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California dreaming: the West Coast way to
creative child protection work
Commentary on Weakland and Jordan

Brian Dimmock*

In a typically inspired moment, Paul Watzlawick (1983) agreed with
his client that the situation was hopeless, but added that it wasn't
serious. In keeping with this tradition of pragmatism, Weakland and

. Jordan are saying that in child protection work the situation is

serious, but not hopeless. As a message of hope, and a guide to
intervention in this difficult context, this paper is greatly to be
welcomed: all the more s0 in the wake of the Children Act (1989) in
England and Wales and the current concern about child abuse in
institutional scttings.

My initial response to the paper was to make a list of all the things
that it does not do, or misses out. My reaction reminded me of the
intensely critical and featful atmosphere which  pervades child
protection work in the UK. Such a tesponse gives crucial inforimation
about one’s own cultural context. Are we so fearful that it is difficult to
consider innovative approaches to our own professional settings? I so,
why? Weakland and Jordans papa vaises impartant questions about
the balance between professional sutonomy and accountability and
what we mean by *professional practice’ in this context. Unless we are
able to address these issues, T lear ther ideas may be an unrealizable
dream.

The structure of the ‘brief therapy” approach outlined in this paper
is in line with the principles of good child protection practice
(Department of Health, 1988) and the Childhen Acc (1989), in that it
aims to build a safety net for the child while encouraging co-operation
and ‘partnership’ with parents. The six steps outlined in the paper are
worth restating:

1. build on co-operation
2. agree on the problem
3. examine solutions already attempued
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4. take a small but significant step towards change
5. solidifv gans ‘
6. build a safery net and network of support.

M .
att}; e:gpernencg: of the Brinsh approach 1s that 1t pays a great deal of
a[tcn ion to the safetv net and network of suppor't, but much less
Chﬁrg;:: fctthte rest‘klf we are to respond to the challenge of the

o work co-operanvely with par In i
: ; ents even in circume-

stances of potential conflict b i s s

etween family members and professi

then this list 1s a sim I guid e T o

: ple but helpful guide to the process. T:
emphasis on the safety net, which includ Nt and mon ek
3 s inciudes surveillance and monitor
( onitorin

g:iagr I;nafztatn thizz.t the pf)t(:ntl&E fpr change and growth will be missed I%‘;

f‘;—amgworekr s; f(m;, th;_s. }z:pe:;( 15 a welcome reminder of the need for a

identifiable skills of interventi ]

‘ on to go alongside th

volumes on procedure and . o worth
assessm hi i

hating sment, and as such i1s a dream worth

Th ngi |
jordae foléow;_ng 1s @ sumnmary of the characteristics of Weakland and
n’s bref therapy approach to child abuse:

L , . :
{I_: rs%m? for small significant changes which improve immediate
dl v functioning, r_)ffcrmg the prospect of continued improvement

) aIm making recidivism less likely.

. t a - B - . o
It aspires to bring about change quickly, even with difficult cli

by linking assessm d i i i oo
y b 1ssessment and intervention, ending isolation and

creating motivation for change

. It aims for a I elati
co-operative relationship wi
adversanal one. P parents, not an
4. ) iy’
III:ftiayls down ‘legal authority” and emphasizes authority based on
s a:gdrespect =and ada_:it~to~adplt communication with parents.

. i ‘t‘ox S sxtu‘atz‘ons which require a ‘loss of face’, accentuates the
positive and is "generous’ about human nature and the potenual
for change. P "

6. It aims to fit ' i ’
. the intervention with the client’
e clien ;
e t's own views and
7.1 i I
bt requires a degree of professional autonomy to enable workers to
e expertmental and innovative with clients.

{29

This approach to child o1 i
us a : protection is not easy to place within th
z;u?}!l chlldl 'f{rotlccnon debates in Britain. The work gf Parton {1?985(;

e political context of child protection hasi

puts emphasis on th
sGtI(‘)urgturaflfactors of poverty, -class and race; feminist “;r)riters such az
oot on (f ?}?G) a‘nd Ong ( 1986) would add gender as a dominant
ure of the debate. The mainstream British approach focuses on
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tegal and procedural issues. and has atempted to clarifv roles and
respenstinlites within the Children Act. The roles, responsibilities and
power of social workers and the local authoriies which rmplov them
have been reduced to a ceriamn exient, but thev are nevertheless
central 1o the legal, procedural and therapeutic services for abused
children and their carers. The Act encapsulates the current balance of
power between the competing IRLETESLS of aduits, children, the state
and institutions and professions. Lorraine Fox Harding (1991) has
sumnmarized these competing IMterests as follows:

9. state paternalism and child protection
3. defence of the birth family and parents’ rights
4. children’s rights.

Weakland and Jordan’s approach seems most firmlv rooted in point 3,
and littie or no distinction is made in the paper between the interests
of parcnts and children. or between parent and parent. In the opening
passage. the word ‘client’ is put in inverted commas because of the
difficulty associated with clarifving who the client 1s in child
protection work, and because ‘client’ usually implies a relationship
based on someone seeking the advice of a professional, rather than
having 1t forced upon them. The Collins Concise Dictionary defimtion
of ‘client now includes ‘a person for whom a social worker 1s
responsiblc’, Louis Blom-Cooper, the QC who chaired the panel of
inquirv into the death of Jasmine Beckford,* has argued strongly that
this use of the word “client’ is inappropriate in child protecuon work,
and that it has contributed to a focus on the needs of the adults at the
expense of concern about the child(ren) (Beckiord Report Panel of
Tnquirv: London Borough of Brent, 1985). This 1s more than a
semanuc argument and goes (o the heart of the matter of whether
British pracunoners, particularly soctal workers, have sufficient
autonomy to pracuse in the -wavs advocated by Weakland and
Jordan. Donald Schon {1983), an American sociologist who has
studied how professionals of many different kinds view their roles and

responsibilities. argues as follows:

\. laissez-fatre and patriarchy

In cases where the professional’s role has more t© do with social control than
with help, or when the relationship between help and control is a matter of

* in the Beckford case, where a child died, Social Services were castigated for
ander-involvement, over-optimism about parcntal abilities, and beng 100 much on

the parents’ side [Ed.].
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ambiguity and debate. then 1t scems paradoxical to call the obj

professional attention “clients”. This is true of policemen. and m:? jciCm o
true 9f teachers, managers. or social workers. The ai.)';rncr ufv 3;0 b
wdentifiable professional client relanon has the r'ﬂ‘m'z. of -zmdc- oy
service provider s view of himself as professional ‘ minng the

He goes o i
makges . url:}_;{oiarp;ruc E:a[ the weak posiion of such ‘professionals’
ikely that thev will have the ne
: kel they necessary autonomy
meaningful ‘contracts’ with their clients: to make

Itis '
Sz;wz;cltht;?i:;uzfi in such cases to find that individuals aspire to a professional
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‘ _ th their cli ! gl tce i
Sivation & Lo s th t €nts 1S to acquwire enough voice in the
This would impi ithi
oo g:ésls ;g::ply that w;ti;‘m Fox Harding's categories, British
: us more on the paternal roie of th
P peoners focus ' e of the state to protect
. efence of the birth famil g
Weakiand aot ) amilv and parent’s rights as
ordan do, although it may ild
/ ] ayv be that the Chil
o \ ildren Act
maln ;Zirve:: btliln‘:sy baéancg ;o some extent, Schon’s pessimism about the
1 ity ot social workers and other, simi 1 i
euvrabi r, similar profe Is i
often justified, and to thi ifornia it & chimors,
s o this extent, ‘Califo d ing’ i hi
Ay a2  thi nt, L rmia dreaming’ is a chimera.
0 enthusiasm {this 1s Brita d i i
) T ket ' ‘ am and not California after
ving to umagine how the average ca fi '
respond to a plan which ref; i P obuse o a mimeyomo
d eframed the ‘sexual abuse’ of a ni i
by a thirceer s ' > use’ of a nine-year-old
-vear-old as ‘sexual experi ion’
! _ 3 enmentation’ (p. 246). In th
instance it was by a girl on | ! p- ad been
3 a boy — but what if the gend i
reversed, and the incident had ¢ ' e
_ ad taken place in a children’
revers ] \ c 1 ildren’s home? In
mak:iiiéiiezzatrggd envxrontr)nenz, the politcs of the situation may
0 be seen to be taking protecti 1 ing
than the requirement for * but significant step toward thange
| or ‘a small but signific C ’
Sociay oqurer ‘ ‘ gntficant step toward change’.
in local authority social i | :
: ) \ services department ’
i ‘ s mav
" a!i ;ee(:jf)gmze themselves from Schon’s description, but remarkabiy
many o manage to work creativelv. This may be by gainiz;gj
o Izhe ;x;cnc Sz:la:)t::er se}:ﬁqgs, for example, muEtidiséipiinarx; teams or
-statutory child care agencies. Such I ' I
less powern : ] . duch experiences enable the
professions to develop their confid i
e Power prole _ onfidence as well as their
ge. Without such confidence social
ocial workers m
resor e
pmfe;it;anaflzo;ve(rlt) sgabotag;: of procedure and become ‘dangerous
s ale et al., 1986). Neverth ithin tl
. eless, even with
pro : : , in the
d(; rrfi;:::t ::tzr&ccdg;e, ioczai workers arc listened to if they are able to
at they know what they are talki i
r ; 3 alking about, b i
such influence is diffic 1 ¢ ! distbated
uit because power is istri
ich . , not evenly d
within the child protection system. Y distributed

éi-.
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ser that child protection work s an arcna in which

the pmf(-q.mm;.[ paradigms of medicine. law, management and social

work are competng for dominance. This was muost clearly illustrated

durmy the Cleveland affair* and the subsequent Report [Secretary of
Seate for Social Services., 1988} and public debate. ¥What 15 unclear
from the paper by Weakland and Jordan is any sense of this wider
field; it is as if their practice is taking place in a paradigm of their own
making (or even a paradise). This is 2 vital issue, because if we are to
bring the values of therapy to bear on this process, to treat all
concerned with due human respect, we cannot be overburdened by
constraints. However, the political context requires giving the
appearance that the ‘system’ and its ‘professionals’ are n ‘control’.
This may be achieved by going through the motions of treating adults
and children with respect and humanity, while actually becoming
functionaries of an increasingly complex and politicized bureaucracy.
Schon puts this dilemma precisely when he writes: *. . to admit
uncertainty, to make it apparent that one needs to conduct
experiments, may look and feel like a loss of control when the basic
theme of professional-client interactions is a game of control and
evasion.’ 1 would add to this that the theme of professional —
professional interaction can also be one of control and evasion.

The charge that Weakiand and Jordan are somewhat natve about
1ssues of power in relationships can be made in the sphere of the
personal as well as the poliucal. In contrast to much of the
contemporary Briush debate on the sociology of child abuse, very
lirtle reference is made in their paper to circumstances in which the
coercive power of men is a factor {though there are two examples of
the phvsically coercive power of females: pp. 240 and 246). Where the
authors express concern about power, as on p. 236, 1t concerns the
danger that professionals may become the "one-sided advocate of a
child against a parent’, which contrasts with the view put forward by
Louis Blom-Cooper above. This lack of attention to the potential
differences between the interests of family members 1s most clearly
seen in the use of language in the paper. For example, on pp. 23940 we
see expressions such as ‘the family’s outiook and values’ and ‘the
family’s idiom/situation/view’, I would not suggest that the authors are
unaware of the dangers that ‘the family’s view’ may be that presented

\We must remnemb

es of alleged child sexual abuse,

= In this case, involving several imstanc
d taking children mto care

professionals were enticized for being over-cautious an
unnecessarily [Ed.].
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by the husband/father rather than the wife/mother, or the adult view
rather than that of the child. Rather, the choice of words is indicative
of a desire to empower adults to become mare effective, competent
and safe within the ‘familv’ structure, and to avoid unnecessary
conflict which will become a barrier to change.

Agam, this is quite consistent with the Children Act with its
emphasis on parental responsibilines and duties, and presents a
model of parental empowerment which 1s worthy of serious consider-
ation. However, it does mean that this model is open to the criticism
that strategic therapv tends to avoid issues of power, or, at the very
least, does not make them explicit or directly challenge them. This
lack of directness mav give the impression that the authors are
avoiding these difficult issues by ignoring them. It may also indicate
that the examples used bv Weakland and Jordan do not present the
most acute dilemmas faced by child protection workers, and that they
are ‘staying out of the hottest part of the fire’ Cases involving
continuous sexual abuse. or where a baby has been seriously injured
and there is a coalition of silence between the parents and other family
members, spring to mind. In such circumstances, the need to
challenge this coalition may require work to empower the mother,
rather than the parents together,

The reactions to the many child abuse tragedies in Britain, and, in
particular, to the Cleveland affair has reduced the autonomy of child
protection workers and made them more accountable to the courts
(Parton, 1991). This change, coupled with the principle of minimai
intervention in family life embodied in the Children Act. will put a
greater onus on the skills of negotiation and the need for a stvle of
work tailored to the unique case. In this respect. the brief therapy
model has a great deal to offer if it can be adapted to the political and
professional context of Briush child protectnion workers. Howcver,
alongside these changes has been the conunuous process of respond-
ing to each child abuse scandal with additional procedure and
guidance, apparently implying that the solution lies in ‘mechanizing’
rather than ‘humamzing’ the process.

As someone whose job it is to teach child protection work to social
workers I am acutely aware of the increasing apprehension they show
at being ‘sent to the frontline’. The official view put forward by the
Department of Health in Britain is that newly qualified social workers
should be abie to take on child protection cases immediately after
qualifying, a view which is hotly contested by the Social Services
Inspectorate. While the ‘grown ups’ quarrel, the ‘kids’ get on with life
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, . ‘ e
as best thev can. There 1s an enduring commitment anf cn::us;;;zic
among students 1o “help people’, and apprehension tnat {‘vs Dasi
motivation will be swamped bv the necd 1o carry e[)ut afgc;(-c'm?c 1‘,1;{;
: ice’ We nced morc examples ol p .
and to act as the 'soft police’ W ’ s of pracuics, B
Weakland and Jordan, which are :
the medel presented by ) Jich are a0
i between authority and authorit
demonstrate the difference . : honananism.
ilize the skills of “therapists .
We need to be able to utilize '
them with society's requirement to protect the vulnerable and p::e\.::;
abuse. We must iearn from the intense debate about the pheno
hil rwhelmed by 1t.
of child abuse, but not be ove d by o
~Although th’e lack of detail in Weakland and Jorcian s pape:(': abe;::i
the wider context in which practice takes ﬁg?iacc? i San Mdarlec; : };3:; hiz’
theless offered us a model ot y
is unfortunate, they have neverthe { ‘ by
skilled and so,phisticateci interventions a? Eie ;?oiint of 11':};(35!:?535:;3“1
1 Li gnce of the ‘therapeun on’,
Underlying that model is the ess 7 rap o
hich is to | judge. It is generous 1n 1ts assumy
which is to help rather than to ju ‘ g
ial, it is pragmatc, 1t attempts to be respec
about human potential, it 18 pr ! o be respectit,
i idati it giv a model of intervention
and validating and 1t gives us _ . !
potential use in day-to-day child protection work of the iess extrem
[V c- - . " -
'?I‘he challenge to those of us working in the field bof thera;ﬁifltiréc;
hild } ' ntellectual one, but is about an
child protection is not just an1 : ' L an athiude
ind ' | have the courage of our co 7
of mind and the need 1o / : O .
i i d self-protection could cas
circumstances in which fear an oulc. domnate.
ams of the brief therapy
To borrow another of the max ‘ rapy schoo o
! i that our solutions to the proi
thinking, we face the danger T O Pk al
i i the problem itself (Watz al.,
child abuse can so easilv become :
197.4). Consumer research among parents who are the ;u}:w‘jc\z:c;li cbl’sc:fg
protection investigatons {Brown, 1985) s;g};p;est thz:{ ;ngcompassm“
i i bined with humantv \
honesty and straight dealing com : ompassion
{ unter. This paper goes so \
in the professionals they encou paper A
' ' he brief therapy model 1n ¢ I
showing the potenual of t the 5 : cuon
work, bgut if it 15 to be more than a plpe-(:!ream the d:stance betwe
Califorma and Cleveland must be taken mnto account.
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