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Supervisor: Frances Ricks
ABSTRACT

This study explores the practice of child protection as it is accomplished in a particular
Family and Children's Service office in Victoria, using institutional ethnography as the
research method. Generally, both investigative and supportive services can be offered to
families where there is a concern about childrens' well-being. In this office the claim is made
that support service is the preferable way of working with families in most instances. In the
current work setting of the Ministry of Social Services workers in this office find support
practice very necessary but also very difficult. The research problematic explores this

difficulty.

This study explores what workers actually do to be supportive to families in protecting
children and how the difficulties in providing support arise as a feature of the work.
Participant observation and other ethnographic methods provide the qualitative data for the
study. Data about workers' experience was considered the entry point of the analysis,
providing a window to the social organization of the practice of child protection within the
institutional structure of the Ministry. Specific incidences of the difficulties of supportive
child protection practice within this investigative environment are described and their origin
traced through the social relations of the Ministry to locations outside the day to day

experience of the workers to the extra-local sites where these experiences are determined.

I argue that workers do practice a supportive form of child protection which relies on a
distinctive set of work practices. While attempting to carry out child protection with a
supportive orientation within the existing Ministry organization, however, workers
experience definite limitations in what they can do to be supportive. These limitations can
undermine their support efforts and create frustration and stressful conditions for all

workers. My analysis offers some insights into how the current environment in which the
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team practices establishes investigation as the central way or expected way of doing child
protection work. It appears that investigative work is privileged by the practices and
organizational structures put in place by the official policy and legislation governing child
protection work. To the extent that the policy and coordinating practices are general
across Ministry offices, my conclusions about investigation versus support in this child

protection office can also be claimed to be generalizable.

I conclude that for supportive child protection practice to occur, there are several
important preconditions: a supportive team environment in which team members share a
common vision and philosophy about the work, an awareness of power relations in the
work, and a skilled, experienced and credible supervisor. These conclusions speak to the
need for policy development processes within the Ministry which embrace the knowledge

and experience of frontline child protection workers.
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INTRODUCTION
"...how do people feel so abused by an organization that tries to present

such a benevolent face?" (Fieldnotes, p. vi)

The inquiry you are about to read is an exploration into the practice of child protection as
it takes place in one particular Ministry of Social Services Office in Langford, B.C. In this
office the above quote symbolizes the questioning which has stimulated the development
of a distinctive form of practice. Within the investigative mandate of the Ministry, this
child protection team claims to practice child protection with a support focus with the
intent of offering help and support to families instead of just investigating them. This
study will explore this form of practice as it takes place day to day from the perspective of
the frontline child protection workers and their immediate supervisor, how this form of
practice works within the Ministry and how it is limited. This study will show how the
experiences described by the frontline workers are spcially organized to occur in

characteristic ways within the structure of the Ministry mandate.

Chapter I gives the background to the study, beginning with my own troubling experience
in child protection work. This chapter describes a contradiction inherent in the work, as
drawn from my experience and those of the workers in the study. The research
problematic I identify focuses on this contradiction or line of fault between how protection
work is structured to accomplish the mandate of protecting children and how Langford

workers are attempting to do child protection work.

In Chapter II I discuss the methodology of the study. It is an interpretive research
approach using an institutional ethnographic method of inquiry. Using qualitative data
gathered during my participation in the research setting, [ analyze the experiences of the

frontline workers by tracing those experiences through the social relations of the Ministry



to the extra-local places where those experiences are determined. In this chapter I also

discuss how the knowledge created through this analysis is valid and generalizable.

In Chapter III I review the relevant literature which I develop as the conceptual
framework of the study. The major issues are empowerment, social support, community
development, feminist perspectives on child protection and the social organization of

frontline child protection practice.

In Chapter IV I begin my analysis by providing evidence that workers in Langford have
developed a distinctive set of work practices which produce a supportive child protection
mode of work. These practices rely on workers choosing to support at intake, practicing
with a team approach to the work, participating in intensive and supportive supervisory
relationships, documenting for client benefit and employing a community approach to the
work. Although this form of practice has many benefits to workers, clients and the
community, sometimes the social relations of child protection work constrain the workers'
ability to practice in a supportive way and workers experience definite limitations in what

they can do to be supportive.

In Chapter V, I argue that the current environment for child protection is created by a
mandate and an organization that establishes investigation as the expected method of child
protection work by focusing on the individual family as the problem, providing ample
resources and services for investigation and apprehension work rather than prevention or
supportive work, and distributing staff positions according to the number of investigations

recorded in an office.

In Chapter VI, I conclude that workers in Langford can and do practice child protection in

a supportive way within the existing investigative mandate of the Ministry. I conclude that



this is only possible at this time in Langford because of the presence of two key
preconditions, a healthy and supportive team environment and skilled, experienced and
credible local leadership. The thesis closes with a discussion of the policy implications of

this knowledge about the social organization of support work for child protection practice.



I. THE TROUBLING EXPERIENCE OF PROTECTING CHILDREN

Introduction to My Inquiry

My interest in doing this study originates in my own experience as a child protection
worker. In the summer of 1983 I spent four months, between my third and fourth year in
the School of Social Work, employed by the provincial government as a child protection
worker. Under the watchful eye of experienced child protection workers I carried out the
investigative mandate of the organization as I was told, and observed and participated in
traditional ministry child protection practices. Itook my turn at intake, completed the
necessary documents, visited clients, attended staff meetings and participated in
supervision with the District Supervisor. Although I considered myself an intelligent and

competent worker, the whole experience was troubling and uncomfortable.

After a very short time in this position I began to dread my interactions with those people
referred to as my clients. Despite my internal desire to help them, I was always received
with hostility. I felt very powerful, in that I could judge a parent's ability to protect a
child, but I did not feel that what I was doing was very helpful. Judging parents put me in
a very tense and awkward relationship with them, a relationship in which I was responsible
for having all the answers and they were responsible for doing what I said. I was the
expert and they were the problem. That was the way the workers, the clients and the
general population I talked to seemed to understand and participate in the child protection

process.

Acting in this position of expert I felt quite inadequate because I did not seem to have all
the answers. Although I had spent the previous year learning about how to perform the
role of social worker, I found myself in an environment where I was required to refer to a

policy manual for answers. I felt like I had been trained to do the job but was not able to



carry it out in a way that resulted in success for clients and some sense of satisfaction for
myself. Something felt wrong with what I was doing, but it was compatible with how
things in the office were done. There was a clear and distinctive boundary between
ourselves as workers and the group called clients and carrying out my daily work seemed
to maintain that boundary. I was outside the families I was working with, passing
judgment on them from a distance and referring to a policy manual to determine actions I
would take to remedy their inadequacies as parents. I was praised by my peers when I
acted authoritatively with a client and aqugpi§h¢d for being a bleeding heart if I took the
client's point of view. When I actually did make meaningful contact with a client, I could
find limited means within my role to help them, other than referring them for personal

counselling or parenting training.

The circumstances in which many of my clients lived overwhelmed me at times and often
demanded very different solutions than what I had available to offer. I found myself
spending the majority of my time with other workers, service providers and group home
parents trying to avoid this feeling of unease that resulted from spending time with clients.
I left the job with many questions. Why did this work feel so unhelpful? Why were clients
so hostile to my actions? Why did I always feel internal conflict between what I felt like
doing and what I was expected to do? Why was this job not a rewarding and enjoyable

experience?

Unnamed Contradictions
At the end of the summer, I returned to school convinced I was not cut out to do child
protection work. I could not verbalize the contradictions I felt, except that I attributed my
inability as an outcome of my personality type and that was the reason I could not do such
harsh and emotionally numbing work. Upon graduation, I secured employment in another

area of the social service field. The questions and contradictions that had arisen for me the



previous summer lay dormant for many years, until I entered graduate school and once
again encountered the questions and contradictions that troubled me a decade earlier. As
a consequence of the thinking required to participate in the policy/practice debate in the
curriculum and the feminist frameworks through which I began to see my experience, I
began to draw connections between what I had experienced as a frontline child protection
worker and the way in which the legislative mandate for protecting children is
accomplished. During my course work I developed a keen interest in studying how the
organization of the work of child protection created my frontline experience and the

contradictions inherent in it.

Through initial inquiries into the possibility of studying the practice of child protection, I
stumbled upon information about an office in the Victoria area where practice reportedly
was different than what my experience had been. I made my first contact with the District
Supervisor of the office in Langford in March 1993 and he confirmed that work was done
differently in his office. He was interested in my research and agreed to open his office
and staff to my inquiry. The District Supervisor described the work in his office as
focussed on helping children grow up, supporting families and involving the community.
My first discussion with him and my first encounter with his staff during an staff retreat
looked different, sounded different and felt different than anything I had experienced
within the child protection system. The retreat participants included a university
professor, a policy analyst from Ministry headquarters, child protection workers, their
supervisor and myself. The purpose of the retreat was to review what the team called the
Support Project. The team had just completed its first year of providing child protection
as a supportive form of practice and this retreat was an opportunity to look back, rethink
and look forward. The atmosphere was positive and challenging and I found the

discussion invigorating.



Amidst this optimistic scenario I did recognize some things that were familiar from my
past experience. One worker asked "why can't we just do it? We go so far then you (the
District Supervisor) close the door?". Although there was a sense of common purpose
amongst the participants, stories alternated between descriptions of positive experiences of
change and experiences of "hitting the wall". The image this created for me was that of
people hitting a wall and bouncing off, getting up and trying to figure out another way of
getting through to the other side. I felt such a sense of common purpose and solidarity
amongst all the participants and such a strong commitment to do what they called "good
work" that I decided I wanted to be part of this work in order to understand it. I wanted
to understand how they carried this work out within the organization and also how
frustration comes to be part of the frontline experience of the work. I was interested in
seeing what good work was and how it was accomplished, and explicating how good

work can produce the troubles and difficulties that workers described to me.

The Research Problematic
In reflecting upon my own experience and that expressed by the workers in Langford, I
became aware of a line of fault between what workers felt needed to be done to assist
families with raising their children and what was possible to do within the present practices
of the child protection Ministry. Practices required by ministry policy seemed to require
workers to participate with families in ways that did not feel helpful to either the family or
the worker. What frontline workers know about what families need and what families tell
them about what would be helpful cannot always be provided. What workers see as the
problem often cannot be addressed through Ministry services. As a result, workers
experience frustration and a sense of futility at times when what they know needs to be
available to parents to help them take care of their children is not possible through the

present child protection system.



8

Other people voiced similar concerns in the recent Community Panel Family and Children's
Services Legislation Review (Community Panel Report, 1992), stating "Families told us of
being frightened and threatened by a child welfare structure they thought should have
provided help and support... Ministry staff, service providers and caregivers described to us
the feelings of frustration and isolation. They said the 'system' is focused on symptoms,

not on the underlying causes of the problems facing families and children." (p. 3)

Through the legislative review process, hundreds of people, around the province, from all
levels of the child protection system, made their voices heard. The report of the review,
Making Changes:A Place to Start, highlights numerous areas of inadequacy in the system
and makes recommendations for change. In essence the report concludes that the
processes through which the problem of child protection has been dealt with have been
unsuccessful in helping parents raise their children in both the expressed opinion of those

receiving service and those providing it.

The gap between the mandated work of child protection through investigation and what
workers feel about what clients need is where my research questions originate. The
contradiction for the workers exists in the obstacles they experience in their day to day
work which limits their capacity to support families to protect children but allows them to
investigate to protect. This contradiction is manifest in a line of fault between the service
which the ministry provides for families to ensure the protection of children and the kind

of service families express to workers needed to help them raise their children.

In the Langford office, over the last year, workers have been trying to organize their work
to be primarily supportive and more helpful to their clients. They recognize the need for
investigation as one means of protectioning children but question the it as the primary

means of protection. Although they practice in ways which ensure the continued smooth



functioning of their Ministry office, within the larger organization, and they practice
investigative child protection in cases that require it, they also feel they practice differently
than offices where the primary mode of work is investigation. Many of these differences
reflect recommendations for supportive practice outlined in the Community Panel Report.
Foundations for support practice include a focus on client need as the determination of the
work, an orientation to supporting families in providing mandated services and an overall
community based approach to the work. Workers appear to be satisfied with their ability
to do the work in this way, within the local office. They do, however, describe frustration
when the work they do in their office requires them to access resources and support from
the larger organization. They talk about spending a great deal of time and energy trying to
access what clients say they need, from an organization with rules and guidelines for
practice which make access to those resources often difficult or impossible to obtain.

They experience the larger organization as policy maker and enforcer and feel the gap
between their day to day frontline experience of child protection work and those locations
distant from their practice where policy is determined. What workers actually do, day to
day, to meet the needs of their clients, within the policy and structure of the Ministry, is of
interest to me, particularly in Langford, where both local management and staff are

attempting to carry out Ministry practices with a supportive orientation.
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II. METHODOLOGY

My interest in studying child protection practice in Langford was centered in the
experience of the frontline workers. I was interested in seeing how they practice child
protection day to day and what they did to practice in a supportive way and also what they
experienced as troubling about practicing in this way. I wanted to explore this experience
by participating in the worker's day to day work and seeing their experience from their

perspective. For this purpose I chose to employ an interpretive research approach.

The Interpretive Paradigm
I conducted this study using an interpretive research approach which is based on the
premise that I, as the researcher, am a part of the social world I am studying (Hammersley
and Atkinson, 1983). In using this paradigm, I acknowledged the non-neutrality
(Maguire, 1987) of my research activity and sought to investigate the social experience of
doing child protection work from within the context of that work rather than outside it. I
did not pursue universal truths about child protection work that can be statistically
generalized to other sample populations, rather, I investigated child protection work by
taking the standpoint of those who practice it day to day in Langford and learned how this

daily experience is organized.

I based my research paradigm choice on the assumption that what we know about the
world is dynamic and people are social beings in constant interaction with their
environment. This reflexive nature of the knowledge generated about the social world
cannot be controlled and factored out of interpretive research. Reflexivity (Hammersley
and Atkinson, 1983) is an essential element of the interpretive paradigm and this form of
research is a reflexive activity. Rather than control or discount the influence of elements

surrounding my research endeavour, including myself as the researcher, I considered these
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influences as an integral part of the social interaction I studied. Specifically I observed,
listened, questioned and checked my perceptions ongoingly with informants in order to
produce an account and knowledge about the work that captured their experience as they
lived it and also how I as a researcher connected that experience to the conceptual
framework of my study. This joint production of knowledge through this reflexive activity

is characteristic of the interpretive approach.

Knowledge about child protection work in Langford has been constructed through this
research activity as a product of this reflexive interaction between the researcher and the
work being researched, within the context in which it was experienced. My research
findings will be judged by their usefulness in accurately tracing the "how" of child
protection in Langford, rather than the "what", and explicating the social organization of
the everyday experience of the workers in Langford. By using the interpretive framework,
my goal was to see how supportive approaches to child protection work are practiced day
to day by frontline child protection workers. I came to know their practice through
interaction with them as active knowers and used their talk (Jackson, 1984) as the entry
point into the social relations (D. Smith, 1987) which organize their experience of the

world and their standpoint within it.

The Method of Study
My research followed a method of inquiry Dorothy Smith (1987) employs to investigate
the social world, how it works and "how things are actually put together" (p. 147).
Seeing how the experience of frontline workers came to be within the organizational
setting of the Ministry could best be investigated using institutional ethnography, a
feminist research strategy which provides a basis on which to explicate institutional
relations which determine the everyday world, in this case, of child protection practice.

This strategy provided a way to explore the local organization of everyday life in child
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protection, and make visible the relations that determine it. Ethnography placed the
actuality of everyday experience at the centre of inquiry and moved to explore the
"generalized and generalizing relations of the ruling apparatus" (p. 147) that organize that

experience.

Using institutional ethnography (D. Smith, 1987, p. 160) I explored the social relations
child protection work helps to bring into being, in and through the actual day to day
practices of workers. The institution I refer to is a "complex of relations forming part of
the ruling apparatus" (p. 160) organized around the function of providing child protection
services, as organized by the Ministry of Social Services through the legislation and
policies of the Family and Children's Services Act. The distinctive character of this
strategy of research is that although everyday life experiences of child protection work can
be expertly described by those experiencing it, its organization cannot be seen or
understood completely by them from within that experience. It is the work of the social
science researcher, to use investigative skills, to trace back and make visible the "extra-
local" determinations (D. Smith, 1987, p. 161) of everyday life in child protection. I
needed to investigate the trails that connected the individual experience with the larger
social relations in which those concrete experiences are nested (G.Smith, 1990). The
disjuncture between what is known by child protection workers on the frontline and what
is conceptually practiced by those managing the administration of child protection work
from a distance, shapes the problematic. In this case the Langford staff acted on what is
known at the frontline and organized their work according to what they knew about the
work and how it was governed. Through the use of institutional ethnography, I studied
the day to day experience of child protection at the frontline and traced the organization of

that experience within the institutional organization of the Ministry.
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An ethnography or fieldwork (Reinharz, 1992), is a multi-method research approach
including observation, participation, archival analysis and interviewing over a period of
time. These methods relied on my immersion in the research setting and aimed for
intersubjectivity between myself and those being studied (Reinharz, 1992, p. 46). This
means understanding the talk between the two, seeing it in its context of social relations,
(Jackson, 1992) and focusing on the "telling" of accounts as not just content but also a
product based on "various levels of taken for granted understanding" (p. 122). The sense
made of the accounts of child protection work are a joint production of both the speaker

and the hearer (Jackson, 1992, p. 122).

In keeping with this approach I became part of the social relations of the Langford office,
watching what was being done, listening to what was said and questioning in order to
understand from the inside, the experience of child protection work and make visible the
social relations which organized the workers' experience. By taking the standpoint of the
worker, as a researcher I was able to make the socially organized properties of child
protection work first observable, then problematic, then moved beyond what is
experientially known to the social relations in which the child protection workers'

experiences were embedded and ongoingly produced.

Sample

Sample is a somewhat misleading term in interpretive research. However, I can describe
who I interviewed and/or observed and why I chose them. As well as my participant
observation of the whole staff over several months, as they went about their work, I chose
three workers, one District Supervisor and two management personnel for in-depth
interviews. Iused non-probability sampling (Merriam, 1988, p. 47) since I was attempting
to discover what actually happens and not attempting to generalize my findings statistically

to a larger similar population. The three subjects for the sample were chosen purposefully
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(p. 48) based on their capacity to inform me about the research setting and the work (p.
48). I considered good informants as those who had in depth knowledge about the work
in Langford and were thoughtful, articulate and insightful. These three workers had been
employed by the Ministry for three and a half, five and sixteen years respectively. They
had all worked in other offices first and had been in the Langford office for at least two
years. I checked my initial perceptions about my choice of informants with the District
Supervisor and he substantiated my choices regarding their ability to accurately inform

about the work.

The reflexive nature of the interpretive approach allowed me to follow the path my data
paved in search of other subjects who could broaden my understanding of the organization
of work in the Langford office. My initial inquiries with the workers guided the
development of questions in directions and to participants that informed about relations
within and outside the setting. Later I interviewed the Area Manager and a Social
Services Policy Analyst, who could inform about the management practices of the

Ministry.

Data
Data in my study were anything that informed about the subject of inquiry. I recorded my
data through words, or qualitatively (Merriam, 1988, p. 67). Qualitative data included:
detailed descriptions, direct quotations and excerpts from documents, correspondence,
records, case histories (Patton, 1980, p. 22 from Merriam, 1988, p. 68) and personal notes
on my experience. What information was considered data in my study depended on my
research question, my standpoint as the researcher, and on its usefulness in discovering

how child protection work occurs.
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icipant O :

The practice of participant observation is the collection of data from observation of the
phenomena being studied (Merriam, 1988, p. 87). I used participant observation as one of
the research tools employed to see first hand what actually happens in the frontline
experience of child protection work in the Langford office. Participant observation is a
useful and effective data gathering technique for qualitative research, since the interpretive
paradigm takes into account the standpoint, and subjectivity, of both the people being

observed and the researcher.

The role I took in the Langford office was determined by both the purpose of my research
and the research setting (Hammmersly and Atkinson, 1983, p. 97). Access to the setting
was initially assured by the District Supervisor of Family and Children's Services at the
Langford office. My attendance at an all day staff retreat in June introduced my work to
the staff. Through these initial stages, my role of "observer as participant" (Merriam,
1988, p. 93), whereby my research activities became known to the group and supported
by them, developed. I continued in this role by attending regular and ad hoc office staff
meetings, community social planning activities, chatting with staff informally at their work
sites, and observing and interacting with staff. I conducted my participant observation
over a period of seven months. (See Appendix #1) My primary role was information
gatherer and my role of participant in the group was secondary (p. 93). I gathered data
reflexively, observing and asking about what I observed, to ensure I was understanding the
knower's point of view and keeping the subjects fundamental to the phenomena being

studied.

I recorded data through fieldnotes, my journal and audio-taping. The content of my
fieldnotes (Merriam, 1988, p. 98) included: direct quotations or paraphrasing what I

considered to be the essence of what people had said, verbal descriptions of the people,
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setting or activities of what I observed, and my own comments and insights about what I
observed. Combined with interviewing and document analysis, participant observation,
provided an holistic approach (Merriam, 1988, p. 102) to understanding how child

protection work is organized in the Langford office.

—
The second method of data gathering was open ended, unstructured and semi-structured
interviews, in which a dialogue between myself and the three subjects was guided by my
interests and conceptual framework. I used the interview as a tool to more closely focus
on what I had observed and to gather information more directly from those who have the
more expert knowledge of the problematic. I prepared an interview schedule (Merriam,
1988, p. 78), or list of possible questions (See Appendix #2), to think through what
information I wanted from the subjects. I made sure certain topics were covered but my
inquiry was not constrained by those pre-determined specific questions. I acquired
consent forms (See Appendix #3) from interviewees and then used notes and an audio
tape recorder to record all the interviews. The interviews were then transcribed for future

reference.

Interview questions covered a broad range of knowledge about the work. Out of the
analysis of beginning interviews other topic areas surfaced, in line with my conceptual
framework these topics directed me to other participants in the organization, the area
manager and a policy analyst. Consistent with the notion of the everyday world as
problematic, the interview process began with the experience of those individuals who
provided the point of entry for looking at the everyday world of child protection, the
workers and their immediate supervisor. Through their accounts of everyday experience, I
constructed knowledge that explicated this social organization from the standpoint of the

workers and their supervisor.
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I am aware that data collection and analysis in this paradigm occur simultaneously, even
during the interview, as well as after. Data gained influenced further questions to be
asked, and the subject's own awareness of the problematic as the interviews proceeded.
This reflexive activity allowed for clarification, probing and redirecting (Guba and Lincoln,
1981, p. 187 in Merriam, 1988, p. 86) of questions by the researcher and acknowledged
the importance of the interaction between researcher and respondent in the success of the
interview in gathering useful information. Although the six interviewees presented
individual experiences of their child protection work, these experiences are not
idiosyncratic. By tracing their individual stories into the institutional structure of the work
I explicated how these experiences are socially organized to occur in characteristic ways

within that structure.

Documentary Analysis
Documents provided another way of seeing how child protection work is organized by
seeing how the work is transformed into text. Documentary processes are the means by
which information about what happens on the frontline is communicated both to
managers, administrators and others in positions of governing the work and back to line
workers. This communication is organized in characteristic ways within the bureaucracy
in order to articulate the work of child protection (Campbell, 1992) to the managing
practices of the Ministry of Social Services. I examined what was being said in these
documents and also saw them as constructing a reality of their own. I looked at both the
content of documents as well as their organizing function within the social relations of
which they are a part. In Langford, as in all Ministry of Social Services offices,
documentation is required to provide accountability to the Ministry for the work being
done. How documentation is done in Langford, what is included in documentation, where

it goes and how it is used helped me to see, if and how, the actual practice in Langford
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was reflected in the documentary process. Documents of my inquiry included: meeting
minutes, organizational records, legislation/policy, Community Panel Review, management
directives, agency forms, files, Interagency Manuals, Training Manuals, Office Vision

Notes (computer communication systems), staff articles on process of work change.

Analysis of Data
The analysis was based on the experiential data I gathered as the basis of my account of
child protection work in Langford. This work was expertly described to me and shown to
me by workers in that setting. I moved beyond what any particular worker experienced,
through my research, into the social relations of the Ministry as a context for that
experience. This offers a basis for explicating how the frontline experience of child
protection work is socially organized outside the experience of those who live it day to
day. This analysis begins to show how the everyday experience of child protection work
in Langford is both fulfilling and frustrating to workers. My analysis relied on my
conceptual framework particularly the concept of social relations for determining where to
look for the social organization of frontline experience and how to see beyond that
experience to its extra local determinations. This analysis flows from the data. Rather
than separating these two elements of the research, they have been integrated in the text to

support one another in the development of the argument.

In thé interpretive paradigm, the nature of knowledge rests on assumptions about the
nature of social reality and how to study it. One of these assumptions is that "reality is
holistic, multidimensional, and ever-changing." (Merriam, 1988, p. 167). Another
assumption is that reality is constructed by people according to how they understand their

world (p. 167). In studying the social reality of child protection work in Langford, in
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essence I studied the constructions of that reality as described by the workers in that

particular setting.

The question of what is valid knowledge may differ depending on the assumptions of the
researcher. In interpretive research the purpose is understanding and assisting others to
understand their social reality. The knowledge I created through this research must
enhance and deepen understanding of how child protection processes work and the social
reality of how child protection work is constructed, to be valid. Since I was finding out
how a Ministry of Social Services office works, and how the social relations of a
government bureaucracy generate various actual tasks to be done in characteristic ways, I
sought validity through the accuracy of my description and analysis of the child protection
worker's reality. The question I asked myself was "Does it really happen this way?". To
test this validity, the workers and the District Supervisor were given copies of the first
draft of this research to ensure the account of their work was accurate from their point of
view. The District Supervisor described the research as "bang on" stating it accurately

reflects what they are trying to do in the office.

As well as being valid to the subjects of the research my account of the work is valid to all
readers if it makes sense in relation to the kind of evidence I put forward. What I argue
must stand on its own and make sense to a reader given the data I have presented. I have
not attempted to put forward a definitive truth, but have presented an argument, its

cogency and usefulness being individually judged by readers themselves.

I relied upon confirmability (Sandelowski, 1986, p. 33) as a test of methodological rigor
for my research. Findings meet the criteria of being confirmable if they can be recognized
by those experiencing the phenomena under study, other researchers can follow the trail

taken by the researcher and it makes sense, findings can fit outside the context of the study
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situation and fit the data from which they were derived, and findings are "well grounded in

the life experiences studied and reflect their typical and atypical elements" (p. 32).

The concept of generalizability is tied to methods and how they inform about the world.
Although not statistically generalizable my research findings will be useful to understand
other similar organizational settings. In researching the actual situation in Langford, some
things can be learned and knowledge developed that can be useful in creating
understandings that may be used to inquire into other similar organizational settings.
While individual experiences may differ, similarities may be identified about the
characteristic ways in which these experiences come out of the ruling practices of the
Ministry. These experiences have some consistency to them as actions on the frontline are
coordinated through text based forms of child protection practices. Some generalizations
may be drawn from this unique study experience, as many similar offices, with similar
practices embedded within similar bureaucratic structures, exist in the province. In the
same way my experience in child protection reflects some of the experiences of the
workers in Langford, the way in which the ruling structure of government organizes the
work of its employees, may well illustrate that workers' experiences are not random, but

organized by a set of social relations that also organize other child protection offices.

The interpretive paradigm provided a way for me to explore the work of child protection
from the standpoint of the workers who are intimately involved init. More specifically,
institutional ethnography provided a framework for looking at the way individual
experiences of workers are connected to the common institutional organizing practices of
the Ministry. The individual stories were the entry into the world of child protection work
in Langford and how the staff were attempting to practice in a different way within a

traditional set of social relations.
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III. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK FOR STUDY

In trying to understand the work of child protection as it is practiced in Langford, I
reflected on the way workers in the Langford office talked about their work in terms of
the frameworks I had learned in my graduate course work. I began to develop my
conceptual framework by reviewing the literature which seemed to speak about concepts
related to the worker's talk and current thinking in the child protection research. I
reviewed literature on social support, empowerment, and community development; the
three consistent elements of practice that workers talked about as essential to their
practice. I also reviewed literature on current thinking in child protection, predominantly
from a feminist perspective, which is influencing thinking and practice. Central to my
choice of methodology, I also reviewed the literature that discusses the organization of the
frontline work experience, specifically using the concepts of social relations and ruling

relations.

Support versus Investigation
One of the key elements in the Community Panel Report and the practice of the Langford
team is the notion of support as a foundation for child protection practice. Presently the
mode of practice which accomplishes the legislative mandate to protect children is the
investigation of suspected abuse and neglect. Investigation, although necessary practice in
some cases, is presently being challenged as a primary approach to all child protection
reports. Child protection workers are trained to accomplish the investigation model, and
the bureaucratic system and legal structures interacting with it have reinforced the work to
be of an investigative nature, making support work difficult to do. It is difficult both in
terms of the investigative volume of the work and as well as the lack of resources to

provide support. Presently, child protection legislation requires suspected abuse or
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neglect to be reported and public education programs are aimed at encouraging this

reporting.

With the introduction of the Helpline for Children in 1978 phone reports of suspected
abuse or neglect have risen from 800 in 1979 to 35,000 in 1989. Each phone report,
according to the legislation, requires investigative follow up by workers (Berland, 1993).
This volume consumes the worker's time and expertise is directed toward doing
investigations well, rather than supporting the family. The introduction in legislation of a
citizen's legal responsibility for reporting suspected abuse and neglect requires them to
participate in the investigative process by reporting anonymously to a social worker, who
then is required to carry out the investigation and to enforce child protection standards.
Historically, the state response to child protection has been characterized by contradictory
mandates, both to provide support to the family and to exercise control over abusive and
neglectful parents (Swift, 1990). At this time, investigation prevails as the dominant mode

of child protection practice in B.C.

Wharf (1993) takes the analysis further by identifying within investigation, a "distinction
between systemic and parental neglect." (p. 8). He suggests systemic neglect is when
government fails to provide adequate living standards to families and assesses parental
neglect on the absence of those basic standards. He reiterates a pivotal point with respect
to the support/investigation dilemma, made in Liberating Our Children: Liberating Our
Nations (Community Panel, Report of the Aboriginal Committee, 1992), stating that the
absence of adequate income and supports is not a sufficient basis for the apprehension of a
child (Wharf, 1993, p. 10). This differentiation between parental responsibility and
societal responsibility challenges the practice of investigating parents regardless of
systemic deficiencies in their environment. It also points to the provision of support as an

alternative to apprehension.
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The Community Panel Report (1992) strongly recommends that the emphasis of family
and children's services be "shifted towards support services and away from intervention"
services (p. 62). This shift is based on the belief that the intervention emphasis has not
been helpful to many families who have become involved in the child protection system
and is only a band-aid solution to the family's problems. The intervention emphasis places
the blame for problems on the shoulders of the family creating great disruption for the
family without providing pathways out of the problem. The Report defines support

services as "those that assist families to enhance their abilities" (p. 63).

Due to the primarly investigative role of child protection workers, over the last decade the
role of support has largely been contracted out to private agencies. Social workers have
become investigators and case managers to the family more than direct providers of
support services. This has in some ways alleviated the stress of performing the seemingly
contradictory roles of investigation and support, but has also distanced the social worker
from the family with whom she is responsible. This has limited the development of a
supportive relationship between workers and clients, through which accurate identification
of client need and provision of effective support services can be determined. The case
management role requires practice to be focused on completion of activities and
documentation which will demonstrate in visible, namely textual ways, the management of
the case. It does not require evidence of an effective relationship with a client or the
successful meeting of client need. With support work contracted out, the child protection
worker exclusively deals with crisis focused intervention (Community Panel Report,
1992), and completion of management tasks. Investigative practices are compatible with
the conceptual definitions of the child protection problem and the management practices
designed to regulate it (Campbell, 1992) but incompatible with the needs of the client as

experienced by frontline workers. Although child protection workers cannot provide all
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the support services clients require, the exclusively investigative role that now consumes
their time limits the beneficial potential of supportive practices in accomplishing the

protection of children.

Current literature (Cochran, 1991; Callaghan and Morrissey, 1993; and Miller and
Whittaker, 1988) refers to the kind of support being suggested in the Community Panel
Report, as social support. The current interest in social support as a professional
intervention strategy is a result of a number of converging developments in child
protection. Recent empirical evidence suggests social support may actually mediate
environmental stress and personality deficits, strengthening the potential for solid parent-
child bonds, increasing parental self esteem, nurturing healthy child development and
preventing family breakdown (Miller and Whittaker, 1988). Also, continued financial and
political pressures on child welfare services coupled with exponentially increasing abuse
and neglect reports, is forcing professionals to utilize strategies, other than just the
investigative approach, to help. Although investigation is practiced in Langford when
necessary, these converging issues have raised the possibility that social support is an
alternative and perhaps a more effective means of providing child protection services in
many previously investigation only cases. Miller and Whittaker (1988) contend that there
is simply no longer the time, resources or will to maintain a traditional, individualized

casework intervention approach alone in helping families.

The processes of social support take place through social support networks consisting of
"sets of interconnected relationships among groups of people that provide enduring
patterns of nurturance in any or all forms and provide contingent reinforcement for effort
to cope with life on a day-to-day basis." (Whittaker and Gabarino, 1983 in Miller and
Whittaker, 1988, p. 162). Central to these social support exchanges are relationships that

express feedback, mutuality and reciprocity, and informality. These elements imply
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equality of standing in relationships that are of a spontaneous, non-professional nature (p.

162).

Cochran (1991) found that the content and extent of personal social support networks are
a function of social position. Social position is organized by income level, gender,
education and work, and neighbourhood. He suggests that public policy address these
issues of social position more than individual child protection treatment (Cochran, 1991).
Cochran suggests that the networks of poor families are largely constructed or destroyed
for them by their life circumstances, where cultural and social forces organize the control
individuals actually have over the content of their support network (p. 51). Given this
analysis, Cochran asks if public policy can encourage personal support networks at all.
Since many child protection clients are poor this analysis is useful in seeing the context of
a client's life as essential to providing support. Both Cochran (1991) and Wharf (1993)
identify a lack of control over circumstances which produce difficulties for poor families.
The problem of child protection is defined as internal to the family in legislation, but in the
above literature it could be seen as a contextual outcome, not solely within the power of
the family to control. Enforcing the legislative definition of the problem, with
investigative practices, by workers who see the problem in a systemic (Wharf, 1993) or
contextual way may create some of the feelings of frustration and experiences of

contradiction in the work.

Miller and Whittaker (1988) review four family support programs which demonstrate a
number of common characteristics used to look at supportive child protection work. First,
the programs integrated a blending of professional and non-professional roles for child
protection workers, developing long term, intimate relationships with families and offering
a range of individual and environmental services in collaboration with the community.

Workers became a blend of confidante and institutional broker, basing their relationship
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with families on trust, not authority, developing relationships over time and through a

thorough understanding of the family's unique situation.

Second, an emphasis was placed on integrating prevention and early intervention
strategies, cooperatively planned with community based parent education and support
groups and child protection agencies. This cooperation reduced some of the effect of
barriers public agencies face such as stigmatization of service use, inability to advocate
politically for clients, limited community support and pressure internally to restrict time
limits for service and effect of dual mandates of protection versus support in dealing with

high risk families.

A third characteristic shared by all programs is careful assessment and intervention
planning. Taking an environmental helping approach to child protection requires a
thorough assessment of social resources, both formal and informal, as well as a thorough

understanding of the social context of the family.

Finally, the agency and worker roles required specialized training in assessment and
community resources. The role of the worker became "network/system consultant" or
"broker of services and resources" and "advocate", with a specific aim of approaching

informal helping more systematically (Miller and Whittaker, 1988, p. 172).

Current discussions in the Ministry about support reflect some of the current thinking
about social support in the literature. Choosing to be supportive in approaching the work
instead of only investigative requires changes in other inherent aspects of child protection

work, one of those being the use of power.
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Empowerment as a Principle in Child Protection Work
Shifting the orientation of practice from investigative to supportive involves a shift in the
power balance between worker and client. Both the Community Panel and the Langford
staff have addressed this issue by identifying empowerment as an essential element in
forging new directions for practice. It is a manifestation of their belief that "clients need to
take ownership and control of their lives." (Young, 1993) This involves a shift in worker
role from telling the client what she must do, to assisting the client in identifying the
problem and then sharing responsibility for solving it (Young, 1993, p. 2). The present
child protection policy focussing on investigation of parents and rehabilitation to
standardized norms reinforces the power differences between worker and client and is not

considered to be empowering.

In the literature empowerment is viewed more contextually as a process which can only be
truly analyzed as a political phenomena within the context of our paternalistic social
structures (Hegar and Hunzeker, 1988). The literature stresses the need to study
empowerment within the context of our society, where power differentials manifest
themselves in ways that make empowerment for the individual and group very difficult.
The literature on social support and empowerment both emphasize the influence of
context in identifying the problems people experience. Current legislation makes no
reference to the inclusion of context in identifying or addressing the problem of child

protection.

Pinderhughes (1983) describes empowerment as "the capacity to influence the forces that
affect one's life space for one's own benefit." (p. 332) She emphasizes the importance of
understanding the power issues and systemic processes of power prevalent in our helping
structures and argues for the need to base interventions on the knowledge of those power

dynamics. To make client empowerment a fundamental goal of change efforts, requires
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fundamental changes within the social structures themselves (p. 331). For workers, this
means being aware of the power relations in which they participate (Pinderhughes, 1983,
p. 333) and having the capacity to challenge safely the structure and processes that create
the line up of clients at the door, as well as work within the bureaucratic structure to
facilitate power shifts as much as possible. Support practice requires a shifting of power
from the worker or expert to define the problem and create the solution alone, to a joint
responsibility for this process between client and worker. Power is maintained securely in

the workers' position when investigation is the dominant mode of practice.

Rose (1990) describes the individual's experience of power as arising from " producing or
at the very least participating in determining how to produce one's activity." (p. 43). In
child protection practice, the activity of workers is produced by their participation in
accomplishing the goal of protecting children as defined by the ruling mandate of the
legislation. By participating in the enforcement of the rules governing the protection of
children, workers are limited in their control over the determination of the activities
involved in that participation. These rules that govern child protection organize the
activities throughout the organization, which fit into one another and ultimately organize
the work at the frontline level, greatly limiting the individual worker's experience of
power, as defined by Rose. Frontline practitioners in the child protection field, are limited
in their capacity to produce or participate in determining how to produce their activity
because the investigative mode of work requires them to participate in ways that ensure
the smooth functioning of the bureaucratic machinery of government under the current
mandate. Without this power, they are not able to produce activity which reflects the true

experience of their clients.

Rose (1990) also identifies the structural contradiction inherent in the social welfare

system. The same class and economic structure that funds the employment of social
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workers, creates the conditions that produce poverty and the need for social services.
Those needing social services are forced to internalize this social reality which confines
them to the constructed reality of failure, inadequacy and the individual defect paradigm.
In carrying out investigative practice workers construct clients in this way, judging them in
isolation from their context within which their experience has been produced. Workers
who want to try to work in a supportive way are without the power or legitimacy to

challenge the structural realities that organize their work activity.

The individual focus of the work also conceals the contradiction of child protection
practice being supported by a system that creates clients (Rose, 1990). This individual
focus reinforces the division between private and public spheres of life, specifically for
women who are the majority of consumers. Although child protection work is carried out
by public agencies, the work is very private and restricts women to dealing with their
problems individually (Callahan, 1992). This individualized treatment approach limits the
client's awareness of other people in similar situations. Coupled with the individual focus,
is the use of a pathological model for intervention, where negative aspects of client

troubles are the focus as opposed to assessing needs and affirming competence in families

(Kissman, 1991).

It seems in recent history, child protection work has developed by basing its practice on
theories, strategies and methods that perpetuate this individualized, pathology based
problem orientation, one which is not empowering. The literature suggests the
foundations for change within the public agencies that deal with these social problems
must begin with a shifting of principles to societal, public, process and problem-solving
strategies for practice. Rose (1990) emphasizes the need to teach clients about their place

in the structure and help clients externalize their problems accurately into their social
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context. He places the focus on contextualizing or bringing to consciousness both the

unique experience of the individual and the social basis for that experience.

i femipist perspective on empowerment suggests that practice must be reframed to
ﬁ:xic'f;cion with shared decision making responsibility, mutual participatory planning and
mutual interdependence at both the client and workers levels (Weil, 1988). Callahan
(1992) emphasizes the need to be continually challenging, in every day practice, the
theories and practices which "ignore a critique of power and gender" (p. 6) and to become
ever conscious of the linkages and speak about them, attributing problems to their
sources, rather than down the line to individuals. While acknowledging the contextual
nature of child protection, the empowerment literature is lacking in what is actually done
by workers to create an empowering experience for workers and clients in their daily
practice. Empowerment is philosophically very convincing, but practically very difficult to

put into practice.

Both the literature on social support and empowerment emphasize the social context of
clients as integral to an accurate assessment of the problem, and that this perspective
broadens the problem of child protection from a personal problem of individual families to
a public concern common to many families, particularly poor families headed by females.
Changing this perspective on the problem seems to require a sharing of the power between
workers and clients in identifying the problem, making decisions and planning for
resolution. It also requires those in the child protection system to question and challenge
the existing societal context which creates not only their clients experiences, but their own
as well. The literature also suggests if workers are to share power, they themselves must

have some experience of it to share. They, too, need to be empowered.
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Child Protection Through a Feminist Lens
Discussions of power and social support lend themselves well to the feminist perspective
on child protection. New ways of thinking about child protection are largely growing
from feminist analyses of the relationship between the family and the state (Swift, 1991
and Gordon, 1985 and Callahan, 1993). Since women are predominantly the givers and
receivers of child protection work, these analyses place women's experience in the centre
of their inquiries. A feminist analysis begins from the premise that women are oppressed
by virtue of their gender and that this is a universal and enduring phenomena (Callahan,
1993). The source of this oppression is embedded in the patriarchal relations that

characterize modern industrial societies.

There are varying feminist perspectives on womens' relation to the family, but there is
agreement that family is a core site of women's oppression. Family is clearly implicated at
the very foundation of gender differentiation and power relations between the sexes
because gender is created by social relations experienced first in the family, not determined
or limited by biology (Pascall, 1986, p. 24). Abramovitz (1986) describes this social norm
as the "family ethic". She suggests that "proper" (p. 212) women marry, bear and raise
children while living in a subordinated, dependent relationship with a male breadwinner.
Any other social roles women chose or have inflicted upon them brings penalties. The
family ethic is reflected in social welfare policies and procedures that encourage women to
choose traditional family roles. Women on income assistance are regularly scrutinized for
their involvement with men, the assumption being that if a man is in the house he, not the
state, should be supporting the woman. This is consistent with the family ethic. Like the

work ethic, the family ethic is a form of social control (Abramovitz, 1986, p. 212).

Child protection practice has grown out of "an historical relationship between the state

and the family" (Swift, 1991), originating in English law. This concept has been used to
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both actively protect the child from parental abuse or neglect and as a rationale for
intervention into the private domain of the family (Swift, 1991, p. 236). The first
legislation that provided for intervention into the family reinforced the cultural ideology
about appropriate family life, and child protection work functioned to both control adult
behaviour and maintain this sexual division of labour (Gordon, 1985). This critical
relationship between the state and the family manifest in law the notion of state
enforcement of child protection through sanctions imposed on the parents, usually the

mother, to ensure adherence to the standard expectations for caring for children within the

family.

The problem of child protection as it is presently constructed, is an individual one, largely
attributed to women as parents in single parenting roles. It focuses on the deficiencies of
the parent in her role and inability to meet the socially constructed standards for effective
parenting regardless of context or support. Treatment of the problem is individualized,
targeting the individual as the medium for change, and is handled by an individual social
worker, both of whom are usually women. The social support and empowerment
literature seem to be consistent with feminist thinking here, in stating that child protection
practice isolates the issue of parenting from the family's social, economic and cultural
context and "encourages a sense of individual responsibility and obscures the impact of
social conditions" (Callahan, 1993). The Carnegie Council's report (p. 253) identified
economic conditions as a key determinant in parenting capacity, stating "that a family's
economic position is still the single most powerful determinant of the opportunities open
to families and children" (p. 253). The personalization of responsibility for child care
ignores the context in which mothers are expected to maintain these standards of care, and
the distant nature of those in positions of power to determine that context. From this
feminist perspective, the problem has an individual defect focus and appears to be gender

specific. The legislation and policy define the problem as a "family" problem, concealing
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the actuality that women are predominantly responsible for child rearing, and accordingly

are the vast majority of child protection service recipients.

This construction of child care in the private domain of family is reflected in the public
domain of legislation which controls family relations. Presently the process of dealing
with the problem of child protection is carried out through a large, provincial bureaucratic
organization, within which the client work is organized individually. Legislation and
policy, are translated through the ideological practices of the bureaucracy and then
practiced at the frontline. The rational and objective principles upon which bureaucracies,
such as our governmental organizations, are based, organize participation along gender
lines where the supposedly neutral and impersonal rationality of the ruling apparatus (D.
Smith, 1987) intends to represent the general. In other words, "what is human is
considered male and what is female is considered other" (Abramovitz, 1986, p. 255).
Carol Gilligan (1982), explicates this organization of participation in her analysis of the
differing processes through which males and females make moral decisions. She contends
the enduring version of moral development, as defined by Kohlberg's research, is "derived
from the study of men's lives" (p. 18). She states that "When one begins with the study of
women and derives developmental constructs from their lives, the outline of a moral
conception different from that described by... Kohlberg begins to emerge." (p. 19). She
argues that women construct the moral problem as arising from
... conflicting responsibilities rather than from competing rights and requires for its
resolution a mode of thinking that is contextual and narrative rather than formal and
abstract. This conception of morality as concerned with the activity of care centers
moral development around the understanding of responsibility and relationships, just as
the conception of morality as fairness ties moral development to the understanding of

rights and rules. (p. 19).
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With respect to child protection, rules based upon the ordering of competing rights, are
written into social legislation governing the activities of parents and are enforced through
the daily practices occurring throughout the child protection system. The rules reflect the
moral decision making processes of men, but are applied predominantly to women.
Conceptual practices governing the protection of children, based on competing rights and
the formal and abstract application of such, may produce contradictions in the experiences
for women who make moral judgments based on responsibilities, within a context of

relationships.

Women are excluded from the practices of power within the relations of ruling (D. Smith,
1987), where definitions which organize child protection work are created. This exclusion
has affected the historical development of the roles and responsibilities of women in the
family and the legislation and policy that now organizes the experiences of workers and

clients within the child protection system.

A feminist analysis also connects child protection and poverty, with the critical link being
gender. Single parent women are the largest social group living in poverty in Canada
(National Council of Welfare, 1990) and are also the largest social group receiving service
from the child protection system. Women are held accountable for the relationships they
have with their children, while they have little control over the ruling structures which
organize the context in which those relationships function, one of these contexts being a
state of poverty. Although the Community Panel (1992) placed poverty front and centre
in discussing child protection, it ignores that fact that most of those receiving service are
poor women. The responsibilities for raising children almost guarantees they will remain
poor (National Council of Welfare, 1990). A feminist analysis of current child protection
practice clearly identifies gender and poverty as common characteristics of client status.

The present social policy response to child protection has provided a diversionary
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function, redirecting attention away from these social origins of child protection problems,
organizing practice that personalizes and labels clients as deficient and unable to cope.
Help is offered not according to the client's definition of need but with the aim of
rehabilitation toward conventional norms of behaviour (Dominelli and McLeod, 1989).
This individual problem construction focuses on the deficiencies of the parent in their role
and their inability to meet socially constructed standards for effective parenting, ignoring
the "systemic barriers which have resulted in discriminatory treatment based on gender,
[and] class" (Wharf, 1993, p. 2). Social workers experience the face to face actuality of
poor female parents daily but practice within a policy that ignores the contextual sources

of child protection.

The feminist literature (Callahan, 1993, 1994; Dominelli and McLeod, 1989; Gordon,
1985; and Swift, 1991) suggests the main problems in current child protection practice
arise from the fact that women are held responsible for child abuse and neglect but are
powerless in our patriarchal society to change their circumstances which give rise to the
need for child protection services. Feminist perspectives see child protection as an issue

of power inequity, economically, socially, and emotionally.

Van der Burgh and Cooper (1986) see the feminist viewpoint as a politics of
transformation, concerned with changing existing economic, social and political structures
(p. 2), not only in the area designated as women's issues, but for all those groups not
represented in the current patriarchal system. They suggest five feminist principles to
guide this transformation in practice: 1) eliminating false dichotomies and artificial
separations, 2) reconceptualizing power, 3) valuing process equally with product, 4)
validating by renaming and 5) seeing the personal as political. These principles provide a
framework through which to look at the work of child protection and measure its

consistency with feminist practice. If the problem is reframed in this way, new directions
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for practice would focus on the holistic and ecological nature of relationships, the
integrative and collective decision making process, the concept of power as infinite and
facilitative of empowerment to action, that processes used to make decisions are as
important as the final outcome, that naming one's experience is critical to identity and
sense of self, and that personal problems can be related to political realities. These
feminist principles (p. 25) allow an analysis which integrates the individual experience of
those in the child protection system with the larger society and helps trace the connection

between personal troubles and institutional oppression.

Community Development as a Support Strategy
The concept of community development as a support strategy has some consistencies with
the previous perspectives stated in the social support, empowerment and feminist literature
with respect to child protection work. The need to assess and work with clients within
their context is emphasized in all three areas of the literature. Despite varying definitions,
community as a unit for reorganization of social and other ministry services, has gained
almost universal acceptance and is firmly embedded in the Community Panel

recommendations for change.

The literature has widely varying definitions and examples of community development as a
concept. Community has traditionally been defined by geographic boundaries. John
McKnight (N.D.) defines it as a "social space where citizens and their associations solve
problems" (p. 7), Chavis and Florin (1990) describe community as "relational networks"
(p. 16), where a community is defined to the extent that its social relations are organized
by a sense of community. These definitions broaden the notion of community, but name
rather than explain what is made evident by the term (Walker, G. in Ng, Walker and
Mueller, 1990). Community is concerned with ways to replace or create connectedness

and social cohesion that has been lost during the massive upheaval of changing economic
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processes like the industrial revolution (Walker, G. in Ng, Walker and Mueller, 1990, p.
41). Providing human services not only manages dissent, but responds to calls for people
to create their own connections and organize locally to meet their own needs. This
reflects the contradiction of social welfare which at once provides services to improve
social welfare and represses and controls people, adapting them to the norms required in

our present order in society (Walker, G. in Ng, Walker and Mueller, 1990, p. 42).

Community development refers to "a process of citizen action in which citizens initiate and
control activities" (Chavis and Florin, 1990, p. 2). The process goal is empowerment with
a view to developing the community's capacity to manage and control change for well-
being of the community and its members (p. 2). The Community Panel suggests
community development as a process to empower citizens and families in shaping child
protection services. The Ministry's draft Family Support Services Discussion Paper
(Olson, 1993) suggests a shift in "client" from the individual to neighbourhoods (p. 8),
suggesting interventions be focussed on structural changes in neighbourhoods that will
result in the empowerment of parents. The notion of community development as a
strategy for support practice seems to encompass empowerment and social support as

integral elements in its implementation.

McKnight (1992) refers to community development as "associational community life" (p.
60) where inclusion is pursued. He stresses the necessity of developing trust through
connections in the community and not through institutional authority as a means of
developing community. His ideas seem to suggest community development is practiced by
involving various groups in the community membership in various ways making explicit
their participation in the child protection system, for example, with a vision to empowering

community members and increasing community well-being.



38

Barr (1979), draws on his experience in the Regent Park Community Services Unit Project
to describe this process of community development as forging partnerships between
agencies and clients, thereby reducing the distinction between providers and consumers.
According to Barr, the concept of partnership in practice breaks down social barriers
which reduces social distance between professionals and clients, mediating a switch in peer
group reference, increasing emotional and social supports and encouraging the
development of relationships based on whole people (p. 36). This close community form
of relationship actually "radicalized" some of the professional personnel in Barr's study by
forcing them to rethink priorities and change dehumanizing policies and procedures in

their own and other agencies.

Although not discussed specifically in the McKnight or Barr work, blocks to this practice
are implicit in Barr's discussion of the instability of funding, recruitment and retention of
professional employees and the difficulty in maintaining changes over time and personal
transitions (Barr, 1979); although, Barr does not describe these as related to the extra-
local exercising of power. The perspectives presented by McKnight and Barr are useful in
understanding some present community development initiatives, but not in understanding
how community development would actually work within the present social relations of
child protection work. Walker's notions of community, tie these local efforts to the larger
relations which organize the local experience and gives me a way to look at those blocks
experienced by workers and the advisory group. The concept of community development
implies a possibility of local control over social connections, community capacity, problem

solving and the enhancement of well-being.

Organization of Frontline Practice
D. Smith (1987), G. Smith (1990) and M. Campbell (1992) describe the organization of

frontline experience as determined elsewhere using the concepts of social relations and
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ruling relations. Social relations (G. Smith, 1990) are reflexive courses of action within
which various activities are dependent on one another through time. The concept of social
relations is looking at how people organize themselves with respect to each other, where
what people do is organized by what preceded their activities and how their present
activities project organization into what comes after (D. Smith, 1987, p. 183). Through
this web of sequences of activity, the work of a multiplicity of people, known and
unknown to each other, is coordinated. The way to see how child protection work is
articulated to the social organization of the Ministry of Social Services begins with the
particular experiences of workers, to "their embedding in the generalizing social
organization" (p. 183) of the Ministry. Using the concept of social relations analysis
extends from the everyday work of child protection to the context within which that work

process is embedded .

Ruling in this context identifies a complex of organized practices involving the "continual
transformation of the local and particular actualities of our lives into abstracted and
generalized forms"(D. Smith, 1987, p. 3), through organizational logic. The rules
governing child protection, such as legislation and policy mandating certain kinds of
service and criteria for receiving service, are created and enforced initially at a distance
from the frontline. This extra-local mode of ruling requires standardized forms of
knowledge about child protection, to be created in order to enter into the relations of
ruling. Actual accounts of individual experiences cannot enter into this mode of ruling,
although actual individual experiences are what frontline workers respond to daily in their
practice. What is conceptualized as truth or knowledge about the work, and upon which
ruling decisions are made, may not in fact be what actually happens in the daily

interactions at the frontline.
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Dorothy Smith (1990, p. 205/6) suggests "we are connected, through socially organized
practices of knowing, into relations of ruling, as a member of the ruling apparatus or as
one ruled." This helps us to see how what we know as child protection workers
articulates to the relations of the society in which we live. At sites within each sphere of
the ruling apparatus, child protection work is organized to articulate to the legislation and
policies of the Ministry. The Ministry rule of law in child protection travels from site to
site and through the hands and work of numerous people as it organizes activities at the

frontline (Campbell, 1992).

According to G. Smith (1990), understanding ruling relations gives us a way of seeing
how people's lives are regulated and governed by organizations sanctioned with authority
(p- 7). Governing or ruling (p. 14) occurs through a complex of activities across many
spheres, taking the form of managing, and administering, within a bureaucratic institution
such as Social Services, and is accomplished through adherence to legislation, policy and
management practices. Institutional practices, required in the carrying out of child
protection work, are the practices through which ruling is accomplished and through
which we as child protection workers participate in ruling (p. 14). This governing is
carried on through the employment of abstract concepts about child protection, where the
actualities of people's lives are transposed into "conceptual currency with which they can
be governed" (p. 14). Ruling is constituted outside and not anchored in the experience of
individuals and other personal relationships, but is constructed through texts, such as
policy manuals, management directives and client information documents, where texts

become the sites of action.

The literature has provided many concepts through which to look at child protection
work, but little in the way of how it is accomplished day to day, and how it comes to be

organized in that way, at the frontline. Empbhasis is placed on the need to see the person in
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their context to accurately assess and resolve child protection concerns. There seems to
be an assumption that the social context of families is integral to understanding child
protection problems although information about context is not required in child protection
as presently practiced. The discussions of social connectedness, power sharing, and
community development helped me to look at how the Langford staff tried to recreate
their practice to be supportive. The literature on how the experience of frontline practice
is organized helped me to explicate the blocks workers describe in practicing with a

supportive focus within the institutional setting of the Ministry.

Research Questions
As a result of my review of the literature, my personal experience of child protection work
and my involvement with the staff in the Langford Social Services office I was convinced
of the need to study the way workers practiced child protection in Langford and how that
is both rewarding and frustrating for them. My research project was concerned with the
contradiction between the standard requirements and approach to the work and what
workers experience as helpful to families in raising their children. Finding an office whose
supervisor claimed that the practice was supportive and whose workers agreed, I asked
the following questions. What are the Langford workers doing that they call "support"
and how does this accomplish the mandate of protection? What helps and what hinders

this type of practice?
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IV. A DISTINCTIVE SET OF WORK PRACTICES

In this chapter I provide evidence of how the Langford staff take a primarily supportive
approach to their child protection work rather than a primarily investigative approach.
They have chosen to take this approach because it seems to be more helpful to families in
raising their children than only applying the legislative mandate to investigate and
apprehend. Over the past two years workers in the Langford office have rethought how
practices of child protection must be carried out to meet the needs of clients as expressed
by clients. What clients have been saying to workers is that they require support and
resources to be effective parents. Workers have responded to this knowledge and carry

out their supportive approach to child protection through a distinctive work process.

In this chapter I argue that the Langford team's distinctive work process is based on the a
distinctive set of practices. In particular workers: choose to support rather than
investigate at intake, practice with a team approach, participate in intensive and supportive
supervision, document for client benefit and take a community approach to the work.
Workers have come to see support practice as a choice and they make that choice in their
day to day work through these alternate practices. Unless otherwise stated, this account
relies on understandings gained through participant observations and discussion with the

Langford staff.

Intake: Separating Reports into Support or Investigation
In child protection legislation citizens are responsible for reporting all suspicions of abuse
or neglect and in Ministry policy child protection workers are required to investigate all
reports of suspected abuse or neglect. As a result the child protection workers' time and
resources have historically been almost totally consumed by the work of reception and

investigation of reports. Beginning with the acceptance of the report into the office, the
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intake, through a number of information gathering and documenting processes, the
investigation is accomplished. In investigative practice, the completion of the
investigation of a report was the point at which a determination was made as to whether

to offer support services.

In Langford, intake is identified as the point at which it is determined whether to offer
support services or initiate an investigation even though the expected way of dealing with
child protection reports is investigation. Intake calls are made to the office either from the
person experiencing the concern, the first person, or by a third party. The Langford team
found, in their review of the work that the majority of intake calls did not result in the
finding of children in need of protection after the investigation was complete. Instead, the
outcome of most of these calls were requests for support and assistance. These had been
traditionally documented as neglect cases on the Intake form and therefore were required

to be investigated regardless of the likely outcome.

On the Intake form [Government Document S2320(92/08)] (See Appendix #13, p. 181,
Line A) the nature of each intake call must be documented as either A: Voluntary Service
Request or B: Report of Child Protection, in the Section Program/Nature of Call. This
form constructs the incoming call into either a supportive or an investigative category for
follow-up work: "Complete Section A or B Only". In textualizing each individual family
experience onto the intake form, a worker has to make a forced choice to either support a
family or investigate as the entry into the child protection process. The form structures at
intake, the action that will be taken into "protection" (B) from various forms of abuse or
neglect or a voluntary request for help (A). The tendency to consider all reports as falling
into B can be traced to the Ministry documents which inform the worker's decision making
at intake. First, this separation between support and investigation as the way of protecting

originates in the legislation, (See Appendix #5, p. 152, Sec.8) where workers are required
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to investigate all reports as delegated by the Superintendent of Family and Child Service.
The requirement to investigate all reports is also documented in the Inter-Ministry Child
Abuse Handbook, several times (Ministry of Social Services, 1979), stating "The Act
requires that when the superintendent or his delegate receives a report he shall investigate
the circumstances."(pp. 3, 10, 33) In the Ministry Policy and Procedures Manual
(Ministry of Social Services, 1992), a worker evaluates the information given in a report
to ensure the report involves a child under 19 years of age and "There are incidences or
circumstances, i.e., specific behaviours, actions, conditions or omissions, which cause the
social workers to suspect harm or risk of harm to a child." (See Appendix #8, p. 166, Line
A). These interlocking rules about what is investigatable and what therefore remains to be
done as support channel the worker's thinking and actions into ticking Section B on the
intake form. There is no explanation or clear definition in any of the above documents
describing the difference between a voluntary request for service and a report of child

protection.

Once a worker has determined a report falls under B there are categories for information
that the intake worker must collect. "Reasons for Reporting" must be identified during
intake as required in policy #6.3.1 Guidelines for Accepting Reports of a Child Believed to
be in Need of Protection (See Appendix #6, p. 162, Line A). Neglect is one of six
designations that must be made and is considered to be an investigatible issue according to
the intake form. Of those categories ticked off in Section B, neglect is the most
commonly used category (Ministry of Social Services, 1992 and Ministry of Social
Services, 1993). In the Social Worker on the Job Training Manual, (Ministry of Social
Services, 1992) the worker is directed to consider neglect "deprived of necessary care
through the death, absence or disability of his parent" (Section 2-5). Workers make a
choice between offering support and imposing investigation when completing the intake

form, however, it seems neglect, for which the above definition throws a wide net, is most
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often the category workers use. Abuse seems to be relatively straightforward to identify
but neglect can cover a large range of actions or omissions of action according to the
informing documents. It appears that workers, in light of the majority of reports being
designated as neglect, feel compelled to consider all reports investigatible, but those for
which there is little concrete evidence which justifies the designation of abuse, they
categorize as neglect. Most of these intakes do not result in a finding of a child in need of
protection, but the social relations of child protection work shape the workers' decision to

investigate first and determine if and when to offer support services, second.

Workers in Langford have decided to no longer consider neglect an investigation concern,
but a support concern. Therefore, they offer support in the cases which in other offices
they would have been required to consider neglect an issue needing investigation. The
intake information they receive from the intake call more often appears in Section A on
the form, as a voluntary request for service than in Section B as neglect. This choice is a
reflection of the support orientation of the work in this office and is reflected in the
Caseload Management Report (Ministry of Social Services, 1994) where the Langford
support statistics are much higher (e.g. 2:1) than other offices in the same region. In this
way workers in Langford choose to separate reports into support at intake, even though
there is a strong influence in all the documents leading to the intake form, to choose

investigation.

I ino Tnvestiat Make it an Opt

When the present District Supervisor and a long time co-worker moved to the Langford
office, they brought with them their experience and commitment to support practice.

They questioned what was happening for families and workers as a result of the
investigation mode of work and initiated a rethinking process. Through an examination of

the effect investigation work had on families and workers, and recent public support of
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policy options to use discretion in investigating families, workers were able to start

thinking about the work in new ways. During an interview with the District Supervisor I

made some notes to capture his comments on this process,
.. he and Peter started this process of questioning the automatic trigger response of
investigation. It is required in the legislation - Section 3 and 7 (See Appendix #5, pp.
150 & 151)- the superintendent has the authority to investigate reports of children in
need of protection and citizens have the responsibility to report. The policy 6.3.1 (See
Appendix #6, p. 162, Line B) states that all reports are to be recorded and assessed...
all reports are to be confidential and the ministry must preserve the integrity of the
family with a minimum of interference in the parent's responsibility to care for the
child(ren). This is then translated into standards - the intake social worker shall
receive and document all reports of child protection concerns immediately. This is the
way the work was being done, all reports were being investigated according to policy
and standards. This meant upwards of 90 investigations a month, often times in the
same household. Peter asked "I've been to that home 7 times already, isn't there
something else we can do for this family?" They began asking what are these families
experiencing as a result of this trauma time after time. They decided to hire [two child
care workers] to go in after the investigation and offer some support to help the family
get back on track.
At the same time, the District Supervisor was [participating] on the regional standards
committee, looking at the standards [of social work practice] and questioning the
automatic investigation response to reports. On this committee the District Supervisor
was instrumental in having a standard (See Appendix #7, p. 164, Line A) included
which classified complaints into initial complaint, supplemental complaint or additional
complaint. This reflects the reality of multiple complaints about the same family. The

District Supervisor considers this a loophole through which discretion can be used by
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workers to avoid putting the family through the investigation process (Fieldnotes,

p. 60).

When the work is investigation, the time spent with families is conflictual, adversarial and
focused on meeting investigative policy requirements. Workers talked of being tired,
frustrated and eager to explore ways of working that would be more manageable and in
tune with the client's needs as seen from their standpoint. Their experience told them of
all the investigations completed, only a minority actually resulted in findings of a child in
need of protection. This experience was validated by a statistical evaluation:Family and
Child Services Intake Report (Ministry of Social Services, 1992) where only 16% of

investigated reports actually resulted in the finding of a child in need of protection.

As they looked at their experience, the actuality of what intake decisions produced in
terms of work, they realized by choosing to not investigate they exercised some control
over the kind of work they were performing. Investigative work required extensive form
completion, talk with other professionals and adherence to a rigid set of procedures which
organized a relationship with the client that became uncomfortable and judgmental.
Support work involved limited paperwork, no requirement for other professional contacts
and a relationship defined by the interaction between the client and worker. By choosing
to support, the investigative work load was reduced and the "laid back" atmosphere of

support work prevailed in the office, more of the time.

Choosing to make a support entry into a family's life did not mean workers did not go and
follow up on each report. It did mean however that workers went out with an offer of
help and assistance to a family. They sought a relationship that would be helpful to the
family which was consistent with their commitment to seeing the world from the client

standpoint. Workers practicing support enter the relationship with a family talking quite
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differently than ministry interviews organized by risk assessment lists (See Appendix #9, p.

168). To illustrate this difference the District Supervisor role-played an initial session with

me as if I was a parent who had been reported to the Ministry,
...[instead of] coming into your house, investigating you and your child, talking to
your child separately, talking to you and then reading you the list of your non-
compliances and telling you must change and telling you we have these programs that
would help you in all these areas and bringing in our therapist...we will say, how is it
here, what can we do to help, we know that you're on your own with your son here,
but we've heard from some people that things are not so great here and we would like
to help, half the time you will tell me to bugger off - that' okay,...as long as we don't
get a lot more calls about whether or not Sean is falling below minimum standards of
care, but if we do, we will be back and if we come back it would be nice to come back
and have a nice relationship with you rather than be pushing and shoving, so every
family needs help just give me a call, I'd prefer to hear from you before your

neighbours or school or whoever...(Interview)

Although skeptical as the reported parent, I felt a genuine concern from his words, more
than judgment. The focus was not on me as wrong or bad, but it felt like an
acknowledgment of me in a difficult context at that point in time. This role-played
conversation contrasted the approach a client would experience in an investigation with an
offer of support. The goal, to protect children , is the same, but the approach sounded
and felt different. The supportive inquiry was an interaction organized by an offer of
support rather than the gathering of evidence to complete the policy defined investigation

procedure.

Workers talk about the difference between an investigative relationship with clients and a

support relationship with clients. Entering the family with the intent to support the family
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seems to produce a more accurate assessment of what would be helpful to the family, from
their point of view. As one worker stated:
so going in with the premise of supporting the family helps me to get an assessment
that is a lot clearer than going in with saying "this is not good, you've really gone out
of the lines, you've done this, you've done that.", however going in the other way
[support] I usually get more of the information ..see the good things and the bad things
and that's been really helpful in terms of ...developing a clearer picture of what the

family is and what will work or what won't work... (Interview)

By offering support to families, the worker is able to develop a more accurate picture of
the whole situation of the family, the strengths and the weaknesses of the family within
their context and is not restricted to only looking for parental deficits. In the investigative
approach the workers sound, from both the words the worker uses above, and the District
Supervisor's role-play, to be judgmental and controlling. The worker communicates from
a position of power and tells the family what they have done wrong. The worker speaks
from her standpoint within the organization, enforcing the mandate of the organization
through a relationship of control, judgment and power over. In a small percentage of
cases this kind of relationship is necessary, and the workers in Langford are capable of
carrying it out. But in the majority of cases the workers enter the family with an offer of
support in which they try to communicate in ways that will enlist the trust of the family so
they can see clearly from the family's perspective and identify what the family needs. As
one worker noted, parents are saying to her "provide me with the basics so I can parent
better, rather than tell me what to do to be a better parent."(Fieldnotes, p. 83)
Acknowledging what clients say they need reorganizes the work away from a personal
defect way of thinking to a provision of resources and support so parents are able to do

the job of parenting.
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Through their talk, it is evident workers feel an affinity with their clients more than the
organization. They described clearly the difference between what the ministry supports
them to do with clients and what clients are saying they need:
...what the ministry pays for is investigations and children in care, what clients say they
want is support and resources to do it better, given in a way that is meaningful to them

(Fieldnotes, p. 57)

They talk about the client as the reference point for their own seeing of the work and look
back to the organization from that standpoint. When they talk about and interact with
clients from their standpoint the contradiction between client need and investigative
mandate is not as evident, at least at intake and in the initial contact stage. At this stage in
the process workers speak and act as if they have some control over producing their
activities (Rose, 1990) with clients and they feel positive and helpful in their interactions
with clients. Workers in Langford say they feel they have a choice to produce support
work instead of investigation work most of the time. They are able to choose between an
investigative relationship or a supportive relationship with clients. These two kinds of
relationships are produced by the worker taking either the standpoint of the client or the
standpoint of the mandated organization in accomplishing the work. Workers feel they
have some control over the development of these two kinds of relationships and choose to

support families most of the time.

I contend that the investigative approach organizes a relationship with clients through
which the ruling standpoint is maintained. This standpoint represents the assumption that
protection is accomplished through the practice of investigation. The supportive approach
assumes protection can also be accomplished through the provision of support to families.
In all but the most severe reports of abuse and neglect, Langford workers offer support to

families from the beginning of the relationship. This gives the family some power by
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offering involvement with the Ministry as a choice allowing them to have some control
over their activities with respect to the Ministry. This practice proceeds from the
assumption that support is a way of protecting children and that it is empowering for

families.

r In
Ministry policy outlines the steps to be taken to ensure a child is protected. The present
practice is to complete the investigation process, thus ensuring protection, and then
possibly offer support services. In order to make a decision about the protection needs of
a child, an investigation must be completed and documented. The primacy of this process
is emphasized by the lack of authority of workers to "not" investigate. To investigate a
report is within the full authority of the worker whereas, to not investigate a report

requires the approval of the District Supervisor (See Appendix #8, p. 166, Line B).

Workers in the Langford office believe that protection can be achieved in less intrusive
ways than investigation by in particular providing effective support to a family. This belief
is manifest in the practice of workers predominantly choosing to support at intake in most
cases. When describing how they make this decision to investigate or support, workers in
the Langford office identify themselves as being in support mode unless there is obvious
evidence of violence or sexual abuse in that first assessment conversation. An intake
worker described her decision making process in this way:
... I guess listening to what the caller is saying and trying to get a sense from the caller
asto a)if they know what they want at all, like are they asking for something
specific or tangible, are they just wanting someone to talk to briefly, are they feeling
like they need somebody to talk to in more depth about something that's happening in
their life, is it a crisis that needs to be dealt with immediately.. if there are issues which

are fairly hard edged which makes me think that maybe a child has been physically
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abused and that maybe it's an incident where it's not just a situation where a parent has
momentarily lost control and been involved in over parenting or over disciplining on a
single occasion. Ifit's a sexual abuse call, and if it's a sexual abuse complaint
specifically where the offender is from within the home and the other parent is not
showing the capacity to protect the child... Is this something that does require
investigating or is this something the parents appear, like if given some support they
might be able to effect a change and to do the thing that might create something

positive in this child's life... (Interview)

This worker is suggesting that her stance is fundamentally to support, until the evidence is
strong that there needs to be an investigation. By taking a position of support in the initial
contact workers are not constrained in their interaction with the caller by the recording
required in investigative documents and risk assessment check lists. They focus their
attention and inquiry into the family's experience and how they can be helpful. This line of
questioning produces options for support action as primary and investigation as
secondary. With the objective of being helpful or supportive, the conversation is an
inquiry into the client's perspective and understanding of their world, not the

organizational need for certain types of information.

Minimum standards of care is one of the indicators through which workers assess the
protection needs of a child. How workers interpret minimum standards is critical in
making a decision to investigate or support. In investigative practice minimum standards
are reflected in policy as a list of report types (See Appendix #10, p. 169, Guidelines 1 -
14) which trigger the investigation process when worker's identify a breach of one or more
of those standards. In this office a breach of minimum standards is defined loosely as
violence or sex being perpetrated on children. Minimum standards are considered

contextual and there is an awareness of the difficulty middle class civil servants have in
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attempting to judge minimum standards of those in poverty. Here are one worker's
thoughts:

I guess my question around minimum standards is whose minimums standards are
they? Like are we going to use the minimums standards as defined by Broadmead for
the Western communities...we at some point have to say, this is not okay, this is fallen
below the minimums standards but I don't know, that's a really hard question... There
are some cases where I feel that people are doing the best they can given the resources
that they've got at their disposal, so that even if they are a little bit below the minimum
standards that it's not through lack of caring or lack of trying on their part, you know,
so then maybe what I need to be looking at is not just saying well they fall below
minimums standards so I'm going to deal with them in a different way, but rather
maybe taking a look at if there's anything that I can do with them to try to give them a
little bit richer resources or to help them improve their own situation so what they can
provide can at least achieve a little bit more than minimum standards...(Interview)

The District Supervisor goes even further to say:
...I don't even think about minimum standards until it's a risk, I don't even think about
it until it's a frightening thing, largely what I see here is a child needs support to grow

up and they are not getting it, how can they get it?...(Interview)

From these comments we can see that "minimum standards" are interpreted in this office
contextually, by workers who are deemed competent and supported by their supervisor to
make these judgments. Workers interpret minimum standards individually for each family,
taking into consideration other factors within the family's context. They do not confine
themselves to choosing support or investigation solely on the presence or absence of

minimum standards as defined in policy.
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Contrary to the Langford work context, where workers' interpretations of the policy and
how to operationalize it are major features of the work, in my child protection experience
the decision to support or investigate was clear cut. This assumption arises from the
documentation on the intake form of a case as either requiring support services or
investigative services, not both. In Langford the workers treat the policy as offering a
continuum of possible actions depending on their assessment of the situation. Even when
a Langford worker develops a concern through the initial conversation with the reporter,
her approach is still to keep the support perspective, interact with the reporter in a
supportive manner, but move closer to policy guidelines as needed to prepare for an
investigative stance. One worker explained her decision making this way:
so when you start talking about things that are a little bit farther down the continuum
in family problems then I'm going to be a little bit more careful about going and
checking to see what policy says and to see what my own obligations are and to see if
there's anything that I do have to be guided by in a harder way by policy than maybe if
it's just something that I'm looking at in terms of providing a support to a family. So
depending upon how hard edged the problem or the identified issue is will determine

how closely I might want to stick to policy...(Interview)

If the worker assesses that the child being identified is not at risk of violence or sexual
assault, she will suggest the caller try to get the family to call in themselves This approach
posits that the request for help is accurate and meets the family's needs as they identify
them. Self referrals are all treated as support requests and the assessment is focused on
what the caller considers the problem and needs from the Ministry or other community
resources. And, at Langford, what was traditionally documented as neglect when a first
person report was received is now considered a request for support services. First person

reports trigger the support response, not investigation.



The offer of support does not, however, eliminate the power imbalance inherent in
child protection work. The reporter, worker and other community people can
enter the relationship with an offer of support and find out that far more serious
issues exist. A family is always exposed to the scrutiny of the worker, and the
community at large for that matter, and the balance can tip at any point into a
protection - investigation process if evidence of sexual abuse or violence come to
the surface. The Langford workers steadfastly maintain the value of approaching
the family with an offer of support as an entry into the family's life, arguing that it
is a lot easier to move to investigation after you have established a support
relationship rather than the other way round. Ministry statistics support this
notion. Eighty-five percent (Ministry of Social Services, 1992) of the reports
made to the Ministry, once investigated, are not found to be children in need of
protection. The Langford staff contend the decision to offer support will be
sufficient in about 85% of the reports made to their office. They suggest it is more
helpful to families to begin with a supportive approach in protecting children and
the statistics suggest children will not be at any more risk if they make this choice

initially rather than after an investigation.

The Pr isi ing: xXam
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There are times when the decision of whether to investigate or offer support is sufficiently

complex that a number of other elements of support practice come to bear in the worker's

process. In the following case example, I argue that Langford workers make these

difficult decisions through a process of identifying client need and assessing the client need

in context. This case example is taken from a presentation by one of the staff team in the

Langford office made at an intake meeting. This case is presented as I recorded it in field

notes. It is analyzed later in this chapter.



[the worker] a relatively new worker (started in Langford office in September)
received call on her intake day from teacher at private school on island. The
teacher had received a letter from a female student, describing physical
beatings by mother. Worker asked teacher about evidence of physical
beatings, teacher has not seen any physical evidence of abuse, but child always
in long sleeved shirts and thick tights. Worker asked about relationship with
child and behaviour teacher had noticed. Teacher had noticed child has been
depressed, nervous, marks are dropping. Teacher has taught student for last 1
1/2 years and has been concerned about her depressed attitude before but had
not had any specific reason to report. She described her relationship with the
student as trusting. Worker asked if teacher had ever met with parents.

Teacher had not met parents.

Worker asked if teacher had discussed this with student. Teacher had talked to
student and student begged her not to tell anyone. Teacher informed her she
had to report abuse. She described the student as from a very tight cultural
community, terrified she will be isolated from family if they find out she told.
Worker arranged meeting with teacher and student (within protocol time to
satisfy investigation requirements) after deciding that to inform the parents first
would put the child at risk. Worker asked teacher to talk to student about
interview and assisted teacher with how to present her call to MSS as concern

for her and an attempt to help and provide support.

Worker described the interview with the child as slow and painful. The student
was reluctant to speak and turned to teacher continually for permission to
answer questions. Student appeared nervous and jumpy. Worker explained

why she was concerned and student begged the worker not to tell her family.
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The worker told the student she needed to talk to her supervisor about the

situation and she would talk to her again before contacting her parents.

The worker presented the above information at the weekly intake meeting with
the team. When the worker was asked what she planned to do with this
particular case, she said she felt it was not an investigation situation and that
she would offer support to the child until she was ready to talk to her parents
voluntarily with the worker. This statement raised a number of questions from
other staff and the District Supervisor "If the father was having sex with the
girl, would you be making the same decision?". The worker's answer was
"yes". The worker felt the overall protection concern needed to include the
girl's self assessment of the long term effects of family isolation. The worker
was relying on her assessment of the situation and the potential for her to
develop a trusting relationship with the girl. She felt this young girl had
reached out for help, but not reached out to be removed from her situation.
She felt the girl would not accept help given in that way and would run from
any resource provided to protect her from the abuse. She said she would deny
her story of the abuse if she was forced to confront her parents. I asked if
minimum standards was a "floating"concept, dependent on the situation or
cultural context of the family. The District Supervisor said absolutely not and
expressed his concern that minimum standards had been breached and that this

girl should not be hit again.

The District Supervisor also brought up the evidence required in the court
process, to uphold a decision to apprehend. Questions were asked about
physical evidence of the abuse and the girl's ability to withstand hours of cross

examination in testifying against her parents. The worker did not feel there



was sufficient physical evidence and did not believe the girl could withstand
and would not maintain her original disclosure under, cross examination. If
this turned out to be the case, apprehension would be a very short term
solution to this child's protection needs, as the courts would return her home,
where the family could refuse service and the child would be isolated from

further help.

After much discussion, the presentation of many different perspectives on the
case, the worker decided to go and talk to the girl again, but felt she would
have to talk to her parents as well, soon, with an offering of support services.
There was no final decision about action to be taken down the investigative
path, but it appeared the time lines and procedures were being followed as an
investigation. The worker seemed equipped with a broad perspective of the
issues to be considered in making her decision, but there was no clear directive
as to which way to go. She still seemed firmly entrenched in her believe that
support was needed, and that was the best form of protection the Ministry
could offer this child. The District Supervisor asked her to let him know what
was happening throughout the process. Another worker offered to work with

her and accompany her to talk to the parents. (Fieldnotes, p. 45)

The assessment of the protection needs of this child was conducted through a dialogue
process, analyzing the child's current and future situation and the reality of extra local
forces in shaping that child's situation. The depth and thoroughness of the process were
valued as much as the decision produced as an outcome of the process. Each step taken
thus far and each step to be taken is blended into that process and the dynamic nature of

the process is taken into consideration in making the protection decisions.
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Decision Maki li
In the case described above the worker demonstrated some key elements of support
practice in assessing the protection needs of this child. First, she gave validity to the
child's experience and knowing. The girl named her experience in the full context of her
family and community. Giving validity to that experience and identifying it as important in
the process illustrated the inclusion of the actuality of the child's life consequences as an
integral aspect of the decision, not in isolation from it. The worker's assessment was that
she needed to connect with the child to know how the child understood her situation and
what she identified as her need. In essence, she was trying to take the child's standpoint in
order to effectively make a decision. The ability to take the client standpoint organizes the
ability of workers to make decisions to support clients. The workers ability to choose
support work is dependent upon their ability to connect effectively with the client. The
District Supervisor emphasizes the point by saying:

in terms of decision making around whether a worker separates a case into

investigation or support, depends on the worker's ability to connect and develop a

relationship with the parent. This is a key issue. Investigators cannot develop that

kind of relationship (Fieldnotes, p. 50).

The worker knew she needed to get close to the child in order to understand her world
and her needs, from her perspective to be able to help her in any way at all. This meant
engaging in a relationship with her, that did not involve interviewing procedures and risk
assessments but emotional, context based interaction. To connect, the relationship needed
to be interactive and reflexive. The worker needed to learn about the child and her world,
integrate that learning into her professional knowledge and experience and practice with
that knowledge within the mandate, rather than reacting to the behaviour the girl identified

and carrying out an investigation.
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Langford workers' priority of getting to know their clients is demonstrated by their
commitment as a team to spend 50% of their week in face to face work with clients and
spending this time in the client's world rather than the office world of the worker. This
brings the worker closer to the perspective the client has of their world and the real and
difficult struggles they experience daily. In the above example, the worker interviewed the
child at her school, with her teacher present. The worker met the parents in their place of
work, a small local retail business. The location of the first interaction with the worker on
the client's turf has a balancing effect on the power the worker wields in that first contact.
The worker realized she will always hold the ultimate power of apprehension, but her
intent was to connect with the family in a way that would solicit their trust not exploit
their fear. She was attempting to develop a relationship based on trust and not the
exercising of authority (Miller and Whittaker, 1988). The ability to connect in this way to
protect children is inspired by an attitude of caring and a skill in expressing that under
difficult and power imbalanced interactions. Knowing how to be helpful or do the work
comes from knowing the client and the real needs, issues and problems they express within
this relationship. This exposure is not comfortable and not without its dilemmas for the
worker. As one worker stated "getting to know how some of our clients live and how

they think can be very scary".

Decision Maki _
Secondly, the worker explored protection within the whole context of the child's life. She
maintained that the protection concern raised by the letter to the teacher could not be
separated from the student's self assessment of the long term effects of intervention in her
family situation. The worker felt this was not an investigation situation but that she
needed to offer support, and information to the student until she was ready to have her
parents involved in the process. The worker was relying on her assessment of the safety

of the current situation and her ability to develop a trusting relationship with the child.
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She felt this young girl had reached out for help, but not reached out to be removed from
her family. She said the student would deny her story of the abuse if she was forced to
confront her parents. While acknowledging that minimum standards of care prohibit
"excessive and unusual" methods of discipline,(See Appendix #10, p. 171, Guideline #6)
the worker did not artificially separate the child from her familial and cultural context in

assessing the breaching of those minimum standards.

This child could have been apprehended based on the evidence of the letter and the
statement of the teacher. If the worker had felt limited by the authority of the
investigation role in her work, with the apprehension being considered the best means of
protecting this child, this would probably have happened. The worker, however, did not
isolate the incident and trigger the investigation process on the basis of that incident alone.
She integrated the incident and the child's life circumstances, as well as the legal process
through which the case would have to pass through, in coming to her decision of whether

or not to investigate. She also weighed the potential safety of the child in substitute care.

Considering the entry of the case into the court system also organized the way workers
discussed the decision to investigate or support. The team questioned the worker on the
strength of the evidence that she could gather to convince a judge of the need for
apprehension. Given the initial evidence of the letter and first interview, in many offices,
grounds for apprehension would have been found. Policy would support this finding,
apprehension would have completed the process and the child would be considered
protected. At least until the report to court, required within seven days of apprehension,
this child would be safe from the breach of minimum standards by removal from her

parent's care.
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The team looked beyond the immediate policy triggered protection response to the overall
legal backdrop and its consequences on the decision over time. Child protection practice
is embedded in the adversarial arena of the courts once a child is found to be in need of
protection. The decision to apprehend to protect a child can be based on many factors but
these factors must be transformed into legal evidence that will satisfy the burden of proof
in a court of law within seven days of the apprehension. This fact organized the way the
team processed the child's situation and represented a powerful ruling perspective in the
discussion. The worker weighed the influence of the legal system in the decision of how
to proceed with this case. She considered the immediate response of apprehension and its

implications for the child and the long term response of support and its implications.

The other important consideration in weighing whether or not to apprehend was that of
the consequences of placing the child in substitute care. The assumption inherent in the
process of apprehending is that substitute care is safer for the child than care in her own
home. In this case the worker questioned this safety in light of the child's concerns. The
worker believed the child when she said she would not stay at any resource provided. The
consequences of her leaving a resource unsupervised could be more unsafe for the child
than remaining in her home. The worker challenged the idea that apprehension would
ensure protection for this child when the consequences of apprehension were explored. In
this discussion the definition of protection included the overall safety of the child in all
areas of her life not just between the child and her mother. She believed apprehension
may be more detrimental to the child's overall safety, establishing an atmosphere of fear
and distrust within the family. This may create an even greater risk to the child than

presently exists.

However, the immediate response of apprehension would ensure, in the short term, that

the child would not be hit. The worker would not be found negligent of not protecting the
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child according to policy. The worker believed there would not be enough evidence to
support the need for apprehension in court and the implications for the child and the family
could be disastrous. The long term response to inquire into the situation and offer support
to the family eliminates the entry of the court process including the adversarial and
destructive impact it would probably have on relationships between the child, the family,
the worker and the teacher. The worker was able, within policy, to act in either direction.
The immediate apprehension response would be the safer, policy based route; and the long
term support response riskier but based on the combined knowledge, and experience of
the team and the relationship the worker had with the child. Having weighed the
consequences of what could proceed from an investigation/apprehension approach, the
worker felt the best interests of the child would not be served by proceeding down that

path, despite the risk posed for the worker should anything happen to the child.

The worker was also assessing her ability to develop a relationship with the child and the
family. She had in mind the information she needed to accurately do the investigation task
but she also demonstrated a commitment to see, hear and feel the child's story from the
child's point of view. Her predisposition to offer support to protect children pushed the
boundaries of her thinking beyond the completion of an investigation interview into the
process of building a relationship. She based her decision to relate to the child in this way
on her professional knowledge, experience and judgment not only about children and

families but also the social relations of the investigation and apprehension system.

The cultural context of this example is extremely significant in exploring the options for
this child. Once the worker had understood the child's perspective, she needed to explore
the capacity of the parents to protect the child. In this situation, the worker was faced
with determining, within the family's cultural norms, the implications for the child in

contacting the parents, with a case that would likely not proceed successfully through
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court. This question brought into conflict the boundaries of minimum standards of care as
practiced in British Columbia and the long term cultural relationships within which this

child's life was embedded.

Getting to know what the parent needs to provide adequately the minimum standards of
care for their children requires a relationship with the parent, as an adult with expertise on
their own life and children. This form of practice involves risk, trial and error and trusting
in a parent's choices. It requires skill and confidence on the part of the worker to know
the limits of their own ability and judgment. In this case the worker did contact the
parents and attempted to develop a relationship of trust and honesty. She offered support
and assistance to the family in dealing with the concern that had come forward, but found

the cohesiveness of the family's cultural community impenetrable.

The worker, with all these elements jostling around in her head and heart, was assessing
the safety and well being of the child in the broader sense, eliminating the artificial
separations (Van der Burgh and Cooper, 1986) between the child and her context, the
facts of the case and the feelings of the people, the roles of client, reporter and worker and
the provision of support work and investigation work. Through this process the worker
was discovering the balance between what the child identified as her needs and what the
ministry defines as the child's needs. Unfortunately there was not a good fit between the
two. The worker, with the help of the team, weighed the risks to the child in pursuing
different paths of work. She put herself at risk, in terms of not rigidly following policy, in
order to give prominence to the child's perception rather than the ministry's. In the end,
the policy to protect children through investigation was initiated, but the child was not
apprehended. The process through which that decision was made and the means in which

it was carried out, however, provided an illustration of support practice in Langford.
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Participating in the emotional struggle brought home to me the naked reality of making
these child protection decisions. It became clear as I watched workers challenge each
other, argue their points and then offer support to each other to do the work, that making
the decision to support is a difficult and taxing process. I was amazed at the depth of the
exploration of the child's complex situation and the worker's thinking and the frankness of
the questions posed. Many factors outside the worker's immediate relationship with the
child influenced how the decision making process proceeded:the mandate to investigate all
reports, the court system, and the consequences of apprehension on the child's world.
Though the worker held fast to her support perspective I could feel the tension in the
room and realized I had not experienced an assessment like this before. At the beginning
of the process I felt convinced that investigation was the only option. By the end, I was
no longer sure. I would not have considered support of this kind of intake a choice in my
previous experience as a worker. Now I can see how through this process that support is
a choice although the pressures to pursue an investigation are many and the stress of

choosing support can be great.

A Team Approach to the Work
Many intake decisions are easily separated into investigation or support by the intake
worker and can involve limited team consultation. Offering support instead of
investigating becomes a risky alternative for workers when the boundaries of minimum
standards are not quite so clear. The above case example illustrates the complexity of
the decision making process when the clarity of minimum standards becomes fuzzy and
illustrates the point at which support practice can be subordinated to the mandate to
investigate to protect children. The Langford team practices support in a team approach
by broadening the knowledge/experience base and responsibility for the decisions made

and building strong and supportive team relationships within which to practice support.
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Br ning th for isi
The process of rethinking the work and reorganizing the work to be supportive involved
broadening the individualization of decision making to a collective process involving the
whole team. New practice requires extensive knowledge and experience of child
protection decisions that cannot always be found within one worker. Support practice as
described in the above example is riskier for workers and the supervisor than investigative
practice and workers require support in the form of ideas as well as questioning from team
members if their support practice is to be successful. Making these difficult decisions,
acting according to these decisions and facing the consequences of working in opposition
to the investigative way of practicing can be very stressful. One worker recalls the early
stages of change and the strength of team support:
...as we started this experience or experiment of whatever, that even at the beginning
there was fear and each step even though small little steps, nobody hit us, nobody
threatened us, nobody said we were going to be fired so I in my heart believe that as a
group we have strength, as one person standing out fighting we'll never make it, but if
we're all together as 7 of us, I really believe there's power in that and that's what we
teach our clients, that one of you will not make a difference but 10 of you will and
people will listen to that and I really believe that...(Interview)
These comments suggest one worker practicing in new ways alone within a traditional
investigative based office runs the risk of alienation from co-workers and reprimands from
supervisors. She emphasizes the strength in numbers and the power she feels in practicing
with those numbers working together. It is through this sense of power that the work of
change proceeded and workers took some control over the way they practiced. In
essence, they felt empowered to "determine how to produce their activities" (Rose, 1990).

This worker ties this sense of power to the team approach to the work.
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The District Supervisor in this office recognized the need to develop a team of "friendly
travellers", practitioners with a common vision of supporting families to raise their
children, to actually carry out support practice. He believes workers need to be
committed to the vision and have the capability of developing relationships with clients
and each other. He also expressed a need for co-workers to see the world differently from
how the policy sees it and be willing to practice day to day through that way of seeing the
world. The case example discussion was an example of an alternate way of seeing child
protection than what is presented in policy. This alternative produced a stronger, broader
approach to the case and was evidence to me of the impact of a team approach to the

work.

Team Relationships

Team relationships in the Langford office are characterized by strong emotional
interactions, often overflowing from the work with clients. There is laughter, shouting,
compliments, criticisms, teasing and joking. My initial contact with the team was nothing
short of warm and welcoming. As individuals I perceived them as friendly, warm,
interesting and happy human beings. Their office was quiet, comfortable and there was a
sense of calm about the place. From my first reception at the front desk "can I get you a
cup of coffee while you wait" and "or you're welcome to wander wherever you want
around here." (Fieldnotes, p. 6) to involvement as a co-presenter with the team at a social
work conference, I have been included as a team member, treated with respect, equality
and humanness. My sense is that these people are professional, mature, fulfilled
individuals with a strong sense of self that is not compromised by the work, but extended

by it.

Taking control of the work through choosing to support rather than investigate at intake

provides time and promotes an atmosphere in which workers can develop team
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relationships that work well for them. The majority of the work is support work and that
frame of mind overflows into the office environment. The District Supervisor describes
that frame of mind as "To do investigations you need to be tense, to do support you need
to be laid back."(Fieldnotes, p. 29). When the balance of the work in the office is support,
the atmosphere is more relaxed and comfortable. Workers chat about individual cases
when they need ideas, call case meetings when they are feeling anxious, offer to attend
difficult interviews with other workers, request and offer help in ways determined by the
workers. The workers seem to know each other well and I sensed a feeling of safety in

sharing responsibility.

Supporting each other seems to be essential to doing support work as one worker
explains, "I really believe when the stakes are down we really need to pick it up for each
other that we need to support each other that if we don't that we're no good to anyone
else out there." (Interview). This support takes many forms but what I observed workers
doing was exchanging information and ideas, accompanying each other to difficult
meetings and encouraging each other and praising each other for handling the work.
Workers consistently described feeling positive about the team support and their access to
other workers' knowledge and assistance. One worker compared her previous experience
in a staff group with her Langford experience,
when I compare it then as a group to other groups of individuals I feel like I fit a lot
better in a working relationship with them [Langford team] than I have in some other
offices where workers are really rigid or really unyielding and there's really clear
boundaries and definitions and not a lot of helping back and forth (Interview)
Support within the team is characterized by this helping back and forth approach. The
boundaries between roles are not rigid and the rethinking process continually produces

new and more effective ways of doing the work. Since the rethinking process is ongoing
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and the work changes with the process, workers are not as set in their ways and the back

and forth approach of supporting each other is possible.

The relationships may also be conflictual. As one worker put it "we've duked it out in the
parking a lot a few times,". It appears that being supportive sometimes requires a battling
through the issue first. Dissension occurred at times but did not, in my tenure of study,
interfere with the team's ability to fundamentally stay committed to the vision of support.
Within the support environment all individuals, including clients and workers, are
encouraged to question and challenge and disagree. These disagreements did not seem to
shake the foundational direction of the work, in fact it seemed to be integral to its
evolution. Team relationships involved some conflict and although frustrating and energy
consuming at times, it seemed to be considered healthy and expected. The internal health
of the team was critical in effectively helping others, as one worker explains,
it's hard cause there's so many personalities and sometimes that creates problems
because sometimes some of us work differently or think we have different values and
there's that mix and it's frustrating. I realize that everybody gives their piece in their
own way and may not be in the same way and that's good, that's normal...[but] if we're
not healthy inside here that it really makes a difference on what goes on here and how
we present ourselves and how we do [carry out] good work (Interview)
Workers talk about themselves and the internal processes they are going through as
individual human beings and a team working in a highly emotional job. They talk about
their fears, their vulnerabilities and their joys in practicing in this way. Through this
process of talking together workers also give and receive support within an environment
of empathy for each other amidst challenges of the work. These interactions are
sanctioned through the supervisor as prerequisites for healthy, functioning team members,
"my job is to keep six people healthy. They need to be working at full capacity or I have

nothing to offer the community." (Fieldnotes, p. 24)
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In providing support to clients, workers expressed the need to feel supported too, in order
to be effective in their work. Setting aside time to talk together about the work and
supporting each other in the actual accomplishment of the work reflects the priority of
support based practice as an integrated element of practice at all levels. As with client
work, one worker concluded at a staff meeting where team trust was the topic, it all starts
with one to one relationships. If the relationships are healthy, the work can go forward
with strength and the team can stand firm together. These kind of discussions are

encouraged in this office and seen as essential to the overall support approach to the work.

Practicing in a supportive way requires a different kind of supervision than practicing in an
investigative way. The Langford team functions with a supervisory model derived from
the knowledge, experience and vision of the District Supervisor. Although the
responsibility for protecting children is fundamental to the work of a District Supervisor, it
is generally acknowledged that there are areas of flexibility in how that work is actually
accomplished within each district office. The Langford District Supervisor's supervisor
described this use of flexibility as "each supervisor tends to bring their own stamp and
interpretation of how things are done" (Interview). How different supervisors use that
flexibility or push the boundaries around the work varies, as does their supervisory style.
The District Supervisor in Langford has chosen to rely on his personal and professional
experience with families, children and workers to determine his supervisory model, which
he calls "supervision by anxiety". What is different about this kind of supervision is that it
is based on intensive face to face, supervisory relationships with workers, safety as

measured by supervisor anxiety and a redefinition of risk.
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The S ; Relationshi
Traditional worker-supervisor relationships are based on interactions characterized by
different methods of accounting for the work. A worker in the Langford office explained
his previous experience of supervision in a different office as:

_.my experience in Vancouver, it was very policy driven, there was a lot of time spent

by my supervisor making workers accountable for the recording and tracking and

those kind of policy things, very rigid, like setting specific dates to talk about specific

families three months from now...(Interview)

Another worker described a similar experience,
Other supervisors that I've worked for kept track of all the open files in the office and
actually kept like a chart and if the worker didn't get the review recording done within
a two week period they would be after the worker saying "I want to see this review
recording.". I haven't had that experience with [the District Supervisor here]
(Interview)
These workers' experiences demonstrate the supervisory style required in carrying out
investigative practice. Investigative practice demands a rigid, policy following style of
supervision. This responsibility to carry out the rule of law within a local district office
organizes the relationship between the worker and supervisor. All District Supervisors
"sign off" all the work that workers do within their office, either supporting a worker's
decision or vetoing it. This means the supervisory style of the District Supervisor shapes
the work in the office and what exits the office in the form of documents. The workers'
comments highlight how, in investigative practice, accurate recording and tracking is
evidence of accountability for the work. This evidence is communicated through
documents which pass between the worker and the supervisor. The focus on accurate
completion of the documents and attention to timelines organizes the relationship between

the worker and the supervisor to be centered in the relationship between these documents.
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In Langford the support-oriented form of practice offers the possibility for a different kind
of supervision than is required in the investigative style of practice. In Langford
supervision is a relational process. It is based in knowledge gained daily, and verbally in
the worker supervisor relationship. It is a flexible process where the team and the
supervisor participate in making decisions, normally made by the supervisor alone.
Following are some ways workers describe supervision and the supervisory relationship in
this office:

...supervision is not the proper name for what [the District Supervisor]does...

...we know he is the authority but the boundaries are fluid, ideas flow freely across

those boundaries and we are constantly challenged to think and rethink our ideas and

decisions.

...it would be easier to have a clear path and sometimes you really want clear direction,

this style is scary but exciting.

He doesn't answer your questions he asks more questions (Fieldnotes)

Although the District Supervisor in Langford is required to be the authority figure and
sign off all workers' work, he emphasizes the relational interaction between himself and
the worker rather than the documentary interaction. He knows about each case through
face to face conversations with workers, as he sees his main responsibility as direct
practice supervision rather than the management of documentary processes. He explains
this difference as:
being the boss or supervisor in talking about the work situation is different from being
the boss in the managed setting, because in order to have status here in this current
environment, I have to have thinking that's helpful, ideas and support to give people,
and have to stick with them when things are tough and I have to think through and I

have to make mistakes and I have to lose arguments, so it's a whole different thing, I'm
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not always the intellectual and emotional leader in a well functioning
team...(Interview)
His status on the team is based on his ability to be supportive and useful to the team
members in their actual work with clients rather than monitoring the recording of this
work. As an integral member of the team, workers expect him to be involved and
interested in each family they are working with and be willing to get emotionally involved
in the work, the way the rest of the team does. This requires a willingness to be in the
worker's shoes and see things from the worker's standpoint. The supervisor's process with
a worker is to question the worker's thinking about the situation of a family and how they
have thought through their decisions. These discussions are very intense and involve
struggles for both worker and supervisor. The District Supervisor describes how the
struggles in this work arise and how he supervises to maintain the support orientation and
help workers to decrease their tension:
...by following standards you could do away with a lot of that tension by doing the
paper work correctly and apprehending and going to court, the cases you talk about
here where there is such a struggle, you could in court justify very easily apprehension,
in care, no problem, but it's a different way of thinking about the work that gets you to
these struggles and this tension and working it out with the family and going over and
over... what I am trying to do is develop a record of handling these cases, decreasing
the tension and increasing our capability of supporting and caring for the contesting
parent (Interview)
The tension the District Supervisor describes here is different from the tension in
investigative work. The tension in support work arises from the intensity of the decision
making process and of working closely with families and staying the course to support

them when investigation and apprehension could easily be justified.
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Supervision by anxiety demands an intimate relationship with each worker. The District
Supervisor attempts to assess the effectiveness of the decisions workers are making with
respect to their clients by monitoring his own level of anxiety in questioning workers
about their thinking. His anxiety is the barometer for judging whether workers are making
safe decisions about families in choosing to support rather than investigate. This tells him
what he needs to know about how to monitor and direct the decisions they are making.
Workers in turn learn to make decisions by participating in the questioning process and
practicing it with clients. This practice centres their inquiry in their relationship with the
client and they develop their own anxiety barometer. In this way, the relationship between
worker and client is shaped by the intimate and supportive kind of supervision workers

participate in.

Since the work is emotionally charged, the supervisor needs to know not only how
workers think about the work, but also how they feel about the work and manage the
intensity of the interactions they experience each day. Each worker is different, requiring
different levels of support, monitoring and challenge. He makes a point of getting to
know the details of most cases as well as getting to know his workers well. He believes
success of a support strategy with a client, in protecting the children is in direct correlation
to the ability the worker has to connect and develop a relationship with the parent. He
believes that this particular way of supervising develops the workers ability to think about

and provide support, and helps the worker to teach clients to think effectively as well.

Determining the safety of a child through the development of an ability to relate to families
develops over time. New workers to the system have just completed core training in
which the standard approach to child protection through investigation and documentation
is thoroughly enforced. The District Supervisor feels this is a necessary step in the

development of child protection workers with limited experience or knowledge of family
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dynamics and child development. This type of training helps workers to learn how to do
investigations well when they need to be done and the rigid rules and protocols are
appropriate to be enforced when criminal activity, such as child abuse, is occurring. He
has found that newer workers feel safer with the clear guidelines and steps involved in
investigation, but as workers gain experience they begin to question the appropriateness of
the traditional practice of investigation protection in all cases. The District Supervisor has
experienced this process himself and describes it this way:
you have to get a certain number of this type of case under you belt before you feel
comfortable with it, the first one you just want to go back to the old way of doing it
where you hammer the parent and take the kid, second and third you start to trust a
little more - you've seen workers struggling with trust, but after you get through a few
of them you feel capable, but until you've been the route and lose a few pounds of
blood over it, if you have never seen it, you've never seen someone crack right up and
go stark raving mad it's a very frightening thing. Once you've been with people and
they've cracked up at times and really lost personal control it's not that big a deal.
(Interview)
In his comments the District Supervisor makes a clear comparison between the clarity and
power of the old way of doing it, e.g., hammer the parent and take the kid, and the new
way, e.g., you trust a little more. In his view anxiety can be dealt with by acting quickly
with investigation and apprehension or by developing experience over time, in which the
painful and frightening experiences of working with families can become easier to deal

with and the reactive approach of investigation can give way to the development of trust.

Experience and knowledge of how children grow up are critical elements to practicing in
this way. But knowledge and experience can produce both investigation and support
practice. In this office, the relationship with the District Supervisor is the medium through

which workers process their knowledge and experience, building trust in their experience
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and internal references for child protection decisions. The intimacy of the
supervisor/worker relationship is necessary for this type of practice and provides a model
for intimacy with clients. The emotional fabric of the work is acknowledged and
considered in both kinds of relationships and in the decision making process. This kind of
practice involves intense struggle and an ability to live daily with ambiguity and
uncertainty. One worker notes the difference between ambiguous and "by the Book"
practice or what she calls "clean practice":
clean practice brings the decisions to the judge's door - following policy and
procedures, but in this office that is not seen as working effectively because best
decisions cannot be made outside the relationship between workers and the family.
(interview)
Clean practice in this sense is accurately completing forms and following procedures
which ongoingly produce the investigation form of work. It is clear and measurably
completed and then presented to the court for an objective decision. The subjective
knowledge of client feelings and the quality of relationship cannot be textualized in the
same way. The outcome can be documented as investigation/non-investigation and/or
apprehension but the decision making process based on anxiety produces different
amounts of apprehensions and children in care. This way of processing decisions matches
much more accurately the actuality of the work in Langford, keeping it based in

relationship at least at the frontline level.

The supervisor, in choosing to support workers who decide not to apprehend children
makes his decisions about what action to take based on his knowledge of what children
need and his knowledge of his workers' ability and skill. Taking this position causes him
anxiety, when the protection need is not clear and he is sandwiched between the worker's

supportive stance and the organization's investigative stance.
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In the case conference example in the previous section, the supervisor's anxiety was
demonstrated by his direct confrontation questions, his description of his feelings - "my ass
is in the pan", and his tense and aggressive stance with the worker's position. The
supervisor's anxiety was evidence of the dual role he plays, of representing the rule of law
by investigating to protect children and the practice of meeting client and community need.
Although the discussion was free flowing on the surface, the powerful controlling force of
the law was present in the supervisor's statements and actions. When the worker
continued to insist on support as the best way to protect this child, the responsibility for
carrying the ruling perspective was placed squarely in the supervisor's lap, and his anxiety
level became the determining factor in directing the worker to investigative or support the

family.

The District Supervisor explains what happens when he is in that position in the following

comments:
every time I reach that juncture [the point of deciding whether to investigate or
support] I have to think like that [like the policy], you notice I tense up, my voice gets
static, I get quite serious and aggressive with the worker about the risks that are there
and I dictate an order, the orders are not always followed, it's like bringing up
teenagers it's very important to say what the rule is and what the deal is and I must
represent the management concept of what the work is and what the standards are or I
should resign. I have to represent those, although workers by in large represent them
for themselves quite well..., so I accelerate my relationship with the workers and I
want to know the workers' thinking in great detail and I want the worker to resolve
my anxiety by me asking the worker questions. It's not the workers job to say "what
am I supposed to do [the District Supervisor] is in the office and he's freaking out?"
that's not their problem, their problem is to answer the questions as I articulate them

and help me feel comfortable and if in fact I get to the point I do not feel comfortable I
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will take the work away from that worker and give it to another worker before I will
tell the worker to practice against their principles. It's not a question of ordering a
worker to do something they don't agree with, I'll never do that, I'll do that myself, the
worker can say I don't agree with that, I can say fine, I'm not comfortable with the
kind of looseness you bring to this case at this time and I need somebody else to do
this case... This is where you find the distinct difference between this office and other
offices, I largely need to resolve my own anxiety as against meet policy, if I think that
child is safe, I'm okay. (Interview)
When there is a question as to whether the child is actually safe, the supervision of the
decision making process in the Langford office takes place through the process of anxiety
reduction, rather than policy matching. Ultimately the ruling mandate, to protect children
must be met, but in Langford the process to get to that end happens through an

interactional supervision process.

In determining whether a child is in need of protection, the supervisor bases his decision
on his affective reaction to the information presented by the worker, acquired through his
twenty five years of experience in protection, his knowledge of policy, his knowledge
about what children need to grow up and his knowledge of the skill level and expertise of
the worker. He determines the safety of a child through the information gained in
dialogue with the worker. The District Supervisor gains this information through a
process of questioning the worker's thought processes in coming to their decision. The
District Supervisor describes this as a dual purpose process:
so I have a dual relationship, yes I'm trying to protect that little girl, yes I'm trying to
figure out how she can best have a family and not be beaten but I'm also trying to
figure out how the worker can perform at a higher and more skilled level, how she can
help the next little girl better. I'm kind of orchestrating the team to do this together

and I hope the worker is doing that with everybody else too. (Interview)
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It is the District Supervisor's responsibility to determine if a child is in need of protection.
As stated earlier, he needs to know how the worker is assessing the child's safety in order
to know whether in his experience that decision making is protecting the child.
Supportive protection practice requires a thorough knowledge of the people and the
context in which the ministry is being asked to intervene. This is established through
extensive questioning, first with the reporter in the intake by the worker and then with the
worker in consultation with the supervisor. Extensive questioning of the worker gives the
District Supervisor an accurate picture of the family within their context, and a picture of
the relationship strength between worker and family. It is through this information the
District Supervisor's internal anxiety barometer registers the safety level for the child, and
not through completion of documentary evidence of abuse. Policy provides a way for
workers to use their discretion (See Appendix #7, p. 164, Line A), but "The District
Supervisor must approve the social worker's decision to not investigate. When there are
any doubts regarding the safety of the child, the report shall be investigated" (See
Appendix #8, p. 166, Line B). In Langford the District Supervisor bases his approval of
the worker's decision to not investigate on his anxiety level derived from this questioning

process with the worker, not on the presence of doubt.

This questioning activity is a supervisory function which organizes the worker's thinking
about protection in a new way. Support practice is characterized by the active use of
discretion in decision making. This requires a supervisor to be intimately aware of how
workers are thinking and making decisions. Through questioning the District Supervisor
monitors how a worker is using their discretion and if their process is producing decisions
that do protect children through support practice. Some of the kinds of questions that the
supervisor would ask include those in the case example:"Would you be at all considering
apprehending this child with what you have in front of you?" "if this father was having sex

with this child, would your decision be the same?" (Fieldnotes, p. 48)
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The supervisor's anxiety level is correlated to the answers to these and more specific
questions about age of children, severity of incident(s) and family situation. If after
hearing the answers to all these questions the supervisor feels the children are safe in
actuality, as measured by his knowledge and past experience, he will let the worker know
he has limited anxiety about the case and investigation is not necessary, and direct the
worker to offer support if the family wants to become connected. If the supervisor is still
feeling anxious after these questions have been answered, he has a number of options to

reduce the anxiety.

First, if the worker has not gathered enough information from the family/reporter to satisfy
the supervisor's anxiety, the supervisor will send the worker back to the reporter or family
to ask more questions, modelling the questions to be asked in his consultation with the
worker. If the supervisor is still anxious but the worker is not, the supervisor may call
together the team to discuss a case and broaden the scope of thinking to reduce his
anxiety. If these two approaches do not work to bring the anxiety down, the supervisor
may chose to approve the investigation process, at least the beginning steps. The priority
is to involve the parent from the beginning and provide the parent with as much
information as possible about what is happening when the worker makes contact,
including the reporter if at all possible and ensuring the child is not in immediate danger.
The case example demonstrated all three of these options, illustrating the serious nature of

the protection concern in this case.

This way of practicing child protection, decision making through discretion based on
anxiety may not be unusual but is seldom explicated or sanctioned to take place in this
way. Child protection work is laden with feelings for everyone involved and yet feelings

are not discussed as integral to or given validity in the decision making process in visible
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ways. In this team the feeling aspect of the work is acknowledged and those feelings are
connected to a continuum of anxiety-comfort in making child protection determinations.
The acknowledgment of the feelings involved in the decision weight the decision on
evidence from the material world of clients and workers more than on evidence that is

generated to fulfill policy determined categories.

There is a risk involved in this kind of case supervision, but it is a different than what is
normally considered to be risk in investigative practice. A child at risk in legislation is
considered to be a child who is at risk of being abused or neglected in her present living
situation, as evidenced by policy defined check lists of what constitutes abuse. When
apprehended and placed in substitute care is then considered to no longer be at risk. The
Langford definition of risk takes into account the feelings and relationships, including
those with the worker, in which the family is embedded. These are not written in policy
and involve the overall well being of the child and the family in the long term, not just in
the immediate protection situation. The apprehension of a child from a family, even
temporarily is believed to negatively affect that child's well being and poses a risk to the
child that may be greater than remaining in the present living situation but with the
addition of a relationship with a supportive and friendly worker. This is the risk the
worker was weighing in the case conference example. In policy the risk is eliminated by
investigation and apprehension. When the court procedures and documentary procedures
are complete, there is no evidence of any risk to the child. But as the worker noted in the
case example, the risk from the child's perspective may be greater and more long term if
she was removed from her family and community. Supervising support practice requires a
reframing of the definition of risk in order to make support based decisions. Risk from the
perspective of the child may be identified quite differently than risk as defined by policy.
Eliminating the risk to children happens by quite a different set of activities in support

practice than investigative practice.



32

In choosing to carry out child protection with a support orientation, workers and the
supervisor have developed, over time, supervision practices which enable a support
orientation to the work. Within the local office, the supervisor is considered by the
workers to be an equally contributing member of the team, in that workers challenge and
disagree with him as they do with each other in sorting out the dilemmas in the work. At
the same time, they recognize he is the authority in the office, representing the mandate of
the organization in which they are employed. This means that at times he is able to

authorize workers' initiatives to practice in supportive ways and sometimes he is not.

When there is clearly evidence of physical or sexual abuse the practice in this office is not
unlike any other. Investigative practice takes precedence in those cases, but the number is
small. The statistics generated in this office show that many more cases are "family
support" cases, than in any other office in the Victoria area (e.g., In April 1994 Langford
recorded 122 cases as Family Support and the other four offices recorded 65,65,33,2
respectively (Ministry of Social Services, 1994). Workers trust their ability to distinguish
between those relationships needing investigative intervention and those requiring support.
Through strong, supportive relationships with the team, and the clear supervision by the
District Supervisor, they are able to practice on the edge of policy in accordance with their
personal and professional discretion. Although these relationships are embedded in the
social relations of the ministry, there seems to be a buffer zone, between the local office
and the larger organization. This buffer zone seems to be located in the supervisory

practices of the Langford office with the District Supervisor absorbing the risk.

I i for Client Begef
As part of the shift to support practice, workers began looking at the documentary aspects

of their work and how these constricted their ability to practice in a supportive way. The
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investigation process itself is organized by the reading and writing of documents according
to rigidly followed policy and procedure manuals. The completion of a case investigation
requires the completion of Family and Child Service Act Forms: Intake Form, Intake
Documentation Form, Initial Investigation Form, Collateral Information Form, Risk
Assessment Form, Case Decision Form, and letters to reporters, letter to parents and
possible court documents and warrant documents depending on how the investigation
proceeds. In investigative practice documents play a significant role in shaping the work
to match the mandate to protect through investigation activities thereby ongoingly

reproducing the work as investigation.

While such documentation normally absorbs much of the time and energy of workers, a
number of the Langford office workers describe documentation as at the bottom of the list
of priorities. When the team chose the work to be support, they realized that there would
be limited time to do that kind of work and complete documentary requirements as well.
well in intake, you do the front intake sheet and then there's approximately 10 other
sheets and when we started to do the community work I looked at the District
Supervisor and I remember saying, we can't do it, we don't want to write all this, there
is no need to write every single page that is required there and the District Supervisor
agreed and let us narrow down the pages to what was really needed in terms of what
was relevant for the intake. So we were able to narrow down the pages to from two
to three, which would do us just fine. (Interview)
This worker describes how in negotiation with the supervisor she was able to take control
over the documentary process used with clients by decreasing the number of forms
completed. The fewer forms used, the less time and focus on textualization of the client's
situation. Documenting interactions with reporters and clients is deemed necessary in

most situations in the office, but practicing with a support focus raises questions about



84

how many and which documents are actually necessary. This same worker describes her
strong emotional reaction to completing documents,
well I'm not doing it for me or my clients, I feel I'm doing it for a higher system to
protect myself and to protect [the District Supervisor] and that's why I hate picking up
that pen, I'm really aware that when I'm doing it ...it's to respect the Ministry but it's
not in any way respecting me or my clients so I'm blocked with it. I have a hard time
doing it, I don't like it...there's a mean aspect to it that just bothers me... (Interview)
The worker's dilemma in completing the documentation as required and feeling its
irrelevance to her or her client creates feelings of hatred and anger. She seems to be
resigned to having to pick up that pen on occasion, but suffers the anguish each time of
doing it for reasons that do not further her conception of the work. This anger motivated
her to negotiate with the District Supervisor about form completion. As a result he agreed
that some of the forms were not necessary in documenting support work. The worker
notes further that newer workers still complete most of the forms but more experienced
workers fill in fewer, and "that's okay" with the supervisor. Accurate knowledge about
client situations does not rely on the passing of documents from the workers to the

supervisor in this office.

In this office since almost all calls are considered calls for support services, the amount of
documentation that must be done is controlled by the separation of service at the intake
stage. A support intake includes the intake sheet, the additional information sheet and a
review summary. These forms require only limited coded information and leave more
room for narrative descriptions about the family. They do not require adherence to
extensive interview question format, as in investigations, but have the potential to allow a
client centred discussion. Recording is necessary in all child protection work but the

workers have taken some control over its function and what form that recording takes.
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In some instances, a support intake is not even recorded. Many calls to the intake worker
are calls for information about community resources, the ministry's services and family
related issues. Some calls are people in crisis, but not actually requesting intervention, just
needing someone to talk to at that time. The team again rethought the purpose of
recording all those kinds of calls when the call itself was all the intervention the person
was requesting. As an intake worker explains:
a lot of calls do come in and people just call because they want information they just
need to talk and what we felt comfortable with is not every single person that calls
need to have a record on themselves, so it's left to the discretion of the person
receiving the call. So I do take calls when the conversation has gone on for an hour or
so and if I don't want to forget the name I'll just jot it down and then mention it at the
intake meeting, so that if this woman calls again, just so you know I've had this
conversation, but not necessarily get it on the computer and the name, assessment
only, opened then closed. (Interview)
This way of recording or not recording diminishes the effect that the requirement to
document the work normally exercises over child protection workers. Workers verbally
pass on information about an intake without necessarily permanently recording that intake.
Workers are able to experience the work as direct work with clients and respond to clients

requests as to what is helpful and document accordingly.

At Langford, workers talk about documentation as it applies to the enhancement of the
client relationship not as a function all on its own. Workers comment often that people
should be able to access a government service without having a record. The electronic
recording of a person's name and situation into the central computer system in the Ministry
was a process designed to augment the investigation process of child protection. Workers
feel that its purpose is questionable in terms of parents asking for support where workers

do not deem the children to be at risk. In the above example the worker described
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comfort level as a guiding force in determining whether to enter a person into the child
protection electronic system. Despite the length of the call and the kind of help given, the
worker still weighed the importance of recording that call in the ministry documentary

system, against the benefit that recording would provide for the client.

Workers' accurate completion of documents does not, in this office, signify good work or
an effective relationship with the client. All three workers interviewed and the District
Supervisor described good work as the development of relationships with clients which
facilitated their ability to assert themselves in their world and thereby help their children
get what they need to grow up safely. Evidence of good work is happy, independent
clients who no longer want or need or require services. Good work is solidly based in
relationships not documents. An effective relationship with a clients as evidence of good
work, is invisible in the documentary process as presently constructed. Documents do not
predominantly inform the supervisor of the work being done in this office, the everyday
interaction and consultation that are regular parts of the daily work are what inform the
supervisor about the work. Monitoring of the work takes place within the relationship

between worker and supervisor.

The Langford team has looked at the purpose of documentation from the perspective of
the system and the perspective of the client. All of the workers interviewed disliked the
paperwork requirements of the job, describing it separately from what they considered the
work. As one worker describes:
I used to be really disciplined about doing the paperwork and it used to really freak me
out if I didn't get it done, to the point where I would do it compulsively and in doing
that I would not be seeing people or going out and doing the work and would spend
more time recording what I was doing than doing i7 itself (Interview) (emphasis

added)
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This dilemma is evident in conversations with most workers, that the documentation
comes last, but the necessity of completing it weighs on their minds. One worker
describes how she limits the time spent on it by adhering to the usefulness it produces for
clients.
if it's paperwork that I do that's going to achieve something tangible or result in a
benefit to my client I'll do it right away, So if I need to write a letter to somebody in
support of my client receiving something, I'll do it right away, but if it's just something
for somebody else to read, like an auditor at some point in time to read or for another
co-worker to read I'm not anywhere near as motivated to do it... (Interview)
The worker connects the importance of documenting to the direct benefit it will have for
the client. That kind of documentation is integral to the day to day work of the worker.
Documentation however that is simply taking place to meet policy guidelines for case
recording is done much less enthusiastically. Workers described leaving long periods of
time between recordings because the face to face work with clients took precedence over
the recording of it. The relationships with clients are not based in the documentary
process and therefore the information about those relationships are passed on verbally
more than textually within the office. Workers recognize the importance of maintaining
continuity of information about a family through records, but are discovering ways to

document that do not interfere with their relationships with clients.

The supervisor supports the workers in this discovery. The District Supervisor in
Langford sees his workers as conforming to the rules of documentation more than is
necessary at times. He identifies the need to leave a paper trail of the work, but that trail
should reflect the reality of what life is like for that client and whether there is excitement
and change or boredom in the relationship. He does not see the traditional, ministry

organized way of documenting as useful or even accurate for providing the information
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needed to carry out support practice. He encourages workers not to conform
unquestioningly to these requirements:
I'm amazed at how conforming the workers are and I wish they would conform less.
My idea is that they tell me a story so that if a Mac truck hit them tonight, in the
morning I could help the family in the way that they would want me to, instead of
putting a whole bunch of BS on a file that forces you to write in a constricted and
uninteresting manner...I think they should record the same way they do everything
else. Ifit wasn't very interesting, say a boring little thing to say what it was like, and if
it was interesting, make it really exciting - make it fun... (Interview)
Taking control of the separation of service into investigation or support work allows the
workers to take some control over what documents are used and how they are used.
Some recording is necessary but reorganizing most of the work to be support provides the
workers with the opportunity to centre their work in relationships with clients and not
documents. However, the importance of documentation to the organization of the work
does not go away. Choosing to support produces lower investigative statistics in the
Langford office. As we shall see later the lower statistics being produced from this form

of work produce consequences.

Enoaging with the C :

An integral element of the distinctive work process in Langford is the inclusion of the
community as participant in protecting children through supportive practice. For the
Langford team, support practice extends outside the immediate child protection team into
the community. The team describes this process as "engaging with the community".
Community work is unaccounted for in legislation, policy or documents as child
protection work and therefore is not required to be practiced in the existing organization

of Ministry work. The Langford team has determined the need to engage with their
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community to advance their supportive efforts and their community practice reflects this

determination.

The Langford team describes the children that come to their attention as the "community's
children" and it is the conceptualization of children in this way which produces a need to
be part of the community rather than a separate policing entity which some workers
describe as their previous experiences in offices where investigation was the primary work
orientation. In thinking and speaking about the work in this way, they have developed
practices which involve the community in this work. The community approach challenges
the individual responsibility focus of the child protection mandate and addresses the
context in which child protection concerns arise, broadening the potential avenues for
support and resources available for individuals to enhance the strength of their family.
With community supports in place, community members have options for help and
assistance before coming to the Ministry or being reported to the Ministry. When this
takes place, workers consider their community work successful in that the community is

taking care of its children.

As I shall now describe, workers employ this community approach to the work by
connecting people to each other within the community, reorganizing relationships with
those making reports to the Ministry, and bringing together groups of people with similar

experiences to lobby for change.

: 1o Tndividuals to Each Ott
The vague notion of engaging with community is really a step by step process of
developing relationships with real people in real locations within the community. One
worker in describing the community approach stated simply, "working in the community, -

it's to try and reconnect people to each other" (Interview). In concrete ways the workers
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in Langford extend their individual supportive practices with families out into the
community by connecting people to each other with the goal being support. Too often
our present child protection practices isolate parents to their individual parenting roles and
hang the responsibility for problems in child rearing solely on the parent (Gordon, 1985).
Current literature suggests this isolation hampers solid parent and child bonds and healthy
child development (Miller and Whittaker, 1988). Traditional child protection practices
such as maintaining confidentiality and an individualized casework approach reproduce

this isolation and individual responsibility paradigm.

Workers in Langford try to practice confidentiality and individualized case work in ways
that are consistent with their thinking about what families need to more effectively raise
their children. Workers share client stories with the team, seeking support, ideas and
solutions that reflect the practice of support through connection rather than isolation. One
worker explains how she did this in one case:
...one of Carol's clients was having a difficult time and was going to have to leave her
residence and I had one client that had an extra room that in the interim at least would
have been okay to stay at, so we connected them, we asked both of them and
connected them both up to see if she could sort of help it through this critical point
instead of [expecting] them [to do it one their own], so sort of rethinking things and
not being so afraid, that they're people and they're having a hard time but they're still
normal people and each of us may be at that point in our lives sometime. I don't look
at them as like clients or like I try not to look at it in that way, it's just a time in their
life and it's not an easy time, and I think that's the way hopefully they start looking at
themselves so when you sort of mention it, it's not looked at "excuse me, you're going
to team me up with another client"...they don't look at it like that they look at it as
something okay. So it's sort of I think how you approach it or how you think of it

which makes it okay. (Interview)
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The worker is seeing the work embedded in the community where support is produced by
the practice of connecting people to each other to solve their problems rather than
working individually with people to solve their own problems. Seeing the work in this
way has a number of implications. First, the way of thinking about the work is far broader
than what is possible when looking through an investigation lens. The worker here is
identifying the client's need from what the client has said they need and is not interpreting
her living arrangement problem as a parenting deficit. An investigative approach would
not consider assisting a client with finding housing as part of child protection work. This
worker, however recognized and acknowledged the normalcy of housing problems as a
contextual issue not a reflection of poor parenting. Although the problem was not an
abuse issue, the worker did not interpret it as a reason to not be involved, although it
could easily be considered outside the jurisdiction of the worker. She considered it part of

her role in helping this mom to raise her child.

Second, workers in Langford give clients the right to consent to the sharing of information
about them with the goal of producing supportive relationships, rather than maintaining
confidentiality as a practice where clients remain unknown to each other. The social
worker's view of her clients is that they are normal people with strengths and weaknesses.
They have real life problems as other people do, some of which affect their abilities to
provide adequate levels of care for their children at certain times in their lives. In this
example the worker focused her discussion on the difficult time the client was having in
her life, not that the client was being difficult. She transformed the personal problem of
accommodation to a contextual situation requiring a solution. Her rejection of the
personal defect paradigm opened additional opportunities like the connection of client
with client in ways that could be advantageous for both. She made no assumptions
however, about what the client might feel about that, so she provided the option and gave

the client the power to choose whether or not be connected. She considered this move to
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be a supportive and empowering opportunity for the client, but did not assume the client
would necessarily feel that way. In providing support, she gave the client full power to
maintain the confidentiality of her circumstances. She did contend however that how she,
the worker, presented the option, in this case as two normal people with complementary
needs, made a difference as to what the client would feel about the choice she had. The
rigid maintenance of confidentiality as a practice appears to be less of a priority than the
client's right to choose the boundaries of its use. This priority seems to expand the

opportunities for support.

Finally, the inter-team sharing of client information with the objective of meeting needs is
characteristic of community practice. The support approach to the work, blended with the
team approach to the work increases the possibilities for creative solutions to client
problems. While investigation specifically targets the parent as the medium for change,
support practice broadens the focus to the client's total context as a medium for change.
Facilitating the connections between people, be they clients or not, expands that context,

extending the opportunities for support.

Elsewhere, according to the worker quoted below, workers practice in isolation from one
another, exercising a sense of "ownership" over their cases where they carry the full
responsibility for case decisions alone. It appears that workers in Langford do not exhibit
an ownership mentality to their cases, but look to each other for support and assistance to
expand the supportive options for clients. One worker describes how he feels about this
way of practice in contrast to his previous experience:

before I had a sense in other offices I worked in you're alone, you're out there doing it

kind of like star trek, you're boldly going where no man has gone before and if you

make a mistake you're going to hang for it. [ don't feel that way here. I think there is

a lot of support from [the District Supervisor] and ...the core team.... Sometimes we
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come up against some really scary stuff.. and I feel I have a relationship with mostly

anyone [on the team], that if I was feeling uncomfortable in addressing a particular

issue with a family or whatever, I wouldn't have to do that alone... (Interview)
Workers routinely ask each other for advise and concrete assistance in providing support
to their clients. Support work within the team expands the web of possibility, through
ongoing discussions about the work, about common client problems and about creative
ideas, for clients' needs to be met. Workers describe the sharing of information and ideas
about what would be helpful to clients as supportive to each other and ultimately to the
client. By listening to how clients identify their needs and sharing that information with
the team, they initiate contact between those experiencing common problems and act as a
bridge to the ruling apparatus through which resources may be accessed to meet client
and community need. Practicing in a community reframes the individualized problems of
one client to a collective process of problem solving by many. Problems are reframed to
be circumstantial and the target for intervention is shifted to structural changes in those

circumstances rather than just personal treatment.

In addition to the legal responsibility for citizens to report suspicions of abuse or neglect,
Inter-Ministry protocols (Ministries of Education, Health, Attorney General and Human
Resources, 1979) outline requirements for other Ministries to report all suspicions of
abuse or neglect to the Ministry of Social Services. In examining the statistics of where
child protection reports originated in Langford, it became clear to the team that the vast
majority of calls were being accepted from the school system, from teachers, counsellors
and principals. Many of these calls described situations which the workers did not
consider required Ministry intervention, as one worker explains:

Their complaints are often, the child only had a peanut butter sandwich. Well, what's

the problem? You know that to me is just fine, and I'm not going to race out and
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consider that an issue because that may be all the parent can afford and peanut butter's

just fine...so with issues like that we try to re-educate people that it's okay and telling

schools that's fine... (Interview)
The workers questioned the necessity of these calls both in terms of the work they created
in the office and the kind of relationships they developed between families, the school and
the Ministry. This practice of school personnel reporting all concerns to the Ministry
instead of talking to families first and offering support directly seemed unnecessary to
workers and motivated them to address this practice to try and change the reporting
relationship to be more support oriented. The community development worker
(Fieldnotes p. 38, 45 and 65) described to me what they did. He said each call that came
in from the school would be followed up in person by the social worker or the district
supervisor visiting the reporting school representative. According to the worker this visit
had a number of purposes: one, was to get to know personally the person on the other end
of the phone and develop a face to face, name to name relationship, rather than one
institution to another. Secondly, to educate as to the role, responsibility and reality of
Ministry intervention and what that looks like for the family on which the report is being
made, and thirdly, to gather if necessary more detailed information on a report and
establish a partnership in the process of investigation if in fact that was a required next

step in the process.

In his experience getting to know the reporter personally gave workers a broadened base
for the work in the community. He found that by being friendly, interested and
appreciative of a community member's concern for a family shattered many of the myths
associated with child protection work. The face to face relationship helped to equalize the
power and therefore responsibility for the work of child protection, as not just a ministry
responsibility, but a community responsibility. The District Supervisor describes this way

of thinking as fundamental to community practice and frames the work in a way that
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requires workers to develop relationships that will broaden the shoulders on which child
protection work rests. The workers' learned that school personnel felt like they had to
report all concerns as reports of abuse or neglect because that was how it was written up

in the Inter-ministry Protocols. (See Appendix #11, p. 176, Sec. E:1-4)

This set of protocols formalizes and narrows the way other professionals engage with
child protection workers. One worker identified the way the adherence to protocols had
stopped a Public Health Nurse from asking for help:
A nurse called two weeks ago [with a concern about a family] and I said, "why didn't
you contact us the first day when the child was born, just to sort of talk about it?"
"Well I didn't think we'd be apprehending the child." and I said, "Whose talking
apprehension? I'm talking supporting this family, who people in the community are
going to become aware of and we're going to get tons of calls, so we want to divert
that." She became very defensive and still regarded it as it needed to be a real issue of
protection before I would even connect with her..that's all they really know, that this is
the mandate so therefore this happens, that we can't connect with this agency unless
we've got this particular concern...so I say stop waiting till its a protection concern,
talk about it, call us, consult, talk to the family - tell them there's a nice duty worker
...give them a call - "but then you'll take the kid", "no we won't take the kid, there's a
lot before we are going to take the kid." (Interview)
Through regular interactions like this one, workers rename the communication from
reporting to consultation. They try and help other professionals see how they can be used
in other ways to help professionals besides just investigating families. They try to offer
support to professionals in exploring their concerns rather than transferring the concern
from one location to another and handling it only as an investigation. This worker's
experience illustrated the ruling power of the mandate to organize how people, even in

other ministries engage in the social relations of child protection. The protocols outline
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how and when to communicate with the child protection system and what action people
can expect by entering the process at certain points. The public health nurse believed that
calling the ministry would result in an investigation and possibly apprehension. She did
not want that to happen so she did not call until the family situation was at a point where
investigation was a necessary process. The worker on the other hand was seeing the need
to support the family early on to avoid this situation and tried to communicate an alternate
role for workers in this scenario. In trying to change their practice to be supportive and
change reporting to consultations, workers face barriers in their interactions with
professionals who are trained to participate in child protection practice in only certain

ways.

As part of their community practice, workers educate reporters as to what needs to be
investigated and what does not and therefore can be handled in other ways and by other
community supports. Workers treat reports as a cry of concern and ask community
professionals to phone and consult about their concerns instead of phoning to report a
suspicion of abuse or neglect. This renaming provides the avenue for the concern to be
voiced as a concern and a request for help from the reporter in assessing the situation, not
a call for the investigation process to be launched. Workers encourage all professionals
and community members to call and consult any time. By consulting first, those who
would have reported a suspicion are often able to handle the situation directly within their

own context, without the investigative intervention of the Ministry.

Thirdly, this relationship development paves the way for a cohesive working relationship
should the report actually proceed to an investigation. A worker described how difficult it
is for families to be approached by a child protection worker as a result of an anonymous

complaint:
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in terms of investigation, it was a very intrusive approach, talking to everyone but the
family, that the parents would ultimately be the last ones to know [that there had been
a complaint about them]. Now the approach is more inclusive and involves families
from the onset, whenever possible, so I think that eliminates the mystery around the
process and people wanting to know why this is happening to them. [They don't get
caught] on who is this hidden caller or whose got this vendetta against them which
often prevents people from moving to the next step which would be to look at what
the situation is and what is actually happening for the family. (Interview)
In this worker's opinion, the initial anonymous reporting step of the process often snags
the reported upon parent so deeply that it consumes their mind and energy in a futile and
legally protected guessing game. The workers saw this as an unnecessary snag and asked
reporters to participate in the process of support provision or investigation
commencement by introducing the worker to the family. In other words, making
themselves known to the family rather than hiding their identity. The legislation which
protects the identity of the reporter organizes the relationship between the reporter and
the family to be one of anonymity and secrecy, causing great distress to the family and
hampering the process whichever route it takes. By soliciting the involvement of the
reporter in the process, the true essence of concern that is generally at the root of a
protection report could be capitalized on and the relationship between the reporter and the
family could be developed and nurtured rather than hidden and not utilized. As
demonstrated in the case example of the teacher and student, the teacher can present a
positive image of support to the family and introduce the worker as helpful, a part of the
community fabric and someone that can be called on in future by the family. The teacher
becomes a facilitator of the community strengthening process, rather than an anonymous

and uninvolved player.
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Workers challenge all third party callers whether professionals, families or neighbours to
participate in the child protection system in this way. Workers reframe the responsibility
for intervention into the family onto the reporter, if the safety of the child is not in
question and their initial assessment is not sexual abuse or violence. One intake worker
describes how she reframes this responsibility during an intake call:
if a call comes in my first question is, "have you gone to your neighour and spoken to
them?" "why the hell should I do that?" is the usual response, and I say, "look, with
what you're giving me, call back after you've gone and talked to the person, if they tell
youto , then maybe we're into something, but give the person a little grace by
not using the government bureaucracy to barge in and be the threat". So what [ dois I
put the onus back on people, so that one by one that they'll sort of start taking
responsibility for their neighbours and start taking responsibility for the unhealthiness
in their community. (Interview)
By reframing the report to be a concern and developing a relationship between reporter
and worker and acknowledging the existence and value of the relationship between the
reporter and the family, workers felt the majority of reports can introduce the Ministry as
a positive force in the process and a supportive hand from government as opposed to a big
stick. This sets the stage for a very different interaction with the client, should they
actually become a client, and broadens the responsibility for the welfare of the family, from
the ministry to the other participants in the initial reporting process. Workers told me they
do this by offering assistance to reporters in talking directly to those they are concerned
about by suggesting what they can say, offering to attend with the reporter and suggesting

other local resources to offer support to the family.

Brineine Together People with C I
The work of community development is more than only connecting one client to another

and redefining the reporting relationship, it also includes bringing together and working
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with groups of people with common needs and issues. The development of the
Neighbourhood House illustrates one example of how the community approach is
implemented with groups of clients. Through the identification of client need, workers
took on a partnership stance with clients and lobbied within and outside their community
to create the kind of resource that clients would consider helpful in raising their children.
The Neighbourhood House has provided a way for workers to offer supportive services to
parents before, during and after they may be clients. It is a place, although funded by
Ministry dollars, that is more accessible to the community than the Ministry office because
those who would most use the service were directly involved in its development. The
Neighbourhood House and the other individual projects following its development
originated in one to one contacts between clients and workers who then pulled people
with common issues together and worked in partnership with them from inside the system
and outside the system to create the necessary changes they were requesting. This
partnership, similar to the one described by Barr (1979), involved action both from the
worker and the client from their different locations in the community, as this worker
describes:
...80 saying to my client "okay this is what I can do from the inside ...but from the
outside these are some forces that maybe you should think about bringing to bear that
maybe if I'm doing some agitation on the inside and you're doing some agitation
externally then maybe using that tactic some change will be created". Because I think
that in some ways the external agitation if the person can do it effectively can be, can

have more power than the internal agitation... (Interview)

The experience of working in partnership with a supportive worker may be all the
intervention the client needs in creating personal change. Workers can then move on to
identify and target community change. Telling clients what it takes to change the system

and then figuring out what each of them can do to change it, creates a powerful bond that
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can bridge the gap between the client and worker roles. Clients come to understand the
real position of workers in creating change within their own organization and become
éware of the power they have in "agitating"on the outside as well. Partnership implies
equality and although the power imbalance of the worker's delegated authority still exists,
the Langford team works hard to utilize every opportunity to support clients in their

efforts to meet their needs before assuming that authority role.

The workers have also facilitated community meetings between people involved in areas
of the community through which much of the investigation work arises: the military
community, the transition house, groups of young mothers in housing projects and parents
of teens. A worker expresses the essential need to bring people together and provide them
with the opportunity to voice their reality and the concerns from their perspective,
they are the only people that can say what's right and wrong for them or good or bad,
I don't believe, even though I'm there a lot, I can say it and I don't think I should, I
think that when my client was there on Friday and looked at the three military people
she was more eloquent than I ever could be because it came from her heart because

she had lived it and that's where it needs to come from, otherwise it's not important.

(Interview)

The District Supervisor reiterated this point in a similar way saying "that if change does
not come from the clients it is not enduring." (Fieldnotes) Workers practice the
community approach to child protection by providing the opportunity and environment
for people with common experiences to come together and talk about these things. From
there workers say they take varying roles in keeping the process going or leaving the

group to chart its own path.
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Normally, since the state responsibility for protecting children is delegated to Ministry
employees, all activity regarding protection is considered the responsibility of the ministry,
the community becoming a helpless bystander with respect to child protection. The team
in Langford has developed a distinctive set of practices which involve the community in
the process of protecting children. These practices have connected people together to
support each other, changed some relationships between the Ministry employees and
community members to be more supportive and brought together groups of people with
similar concerns to support each other in creating change. These practices have had the
effect of reducing community reports to the Ministry office for investigations. The
District Supervisor notes when the investigative work decreases the support work and

community work can increase.

I realized from my time in the Langford office that my experience as a child protection
worker was not unusual. Most of the workers could recall similar feelings and difficulties
in past offices they had worked in as well as here. Participating in their day to day work I
felt positive and relieved by the connection I saw between what I believed about families
in need and what I saw workers doing and saying about them. They actually seemed to
enjoy their clients, most of the time and seemed happy in their work. Yet some of the
feelings and frustrations of the work that I was more familiar with remained. In this
chapter I have described what support looks like as a set of practices which workers carry
out. In the next chapter I relate how I explored frustration that arises even in this office

committed to support instead of investigation as child protection.
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V. PRACTICING SUPPORT WITHIN AN ORGANIZATION THAT MANDATES
INVESTIGATION

In the previous chapter I argued that workers in Langford carry out some institutional
practices of child protection with a decidedly supportive orientation. However, they do it
in an environment created by a mandate and through an organization of the work that
establishes investigation as the accepted mode to protect children. In this chapter I show
how this is accomplished by focusing on the individual family as the problem to be solved,
providing ample resources and services for investigation and apprehension work rather
than prevention or support work, and distributing staff resources in accordance with the
investigative priority of the work. Support work is not valued in the same way. It is in
this less advantageous environment that the Langford team is practicing with a supportive

orientation and that is, I argue, one reason why it is so difficult.

The Individual Family as the Problem
The current environment and organization of child protection in this province is
established in the legislation governing how the protection of children will be
accomplished: the Family and Child Service Act (1981). The rules for accomplishing the
protection of children set out in this law, organize how individual citizens and ministry
employees participate in this mode of protection. This participation is organized by the
criteria for reporting abuse and neglect, the legal responsibility to report, and the
requirement of delegates of the superintendent to investigate all reports. I argue that the
practices which citizens and Ministry protection workers take up by their participation
engage them in the relations of ruling (D. Smith, 1990) as members of the rulin<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>