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UK social workers are working in a muddied and risk strewn field. The profession’s

sense of self-respect has been undermined by negative media reports and

the lack of a coherent or effective representative body. The spectre of risk has

fostered a child protection workforce caught in the headlights, disdained by

the public they are commissioned to serve and constantly questioned by the

professions they are, by rights, on a par with. In this context, the discovery of

Davies and Duckett’s publication is a godsend. Fundamentally a handbook for

‘social work’s most common’ child protection scenarios, it takes the general

guidance of Local Safeguarding Children Boards’ Child Protection Procedures

and applies it to case studies. The book steers away from theory-heavy content,

and is light on broader critical analyses. Rather, it is firmly fixed on

the daily needs of the practising child protection social worker. The pragmatic

approach is evident from the contents page – no chaff; just four chapters

dealing with the four elements of child protection: Emotional Abuse, Sexual

Abuse, Neglect and Physical Abuse. Each chapter then follows a predictable

format, providing definitions of the strand of child protection, a fusion of facts

and statistics from research, moving on to provide examples of the variety of

ways in which a child may experience this particular abuse. Throughout their

discussion, the authors incorporate theoretical support to the matter in hand,

discussing attachment in terms of emotional abuse, and the physiological

effects of stress on child development in terms of the impact of domestic violence.

In this way, the applicability of theory in practice is presented, couched

in terms of practical child protection intervention.

It is perhaps the unambiguous manner in which the book presents

the social work task that is so reassuring. In a working environment fraught

with anxiety, acting as a receptacle for the anxieties of other professionals and

service users alike, the confidence and clarity presented by the authors affords

this publication its position beside Local Safeguarding Children Boards’ Child

Protection Procedures on the social worker’s desk. From the outset, the authors

admit that child protection work can be uncomfortable and overwhelming,

validating this experience for many of their readers. In a more unusual move,

they address the validity of intuition in practice and its mobilization through

reflection. Vitally, the authors discuss professional dangerousness and explicitly

identify the pitfalls which work to paralyse practitioners in Section 47

enquiries, such as the ‘rule of optimism’ and the Stockholm syndrome.

The ‘proactive’ of the title is not accidental in that the authors remind

us that it is not good enough for social workers to simply catalogue signs of

neglect without this leading to action and protective planning, or to provide

family support in place of protecting the needs and rights of children. More

experienced practitioners may feel that this is basic, even bordering on patronizing.

However, lessons from multiple serious case reviews provide evidence

that it is the most fundamental social work practice that can become forgotten.

The authors draw on recommendations from perhaps less publicized serious case

reviews, thus actively reminding readers that the unplanned can happen and the

unimaginable may become real. The book’s closing discussion focuses on the

protection of child protection social workers in the face of powerful and often

frightening carers who may abuse children. Importantly, the authors maintain

that, in such circumstances, an investigating social worker needs to experience

practical and emotional support in order to be courageous on behalf of the child.

Proactive Child Protection and Social Work is distinctly pitched towards

statutory social work in the UK. It gives clear instruction on the protocols

involved in child protection, from strategy meetings to child protection conferences

and protection orders afforded by the Children Act 1989. In short,

this is a supportive, practical reference book which is also presented in readable

and accessible prose. Were it possible to entirely commit the book to

memory, absorb its knowledge and work with that as second nature, it would

help to render the reader a confident, competent and critical practitioner.
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