pg2). 

Due to defensive practice professionals have alluded to becoming entangled in social indictment, trial 

and retribution, likening the professional role to a member of the prosecution, involved  in a trial of 

murder vs manslaughter (pastoral officer). Professionals within this study have evidenced a loss of 
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neutrality and curiosity within the CPC, as guilt is assumed by the mere fact that a meeting is being 

convened, detracting from the relational foundations of practice (Flaskas, 2007).  

One position held by professionals with this study assumes parental guilt and associated culpability 

noting polarised identities relating to risk, culpability and innocence, and dangerousness and 

vulnerability. Leading to sado-masochistic identification between, the professional and family, this 

stems from professionals being unable to contain and manage transference resulting in blind 

retaliation (Bacon, 1988) Blind retaliation is noted within professional responses to punitive measures 

to tar, belt, and Ǌǳō ǎŀƭǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǳƴŘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǘǊƛŀƭ ƻŦ ƳǳǊŘŜǊ ŀƴŘ Ƴŀƴǎƭaughter being 

the equated judicial process. Not much has shifted, the brutalised regime of childhood in the 19th 

century underpinned by poverty, rage and outburst of aggression appears to have been projected to 

the parents within the CPC (Powell & Scanlon, 2015) The nature of adopting this authoritarian punitive 

practice has been noted to have been deliberately chosen to protect the professionals regardless of 

the detrimental impact this has on the family (Whittaker & Harvard, 2016) 

The emotional pressure within the CPC sees professionals take sides as they are unable to see the 

system holistically (Woodhouse and Pengelley, 1990).  This results in splitting taking place with 

ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎ ǎŜŜƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ άōŀŘέ ƻƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻciety projects the 

bad onto them when things go wrong. Othering allows professional to legitimise the social exclusion 

ŀƴŘ ǾƛŎǘƛƳƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ /t/ ŀƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎ ǘƻ ǇƭŀŎŜ άǳǎέ ŀōƻǾŜ άǘƘŜƳέ 

(Foucault, 1980; Powell & Scanlon, 2015). The nature of idolisation and persecution has been 

demonstrated via splitting with the family being seen as the bad object, the axe murders, the guilty, 

such projections allow professionals to resist the distress, the reality of the child allowing them to 

enter a psychic retreat (Rustin, 2005; Steiner, 1992). 

This discussion however  does not predispose that the depressive position has not be voiced. 

Professionals have strongly alluded to this when referring to the work they undertake externally to 

the CPC, in their primary roles, at this stage they are seen to move away from the binaries which are 

ǳƴƘŜƭǇŦǳƭ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎ όCŜŀǘƘŜǊǎǘƻƴŜ ϧ DǳǇǘŀΣ нлмуύΦ 

The depressive position allows professional to feel concern and worry for others, which sits at the 

ƘŜŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎƻƻŘ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴǎΩ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎ ŜƴǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ /t/ ǿƛǘƘΦ 
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What has been presented  

Findings within this study have suggested that professionals become disillusioned by the task they are 

expected to undertake within the CPC due to depressive and persecutory anxiety, altering the process 

and the roles professional undertake. 

As the alternative task, professional protection becomes dominant, it could be suggested that a sense 

of hopelessness erodes good intentions as professional knowledge and wisdom central to the task of 

the CPC is scarified through the myriad of social defences employed.  
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Chapter 8 Conclusion and Recommendations  

 

The purpose of the CP system and in turn CPCs seek to promote the wellbeing and welfare of children, 

utilising the multi-agency forum to explore the lived experiences of the child and establish a plan to 

bring about positive change and effective family systems.  The prevalence of anxiety within CPCs has 

shaped the direction of this study, and in turn the questions these findings pertain to answer, shifting 

the focus from the categorisation of risk to the more explicit impact of anxiety within this professional 

system. This small-scale study has captured the good intentions of professionals within this system; a 

cluster of social defences suggests an environment in juxtaposition. Reforms within CP have all too 

often focused on the technical aspects of process and procedure, but findings in this study are 

suggestive of reform needing to grapple with anxiety that results in social defences and an alternative 

task being undertaken.  

EƛƎƘǘ ŜǇƛǎƻŘƛŎ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎ ό9LΩǎύ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǳƴŘŜǊǘŀƪŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭΩǎ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ CP system 

and associated conference. Although the sample size is small, I hold onto the perspective of Weller et 

al (2018) that the probing that takes place in interviews and the richness of narratives matter more 

ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳǇƭŜ ǎƛȊŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ 9LΩǎ ǎŜŜƪǎ ǘƻ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎΩ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 

narratives, creating an experiential approach to understanding the reality of the CPC. 

This study has developed during data analysis, the initial intent shifted, at the outset the question 

sought to explore the purpose and functionality of categorising risk. Professionals have explored the 

ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎΣ ŀǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ŀ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅΣ ǿƛǘƘ άƭŀōŜƭƭƛƴƎ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƛǘ ŜŀǎƛŜǊέ όǎǳōǎǘŀƴŎŜ ƳƛǎǳǎŜ 

worker, pg7) allowing professionals to reduce risk to the black and white. What became apparent 

during the data analysis however was the practice of categorising risk could be equated directly to one 

social defence being enacted as professional encountered a world of extremes at the psychotic edge. 

This study subsequently evolved to gain insight and understanding to the impact and subsequent 

effect of anxiety on the task undertaken within the CPC.  

This chapter seeks to explore the contribution this study makes to the CPC proposing the need for this 

to be restructured to accept and reduce the anxiety which professionals find themselves defending 

against. It is evident that the professional within the CPC are overwhelmed by anxiety resulting in 

social defences eroding good intentions and diverting professionals from the intended procedural and 

legislative task. This study concludes that CPCǎΩ to be refocused, professional responsibilities clarified, 

with power and independence re-established in the role of the conference chair.  
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Understanding the unintended 

 

The task undertaken within the CPC, has been delegated to a group of specialist professionals, and by 

its very nature brings with it a level of anxiety (Woodhouse & Pengelly, 1990; Featherstone et al, 2016; 

Kearney; 2013; Ferguson, 2014). This small-scale study has captured the task professionals are in 

charged with as terrifying; due to process, organisational and societal culture this is exemplified, 

making it unmanageable impacting their professional roles and responses. There are however 

harmonious representations within this study and across literature surrounding CPCs, proclaiming the 

intention to form a multi-agency network to address and explore the risk posed to children (Daveny 

& Spratt, 2009). Shared objectives and aims sit at the heart of functional multiagency working, a 

matter not disputed by the eight professionals within this study, with clarity surrounding the need for 

joined up information sharing and planning to bring about effective change. The primary intent is 

unequivocally ensuring professionals are aware of what the άpotential harm is to the child, so that our 

focus and understanding of that chiƭŘΩǎ ƭƛǾŜŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜΣ ŜǊƳΣ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘέ (Social worker, pg8).  

Data proposes that professionals within this study have good intentions; what is revealed is how these 

good intentions are eroded, due to the reality of the task and the subsequent social defences that are 

enacted. 

Defining the primary task is experienced by professionals as far more nuanced than the reductionist 

legislative or procedural definition provided, the task inherently involves human beings which makes 

this innately complex, let alone the differing organisational lens each professional attends the CPC 

with. The intended, primary task of the CPC shifted from support to trial and judgement, with 

professionals becoming part of a demonising process in which they sought to provide cover for each 

other whilst responding families who have been described by professionals in this study as murders 

or axe murders (Substance misuse worker; Police officer; Health visitor). The language used within this 

study is suggestive of the amplification of risk as a social defence, with risk being equated to murder 

or manslaughter. This vilification is suggestive of a world of extremes, the psychotic edge noted within 

the social defences employed within the CPC. With the flip side represented as avoidance and denial 

surrounding professional responsibility to respond to risk, as they seek cover and rely on the 

professional knowledge base of the social worker.   

Due to anxiety professionals are noted to oscillate between basic assumption behaviours, allowing 

them to obscure or disguise the reality of threats and protection themselves.  Basic assumption 

behaviours and the associated sacrifice of professional knowledge and wisdom have been enacted to 

redistribute responsibility and accountability due to the underlying fear of getting it wrong and 
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dropping the ball. Seeking a scapegoat appears both within the CPC but also as a catalyst of anxiety 

from society. Externally professionals within the CPC are scapegoated, when things go wrong within 

media representation but also from the evolution of the CP system and CPC as they are left by society 

to hold the intolerable and find solutions to complex problems, to one of the greatest social ills, child 

abuse and maltreatment (Cooper & Lousada, 2004 & Levin, 2008). Within the CPC scapegoating sees 

professionals attempt to displace responsibility and accountability, seeking to merely follow the social 

worker as they enter the basic assumptive state of dependency as άǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ worker has done all this 

ǿƻǊƪέ (Pastoral officer pg8; Froggett, 2005; Hoggett, 2010). It has been reflected in this study at as 

the social worker has done all the work professionals are less inclined to go against their 

recommendations. This state of dependency allows means professionals can avoid speaking truth, 

stepping away from the perceived task of collaboration between family and professionals to share 

ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴǎΣ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ǎŜŜƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ άǎƻŦǘ ǇŜŘŀƭƭƛƴƎέ ǘƻ ǇǊŜǎŜǊǾŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛly. 

{ǳŎƘ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎȅ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ƛƴ ǎǇƭƛǘǘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ άōŀŘέ ōŜƛƴƎ ǇƭŀŎŜŘ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎ ǿƘƻ ǾƻƛŎŜ 

concerns directly to the families.  

There is a shift towards a multi-agency network voiced within these interviews; this remains some 

distance from the shared responsibility cited in legislation and processes. In a state of oneness 

professionals explore appointing an omnipotent leader, someone they could follow allowing passivity 

and rejection of their own professional knowledge άǿƘŀǘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƘŀǇǇŜƴǎ ƛǎ ŀ Ǉattern get sets where 

ƻƴŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǇƻǿŜǊǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅέ (Family therapist, ǇƎсύΣ άwhich allowed people to take 

a path of least resistanceέ (Police officer, pg11). Professionals oscillate between defensive behaviour, 

voicing movement from oneness and an omnipotent leader to the protection of two individuals 

responsible for finding hope, with an alliance being formed in this study between the social worker 

and the police officer, the social worker with the knowledge and skill and the police officer providing 

ǘƘŜ άŎƻǾŜǊέΦ  

Oscillation between the basic assumption behaviours reveals a complex interplay within the 

professional network, the CPC provides a rich possibility to bring professionals together; in narratives 

it was hard to hear the positives and the benefits of this, instead narratives indicated a mechanism 

that allows them to defend against the task as social defences manifest. The extent of the defensive 

response to anxiety sees professional lose sight of the good work that is undertaken separating the 

work of the CPC as a space of trial and judgment and the work undertaken externally to the CPC as 

ǘƘŜ άƎƻƻŘ ǿƻǊƪέΦ tǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŜƳōƻŘƛŜŘ ŀ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ of projection seeking to situate the anxiety 

and bad onto the CPC and the good, the practice and intention to the work they undertake externally. 

Professionals have become blinded of any good coming out of the CPC, with the pastoral officer seeing 
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the need to άǇƛŎƪ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ ǇƛŜŎŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜrson and, and the familyέ όǇƎпύ ŀŦǘŜǊǿŀǊŘǎΣ ŜƴǎǳǊƛƴƎ 

ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ άfalloutέΦ 

The surprising element of this study has been the candid nature in which the alternative task is 

discussed by the professionals, there appears to have been an acceptance in terms of the social 

defences enacted to protect self within the CPC and the terrifying task being undertaken. 

Psychoanalytical perspectives offer an insight into the trigger of this behaviour, again stemming from 

anxiety professionals seek to split, placing the bad onto the families as a way of managing their 

intolerable feelings, resulting in families being placed on trial (Flaskas, 2007; Steiner, 1992; Preston-

Shoot & Agass, 1990). 

LǘΩǎ ŀ ōƛǘ ƭƛƪŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŀ ƧǳǊȅ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǾƛŎǘƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ƻŦ ƳǳǊŘŜǊ ƻǊ ƳŀƴǎƭŀǳƎhter.  If you convict 

them of a manslaughter then you perhaps might not feel as bad about yourself as a juror 

ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜȅΣ ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ ŘƻƴŜ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǿǊƻƴƎΦ  .ǳǘ ǘƘŜȅϥǊŜ ƴƻǘ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ ǘƘŜȅϥǊŜ ƴƻǘ 

gonna be um, murderer, labelled as murderers.  And I tƘƛƴƪ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ƛǘΩǎ ǾŜǊȅ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǿƛǘƘ 

the child protection plan and a child in need plan (Pastoral officer pg23). 

Professional within this study are seen due to persecutory anxiety to move from the position of good 

intent, the primary task within the CPC to support and protect to an alternative task, the phenomenal 

task of what takes place, persecution, and blame. This entanglement sees professionals seeking to 

hold parents to account and decide if their behaviour amounts to that of murder or manslaughter, as 

ǘƘŜ /t/ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ŀ άǇǳōƭƛŎ ŦƻǊǳƳ ǘƻ ǘŜƭƭ ŀ ǇŀǊŜƴǘ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǿǊƻƴƎΧΧŀ ǎƘŀƳƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎέ 

(Probation Officer pg17).  

Findings suggest an alternative task is undertaken by professionals due to the manifestation of social 

defences, as anxiety is situated within the primary task. The findings within this small-scale study 

reveal secondary and persecutory anxiety are present due to the threat that professionals feel to their 

ego, to their professional self. This has been suggested to manifest due to professional fear of getting 

ƛǘ ǿǊƻƴƎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǎŀŦŜƎǳŀǊŘƛƴƎ ōŜƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜ ōŀƭƭ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŀŦǊŀƛŘ ƻŦ ŘǊƻǇǇƛƴƎ ό5ŜǇǳǘȅ ƘŜŀŘ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ 

pg17). The nature of persecutory anxiety and associated fear of being blamed saw a shift of intent, as 

professionals collectively represented feelings that if it goes wrong, it goes wrong big time, resulting 

in them sacrificing their professional expertise and knowledge which is central to the intended task of 

the CPC (Copper & Lees, 2014; Whittaker, 2011; Munro 2010).   

 

Regaining good intentions  
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Although this study intended at the outset to explore the purpose and functionality of the 

categorisation of risks, what these findings offer is greater understanding of how this one process in a 

mere cog within a complex process which is far from the linear representation that this suggests. In 

fact, this study offers insight into the nuanced complexity of anxiety and, its ability to erode 

professional good intentions as well as legislative and procedural frameworks.  

This study suggests that the task intended to be undertaken with the CPC alongside the good 

intentions of professionals are eroded by social defences enacted due to anxiety within the system.  

Professionals within this study have affirmed the strengths of the CPC and the multi-agency decision 

making forum; the terrifying nature of the task see a cluster of social defences due to a culture of 

blame and persecution which appears as a golden thread throughout the system.  

Findings suggest that professionals find themselves operating at the psychotic edge, a world of two 

extremes resulting in social defences either vilifying or avoiding risk and the associated task. This study 

is suggestive of professionals seeking to obscure and disguise their professional self to protect societal 

and cultural blame. Self is the one object for which we have control and as professional find 

themselves within a paranoid-schizoid state they can align there being two sides, good and bad leading 

to projections, defence, and dissociation, ultimately seeking to deny their professional knowledge and 

skill to avoid the pain reality to engaging with the primary task (Kanter, 1998). 

 

Recommendations:  

This study supports the proposal that anxiety underpins a meta-communication with the CP systems, 

a communication which denotes anxiety running like a vein throughout child protection processes 

(Kettle, 2018). For recommendation to be proposed from this small-scale study, one inherent aspect 

is required, the acceptance that risk and therefore anxiety cannot be eliminated from the CPC or wider 

CP system. Instead, this terrifying task needs to be refocused with adequate boundaries, roles, and 

authority, to address the visible erosion of professional good intentions.  

The findings generated with this study support the need for the structure of the CPC to be refocused 

to ensure the intended task is undertaken, providing clarity, whilst ensuring professionals remain 

situated within their area of professional expertise. This will require the process of the CPC to be 

refocused as identified within appendix 1, and underpinned by the following recommendations: 

1. The task of the CPC needs to be clearly defined at the outset, with a precise summary of the task 

provided and situated within the legislative framework and professional intentions  
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2. Independence of the conference chair needs to be strengthened; conference chairs should sit 

externally to all agencies attending the CPC to ensure they are able to hold the multi-agency 

network to account  

3. All reports provided by professionals to the CPC should use the same format preventing 

responsibility being disproportionately placed on the social worker. All professionals are expected 

contribute from their area of professional expertise  

4. The categorisation of risks needs to be undertaken independently by the conference chair  

5. Professionals need to gain understanding of organisation process and social defence ς training 

needs to address organisation process and social defences to equip professionals with the insight 

into their responses to structure professionals network reflection post conference  

 

Although this has been a small-scale study analysing the experiences of eight professionals within 

England, this study has captured how the good intentions of these professionals are eroded by a 

cluster of social defences catalysed by the task they are required to undertake with the CPC. 

Professionals have found themselves operating within an environment in which they are the 

repositories for societal anxiety resulting in social defences manifesting to transfer this within the 

multiagency network ultimately leading to an alternative task of persecution and blame evolving not 

through conscious intent but professional preservation.   

The very nature of the intended task of the CPC sees professionals come together because something 

has gone wrong within a family system. Therefore, it can be suggested that inherent in this process is 

failure and the associated anxiety. This study concludes that there needs to be a willingness to 

understand the terrifying task that is undertaken by professionals and the resultant myriad of social 

defences that manifest. Professionals enter the CPC with good intentions however due to social 

defences these are eroded along with their professional expertise and knowledge which are 

fundamental to the multi-agency response required within CP.  
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Appendix 1: Alternate CPC process   

This model suggests a double task within the CPC, part 1 collaborative exploration of risk and concerns 

held by professionals and families & part 2 professional reflection regarding task, purpose and multi-

agency working. Due to the attention paid in part 2 conference chairs require knowledge and 

understanding of group dynamics particularly defensive behaviours. 

Pre-meeting: 

Shared format of report (no more than 2 A4 pages)  

¶ Overview of current involvement 

¶ What is working well 

¶ What are the concerns 

¶ What needs to be seen   

¶ Recommendation  
 

Part 1  

Time:  1 hour 30 minutes (maximum) 

1. Task introduction Conference chair:   

CPCs are held when there are concerns regarding risk in relation to children, the purpose of the 

meeting is to allow professionals and families to gain understanding of strengths, and concerns which 

Ƴŀȅ ƛƳǇŜŘŜ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭΣ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭΣ ŀƴŘ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ό/ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƴŀƳŜύ  ΦΦ 

Part 2: 
Understanding 
professional 
responses

Part 1:

Professionals 
and parents

CPC 
preparation
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During the course of the CPC, we will hear a summary from each professional and family member; 

professionals will be asked from their understanding and role what is working well and their current 

concerns, family members will also have opportunity to share their views of what is working well and 

their concerns.  

We are reminded that the focus of the CPC is the wellbeing of (ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ name) and as such ask everyone 

to ensure the language, they use is understood by all. 

As your independent chair I will ensure that we will remain on tsk and focus discussion in the current 

lived experiences of (inset name) at the end of this process it will be from this information that I will 

decide if it is felt by all professional present that (name) should be made subject to a child protection 

under which category this will be  

Professional Introductions-  

Name 

Profession/ Role 

Agency 

2. Reiteration of task  

Within this meeting professionals need to ensure the language used is understood by all, and not use 

acronyms or professional terminology. Both professionals and family members will be asked, what is 

working well and areas which raise concern in terms of impacting (child name) health, social and 

emotional development   

3. Information sharing (30-40 minutes) 

If children and young people are present, they will share their views first, the chair will make the 

decision as to them remaining in the meeting  

 

4. Decision making & Planning (30 minutes) 

¶ Professionals to state if child/children are made subject to a CPC and if so, their key 

concern/risk is at this time  

¶ The conference chair will decide the category of risk the child/children is registered under 

once all professionals have outlined their area of concern/s 

¶ Aspects of professional concern will form the basis of the outline child protection plan  
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Part 2: Professionals  

Time: 30-45 minutes 

Aim: To provide reflection for all professionals working with the family and having attended the CPC 

to explore their perception of the work being undertaken and their role within this.  
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Appendix 2 Ethical approval  
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Appendix 3 Information sheet and consent  

 

Professional Information Sheet 

You are receiving this information pack as you have been approached to participate in a research 

project being undertaken by Hannah Thompson which forms part of her Professional Doctorate in 

Advanced Practice and Research Social Work being undertaken at the Tavistock and Portman Clinic.  

This research has received ethical approval from the Tavistock and Portman Trust Research Ethics 

Committee. 

Who is the researcher? 

This research is being undertaken by Hannah Thompson. I am a qualified social worker and worked 

within child protection for seven years before moving to work within social work education. I am 

currently employed by Frontline in the role of Curriculum lead. This research is being completed as 

part of my professional Doctorate and has been informed by my experiences in social work practice.  

What are the aims of this research? 

This research focuses on the voice and experiences of professionals who have, been directly involved 

in the child protection process. The aim of this research is to gain understanding regarding the 

professional process of categorising risk within the child protection (CP) conferences. This research 

seeks through your professional experiences to gain insight and understanding with regard the 

purpose and function of professional decision making and categorisation of risk.   

The objective of this research is to explore the purpose and professional functionality of categorising 

harm within the child protection process and whether labelling risk as, neglect, emotional abuse, 

physical abuse, or sexual abuse. 

The question being explore is: 

What is the function and purpose of professionals categorising risk within child protection 

conferences? 

 

Why have I been asked to take part? 
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You have been approached to participate in this research due to your professional involvement within 

child protection conferences. The aim of this research is to explore the purpose and function of 

categorising risk during child protection conferences. 

During the course of this research the voice, views and experiences of multi-agency professionals will 

be gained to explore in-depth professional perceptions regarding the child protection process.  

What will I need to do? 

If you agree to take part in this research you will be asked to provide informed consent at, which time 

you will have the opportunity to ask any further questions with regard your role in this research. 

Once you have provided informed consent the researcher will arrange an interview with you, this will 

either be face to face or take place virtually using zoom. These interviews will take place between April 

2021 and May 2021, at a time and place convenient for you. The nature of this interview is to hear 

ȅƻǳǊ άǎǘƻǊȅέ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ŀƴd will focus on your view of the process 

of categorising harm within the child protection process.  

The nature of the interview is to explore and gain insight with regard your direct professional 

perception and experiences. Prior to this interview taking place you will be asked to consider a Child 

protection conference you have attended as a professional to relate your narrative to this experience 

in practice. 

The interview will take between 1-1.5 hours. The nature of the interview will see you asked an open 

question at the outset which will allow you to talk about your experiences and views within social 

work practice relating to child protection. During this discuss the researcher will ask open questions 

to explore in more depth any thoughts and experiences that you share to ensure in-depth 

understanding of your perspective.  

The interview will be recorded, if in person this will be via an electronic recording device, if online this 

will be recorded to a password protected laptop. After the interview these will be transcribed 

removing any identifying information, you can request a copy of either the transcription or the 

recorded interview. 

Following the interview there will be a de-brief, this will not be recorded and this is a chance to ask 

any questions but also to make sure that the nature of the interview has not caused you any distress. 

If you have been caused any emotional or psychological distress, there will be a further follow up call 

and / or a referral to services in your area to support you.   
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Can I change my mind about participating? 

Participation within this research is voluntary and you can decide during the course of this research to 

withdraw your consent.  

If you agree to take part you, are able to change your mind and you ŘƻƴΩǘ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ǘŜƭƭ ƳŜ ǿƘȅΦ  LŦ ȅƻǳ 

decide you no longer want to be involved in this research, if you tell me by 28th August 2021 I will not 

use your interview. If you change your mind after this date, I will use your interview in my research 

but will not have any further contact with you.  

 

How will you keep my information and personal details safe? 

All information collected during the course of this study will be kept in line with University data 

protection policies. 

Interviews will be recorded on a Dictaphone if in person or directly via a Zoom link if this interview is 

held virtually. Within 21 days of the interview taking place these will be transcribed and all identifying 

information will be removed with pseudonyms used in place of your name and any other names used 

during the course of the interview. Prior to the recording being transcribed they will be saved in a 

password protected external hard drive which remains secure at all times in the researcher property. 

Within the analysis and collation of this researcher, no identifying information about yourself will be 

used. Within the study your transcribed interview will be coded and represented by your professional 

role.  

How will you use the information you gather form me? 

The information which is gathered during the course of interviews will be used alongside that of 

further interviews conducted with professionals involved in this study. All interviews will be analysed 

to explore any themes in responses which have been provided to synthesis the research findings. 

These findings will be used to make informed recommendations within the conclusion of the study 

with regard adaptions to the child protection process in England. 

There will be extracts of interviews which are undertaken included within the body of the research, 

any extracts will be fully anonymised through the use indication through professional role and 

pseudonyms.  
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Following this research being submitted in line with the professional doctorate programme there is 

always the possibility that this might been published within peer reviewed journals or professional 

forums.   

Will you share the researcher findings with me? 

Following the conclusion of the research project, you are able to request either a written summary of 

the research findings and recommendations or arrange to talk to Hannah directly about this. 

Due to your professional role if you would like the research findings to be shared widely across your 

organisation you can request that Hannah attends and shares these findings within your team or wider 

organisational setting.  

 

Who do I contact if I have concerns about the researcher, or researcher? 

If you have any concerns participants have any concerns about the conduct of the researcher or any 

other aspect of this research project, you should contact Simon Carrington, Head of Academic 

Governance and Quality Assurance (academicquality@tavi-port.nhs.uk) 

 

  

mailto:academicquality@Tavi-Port.nhs.uk
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Participant Consent form  

This consent form should be read in conjunction with the information sheet which has been 

provided, in relation to participating in the research project being undertaken by Hannah 

Thompson.  

 

I have read and understood the information sheet provided and have had the chance to ask any 

questions relating to this: 

Yes 

No 

 

I agree to take part in this research and for my interview with Hannah to be recorded:  

 Yes 

 No 

 

I would like my interview to be: 

Face to face  

Online  

 

I understand I can request to withdraw for the research project, if this is request is made before 28th 

August 2021 no information collected will be used: 

 Yes 

 No 

 

I understand if I withdraw for the study after 28th August 2021 that my interview will be used, but 

there will be no further contact with Hannah: 
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 Yes 

 No  

  

I understand there will be a de-brief after the interview and this will not be recorded and will be a 

chance to talk about my feelings following recalling my experiences of the child protection process: 

 Yes 

 No 

 

I understand that my name and details will not be used when the research is written: 

 Yes 

 No 

 

I understand that Hannah will keep a copy of my typed interview for 3 years after completing the 

research: 

 Yes 

 No 

 

I understand and agree that if after my interview with Hannah that, if further emotional support is 

required that Hannah is able to: 

Call me for a follow up within 24 hours 

Refer me to professionals who can provide me further support  

 

I understand that if there are concerns that I or someone else is felt to be at immediate risk of harm 

that Hannah will be required to refer to professional services: 

 Yes 

 No 
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I understand that this study might be published and agree to parts of interview being used in this: 

 Yes 

 No 

 

After the study has been completed I would like to know about the finding of the study: 

Yes  

No 

 

I am happy for the Local Authority I work within to be identified in this research project 

 Yes 

 No 

 

Participant signature  

Date 

 

Researcher signature 

Date  
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Appendix 3 Interview topic guide 

 

Thank you for agreeing to take up in this research project. The aim of this research is to gain insight 

and understanding with regard the categorisation of risk within child protection conferences.  

The nature of the discussion we will have might mean you talk about lived professional experiences 

that have caused you upset, frustration, or anger. As I am keen to hear your voice, it might be the case 

that when talking to explore thoughts feelings or experiences thaǘ ȅƻǳ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƛǎŜŘ ȅƻǳ ǿƻǳƭŘ 

connect with when deciding to take part in this study. If this is the case and you wish to take time or 

want to stop this interview, please do let me know. 

It is anticipated that this interview will last between 1.5 and 2 hours, if at any point during the course 

of the interview you wish to pause and/or stop then please let the researcher know how you would 

indicate this.  

Following the end of the interview the researcher will stop the recording device and there will be 

chance for a discussion to explore your thoughts and feelings having spoken about your lived 

experience of the CP process. During the course of this discussion the researcher will ensure that there 

has been no upset and or distressed caused through this interview and if so there will be follow ς up 

check in arranged to ensure there is support in place for you. 

The style of the interview is such that I would like to hear your voice and experiences of the child 

protection process, it might mean that I ask you a few further questions during the course of this 

ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴΣ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŦŜŜƭ ƘŀǇǇȅ ƛƴ ŀƴǎǿŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƘŜƴ ǇƭŜŀǎŜ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳŜΦ 

 

After hearing this information: 

Do you have any questions you would like to ask? 

Are you happy to continue to consent in take part in this interview? 

 

If you are ok I will start the recording now. 

 

Episodic interviewing question: 
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Within your professional role I understand that you have had direct professional involvement within 

child protection conferences, can you tell me about your experience of attending these?  

Further open questions to consider during the course of the interview: 

- How did it make you feel when you were asked to categorise the risk during the 

conference?  

- How did you find explaining your decision making regarding categorising risk? 

- What did you feel the purpose of categorising risk was? 

- You have spoken about the process and feelings during the conference was there 

any part that evoked a practically strong emotional response form you? 

- Did you feel all professionals understood the categories of risk in the same way? Or 

was there a sense of duplication/ replicating from their perspective Did all 

professionals agree?  

- Did you get any preparation training regarding the categories of risk prior to your 

conference?  

- Did you just agree with the social worker? 
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Appendix 4 Data analysis: 

4.1 Coded transcription Probation Officer  
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