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CHAPTER 1

Children’s Services: Reversing the Vicious Spiral
Patrick Ayre and Michael Preston-Shoot

Failing services and failed reforms
In response to widespread and persistent concern
over the ability of social services for children and
families to safeguard and promote the wellbeing
of the most vulnerable children, the UK
government has in the last decade introduced
some of the most far reaching changes ever
encountered in this field. However, the evidence
as to whether these changes are in every case
yielding improved results is at very best
equivocal. Indeed, it may be argued that, in
England at least, despite the best intentions of
those driving these changes forward, the outcome
of the particular approaches to reform which
have been adopted has been to substantially
diminish the capability of children’s social
services to respond effectively to the complex
challenges they face and there is a danger that
these services are becoming locked into a vicious
spiral of decline from which it will be hard to
recover.
The failure of the government’s preferred
approaches to quality improvement may be seen
clearly reflected in key reports presented to the
government in 2008 and 2009. Lord Laming
(2009) has commented trenchantly on the
apparent intractability of many of the problems
identified by him in his earlier report (Laming,
2003) noting with some surprise that, though
existing law and procedures were repeatedly and
determinedly asserted to be adequate,
safeguarding performance continued to display
persistent serious flaws. The recent summaries of
the findings of Serious Case Reviews produced
by Ofsted (2008; 2009) have raised again for our
attention a host of failings first identified in
similar digests dating back as far as 1994
(Brandon et al., 2008; Brandon, Owers and Black,
1999; Falkov, 1996; James, 1994; Sinclair and
Bullock, 2002). Tony Blair, in his foreword to
Every Child Matters (Boateng, 2003: 1) mourned
Victoria Climbié as the latest addition to a litany
of names of the victims of child safeguarding
tragedies, which ‘echoing down the years, are a
standing shame to us all’ and inquiries into the

death of Peter Connolly suggest that many of the
same grave causes for concern remain.
The contributors to this book recognise that
child and family social work represents only one
element in the complex web of interagency
activity which forms the ‘team around the child’
in modern child welfare practice. It is, however,
our view that social workers can and should play
a key role within this team, but that their ability
to do so has been substantially degraded. If social
work is to fulfil its potential within a
multi-agency context, significant systemic change
will be required and it is on this change which
this book focuses. In seeking to outline and
address the challenges which we face, this book
examines the impact of a number of linked
strands of the reform agenda on key areas of
children’s services practice including child
safeguarding, youth offending, children in care,
child and family support and child welfare law. It
also draws on more general reflections on the
nature of social work with children and families
and on how it should be organised and delivered.
Each contributor offers a range of original
insights, but a number of common cross-cutting
themes may be seen to emerge.

The obstacles to better services
Read as a whole, this book suggests that many of
the obstacles which we face in rebuilding our
profession have their origins in profound changes
which have taken place within the environment
within which child care social work is conducted.
The following are some of the key propositions
which are offered:
( The predominant position accorded to
managerialist approaches has, overall, had a
profoundly undermining effect on performance
(see chapters by Ayre and Calder; Chard and
Ayre; Ferguson; Pitts and Bateman;
Preston-Shoot)
( In consequence of this approach, social work is
being transformed from a professional activity
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(
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(

to a technical one. Within this new
environment, process and procedures are
prioritised over objectives and outcomes (Ayre
and Calder; Butler and Drakeford; Pitts and
Bateman), targets and indicators over values
and professional standards (Butler and
Drakeford; Preston-Shoot) and compliance and
completion over analysis and reflection (Ayre
and Calder; Ferguson; Forrester)
There has been an irrational faith in
improvement strategies which have proved
unsuccessful and inappropriate (Chard and
Ayre; Wastell and White)
We are in danger of forgetting that the essence
of social work lies in what happens between
the social worker and the service user when
they meet. Real change in the wellbeing of the
children and families with whom we work is
more likely to derive from the effectiveness of
our interaction with them and with our
professional environment than from our
attainment of statistical targets (Ayre and
Calder; Butler and Drakeford; Fergusson;
Forrester; Pitts and Bateman; Preston-Shoot)
Research evidence has been used as a prop for
policy, rather than a foundation (Brodie;
Forester; Morris; Pitts and Bateman)
Substantial investment has been devoted to
addressing a number of key factors
contributing to social exclusion. However, the
effectiveness of the social care response has
often been undermined by undue haste and a
failure fully to analyse the challenges before
rolling out solutions intended to resolve them
(Brodie; Morris) In some instances, services
have been configured as short term initiatives
outside the social care mainstream. As a result
of their position on the fringes, they all too
readily disappear when their funding ceases,
leaving only a limited legacy of learning or
experience (Morris).

It may be tempting to dismiss these concerns as
the musings of social work academics remote
from the realities of service delivery, but it must
be recognised that those selected by the
government to report on the state of practice are
offering many of the same messages. Whilst Lord
Laming seems on occasion to be suggesting that
what we need is ‘more of the same’ and that
significant improvements might be brought about
by tinkering with targets (2009: 16) he has
nonetheless described clearly some of the
systemic weaknesses underpinning existing
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provision. He notes, ‘concern that the tradition of
deliberate, reflective social work practice is being
put in danger because of an overemphasis on
process and targets, resulting in a loss of
confidence amongst social workers’ (p 32),
adding that ‘supervision should be open and
supportive, focusing on the quality of decisions,
good risk analysis, and improving outcomes for
children rather than meeting targets’ (p 32). He
reports anxieties that professional practice and
judgment are being compromised by
process-driven assessment and recording systems
(p 44) and uses two helpful quotes to illustrate
how children’s services social workers may be
losing their sense of what really matters about
what they do:
It seems like they have to do all this form filling, their
bosses’ bosses make them do it, but it makes them forget
about us.
Boy, 16
She does things by textbook, she doesn’t know me as a
person.
Girl, 16

At the same time, the social workers who spoke
to the Social Work Task Force (Social Work Task
Force, 2009b: 6) told them that they were ‘tied up
in bureaucracy’ and did not have enough time to
devote to the people they wanted to help.
Systems for managing performance were not
driving quality and they were frustrated with the
tools and support they received. The Task Force
‘found evidence of some social workers feeling
overloaded, unsupported and de-skilled by some
of the resources and systems designed to support
their effectiveness’ (p 19) and frontline workers
reported widely that ‘supervision tends to be
process driven and dominated by case
management’ (p 20) at the expense of its
supportive, analytical and evaluative functions.
Overall, the Task Force gained ‘a sense of a
profession that is, in places, at risk of becoming
too mechanised and of being ‘‘de-skilled’’
through an over emphasis on compliance rather
than judgement’ (p 32). They noted that ‘many of
these weaknesses can end up compounding one
another, causing a vicious circle in which service
improvement becomes hard to achieve’ (p 35).

Analysis at three levels
Both Lord Laming and the Social Work Task
Force (Social Work Task Force, 2009a) have
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offered a range of important recommendations
aimed at improving the effectiveness of social
work services. However, it is a commonplace in
the field of service evaluation and improvement
that recommendations are only as good as the
analysis on which they are based. The Social
Work Task Force and Lord Laming note with
some concern that social workers’ skills in
analysis and interpretation are generally in need
of improvement, but it may be argued that
similar frailties are demonstrated in their own
reports, which may be felt to be very strong on
the ‘what?’ questions, but rather weaker on the
‘why?’ questions. A clear and cogent account is
given of what is wrong with existing patterns of
provision, but the analysis of why these problems
have arisen may be felt sometimes to lack the
requisite depth.
One of the authors of this introductory chapter
(Ayre) has a particular interest in the
effectiveness of Serious Case Reviews, which are
conducted when a child has been killed or
seriously injured, and abuse or neglect are felt to
be causal factors. He has identified three levels of
analysis to be found in such reports, each with an
associated type of recommendation. At the first
and crudest level, which we may refer to as
injunctive or Level 1 analysis, the problem is
simply reformulated as an instruction. For
example, the conclusion that ‘this child was
injured because we did not do X’ is associated
with a recommendation stating simply that ‘we
must do X in the future’. Many Serious Case
Review recommendations have, unfortunately,
tended to follow this unreflective and essentially
unhelpful format, which clearly ignores the fact
that we need to concern ourselves less with the
fact that X did not happen, and more with why X did
not happen.
At the second and slightly more analytical
level, which we may refer to as procedural or Level
2, the problem is addressed by suggesting change
to, or enhanced promotion of, approved
processes for managing the issue in question. We
should write more procedures, provide more
training or, very often, do both of these things.
This approach assumes that failures have arisen
because those involved did not understand what
they should be doing, either because essential
guidance did not exist, or because they were
insufficiently familiar with the guidance which
was available. Such a response, though limited,
may have utility in some circumstances.
However, it does not recognise that if we

consider the most infamous recent child abuse
scandals, we may observe clearly that tragic
consequences arose because key participants
failed to take in practice actions which they must
certainly have known in principle were the right
things to do. The central question, which so often
goes unanswered, is ‘why, then, despite adequate
training and guidance, did they still fail to take
the action required?’
The answer to this question requires analysis at
a third level. Such Level 3 analysis is systemic and
involves seeking out and describing the
fundamental organisational and relational
weaknesses which underpin and encourage
failures in performance (see Fish, Munro and
Bairstow, 2009). The Social Work Task Force
report (2009a) and to a lesser extent that of Lord
Laming (2009) are notably lacking in analysis at
this level, and one of the main contributions of
this book to the change debate may be felt to rest
on its ability to fill this glaring gap. Unless we
truly understand the cause of the illness which
we seek to cure, the remedies which we prescribe
are likely to be at best ineffective and at worst
positively harmful.
By way of illustration, we may note that the
Social Work Task Force and the contributors to
this book agree that weaknesses in supervision
are currently a significant factor in the social
work profession’s ills. The Task Force report
offers a Level 2 analysis of this, suggesting that
this deficiency may be addressed by changing
procedures to define a minimum frequency for
supervision, and by enhancing the training
provided to managers (2009a: 28). Ayre and
Calder, however, adopting a Level 3 analysis,
suggest that the managerialist culture which
holds sway in social care inevitably conditions
managers to undertake supervision which
focuses on procedure and process at the expense
of analysis and evaluation. Indeed, it may be
argued that, given that resources of time are
limited and that the measures of effectiveness
currently in place focus on quantity not quality,
managers are acting entirely rationally in
providing supervision which is almost entirely
managerial, and that to offer supervision of the
analytical and evaluative type recommended by
the Task Force would, however praiseworthy in
professional and ethical terms, be irrational in
these circumstances.
Here we come across something which we
might describe as the Mission Statement fallacy,
under which it is assumed that if one asserts an
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objective with which all relevant stakeholders
agree strongly in principle, this objective will be
realised in practice. In fact, we know that you
could train managers in good supervision
practice from now until eternity, but if the
environment in which they are working in
practical reality emphasises the importance of
only one aspect of supervision, it is that aspect
which will, by and large, be delivered, and other
aspects, however worthy, admirable and ‘right’
will receive less attention. A similar argument
may be applied to the emphasis on early
engagement asserted as a commitment within the
Every Child Matters agenda. We may be able to
agree that every children’s services worker,
whether manager or practitioner, values
prevention and would like to be doing it, but
asserting the rightness of a preventive approach
does not mean that such an approach will thrive
in the longer term if, in reality, this approach is
marginalised and its resourcing rendered
insecure by powerful systemic drivers which
remain unchanged by the underlying Mission
Statement (see Morris in this book).

Change at three levels
Whilst the summary of Serious Case Reviews
produced by Ofsted in 2008 (Ofsted, 2008: 24)
seems to suggest that, in evaluating the reasons
for failures of performance, we have tended to
pay insufficient attention to the individual
shortcomings of the staff involved, the authors of
this book are unanimous in regarding the most
crucial failings of children’s social care as being
institutional rather than personal, and in seeing
the staff involved as, in most cases, ‘inheritors
rather than instigators’ (Reason, 1995: 1711) of the
performance deficiencies which arise. The
problems are thus not technical ones, requiring a
Level 1 or 2 tweak to existing patterns, but
fundamental, requiring radical systemic
transformation which must take place at each of
three levels: central government, service
management and frontline practice.
The process must start with central
government. This book argues that the
approaches to service development and
performance management adopted by central
government in recent decades have created a
framework for practice which is undermining
rather than promoting the effectiveness of
children’s services and of their practitioners. This
framework must be reconfigured to value quality
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as well as quantity and to appreciate and
facilitate those aspects of social work practice
most closely related to improving outcomes for
children, rather than those which it is most easy
to measure. It will be essential that ministers
come to understand that it is through their deeds,
not their words, that they convey to service
providers where their priorities should lie.
Change is required at managerial level as well
as governmental, but we may promote this
change most effectively if we recognise that
service managers may not be falling short
because they are ignorant or incompetent, as a
Level 1 or 2 analysis may suggest, but on the
contrary, their behaviour may be a rational
response to the environment in which they find
themselves. Rational managers, senior or junior,
will seek to ensure that the services which they
offer are judged effective by those above them in
the chain of responsibility. They will, in short,
seek to give us what we ask for. If we ask for
evidence based services which emphasise
analysis and transformational relationships and if
we confirm our wishes by providing a framework
of resources and regulation which supports this,
they will attempt to comply. On the other hand, if
we make it clear through our evaluative
frameworks that our primary concern centres on
compliance with process and procedure, we may
expect them to configure their services
accordingly. Certainly, some retraining may be
required by managers whose professional style
has been shaped by the audit culture which has
dominated recent years, but without a change in
the demands placed on them by the environment
in which they work, such training may be
expected to have little impact in practice. Wastell
and White set out very compellingly in their
chapter in this book how our requirements of
managers should be reconfigured to recognise
that performance is conditioned by systems:
Middle managers need to see it as their main business not
to be the brutal enforcers of targets but to be the benign
designers of the workplace . . . In an organisational
context, this means the design of systems made up of
people, processes and technology in order to achieve the
best possible performance. Finding the best way of organising the workplace, in more prosaic terms. If this is not the
primary business of management, then what on earth is?

Reconfiguration at governmental and managerial
levels of the environment within which social
work with children is conducted will open up
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opportunities for social workers in the frontline to
rediscover their identity and efficacy. If the
processes of deprofesionalisation described in
this book (Ayre and Calder; Chard and Ayre;
Pitts and Bateman; Ferguson; Preston-Shoot) can
be halted, the enhanced supervision, training and
career structure recommended by the Social
Work Task Force (2009a) may be expected to
yield good results, If, however, we fail to
acknowledge and address the systemic failings
identified by contributors to this book, we must
expect to find it hard to escape from the vicious
spiral of decline into which children’s services
seem currently to be locked.
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