British Jogrned of Sociad TWork (2600) 30, $49-163

The Assessment Relationship:
interactions Between Social Workers
and Parents in Child Protection
Assessments

Sally Holland

Seally Holhond i 0 meariol fellew ot Candiff Universine. Nie fas worked as o sosind worker wih
chiifdren wind fimifios fn both the siantory wd volamary sectors

Correspomndence 10 Sally Holland, Cardift School of Social Scivaces, CarhifT University. King
Edwird VIF Avenue, Cardifl, Wales, Uk, CFI10 3WT (01222 874803 Holland$ leardilf ac ak

Summary

‘This paper is concerned with a relatively unresearched area of child proteciion practice:
ihe comprehensive assessment. The study comprises qualitative research of social
workers conducting these assessments. Sixteen assessments are analysed in detail. 1t is
noted that these assessments. like many other in-depth sccial work assessments. are
mainly based on verbal interactions. Some of the core evidence cited by social workers
as forming ihe basis of their assessment decisions is based on verbal interaction
betwaen social workers and parents Such verbal interactions are viewed as being inex-
tricably intertwined with the sodal worker-client relationship A particular aspect of
the refationship. the ability to agree a plausible explanation for the family situation,
is highlighted as pFTCHTaTy TMportant in Getermining the outcome of the assessment
The possible implications of these findings for assessment practices are outlined

I recent yeass I Britain our knowledge of the workings of current child and {amily
social work has been increased by o large number of empirical studics Insights have
been gained into the processes of referral and carly assessments in child protection
cases, case conferences, the workings of the child protection register and inter-
diseiplinary working (Birchall and Halleyt, 1993 Farmer and Owen, 1995; Gibbons
et al , 1995 Thobum er af , [993; Parton ¢t af | 1997) One area of the child protec-
ton process that has received relitively little attention, however, is that of the com-
prehiensive assessment (Gough, 1993) This assessment is wsually carried out after
mitial chilt protection proceedings, such as investigation and registration, have been
completed and s particularly associated with care proceedings 1 often forms the
basis of a significant decision: whether a child should be removed from home or, B
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a child is in care, whether it child shouid be retorned home or placed permancently
clsewhere (Department of Health, [988) This paper reports empirical research into
the process of comprehensive assessment

The comprehensive assessments in tie research were all conducted with the use
of Department ol Heahh (1988) goidelines as o basis. This set of guidelines, popu-
larly known as the *Orange Book® has received mixed reviews aver the last decade
It has been criticized for #s technical rationality. low-level theoretical base. use of
“pop-psychology’. manipuistion of power telations, mozal biases and individualistic
approach (MeBeatls and Webb, 199098 Howe, [992; Cooper. 19932 O Hagan and
Dilienbergor, 1993 Oway. 1996). It has been suggested that the Orange Book epi-
tomizes the role of “social worker as technician™ (Otway, 1996, p 167} However.
little is knawn about how Omange Boak assessments are carried out in practive and
how the resulting recommendations, with hed important implications for children
and their (amilies, are reached

it might be argued that the comprehensive nssessment, in common with many
other social work sssessments, has verbal interaction as its basis Whilst the Orange
Book encourages observations, both of children and of parent and child interactions,
and visits 1o the home, w1 its core are {66 questions plus sub-questions Most of
these are designed to be asked of parents and parent figuses (all parent figures are
deseribed as ‘parents” for the remainder of this paper). The cases reviewed in this
study certainty il relied heavily (although never solely) on verbal interactions in
order to conduet the assessment and 10 reach recommendations

The link between the verbal nature of much secial work and the relationship
between social worker and service user has been noted by IHowe {1993, 1998)
Interest in this relationship was a core subject of the social work Tderature until the
19705 (Petr, 1988: Coady, 1993) but, when Perlman published i classic textbook on
relationships in 1979, she famented its deeline from centie stage. Research in this
area has mainky progressed in the field of psychotherapy, with a research rating scale
an the “therapeutic allfance” having been developed in the United States (Gaston,
1990; Horvath and Symonds. 1991) There have, however, been a [ew papers pub-
lished on both sides of the Atlantic in recent years discussing the relationship
between service user and socis] worker (for example, Coady, 1993: Petr, 1988:
Howe, 19983 In this paper it is proposed that the verbal basis of the comprehensive
assessment means that the relationship between assessor and assessed pmysﬂun
importamt role in both the process and outcome of the assessment

Research Methods

the research was sndertaken by means of a qualitative case study (Yin, 1984) based
on two sites The first, referred fo here as “Hillside Family Centre’, is o specialist
family centre which conducts comprehensive assessments with fumities referred by
onc urban local authority  Although it is owned and managed by a Jarge voluntary
organization, it works only with families referred by the social seevices department
The second site was o neighbouring social services department (City SSD) where
most comprelensive assessments are caried out “in-house” by social workers who
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also carry a larpe and varied child and family caseload  The sites were chasen as
examples of two of the main ways In which assessments are carried omt in the UK,
that is, by the statutory and voluntury sectors

'Qa_m were collected in theee wavs: by in-depth interview. through ease records,
and by observation of informal interactions of social workers_in their staff room. In
addition, in five of the assessments stedied,_permission svas piven by spencies and
parents o view assessment sessions thal were routinely recorded on videotape. The
date centse around sixteen comprehensive a ments that were studied in detail
Interviews and observations ok place during the assessmenis. and cemmeneed,
where possible. before it had bepun

The cases mainly involved famifics whase children had been removed info care
and where care proceedings had recently begun n one case a new-born child was
at home but an assessment was required ss 1o whether she should remain there In
. the assessmemt concerned whether o stepfather should return home
following his release trom serving a prison seatence lor an assault on » child The
cases included physical abuse. sexual abuse and neplect and most involved fairly
serious alegalions Assessments involved couples. sinple mothers. single fathers and
children  They were usually concentrated on the parents, with children assessed
through observation of contact sessions  The majority of the children involved were
under four years okl in three cases. older children’s opinions were asked and
recorded as part of the assessment All names used in this anticle are pseudonyms

Semi-structured, in-depth interviews were carried onl with the assessing social
workers Where permission was granted, these were taped and fully transeribed In
addition, data were collected from informial interactions between social worker and
researcher and between social workers, with the full consent of pasticipunts  This
latter, observational, data might be expected to provide information on aspects of
decision making wore informal than these reported in interviews (Mekeganey e
af , 1988). Case records provided 5 minge of insights due 1o the varied nature of their
contents, written {or & number of audiences. Files contained [ormal court reports,
case recording, notes, and contributions from parents. A prounded theory method ol
analysis was vsed, structured by the case study desipn:

another cas

Researchers] enter the fickd with minds as open as possible. atempiing 1 be
aware of their own bisses and preconceptions As the research proeveds. they
begin to define coneepis. see relationships wnong concepts, and discover pat-
terns They cominually pit sheir emerging empirical findings against new data
Data cellection and analysis involve . continual comparisons within and seross
cases (Gilgun. 1904 p 16}

Analysis was aided by the use of computer software designed for quatitative sna-
lysis, NUD*IST d (Qualitative Sohnions and Rescarch Pry Lid., 1997).

Findings
Core Evidence for Decision Making

An analysis was conducted of the methods of decision making i the comprehensive
assessments and of the core evidenee cited by soctal workers in explaining the
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decisions they reached (Holland 1999) Assessments carried out in the two different
seetors differed from cach other in some methodological sspeets e length of time
and depth of questioning was on the whole greater in Hillside Family Centre than
in City SSD Hillside Family Centre stafl were also more likely to stress the potential
thempeuatic elements of an in-depth assessment than were the staltory socisl
workers. However, the key decision-making factors cited by social workers were
largety consistent across both City SSID) and Hiflside Family Centre In addition, the
core evidence for decision-making did not dilfer according 1o severity of abuse or
different types of abuse This core evidence may be grouped into three main areas:
parent-related  factors (including parenting skills and the relationship between
parents), the ability of parents to change their bebaviour and lifestyle within an
acceptable time-seale, and the verbal interactions between the assessing sociad
worker and e parent being assessed 1 s the Tust area which is under consideration
in this articie Whilst all the arcas were regularly cited as core evidence, it was ofien
the case that the arca relating to verbal inleractions appeared to be given the highest
status. 1 will argue that this arca is inextricably concerned with the assessment refa-
tionship: that is. the relationship that develops between social worker and parent
during the course of the assessment

Verbal interactions as evidence

Majoy areas of evidence in the comprehensive assessments centred around the per-
eeived personalities of the parents and their aititedes to the assessment These were
mainly assessed through verbal inferactions within the assessment and were scen to
influence the ability of the parent 1o enter into a constraclive warking relationship
with the assessing social worker, Equally, the ability to form refationships was seen
o be an indication of the personality of the parent and ultimately perhaps their
ahility 10 care for their children Parents who could work weld within a relationship
were seen Lo share many of the following attributes: they were articulate, plausible.
co-aperative and motivated On the other hand, parents who were seen 1o provide a
negative cantribition to the assessment relationship were viewed as inarticulate.
inconsistent and passive

In the exteact below, a social worker summarizes some of the core evidence to
e sought during a compeehensive assessment:

1 am Jooking for commitment and motivation. For her to be able 1o demonsirae
that things are differeat. that she has soime swareness ol the issues That she can
step back and say Yes”. you know The minhman has o be that she can siep
back and say. “Yes, in itself that would be concerning”. you know {Interview
with socinl worker. Tood fumily assessment)

This worker suggests that, as a mintmuam requirement, the parent shoukd be abie o
*step back” and admit that ber type ol actions give rvise to concern The attribules of
motivation, commitment and awareness of concerns could be scern as existing also
outside of the assessment relutionship, §e. as attributes of the parent independent of
the refationship with the social worker However, | would argue that they are also
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integral parts of the relationship with the social worker and his or her social work
ageney For example, commitment and motivation appear to be judged by the par-
ent’s willingness to co-aperate with the soeinl work agency, willingness to aceept
concerns abot themscives as laid out by the sgeney, and willingness to accept
the assessment methads. Parents must provide explanations for their behaviour and
situation that are plausible and insightfud o the social worker Such explanations
may be linked with the parent’s ability to be sriculste A parent who s articulate,
plausible and co-operative possesses the attributes that Jead o a suceessful and
positive assessment relationship

Co-operation and commitment

Parents who are viewed positively are willing to co-operte with what is acknow-
ledged as being a difficult process for them In the assessment of the Baker Tamily,
tor example, the willinpress of the tamily 10 accept all of the demands of the loeal
autharity, such as supervised conteet sessions and the father fiving away from the
home, was seen as important evidence that the fiimily might be reunited:

The plan is for rchabilition. He's now ina hostel. They're working hard,
sticking by everything sticking by the contract. Fley've worked with us. rigln
the way througls T was really seeptical in the beginning—Ilooking at the injury,
but they ve been really commitied. abiding by the rules. (Interview with social
worker. Buker family assessiment)

By way of contrast, other parents were seen Lo be uncooperative with the assessnent
process Some [amidies withdrew from the assessment completely and others co-
operated only partindly; {or exumple, by attending most contact sessions with their
children, but missing assessment interviews. These families were seen as lacking the
abifity to prioritize the assessment

She can’t stay afier contact tomomow because she's looking aller her sister’s
kids. (faughs) That's more ol a priosity! 1 {eel fike I'm running aroundd after her
all the time and 1 don’t think that’s how it should be She doesn™t seem 1o see
how important shis could be for her 105 as i0 she™# fit it in if there’s nothing
moere important wr do. (Comment Fown social worker. Cooke Tumily assessmem
Ficld nows, 18/7/97)

They ve Deen siending the sessions with the chiliren only She said there
wasn'tmuch point in coming if the children weren't there, which says something
about her agitude 1o the assessment (Interview with social worker. Lewis family
ess1enl}

Handelman (1983) suggests that a co-operative service user signals that the burcau-
cracy’s reusoning, is vatid and that the social worker is confirmed in her viewpoint
that she is heiping the clieal Another explanation is provided by one social worker,
who equates commitment o the assessniest with commitment to the child:

hey ve shown commitinent to this process and therelore commitment to their

chitd and commiunent 1o the process of chiallerge and working through things
that o on in a comprehensive assessmen becavse cenaindy the way T work
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witlh my familics can be very challenging And I think i famifics can siick
thsough that conlromation they Tf see the other side of that and show thar com-
mitment te want 10 work. then that would indicawe a commitnent tin they're
showing to their child and altimately o e next picee of work. Becuuse it”'s
quite likely that o [ot of the children that would come trough a cemprehensive
agsessment would remain on the register or on care orders. so il tiere remains
ars enizenched anti-agency stance then how real s what we're doing? (General
interview with social worker regarding comprehensive assessments)

This social worker suggests that co-operation with the assessment provides a likely
indicator that the family will continue to work with the authorities in the {uture
A further clement ol co-operation is the willingness to accept the concerns

expressed by the social services department {the Hillside Family Centre workers
almost aiways concurred with the focal social service department’s concerns) Par-
ents are expected to accept respensibility for the risk they pose to their child and to
accept sovial work explunations of that risk A parent who accepts sespossibility in
this way is oiten attributed with baving insight. By way of contrast, the mather under
discussion befow was seen to be lacking in insight due o her lack of acceptance of
the concems preseed by the local authority

There was just sort of s real insight or sceeplince ol the concerns that

were presented. [ler seplies were ofien chameterised by sort of deflection,

objection, denial Anrd now that is fine o0 o point if you can move prople

on and say well let's not look at your sitation. ler’s fook ar another sitwasion

but she couldn™t even make that leap reafly. so she had linde nsight inso the

cencerns. she didn't aceept them (Interview with social worker. Myers fzmily

assessTent)
This social worker is here deseribing how he bad tried to spprosch the discussion
in another way by asking the woman if she would be concerned about anather person
who was acting in the way she had done But, according to him, she was unable to
make any connection with her own situstion

Explanation and plausibility

A further clement is important kere The parent is required, not simply to co-operate
apd aceept conrcerns, bul t provide an adequate explanstion to the social worker of
how those concerns arose wd to show contrition for past acts Such inlersctions can
whe on g nature thol i wlmost conlessional, with the warker rewarded for their
sensitive questioning through disclosures made by the parent of feclings of shame
or with the parent changing their story 1o acceptance and exphination of their wrong-
doing

{1 was] very much checking how muoch reflection they could |show)] . . how

much denial there was and how mued scceptance 1 asked them 1o explain

it 10 e, amd both ol them were very upsel, in fuct both of them were

rearful I said pick your baby up and pass the baby 10 Emma in the same

wity that you did bwith your older child]. And ke polfed back and said |

couldnt do that" It was quite powerfel. his reaction, and it showed tha

there was no way it he could haudie this baby in the same way And 1
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said “why couldn’t you do @7 You did it before’” He answered appropristely
about, you know this could bappen. that could happen, the awareness ol risk
and danger and his allachment to his child  (Interview with sociad worker.
Thompson Lumnily assessment}

In this case, the statements of somow and explanation as deseribed above were
recounted in case recording, case conference reports, the assessment report and in
verbal aceounts of the decision making The explanation was seen as plassible
beeause of the couple’s youth af the time of the injuries fo the first child, and because
the injured child’s severe disabilitics were seen o have made him a more difficult
baby to care for On the other hand, explanations were inadequate if they were made
implausible due 1o inconsistencies and denials

Ms James has been very vague when discassing her son's injuries She elaimed
she first saw Jis deg infury on the moming of 23rd of June 1997, when she wem
to get Pawick {baby | up. Ms Junes claims Mr Colling had gone out that morning
and this is how she canwe o get Patrick up. This. she indicated. was usually Mr
Colling” rofe Ms Jarmes safd that she belivved his leg injury was scrious because
it tooked very swollen, yeu, despiie this. shere appeigs 1o be a sipnificant time
lapse between Ms James™ first sighting ol the leg igjury and the time which
Parrick was presented at the Accident & Emergency Department Ms James”
account is that she was waiting lor Mr Collins 1 retumn home {(Exgract rom
Assessment Reporl. James {amily assessment)

Fhis account was constdered implausible due to its vagueness and the unreasonable
explanation fos not responding to s serious injury

[he ability or otherwise of the parent to provide a plssible explanation of their
behaviour or family situstion appears to pliy a central role in the process and ow-
come of the assessment As will be discussed befow, o merging of the social
waorker's ewn explanation and that of the parent appears o be a necessury precussor
for the reunification of famitics

To summarize, a parent who i co-operative with the assessment methods and
accepts agency concerns possesses the attributes that contribute positively to the
assessment relationship Me or she is alse someone who provides a plausible
explanation for the coacerns and who is able o demonstrate contrition where appro-
priate A further element which may be seen to follow on fram the above is that of
parental articulacy

Articulacy

I still fooking lairly optimistic e is able to describe the boys and T can see
them there. he deseribes tiem well He's gquite articalaie {nterview with socis
worker. Cross funily assessment)

He demenstrives fnsight o the child’s needs. He can put bimsell fmo the
child's position | think that’s & prerequisite 1o be able 1o empathise For muny
of the parents we work with that’s a problem [Hs values and auitedes 1idendfy
with, tey scem approprizte He doesn’t say unrealistic or dubious things about
his parenting . (Interview with social worker. Moore family assessment)
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Whilst there i3 no suggestion that the decisions 10 return the children 1o Mr Cross
and Mr Moore in these cases were refoted to their articulacy slone, there is the
possibility that 4 purent who is articulate will be hetter able to perform well fs an
assessment thal is strongly based on verbal statements. This is perhaps seen even
mwre clearly with parents who are Tess articalate. Many of the other relationship
attributes listed above. such as co-operation, motivation and the ability to explain in
a plausible manner, might be more casily discerned in an articolate parent 1t is
possibie to distinguish a few assessments {in this study, about a quarter) where the
parents” lack of ability to express themselves well became a key theme in the assess-
ment process. An over-riding thene to emerge in these cases was one of passivity

The passive parent

The passive parent in these assessments was always 0 woman B s possible that
men who were ol able (o respond articulately to the assessment process responded
in a different way, for example by not altending sessions or by being appressive.
The passive parent was scen as co-operstive, but only superficially so and gave short

,

answers o questions, such as, *Yes™, *No', *F dog't know™ As discussed shove, the
assessment is both verbal and intensive and one of the social worker™s key sims is
1o clicit detailed, ‘confessional-style statements from the parent 1 the parent does
not provide verbal resposses, then the sackel worker is disarmed and frusrated A
parent who Is passive and inarticslye 5 seen as lacking insipht  Alse, she is not
providing the expected emotioni] response to 1he removal of her child from her care
The social worker cannot identify with her or find 2oy point of connection Unlike
with some of the parents diseussed above, the social worker cannot perecive any
shared values on which to base their discussions Ms James was one of the *passive’
pasenis:

Ms James presents as o passive young woman, expressing litde change in her
cmotions. Engayging with her has been difficult. not enly due o fer missed
appointments. but ber personafity i such that she does not iniale and maintain
conversiion. However. once given the attention. she can appear co-operative.
she holds no strong views or opininns on mabiers relating i her life cirenm-
stances Factors of her backyround, her motivations. the concems she has. or her
plans for the [baare are not known (Extract from assessment report. James amily
ASHCSAITUTH )

The two social workers assessing Ms James expressed their {rustration sl their inabit-
ity to clicit any information which might be seen to form a plausible explanation for
why Ms James had silemly witnessed her paniner severely injuring her baby over a
period of time. In the case of Ms Cooke. a mother of four and sccused of neglect,
again she was unable to provide a plassible explanation for her situation  Her socia)
warker expressed his frustration al being unable o induce an “appropriate’ emational
response from her
Tind it very difficult that she’s notangry When peopic are angry 1ind it easier,

well not easier, bint there’s something 10 hold on e 1 find her very passive.
that’s difficalt {Imerview with social worker. Cooke Tamily assessment}
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The tmpact of the Social Worker

The argument sbove is muinly concerned with social workers™ understindings of
parents’ contributions to the assessment selationship An analysts was also carried
out of sovial workers” understandings of their own contribution to that relationship
There was an awareness of the difficulties involved. including issues of power differ-
ential on grounds of class, “race’, gender and stutory powers. However, whilst
social workers were able w thea ize that they themselves could have an impact on
the quality of the relationship with parents, most idemified compensatory tactics
they used to minimize the impact of self in practice The two examples below are
drawn from social workers” discussion of these issues,

I am very smuch aware thor T am a mixed race man She 5 a white woman.

think we have some eommon ground in the faet that we both hive smxall chifdren

asi 1 ean disclose things about my children and so on. .. 1ihink in 2 sense the

issues of chiss refate 10 the faer that [ am employed, in full-ime empioyment

and she isn'y, s | mean there &5 an imbalance there, T mean. T was brought ap

on a councit estate and she is from a councit estte and | am familiar with e

sitwition that exists with single parents who have irge families I tike to

thipk tht | have vsed different approachies with her thit she salb feels able o

1adk o me. (Interview with social worker, Cooke family assessment)

Here, the sovial worker ackrowledges that there are potential differences is cultural
anderstanding between himsell and the parent concerned, but he suppests that he
his compensated for these differences through diselesing personal information asd
a variety of other tactics n the nest extract, anotler social worker suggests that
there coudd potentially have been problems with the assessment due 1o her uncom-
fortable feelings in relation 10 the male service wser Like the social worker above,
she consciously adopted & comipensstory tactic

Socinl worker: I'm uncomlonable witl: Mr Marsh, professionally and personably
Interviewern Did that affeet the aature of the comprelicnsive assessmem?
Souial worker: No. | don't think so. except thit heeavse Pz so coascious of the

difficakics with these pasents T may lave mwade more eflort 1o communicate with
these parents {Interview with social worker. Marsh funily assussiment)

Discussion

in the findings presented abave it can be scen how the sovial workers carrying owl
comprehensive assessments construet attributes of the parents concerned that are
refated to verbal interactions and the assessment relationship. Those parents who are
secn as casy 1o wosk with, and good contribulors to the assessment relationship, are
those who are co-operative, motivated and articulate Parents who are scen in a
negative Jight, on the other hand, are those who are regarded as wnco-operative,
unmotivated and inarticulate. Several empirical studies have highlighted users® atti-
tudes towards the assessment process, or to the assessing, professionals, as playing
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Family reanification || No family reunification recommended,
recommended,

2 Mixed vo-oporation
Soeisl worker gives

I Pireny en- mixed repuort of the
oprrates Socinl retationship

warker veparis that
the assessaent
vefationship is

3 Darent co-opensies
Social worker is
unbappy with the
vichitinnship

positive
4 Nu co-operation fum pazent
Sociat worker repords no
effective relationship.
Plaunsihle
explanation agreed
hetween assessor No plausible expianation agreed between assessor
and assessed, antl assessed.

Figure 1 The asisessment relationship. co-eperation and plausible explanation

an important vole in sociad work decision making (Handelaan, 1983: Waterhouse
and Carnie, 1992; Fernander, 1996)

Additionally, two quantitative studies in North America found significant rela-
tionships belween maternal non-compliance in the assessment process and decisions
nod to return children home (Jellinel ef af ,1992; Atkinson and Butler, 1996) How-
ever, boti studies demonstrate that some “complying’ clients do not have their chil-
dren rehabilitated and vice versg s reviewing the individual cases in the present
study, a similar pattern can be discerned Parental co-operation, the key aspect ol
relationship as found in the studies above, was used to divide the assessments inta
categorics  An additional aspect, the social worker's opinion of the overall assess-
ment relationship, was claded as o further indicator This led o the agsessments
being broadly prowped into four citegories (Figure 1) In the first category, the parent
co-operaies and the socinl worker speaks about the assessment relationship in
broadly positive terms In the second eatepory, the co-operation is variable and the
secial worker makes mixed comments about the assessment relationship. The third
category relates 1o those where the parent co-operates, at least superficially, but
where the social worker is unhappy with the overall quality of the relitionship
These are the “passive’ parents as deseribed above. Lastly there is o small group
where there i5 no co-operation and no effective working relationship. These last
cases are marked by aggression and sometimes vielence on the part of the parent

The social worker did not recommend the rebabilitation ol the children home 1o
their parents in any of the last three categories In most of the coses in the first
category, the recommendation was for a reanification between parents and children
{or in two of the cases that the child should continue to be cared for 3 home) In
this small stuly, then, co-operating and possessing other positive relationship attrib-
utes appear Lo have had rewarding outcomes for the parents under assessment How-
ever, this explanation is not complete as it does not explain the few cases where the
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parent co-operated and the sockal worker rated the relationship positively bug the
recommendation, none the Jess, was thit the child or children should not be cared
for by that parent  Phese lattes cases had a specific element of verbal interaction in
common with those from the other three cilegories This was that the parents were
cither unable 1 offer any cxplanation for the concerns abowt them or that the
explenation they gave appeared implausibie As was mentioned abuove, the ability
provide a plapsible explanation emerged as one of the most important factors in the
apalysis of positive parent atiributes In those cases where (he parent ce-operated
amk where maost of the other relationship attributes were positive. one element was
stil) missing: that was, the fack of an explanation agreed between sockal worker and
parent to satisfactorily cover the concerns about the fmily situation

Bull and Shaw (1992) write about the causal explinations social workers might
use in re-telling their work in a varicly of scitings, colling these “causal accounts”
Taking the standpoint that it &s through languspe tha much of social seality is con-
strucled, they suggest that recounting an event serves to provide it with a conclusion
through the selection of incidents in the re-telling. Whilst Bull and Shaw in this
instance only refer to social workers providing such causal accounts in the context
of interactions with other professionals, it is possible to suggest, on the basis of the
present study, that social workers are engaged in a similar process with the parents
they are assessing. They are developing o cansal account of how and why each
family situation arose

The social workers will have derived some causal explanation befose the start of
the sssessment from a varicty of sources: persoral experience, practice experience,
the information contained in referrals and theory Parents, oo, will probably begin
the assessment with their own causal explanation of their sitwation. A parent who is
able to provide a plausible, alternative gansal account might be able to persuade the
social worker 1o adapt or broaden their own account

Fandetman (1983) in his analysis of ehild protection work in Newfoundiand.
links service wser co-operation with causal avcounts He soggests that, if there is
aser oppusition te social work intervention, then waorkers will respond by imposing
their understanding of tie case with cocrcion, but that where & user i5 co-operative,
the social worker will comply with his or her viewpeint Whilst, in this research, o
suggest that workers complied with parents would be to overstate the case, i seems
that sacial worlers were more willing to adapt their causal explanetions if parents
were co-operative Whether the parent simply accedes o the social workers” cansal
expianation or is able to provide o persuasive alternative, one elemest appears clew
In erder for an assessment relationship to be judged suwecesstul and for a recom-
mendation o be made foy family reunification. social worker and parent must share
# common undesstanding or causal account of the fumily situation.

In the following extract from the transeription of an assessment session, the social
worker and parest have been discussing the parent’s understanding of the social
services intervention The sovial worker has commented on how the parent has
moved his opinion {rom one in which he bore none of the blame for the children's
neglect, to one where he apreed that he should shure the blame with his ex-partner
He was able fo provide an explanation, that the social worker found plausible, for
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how he had failed W understand the harm being done to the children ¢ the tme,
whilst expressing contrition {or that failure

Socicd worker: Yeal, but it sounds 1o me fike you have clearly Gought a o

about 1he events keading up to the removat of the children and. Jike vou said fast

week, iUy g really sad time but, alse lke you said last week, you can undersiand

il i7s a time o meke o new stan

Parenr: Sinee they ve been removed, Hke, things have been put imo perspeetive.
haven't they? Things have been grouped ow or wlhiever. haven't they? For
want of o betier word. like So we've been made aware of diflicubt areas. like.
you know Beeause, before. it was adl {ike one big problem, like {draws in air).
but now it"s been broken down like (draws on table). So we've been able o
tackle or to look at the difficalt arcas, sort of separacly like, you know, which
has Heen aseful Bhe and we've sort of worked on thase areas

Socicd worker: Good

Parenr: Beeause 1 mesn the situation now. s far better than i1 was, obviously
we dont have the babies. or

Sovial worker: Sure, sure
Puyenr: Theyre where they are, bus the overall sivution s far better apart from

the fher thad theyre not home, like. and (pause), yeah. we're working on some
areas. (Assessmen interview, Cross [imily assessment}

The parent shows thit he aceepts the ageney’s explanation that removid of the chil-
dren was g necessary precursor o any improvement in the siteation Interestingly,
he is seen here to have adopted phrases usually associited with social workers, such
as ‘working on’ and ‘look at the difficult areas’. 1le and the social worker have
reached 2 stage of the assessment in which they share a causal account for the family
situation  The sociad wotker subsequently recommended o return of the children to
their father

Conclusion

In reponting the findings of an empirical study into how social workers carry out com-
prehensive assessments in child protection, s number of issues have been raised 1t was
noted that the assessments in this study teaded 1o be verbally based and to centre on
parents” performance in interview. In the area of anatysis under discassion in this st
icle, there were po discernible dilTerences between the twa types of agency, nor across
differens types and severity of sbuse. One ol the main areas of evidence cited hy social
waorkers was the way that parents responded to the social worker—parent relationship
It was argued that co-operation. a positive rekationship, articulacy. and an apreed plaus-
ible explaration for the famity situation were all important factors in determining
whether a recommendation for family re-unification was made

ke social workers in this study might be seen to be carrying out a necessary
part of a comprehensive assessment when differentisting between parents who are
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co-operative, motivated, insight{ul and able 10 explain their situation and those who
are not. Both practice wisdom and practice guidance (Department of Health, 1988)
supgest that the return of ehildren o the former group is likely o be o safer option
than to the later

However, it seems necessury 1o sound a {ow notes of caution Fisst, as bos been
noted, much of a comprehensive assessment is based on verbal interactions between
the assessor and the assessed. Many of the arcas mentioned above, puarticularly the

ability 1o give o phssible account and to appear insightful, are likely o come more

ensily 1o the articulaie As was seen. some of the inarticulate are labeled “passive’ 0 /u}‘ \

Some might argue that articutacy itsell might be 2 plaosible ground for assessing _ bUUb}(j})

parenting, particularly i that person’s response to an inebility 10 express themselves )_Q \l).
{

tends to resull in violence On the other hand, it s possible that an over-cmphasis \{
on verbal skills might be a Tess than G0 aTeHipl 0 assess the parenting skills of
Those who are nul so verbally proficient, particularly those with Teaffing disabilities

T was wlso found thet, in this small sample, 2ll of the perents Tabelled “passive’
WETe women. |he pressuze on women o bear the responsibility Tor ehild proteetion
assessments has been noted in the social work literature (Farmer and wen, 1093;
OrTlagan and Dillenberger, 1995: Davies and Krane, [996) In this seiting *passivity”
might be seen as a response fo such pressures, a form of resistance or a function of
their fcarning disabifity This indicates a need for empirical research on gendered
responses Lo in-depth asscssment,

Sccondly, the ability ol parents to express themselves verbally will also be inexteic-
ably Hnked to the quality of the developing relationship between soctal worker and
parent. Bt requires a reflective practitioner (Schon, 1991) o analyse and mairtain an
awareness of the contributions of botk the parent amd the social worker to the forming
of this relationship Rather than pursue the futile aim of maintaining an objective dis-
tance in their assessments (Rybum, 1991}, socinl workers should aim to be reflexive
about the processes and dynamics of assessment (White, 1997 Clifford, 1998
{Holand, 19995} Carcful aitention must be paid to arcas such as culiural background.
gender, organizational culture and the practitioner’s own social skills in order to pro-
vide an environmend in which a parent may express himself or hersell freely in the
munner expected.

Thirdly, it is also possible that those parents who succeed in the assessments (that
is, they have their children returned to them) are those who have adapted their
behaviour to conform to the expectations of the assessing socisl worker and their
ageney. 11 was noted in the [ast extaet from the empirical dats sbove that Mr Cross
was using some speech that was similar 1o that of social workers Howe ([994)
writes that:

Today's emphasis demands thal actors change their acts, aot by curing fhudty

minds bui by showing obedicnce . The disobedient are required stmply o
conformy The individual’s sociaf performance is aff tal matters (Howe. 1994,
p 527)

It might be suggested that, in a comprehensive assessment, it is particularly inyprort-
ant for parents to conform verbally, due 1o the verbat emphasis of these assessments
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1t seems dikely that a parent who conforms to these expectations will be more Tikely
o form a positive relatioaship with the social worker And, as has been suggested
above, it is this relationship that appears 0 be central 1o the vutcome

It might therefore be suggested that those conducting comprehensive assessments
should avoid any endency to over-rely on verbal interactions between aduits when
making decisions about children®s futures Whilst the verbal presentation of the
parend will be important, a balance with other aspects of assessment should be main-
tained  This should inelude o systematic, reflexive analysis of both the information
gathered nnd the processes of assessment themselves (Sheppard, 1995: White, [997),
careful observation (Reder and Luecy, 1993), and a greater role for the child’s needs
and perspective (Butler and Willlamson, 1994)

Avcepted. T 1999
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