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Abstract  

Child protection services are ensnared in a cycle comprised of crisis, leading to promises to ‘fix the 

broken system’ followed by another crisis. These cycles routinely identify the need for systemic, 

organisational and operational improvements, and increasingly they confirm the centrality of quality 

applied practice in improving the safety and wellbeing outcomes of children at risk of harm. 

 

However, a major disjuncture exists between the promise of reform, and the implementation realities 

for practice and practitioners. What eventuates is a reform program which not only fails to address 

identified practice challenges, but appears to degrade practice even further. As a result, children’s 

safety is further compromised. Whilst theoretical narratives offer insights as to why such paradoxes 

occur, their explanatory power falls short when applied to understanding how well-intentioned 

reforms produce such deleterious consequences for practice.  

 

Using a case study design, this research examines the experiences of child protection practitioners 

engaged in a current reform in Australia, exploring how that reform was impacting on their experience 

of, and ability to engage in, meaningful practice. What these practitioners revealed was that the 

reform was having a detrimental impact on their practice. Their experiences were then viewed 

through the prism of Sam D Sieber’s framework of ‘regression’ and ‘conversion mechanisms’ 

contained in his book Fatal remedies (1981) in order to explore how this framework might shed new 

light on such paradoxical outcomes, and whether these practitioner insights might offer new 

opportunities to strengthen Sieber’s framework.  

 

By becoming more attuned to the regressive potential of reforms on practice, we may be better able 

to understand, identify and predict activities which cause this disruption. The research will propose 

preventative opportunities for future reform efforts so as to improve the ability of reforms to 

safeguard the most vulnerable children.  
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CHAPTER 1:  
Introduction  

1.1 Overview 

It is said that how a nation looks after its most vulnerable is a measure of its humanity. One of the 

most vulnerable groups in society are children who experience abuse and neglect. States respond to 

such vulnerability through their statutory child protection systems, which provide protective 

interventions as a last line of safety for these children. These systems are legislatively responsible for 

investigating and intervening in cases of suspected abuse, determining if abuse has occurred, and 

taking steps to ensure a child is safe from any continuing danger, either through direct support or 

through provision of out-of-home care when safety cannot be secured.  

 

Child protection systems operate in the ‘worlds of mess, dirt, and impurity’ (de Montigny 2018, p. 

456), where the day-to-day engagements with intergenerational, complex problems are ‘routinely 

alive with the possibilities of the unknown, full of complex challenges and emotions and sometimes 

drama’ (Ferguson 2018b, p. 71). They respond daily to the most gut-wrenching situations of child 

abuse and harm, making excruciating decisions in an environment immersed in risk, hazard, 

unpredictability, uncertainty, anxiousness, suspicion and ambiguity. As a service, a child protection 

system arouses deep-seated emotions in terms of what it does, is divisive in terms of how it does it, 

and when things go wrong, it generates spectacular public outrage and political angst, fanned by an 

indignant media and fuelled by a pervasive belief that all child abuse should be detectable, and thus 

preventable (see, for example, Buckley 1999; Ferguson 2004; Gillingham 2014a). Connolly and Doolan 

(2007) perceptively note that:  

Systems of child welfare went from being protectors of public anxiety to being inadequate 

protectors of the nation’s children. The notion that social workers could and should protect all 

children from harm took hold. (p. 3, authors’ italics) 

One of the principal mechanisms which has persistently reinforced the notion that all children can be 

protected from harm and abuse is the mechanism of reform, specifically reforms that are triggered in 

the aftermath of a system’s protective ‘inadequacy’ being brutally exhibited through episodic 

catastrophic failures. These crises-induced reforms (see Drazen & Grilli, 1993) bring the promise to 

radically transform the ‘failed’ system through implementing the findings of a forensic inquiry into the 

error, and by so doing, claim to increase the system’s ability to predict, prevent and, ultimately, 

protect all children from harm. However, there is a fundamental disconnect between the promises of 
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such reforms and the outcomes they deliver. Evidence points to reforms’ playing a key role in the 

continued inadequacy of the system to protect children. It also points to the role they play in 

perversely increasing the systems inadequacies. They do this, it is proposed, in two ways.  

 

Firstly, each time there is system failure, the reforms which follow, each claiming that it will finally ‘fix’ 

the broken system, have consistently failed to deliver on their transformative commitments 

(Ainsworth & Hansen 2006; Blome & Steib 2008; Cooper 2005; Ferguson 2005; Gainsborough 2010; 

Munro 2005; Smith, S 2002). These reforms epitomise the triumph of hope over experience. Despite 

a body of literature in the field of change management and implementation science which indicate 

that such reforms have a tendency towards failure (see Berman & Fox 2010; Gainsborough 2010; 

Lonne et al. 2008; Polidano 2001), the perpetual cycle of child protection reforms continue to produce 

recommendations which are ‘tiresome in their repetition’ (Aberbach & Christensen 2014, p. 5), draw 

on a ‘woefully uninspired tactical arsenal’ of responses, and give off an ‘air of carelessness and naiveté’ 

(Greene 2005, p. 229). As a result, reforms of child protection become a game without end, where ‘we 

have time to do it over again, but never time to do it right’ (Conklin 2005, p. 2). The persistent inability 

to deliver any transformative change by consistently repeating the same errors means the systemic 

inadequacies continue to persist and undermine the protective abilities of the system.  

 

Secondly, even when a reform fails to transform, it does not leave a system unchanged. What 

eventuates is a perverse situation whereby such reforms leave the system in a worse position than 

before the reform occurred, making the system less likely to achieve its primary goals and more likely 

to remain inadequate in its protective capabilities. This is because, it is proposed, that despite a 

reform’s ability to action enhancements at multiple levels (system, operational, legislative, process for 

example) which undoubtedly have improved discrete elements of the service system, reforms fail to 

adequately address critical underpinning and defining organisational features which are fundamental 

to its ability to actually achieve its core functions. As a result, not only do these critical features remain 

unaddressed but, perversely, the processes of the reform degrade them even further. And because of 

the pivotal role they play in enabling the agency to achieve its core protective functions, the failure to 

respond to them significantly contributes to undermining the whole reform. Such a chain of events is 

equivalent of an engineering inquiry identifying the role a weakened keystone played in a bridge 

collapse. Corrective action is recommended through reformative change. However, rather than 

strengthening the keystone, the corrective action paradoxically weakens it. And because the keystone 

has been further degraded, its own weakened state compromises the whole structure and leads to 

another collapse.  
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One such ‘keystone’ which profoundly influences a child protection system’s ability to actually keep 

children safe is practice. Whilst practice is a multi-layered term with many constituent elements, it is 

the concept of ‘applied practice’—the application of skills, competency, knowledge, wisdom, intuition, 

analysis, judgement forming and sense-making capabilities by experienced, supported and 

knowledgeable practitioners—which this thesis will explore in terms of its critical role in child 

protection.   

 

Practice, and especially applied practice, has been the subject of significant research (see Chapter 2). 

Whilst the conflicted nature of practice objectives in the field of child protection are acknowledged, 

there is a considerable convergence of opinion that establishes it as a (if not the) critical component 

upon which all other practice components, as well as the whole system of protective intervention, 

ultimately rests. As Cullin (2010) reflects, a ‘child protection department‘s purpose is achieved only 

through the competent decision making and actions of these frontline workers’ (p. 237). When 

practitioners operate in a practice-enabling environment, and when they have access to practice 

enablers, the safety outcomes for children improve (which is the ultimate goal of the agency). Reder 

and Duncan (2004) confirm that: 

… it is likely to be the attributes, skills, thinking capacities and working conditions of staff 

within the organizations which will bring critical improvements to everyday child protection 

practice. (p. 103) 

Practice is also routinely the subject of critical analysis of inquiries into child protection tragedies, 

contributing to the knowledge base about practice in three key ways. Firstly, by scrutinising and 

forensically dissecting the way practitioners practised, these inquiries seek to identify the causes of 

practice errors, such as flawed judgements, over optimism, naivety, woefully inadequate assessments, 

misplaced parental attention, and failing to ‘see’ the child. Secondly, they engage in a systemic analysis 

of what are often dysfunctional, broken child protection systems, where the impacts on practice (and 

children) caused by practitioners being subject to toxic organisational cultures, overwhelming 

workloads, inadequate support, poor morale and staggeringly high turnover rates are laid bare. 

Finally, they set out a desired set of conditions within which applied practice can thrive, thus improving 

outcomes for children, and provide recommendations on how to achieve that desired end state which 

form the basis of a reform effort. Over recent decades, these inquiries have also critically commented 

on how the mechanisation, codification, simplification and manualisation of practice arising from the 

neoliberal ‘modernisation’ projects of public services had contributed to a degradation of applied 

practice.  Of note, they have also increasingly acknowledged the perversity of how previous reform 
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efforts have compounded, rather than resolved, the challenges of practice by creating episodic chronic 

instability and accelerating the degradative influences on practice already present in the system.  

 

Despite this significant contribution that inquiries have made to the knowledge base about practice, 

what has equally become clear is that this knowledge is rarely converted into actions which respond 

to the challenges of practice. Critically, what seems to be a more likely outcome is that through the 

implementation of inquiry recommendations, within the context of a ‘reform’, a paradoxical effect of 

further de-emphasising and degrading a) the significant role of applied practice in keeping children 

safe, b) opportunities for applied practice, and c) practitioners’ abilities to engage in applied practice 

emerges. Instead of fulfilling the promises of practice improvements, reform actions reinforce a 

defensive, risk-averse, reductionist, proceduralised and compliance-based form of ‘practice’, whilst 

simultaneously degrading applied practice. This occurs through reform actions which increase the 

atomisation of the work, promote greater reliance on algorithms and risk matrices to standardise 

decision making and reduce complexity, and increase surveillance, monitoring and oversight to ensure 

compliance. Rather than responding to identified deficits in practice by addressing the elements of 

service delivery which are clearly causing practice to be so degraded, reforms appear to have an 

accelerant effect on these pre-existing features, as well as contributing their own obdurate and 

degradative influences on practice. As Nelson (2003) so eloquently relays:  

The gulf between our aspirations and the actual achievements of our human service 

interventions has spawned abundant impulses for reform. Over the last decade we have heard 

calls for more prevention, decentralisation, service integration, collaboration and better 

information systems. By contrast, we’ve given remarkably little attention to the preparation, 

practice competence, retention, morale and supervision of the people whose job 

performance ultimately determines if these systems will be successful. (p. 25) 

Of note, recent inquiries have paid significant attention to the issues of practice, competence, morale 

and supervision but, perversely, these disappear into the ether in the context of a reform. The system, 

as a result, haemorrhages more practitioner skills, knowledge and experience, hollows out its ability 

to protect children, and increases the chances of a poor outcome for those children who get entangled 

in the child protection system. In such an environment, there is increased risk of practice error and 

protective failure. The reform cycle starts anew when the next inevitable tragedy occurs.   
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1.2 Seeking answers 

The proposition that practice in child protection has paradoxically worsened because of efforts to 

reform child protection systems is not new (Ainsworth & Hansen 2006; Blome & Steib 2008; Cooper 

2005; Ferguson 2005; Gainsborough 2010; Munro 2005; Smith, S 2002). And despite child protection 

inquiries over the past 10–15 years taking a more systemic focus, this paradoxical influence has not 

shifted. Why is that? How does the evidence that inquiries produce regarding the centrality of practice 

in keeping children safe through skilled, protective intervention, get converted into a suite of activities, 

tasks and auditable processes which have the opposite effect by undermining the very skills, 

attributes, competencies and capabilities required for applied practice to thrive?  

 

A number of current theoretical propositions inform our thinking about the causes of such paradoxical 

outcomes. For example, critical analysis of the powerful influences of New Public Management, 

neoliberalism and the public service modernisation project with its entrenchment of managerialism 

and marketised ‘service’ designs sheds some light on the propensity towards linear, measurable, 

manageable and standardised responses to crisis, and a disdain for vague, slippery terms like practice. 

The significant literature on ‘unintended consequences’, especially in public services, further provides 

insight into such perverse outcomes. Path dependency, postmodern administration and critical theory 

all have something to say about the acute failure of contemporary change processes and reform in 

public administration.  

 

These explanations, whilst helpful to the researcher, fall short of capturing and explaining the 

disconnect between the promises of reform to strengthen practice, and the absurd lived reality of 

practitioners experiencing a worsening of practice as a result of the reform. The researcher has mused 

consistently about the complexities and conundrums of contemporary child protection systems, in an 

attempt to untangle one of the most seemingly inexplicable elements to emerge from decades 

working in child protection—the way in which attempts to reform contemporary child protection 

systems have not only failed to deliver on their promises, but seem to have contributed to an outcome 

which is directly opposite to that which was intended. After years of inarticulate railing against the 

‘this’ll fix it’ rhetoric of reforms, and witnessing the procession of disturbingly deleterious outcomes 

from a number of reforms, the researcher wanted to apply a different approach, one which was able 

to provide a framework for understanding reform failures from a practice orientation and still be able 

to capture and accommodate the inherent complexities of child protection.  
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1.3 Fatal remedies 

One such potential explanatory framework which, it is suggested, might go some way to answering 

this question emerges from the work of Dr Sam Sieber, in his 1981 Fatal remedies: the ironies of social 

intervention in which he proposed a framework for understanding ‘the vexatious experience of 

worsening the condition that they set out so nobly to alleviate’ (1981, p. 3). Essentially, it is a 

framework of three elements.  

 

The first is the concept of ‘regression’, whereby not only does a reform not achieve its intended goal, 

but actually causes a worsening, or regression, in the very thing it is intended to address. The second 

element is Sieber’s proposal that regression is caused by what he refers to as ‘conversion 

mechanisms’, which he describes as:  

Features of interventions that in interaction with their environment produce reverse effects 

… in recognition of the fact that they convert the intentions of the agents into the opposite 

outcomes. (Sieber 1981, p. 56) 

Sieber identifies seven such mechanisms which he claims individually and collectively conspire to 

convert good intentions to worsened outcomes.  

 

The third element is that by acknowledging regression as a specific outcome, and identifying the role 

conversion mechanisms play in causing such perverse outcomes, Sieber claims that it may be possible 

to take ‘precautions’ which will interrupt the process and therefore reduce, or ‘tame’ (p. 204), the 

influences of conversion mechanisms and therefore reduce regression.  

 

Sieber claims that by exploring reforms through the lens of regression and conversion mechanisms, 

and probing the neglected relationship between the actual reform process and the outcomes, it might 

be possible to ‘shed light on the structure of social systems through the detection of hitherto obscure 

sources of system maintenance’ (p. 199) which might ‘illumine the social structure with special 

vividness' (p. 200).  

 

In order to consider whether Sieber’s framework offered an enabling theoretical framework to add to 

our understanding of the paradoxical outcomes of reforms (and specifically, the outcomes reforms 

have on applied practice) the research sought to apply Sieber’s concepts to the experiences of 

practitioners who were engaged in a current reform environment. If, as Sieber predicts, the 

practitioners identify that the reform actions were perversely making their experience of applied 
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practice more problematic, and the reforming organisational environment had made engaging in 

applied  practice more difficult, then consideration of how Sieber’s proposals for detecting and 

predicting such regression might assist future reforms from unintentionally making a bad situation 

worse. 

1.4 The research question  

The purpose of this research is to explore, using a practice orientation, the perversity of reforms 

causing regression of applied practice by applying Sieber’s explanatory framework to the experiences 

of practitioners currently involved in a child protection reform. By doing so, the research seeks to 

respond to the following question: 

Why do the promises of child protection reform generally fail to meet their stated goals and, 

in particular, why do the claims to strengthen practice have the opposite effect? 

Four sub-questions provide a structure through which to respond to the significance of applied 

practice in understanding why crisis-induced reforms have a tendency towards failure: 

• What is the nature of the response to crisis-induced reforms in child protection? 

• What is applied practice and how does it influence protective outcomes for children?  

• How do practitioners experience reform efforts, and what impact do such reforms have 

on their practice? 

• How can Sieber’s framework help improve our understanding about the way reform 

efforts can result in the opposite outcomes to the ones intended? 

1.5 Tracing the boundaries of the research 

There are three constituent elements which form the boundaries of this research.  

 

The first element is that the research is specific to statutory child protection services. The Australian 

Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) provides a broad description of such services; 

Each responsible department assists vulnerable children who have been, or are at risk of 

being, abused, neglected or otherwise harmed, or whose parents are unable to provide 

adequate care or protection. (2017, p. 1) 

Contemporary statutory child protection systems are operated by government departments, often in 

partnership with the community, NGO and ‘for profit’ sectors. That however has not always been the 

case. The history of child protection, and the protection of children, ‘began to emerge by the last 
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quarter of the nineteenth century in the guise of philanthropy’ (Ferguson 2004, p. 26) seeking to 

respond to an emerging social awareness and unease as to the plight of children who were 

experiencing abuse, neglect and harm.  As children started to be seen as individuals in, and with, their 

own rights, legislation started to enshrine those rights to protection, and established the early 

infrastructure of what we know as child protection services today. The predominant underlying 

approach from the outset was one of child rescue (see also Fogarty 2008 and Tomison 2001 for a 

detailed history of child protection). 

 

The advent of the battered child syndrome (Kempe et al. 1962) resulted in fundamental shift in child 

protection, with child abuse becoming a specific family and social problem. However, since then there 

has been little by way of seismic shifts in the way protective intervention has been delivered, despite 

significant advances in the understanding of abuse, the neurobiology of trauma, the value of early 

intervention, optimal care arrangements, and protective intervention methodologies and 

frameworks1. In effect, the basic core infrastructure (and, as will demonstrated later in this thesis, the 

prevailing ideology and approach) have remained relatively intact. So, for example, whilst the child 

protection legislation has been incrementally strengthened to reflect a more contemporary 

understanding of child abuse (for example, cumulative harm and family violence), the role and 

function of the statutory child protection services have remained forensic, investigative and rescue 

based, despite attempts to dislodge this legacy through public health model approaches as well as 

preventative and family support approaches.   

 

This research uses the South Australian child protection service, the Department for Child Protection 

(hereafter DCP), as a case study. This department (established in November 2016 further to a Royal 

Commission) ‘works to keep South Australia’s children safe by protecting them from abuse and harm 

and providing alternative care for children and young people when living at home is no longer an 

option’ and is responsible for:  

• managing cases of children that are at risk of harm, are unsafe, neglected or abused 

• supporting families to keep their children safe 

• managing and supporting children and young people under guardianship of the minister 

• facilitating out-of-home care for children and young people at risk 

• supporting the reuniting of children with their families where it is safe to do so 

• managing the adoption process 

 
1 It is noted that the nature and applicability of some of these “significant advances” are contested. 
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• supporting refugee children and young people.2 

Whilst this thesis is specifically considering the South Australian child protection system, it is important 

to identify that this jurisdiction shares many data traits with other jurisdictions in relation to trends 

on service demand in child protection systems. Some of the main challenges, as indicated through the 

data, across Australia (and most contemporary child protection systems internationally) include;   

• increased numbers of notifications placing systems under significant strain. 

• of the increased notifications, fewer are receiving an intervention, and the numbers of those 

that do get a child protection intervention resulting in a substantiation of abuse is declining.  

• for those families who are notified but abuse is not substantiated, little if any service to 

address identified needs is offered.  

• more families are subject to multiple notifications over protracted periods of time, including 

intergenerational notifications.  

• there is a significant over representation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children 

across all elements of child protection. 

• whilst the number of children in out of home care has in some instances, slightly decreased, 

there is a pattern of children coming in to care younger, staying longer and presenting with 

increased levels of complexity and need. Costs in out of home care have spiralled. Recruiting 

and retaining foster and kinship carers is a significant challenge.  

The South Australian Child Protection Systems Royal Commission (2016) perhaps sums up most vividly 

the significant challenges of child protection systems: 

This Inquiry reveals a system overwhelmed by the volume and complexity of work, with 

notifications received every day relating to children living in dire circumstances who 

desperately need someone to take action on their behalf. In many cases the response comes 

so late that there is little choice to do anything other than to remove the child from their 

family. (p. xiv) 

Secondly, the research relates to a specific type of reform, namely, reforms which emerge from a 

child protection ‘scandal’. Following the findings of The life they deserve report (Child Protection 

Systems Royal Commission, 2016) which emerged from a specific scandal, DCP commenced a reform 

titled A fresh start, which would involve the implementation of 256 recommendations from the Royal 

Commission. This reform was the latest in the state, which had previously had the Layton Review 

(2003), two Mulligan Inquiries (2008a & 2008b) and the Debelle Inquiry (2013). Each was triggered by 

 
2https://www.childprotection.sa.gov.au/department/about-us/our-story 
 

https://www.childprotection.sa.gov.au/department/about-us/our-story
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a discrete crisis. Whilst the specific case under consideration is the South Australian experience, it is 

however likely to have ‘trans-contextual application’ (Cullin 2010, p. 30) in that there is nothing unique 

to the South  Australia experience which would isolate any of the emerging issues to that jurisdiction, 

thus making any findings potentially portable across jurisdictions. As Bromfield and Higgins (2005) 

note, the child protection services across Australia are more similar than different.   

 

Thirdly, the research focusses on a discrete element of practice, referred to as ‘applied practice’. It 

extends the usual descriptions of practice which include practice procedures, practice frameworks, 

practice tools and manuals of practice, to recognise the attributes, skills and clinical ‘gut’ of practice, 

where wisdom, intuition, experience, and key relational, interactional and interpersonal skills are the 

glue that binds the other elements of a practitioner’s work together. It is practice that is active, 

spontaneous and dynamic, requiring flexibility and creativity to live in the messiness of human lives. 

It includes, Weick (2000) notes:  

… finely honed intuition, penetrating powers of observation, flashes of insight, and the warm 

waters in which human connections are forged. Patience, humor, mutual respect, and self-

discipline are its hallmarks. (p. 400) 

The researcher acknowledges that isolating one element of practice is like extracting an egg from a 

baked cake, which brings with it a whole range of challenges and potential pitfalls. However, the 

unique characteristics and elements of applied practice have sufficiently strong boundaries to make it 

distinguishable and therefore reasonable for it to be considered as a discrete element of practice. 

Importantly, inquiries have increasingly isolated it as a ‘keystone’ to protective intervention.  

 

A theoretically cohesive research design: this research uses a qualitative, case study research design 

in order to respond to the research question. By taking a practice orientation to the research, it was 

necessary to find a cohesive research design which enabled the researcher to get close to practitioners 

in such a way that privileged their voices and perspectives on the influence of the reform on them and 

their practice. Their narratives, as White et al. (2015) state, are not necessarily to be read as ‘ ‘truths’, 

but rather as analytical windows into how participants make sense of and give meaning to ‘child 

protection’ in the context of their other activities and to make visible aspects of knowledge and 

culture' (p. 24). After securing permission to access DCP child protection staff, 22 practitioners 

engaged with the research. Practitioners were interviewed three times over the course of 14 months 

of reform implementation, using a semi-structured interview approach. This yielded a significant body 

of data which was made sense of using a thematic analysis method. Chapter 3 explores in more depth 

the methodological framework of this thesis.  
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An insider-outsider view: an integral part of a theoretically cohesive research design is the requirement 

to uphold the core principle of research credibility. This means declaring potential issues of bias, and 

ensuring prior ‘insider’ knowledge is acknowledged and managed appropriately throughout the 

research.  

 

As a qualified social worker with nearly 30 years’ child protection experience, in roles from frontline 

practitioner to senior executive leader, in three jurisdictions, the researcher does not come to this 

study as a neutral bystander. Importantly, the researcher was a former employee of the South 

Australian child protection system, as a social worker, policy officer and as Director of Practice. Such 

roles gave the researcher a level of familiarity with the internal workings of the department, along 

with a shared professional practitioner narrative, which, whilst enabling a deeper engagement with 

practitioners, presented clear challenges to the objectivity requirements of the research in ensuring 

the practitioner story was not contaminated with the researcher’s own subjective narrative.  

 

Whilst the research required the researcher to move from the ‘insider’ perspective to an ‘outsider’ 

one, it would be erroneous to suggest such a transition is entirely possible or even entirely desirable. 

Milligan (2016) proposes a hybrid stance which more accurately describes this researcher’s position, 

which she refers to an ‘Inbetweener’, whereby the researcher is ‘neither entirely one identity nor 

another; neither fully inside nor outside’ (p. 239) which results in the researcher being a 

‘knowledgeable outsider’ (p. 247). This is explored in more depth in Chapter 3.  

1.6 Why the research is so important 

The real cost, however, is in the continued suffering of the children who these systems exist 

to protect. In Australia at least, the solution to this problematic cycle of perpetually redundant 

child protection reform has been evasive. (Cullin 2010, p. 13) 

Cullin’s thesis as to the consequences of reform in Queensland’s child protection service provides an 

excellent summary of the two critical reasons why this research is so important. 

 

First is the primary consideration of the children involved in the child protection system. Children who 

have been abused or neglected depend for their very safety on a well-functioning child protection 

system (Tilbury & Mazerolle 2008). Central to delivering that protectiveness and functionality is the 

ability of skilled, experienced and supported practitioners to engage in purposeful, wise and heroic 

applied practice. When the ability of agencies to facilitate and enable such practice diminishes, so too 



12 
 

their ability to protect is similarly diminished. Unless the capacity and capability of practitioners to 

practise well is enhanced, children, who deserve the very best protective intervention possible, will 

continue to be poorly served by the agency established to provide their safety net. Reforms have 

offered opportunities to build this practice capability, but have failed to deliver on those promises. 

Our ability to better understand why and how this is occurring is a pressing ethical obligation for 

practitioners, leaders and researchers. As Fine (2006) reflects: 

We students of social problems have set ourselves the noble and honorable task of bettering 

the world. We realize that this betterment is never value-neutral and we know that no 

solution can ever be objectively correct, but we persevere, because we understand that 

communities evolve through dialogue, debate, and collective action. We are morally obliged 

to link our actions to our value. (p. 5) 

Getting it right is literally a matter of life and death. It would seem therefore that there is some urgency 

in creating an opportunity to have an informed discussion about how we can ensure that these change 

agendas are more likely than not to have positive outcomes for children.  

 

Second, Cullin’s (2010) ‘problematic cycle of perpetually redundant reforms’ noted above provides 

the other stream of urgency about this research. The very fact that child protection has been the 

subject of so many well-meaning but seemingly redundant and regressive reforms is itself a legitimate 

reason to enquire into the actual reform processes to explore what is happening and why, in order to 

prevent the problematic cycle from perpetually repeating itself. We simply cannot continue to engage 

in reform after reform and, perversely, produce poorer and poorer outcomes. There is something 

bizarrely Einsteinian about the absurdity of proclaiming one reform after another, and expecting a 

different outcome. Children and families are being let down by reforms which parade as solutions to 

their problems. This alone, as Scott (1998, p. 342) suggests, is a reason enough for ‘a searching 

diagnosis’, a point echoed by Miller (2014), who states: 

Given the seriousness of the issues, the prevalence of the problem and the vulnerability of 

abused and neglected children, the need for systemic commitment to wise and sustained 

reform implementation strategies is a critical challenge. (p. 15) 

One of the reasons why reforms are so problematic is the dire consequences they have for 

practitioners, who get entangled in the perpetual cycle of reform, get distracted and fatigued by the 

incessant changes, and disillusioned when their hope for true practice reform fails to materialise. And 

when practitioners feel overwhelmed, undervalued and neglected, their practice is profoundly 

influenced, which in turn impacts on protective outcomes for children at risk.  
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It is therefore imperative that a deeper analysis of how we can alter the established trajectory of 

future reform efforts so that the cycle is broken or, at the very least, interrupted. By having a revised 

conceptualisation, and a different way of organising and codifying our thinking about how reforms 

influence applied practice in child protection, it may be possible to ‘prise open some space for more 

progressive debates’ (Garrett 2009a, p. 540) to prevent further recurrences of this regressive 

phenomenon. As Perri (2014) identifies: 

… better understanding of unanticipated and unintended consequences can help 

policymakers to minimize their incidence or severity, usually by improving their prior 

anticipation. (p. 673)  

The alternative is that we simply accept, with increasingly pre-determinative fate, that reforms fail, 

and that there is nothing to be done; they will remain a default proposition whenever there is a crisis, 

such is their powerful role in lulling an increasingly anxious society. It may well be that crisis-induced 

reforms remain a default, but that does not preclude consideration of how we can improve their 

outcomes.  

 

Therefore, by seeking to apply Sieber’s (1981) framework to child protection reforms the research will 

plough new ground and, in so doing, sow the seeds of further analysis and exploration about how the 

promises of reform can be realised.  

1.7 The thesis chapters  

The thesis chapters proceed as follows. 

 

Chapter 2 presents the literature review which has informed the research. It is separated into two 

discrete elements associated with the research question: reforms, and applied practice in child 

protection.  

Chapter 3 presents the research methodology, setting out the informing theories, approaches, and 

methods that have guided and informed this research. 

Chapter 4 provides the findings from the desktop analysis into the Child Protection Systems Royal 

Commission in South Australia report and the government response, which informed the subsequent 

reform called A fresh start, specifically focussing on these documents’ consideration of applied 

practice.  
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Chapter 5 presents the emerging themes from the field research, in which practitioners reflected upon 

their experience of applied practice, and how the reform was impacting and influencing that 

experience. 

Chapter 6 discusses the findings from Chapter 5 and summarises these through the lens of Sieber’s 

(1981) concepts of regression and conversion, to see how they contribute to a deeper understanding 

of the practitioners’ experiences of the reform. 

Chapter 7 presents the conclusions that can be drawn from this research, and considers the challenges 

and opportunities these have for child protection reforms going forward. 
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CHAPTER 2:  
Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter will contribute to responding to the research question by firstly (in Part 1) traversing the 

current literature on reforms, both generally and specifically within a statutory child protection 

context, and by mapping out the current thinking about why certain reforms have a tendency towards 

failure. Part 2 of the literature review will then set out the current thinking about applied practice in 

statutory child protection, explore its contribution to children’s safety, unpack the critical ingredients 

that enable and support such practice, and critically reflect on the various contextual factors that have 

influenced, shaped and impacted it in contemporary statutory child protection settings. 

   

The literature review will specifically respond to three of the research sub-questions:  

• What is the nature of the response to crisis-induced reforms in child protection? 

• What is applied practice and how does it influence protective outcomes for children? 

• How do practitioners experience reform efforts, and what impact do such reforms have on 

their practice?  

 

PART 1: Understanding Reforms 

2.2 Defining reforms 

A central knowledge claim of this thesis is that reforms of statutory child protection have played a 

critical role in undermining practice and, in so doing, have led to the reform efforts’ being 

compromised. It is therefore essential to set out the evidence upon which this claim is based.  

 

Firstly, there is a need to ensure definitional congruence by clearly explaining what the researcher 

means by the term ‘reform’. Pollitt and Bouckaert’s (2004) definition of reform will be used as a 

working definition: 

… deliberate changes to the structures and processes of public sector organisations with the 

objective of getting them (in some sense) to perform better. Such deliberate changes are 

informed by specific sets of ideas, some of which have characteristics of ideologies. (p. 16) 

Other features of reform include the notion of it providing for a non-incremental shift in direction, 

(see, for example, Patashnik 2008; Rubin & Rubin 1992), that it has a focus towards innovation, 
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redirection from, or disequilibrium of, the status quo, and/or reinforcement of a specific approach or 

public policy (see, for example, Keeler 1993), all with a specific aim of altering a system or service and 

producing general benefits (Patashnik 2008).  

 

There are a number of different types of and approaches to reform (or change efforts more generally) 

which are helpful in identifying that reforms can and do take many forms depending on their purpose, 

trigger and intended outcomes. 

 

However, reforms are undoubtedly best known or publicly understood within the context of fixing 

errors, or perceived/identified failures of a system or service. These are so-called ‘crisis-induced 

reforms’ (see Drazen & Grilli 1993). One such type of crisis-induced reform is what Birkland (1997) 

refers to as focussing events, which he defines as: 

‘… an event that is sudden, relatively rare, can be reasonably defined as harmful or revealing 

the possibility of potentially greater future harms, inflicts harms or suggests potential harms 

that are or could be concentrated on a definable geographical area or community of interest, 

and that is known to policymakers and the public virtually simultaneously. (p. 22) 

The death of a child by parental neglect is an example of a focussing event. Calls for reform are also a 

default proposition whenever there is a ‘crisis’ within a sector which may not be related to a specific 

event, but rather points to a series of events or outcomes which are undesirable and cause unrest 

(politically and socially). Family violence is an example of this approach to crisis-induced reform.   

 

The triggering of a reform can be, and often is, predicated on the calculated political capital which can 

be accrued from calling for reforms; what is referred to as the political economy of reform (Lora 2000; 

Williamson 1994). The literature in this area identifies that where there is seen to be a dividend to be 

achieved by launching reforms, they are far more likely to be called for then ones where there is a 

perceived unpopularity associated with the reform; Rodrik (1992) identifies this as the political cost-

benefit ratio where the trade-off for reform benefit outweighs the potential political damage that may 

accrue. Consequently, reforms, as Lavertu, Lewis and Moynihan (2013) identify, can become: 

… ensnared easily by political dynamics related to ideological divisions between political 

reformers and administrative agencies. (p. 845) 
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2.3 Why do crisis-induced reforms have a tendency towards failure?  

As noted above, this thesis is founded on a knowledge claim that crisis-induced reforms in child 

protection have a tendency to fail and, specifically, it is claimed they fail that because they fail practice. 

Before considering reforms specific to child protection, the broader reform literature provides helpful 

insights into reform failure, which will contribute to the specific analysis of reform failures of child 

protection.  

 

Two things need to be clarified before proceeding. Firstly, it would be erroneous to imply all reforms 

fail; even those that might be deemed to have failed overall often create changes which have real 

value and some do improve outcomes. Second, it is understood that notions of ‘success’ or ‘failure’ 

are contested and contextual; one person’s success might be seen by another as a failure (see Berman 

& Fox 2010; Savoie 1998). One of the reasons why there is so much discrepancy regarding notions of 

success or failure pertains to the fact that there is often little objective measurement of what success 

is, or what it might look like, or whether it was achieved. Some adopt a process approach to 

demonstrate ‘success’ (in terms of counting the implementation of specific reform recommendations 

or actions) whilst others claim an outcomes approach, in terms of trying to measure the impact of the 

changes to a given service and its users. Neither have a particularly good track record, often because 

both of these approaches are undermined simply because reform measures rarely get time to have a 

measurable impact before the next reform is announced. As Polidano (2001) identified: 

Most reforms in government fail. They do not fail because, once implemented, they yield 

unsatisfactory outcomes. They fail because they never get past the implementation stage at 

all. (p. 346) 

Turning to some of the explanations of why reforms fail, Berman and Fox (2010) provide a useful 

summary of ‘fail’ points, identifying four overarching reasons: failure of concept (a bad idea), a failure 

of implementation (poor execution), failure of marketing (not winning the necessary resources or 

selling the product or process), and failure of self-reflection (failing to properly assess the actual 

weaknesses which the reform is seeking to address). Further explanations can be located in the 

literature about the ‘unintended consequences’ of purposive social action like reforms, and how they 

contribute to perverse outcomes (see, for example, de Zwart 2015; Hirschman 1991; Mica 2014; 

Patashnik 2008). Our deepening understanding of wicked problems equally contributes to explanation 
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of reform failure (when tame solutions are applied to complex problems), as is the work of Watzlawick, 

Weakland and Fisch (1974) who refer to the ‘error of logical typing’ which occurs: 

… either in attempting a first-order change in a situation which can be changed only from the 

next higher logical level … or, conversely, by attempting second-order change when first-order 

change would be appropriate. (p. 39) 

The researcher also acknowledges the significant body of literature relating to organisational theory, 

change management and implementation science that most certainly add perspectives to the analysis 

of why change programs like reforms might not achieve their goals. Mintzberg’s (1993) analysis of 

professional and machine bureaucracies for example is particularly salient, providing insights in to five 

differing organisational constructs and the tensions which emerge, as well as his article (Mintzberg & 

Westley 1992) setting out different levels of change, such as conceptual and concrete, involving 

various change processes such as ‘rethinking’, ‘reconceiving’, ‘restructuring’, “rearranging”, and 

‘redesigning’ and ‘redoing’ (p. 40). Streeck and Thelan (2005) and work by Weick and Quinn (1999) all 

provide valuable insights in to the challenges of organisational change. 

 

However, in exploring the literature, four key explanations emerge as to why crisis-induced reforms 

tend not to transform. These are not to be seen as isolated explanations, but rather, entangled, 

interconnected explanations.  

 

The first explanation is that these types of reforms fail because they stem from a failure; in other 

words, their own failure is due to the fact that they have been instituted because of some form of 

catastrophic, low-probability, high-consequence error or failure. Because of the crisis nature of 

focussing events, they create what Kingdon (2003) refers to as a window of opportunity for reform to 

be activated. The problem lies in the fact that the window is only open for a short period. As Keeler 

(1993) claims, crises present a ‘perilous context’ (p. 478) for undertaking reform. One of those perils 

is that the inquiries which inevitably precede the reform are charged with not only describing what 

the problem was that caused the error/failure, but also for coming up with solutions, and it is these 

solutions that form the recommendations upon which the ensuing reform is based. However, as Cullin 

(2010) advises:  

… the task of solving an identified problem is much more onerous than the task of explaining 

that problem, purely because the former (solution) can have its truth or accuracy measured 

in some way, whereas the latter (explanation), if left to exist in isolation as an untested idea, 

cannot. (p. 177) 



19 
 

Reforms resulting from error also fail because of their tendency to re-script both the existing service 

system, and all the previous reforms which contributed to that system, as failures; indeed, Cuban 

(1990) identifies that for a new reform vision to be accepted, it relies on all previous attempts at 

reform being cast as failures. By so doing, it provides a legitimising environment to change everything 

in order to address the current ‘failure’, often with the same result—failure. This wholesale 

reconstruction of a service system on the back of a single error has catastrophic implications. Stone 

(2012) considers that by casting the ‘focussing event’ not as an isolated incident but as something 

which represents the failure of the whole system, a ‘horror story’ emerges whereby we: 

… deliberately choose one egregious or outlandish incident to represent the universe of cases, 

and then use that example to build support for changes to an entire rule or policy. (p. 169) 

Stone goes on to state that often these stories are not only ‘atypical, but also highly distorted’ (p. 169).  

 

Another pertinent explanation is that crisis-induced reforms are by their very nature episodic, leading 

to Gainsborough’s (2010) claim that ‘periodic scandal leads to periodic reform’ (p. 161). The problem 

with such periodic reform is that they create a temporary flurry of attention and activity, only to fade 

out until the next crisis, resulting in what Stone (2002) refers to as ‘periods of fervent reform-

mindedness and periods of passive acceptance of the status quo’ (p. 149). Further, one of the 

problems of such episodic change is that not only does it fail to lead to any real sustainable change, 

such reforms tend to seek to replace rather than adapt. Whilst there are times when replacement 

rather than adaptation is required, Peters (2005) identifies that rather than a true replacement (i.e. 

one in, one out), what eventuates is a layering of policies and processes which results in an 

‘increasingly complex admixture of policy instruments’ (p. 360), countless and conflicting policy 

positions and procedures, confusion and error. Greene (2005) perhaps characterises these knee-jerk 

crises-led reforms most succinctly when she notes that penal reforms are:  

… characterized by misdirection, obscured goals, harm, stagnation, sinkholes, dubious aims, 

false starts, missteps, circularity, runaway trains, and ruses. (p. 30) 

This seems an apt description to be levelled at most child protection Inquiries and their ensuing 

reforms.  

 

The third explanation relates to how crisis-induced reforms have a tendency towards flawed problem 

definition and oversimplification. Rather than seeking to actually understand the problem in all its 

complexity, there is a requirement to quickly locate the problem and calm the situation down, thus 

fulfilling the ‘anger management’ function of reforms referred to by Jagannathan & Camasso  
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(2013, p. 1). In the aftermath of a crisis, the public need assurances that whatever caused the problem 

will be identified (through some process of inquiry) and that it will not happen again (through reform). 

The problem is that such an approach lends itself to treating the symptoms of a problem, and not the 

causes.   

 

Another reason why poor problem definition occurs is that there can exist a misplaced belief that the 

problem is already known, and because it appears obvious what the problem is, more attention is paid 

to attaching a ready-made ‘solution’ (Conklin, Basadur & VanPatter 2007). In an earlier article, Conklin 

(2005) identifies that this linear, rational approach to problem definition involves trying to guide 

reforms ‘down the linear waterfall’ (p. 6) where X problem can logically be resolved by Y solution. This 

aligns with Rittel’s definition of first-generation approaches to problem management, whereby there 

is a strong tendency towards mechanistic thinking which follows a sequence of ‘find the problem, 

gather information about it, analyse, generate a solution, implement, test and modify’ (Rittel 1972, p. 

391). As Rittel noted, this approach, once lauded as a solution to everything, was ‘followed by an era 

of disappointment’ (p. 390) when it was realised that the problems remained and errors kept 

occurring. However, this form of simplified, rationality-based approach to problem definition and 

solution finding seems to be ever present in today’s reform thinking. Whilst this linear approach might 

work for ‘tame’ problems, it fails miserably when applied to the complexities of wicked problems. 

Such problems, Rittel claims, need a second-generation response which favours a ‘symmetry of 

ignorance’ (p. 394), a sharing of participation, transparency of process, ‘ought to be’ propositions 

(rather than it is, or it will be) and a doubting of everything in order to increase debate and analysis; 

challenge is seen as a virtue, not a problem. It is proposed that the continued failure to adopt such an 

approach to reforms of complex adaptive systems has resulted in their persistently using first-

generation changes which have a tendency not only to ‘disappoint’ but also fail. As a result of this 

misalignment, a severe case of oversimplification occurs.  

 

Lindblom’s (1979) work on ‘disjointed incrementalism’ also has an extraordinary resonance here given 

his analysis of how breaking down complex problems and responding to them individually results in a 

worsening of the situation than if the problem as a whole had been considered. In effect, the slicing 

up of a problem results in the whole being missed. Inquiries into crises have a long historical trait of 

collapsing complexity into micro elements, with the resulting reforms resembling a patchwork of 

disjointed actions which fail to see the whole picture, and thus fail altogether.  
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The fourth explanation is that all crisis-induced reforms are inherently political in nature. They 

represent a powerful political strategy. Calling for reform in the aftermath of a crisis plays a critical 

role in dispersing and lulling public outrage. Politicians will look to ‘highly visible and tangible pieces 

of the puzzle rather than insisting on a comprehensive approach’ (Head 2008, p. 107) thereby causing 

the downstream consequences of oversimplification, rushed inquiries and disjointed and piecemeal 

reform management. The focus on the politics of a problem (and the political implications specifically) 

rather than the actual issue itself (Cuban 1990) inhibits decisions being made about actions which will 

lead to long-term change and, in so doing, encourages short-term, quick-win decisions. These wins act 

as trade-offs and placatory measures rather than a genuine attempt at responding to the causes of 

the problem. After all, in politics, perceptions become reality; the perception of doing something is 

more critical than actually doing something. As Epstein (2003) pointedly notes: 

Indeed, rummaging through the attic of historical fairy tales for solutions to social problems 

is political entertainment rather than a disciplined search … (p. 690).   

Politicians and the public in such scenarios are impatient and demand fixes, and when the proposed 

‘fixes’ fail to deliver in a timely manner, they will ‘jettison one reform measure to introduce another 

which shows more promise for quick results’ (Savoie 1998, p. 398). In the meantime, the underpinning 

organisational environment which often has contributed to the initial crisis remains ‘unmolested 

unchanged, unreformed’ (Epstein 2003, p. 696). 

2.4 Sieber’s Fatal remedies 

As noted earlier, there are many theoretical propositions which assist in making sense of why reforms 

have a tendency towards failure, and the perversity of them not only failing, but leaving the target of 

the reform in a worse position than had the reform not occurred at all. Some of these present as high-

level theoretical explanations, such as path dependency, or socio-political explanations such as 

neoliberalism and public administration. Others provide a more process-orientated explanation, 

including the urgency mechanism, poor problem definition, oversimplification, and formulaic 

approaches which fail to heed the lessons of previous failed reform efforts.  These explanations, whilst 

valuable, seemed to come up short when applied to the vexed question of why crisis-induced child 

protection reforms have such dire consequences for practice, despite practice being established as 

central to both the analysis and the solution to errors in child protection.  
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This research is however particularly keen to explore, and apply, one specific explanatory framework 

which not only encompasses these broader explanations, but also contributes further insights to help 

explain: 

… one of the most remarkable and sorely lamentable patterns of human affairs [which] is also 

one of the most obscure in origin: the culmination of action in effects directly contrary to 

those that were intended. (Sieber 1981, p. 3). 

In 1981, Sieber published Fatal remedies: the ironies of social intervention, which aimed to create a 

new typology about the ‘vexatious experience of worsening the condition that they set out so nobly 

to alleviate’ (p. 3). His work, based on a functionalist paradigm, might easily be assigned to the group 

of typologies and frameworks which congregate around Merton’s concept of ‘unintended 

consequences’, which whilst making a significant contribution to our understanding of perverse 

outcomes, remains the subject of significant contest and debate (see, for example, Baert 1991; 

Campbell 2012; de Zwart 2015; Hood, Margetts & 6 2010; Portes 2000; Sztompka 2012). Sieber 

however is unequivocal that his work, whilst bearing some of the hallmarks of the ‘unintended’, is 

distinctly different. It is those points of separation which led the researcher to apply Sieber’s 

framework to the perversities of child protection reform, in a bid to explore whether it can strengthen 

our understanding as to  why the promises of child protection reform so often fail practice and, in so 

doing, contribute to the reforms’ overall demise.   

 

As an integral part of the process of answering the research question (specifically the sub-question 

regarding Sieber’s contribution) the following will set out the core propositions of Sieber’s framework. 

All references in the following section relate to Sieber’s 1981 work.  

The core propositions 

Sieber seeks to provide an explanatory framework as to how reforms can produce outcomes which 

are directly contrary to those intended. Sieber refers to such perverse outcomes as ‘regression’, which 

he proposes, is caused by ‘conversion mechanisms’ which act to convert the intended outcomes into 

regressive ones. Each of these elements are explored in more detail below. 

Regression 

Regression occurs when an:  

 … intervention rendered the original end-in-view less attainable, or, to state it somewhat 

differently, caused a deterioration in the condition that it was supposed to alleviate. (p. 10) 
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Sieber is at pains to differentiate regression from the vast array of similar phenomena that share some 

common ground. He identifies a ‘universal fascination’ (p. 3) with the whole area of the ‘unintended’, 

which he notes have been variously labelled backlashes, boomerangs, Pyrrhic victories, side effects, 

null effects, counter productivities and perverse incentives (p. 3). Sieber rightly gives 

acknowledgement to the rich historical school of sociological research upon which his thesis is built, 

invoking the names of Weber, Spencer, even Marx and, of course, the father of the unintended, 

Merton, who he describes as having coined the ‘magisterial phrase’, the unanticipated consequences 

of purposive action (p. 28). However, Sieber claims that regression is entirely different to all these 

other constructs of unintended (or unanticipated) consequences. The primary difference rests in the 

claim that: 

… goals not only are unachieved but are confounded by reverse effects that render the 

situation worse than before. (p. 214) 

As he notes, it is entirely possible to have an unintended consequence which does not make things 

worse, although it is regularly aligned with such an outcome. Neither does a null impact (failure to 

change something) because failure to achieve the intended goals equally does not necessarily mean 

the intervention made things worse.  Importantly therefore, Sieber claims that regression not only 

results in a failure to achieve goals, but that a) the situation is actually worsened and b) those goals 

then become even less attainable into the future directly because of the intervention’s actions.  

 

Key to Sieber’s proposal is the focus on intended goals. Sieber identifies that regression can only be 

considered when the ‘end-in-view not be subject to serious dispute’ (p. 13). He accepts that this 

presents a challenge because: 

 Goals are often left quite vague, either consciously or unconsciously, so as to afford leeway 

in action or to gain consensus among key participants and supporters. (p.12) 

Sieber is alert to the possibility that, given the vagueness and multiple number of goals attached to 

reforms, it is entirely likely that some goals are achieved, whilst others are regressed. He refers to this 

as partial regression. Critically, in a case of partial regression, if the target that is regressed is capable 

of undermining other parts of the system, then he considers that the whole intervention can be 

‘likewise undermined’ (p. 16). Sieber also differentiates between two types of goals: the ‘mediate’ 

goal and the ‘terminal’ goal (p. 14). Reforms often articulate what the terminal goals are but they are 

rarely precise or defined, whereas the activity (or means) for achieving the goal (the median goal) is 

subject to audit and compliance requirements. Often the mediate goal is achieved whilst the terminal 

goal is confounded. 
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Two other characteristics of regression are specified. The first is that the regression is not to be 

tethered to one political ideology; indeed, Sieber identifies that regression is ‘impartial’ (p. 8) and that 

the actions of the left, the right, and those in the middle are all prone to reverse effects, and they all 

underestimate the impact. The second is his claim that because regression does not ‘recoil on the 

agent’ (p. 16) agencies within which reforms take place can remain unchanged by the failure. What is 

defeated, or regressively influenced, are specific goals of the reform, not the agency. Sieber identifies 

that the reason for this is that in most cases, the agent has a strong armoury of ‘self-protective devices’ 

(p. 16) to firewall itself against any charge of its actions’ making things worse.  

Conversion mechanisms 

Whilst regression offers a description of an outcome from a reform which results in the worsening of 

the situation, Sieber’s second component—conversion mechanisms—offers an explanation as to how 

regression eventuates. Sieber proposes that: 

Features of interventions that in interaction with their environment produce reverse effects 

will be called conversion mechanisms in recognition of the fact that they convert the 

intentions of the agents into the opposite outcomes. (p. 56, author’s italics) 

Sieber identifies seven such mechanisms: functional disruption, exploitation, goal displacement, 

provocation, classification, overcommitment and placation. This thesis is exploring the application of 

four of these mechanisms. The decision to use only four was based on two considerations: one, a 

pragmatic one of scope and feasibility and secondly, a decision based on best fit. In considering 

Sieber’s explanation about the conversion mechanisms of exploitation, provocation, and classification, 

the researcher considered that whilst each of these could be included, Sieber’s examples gave rise to 

an assessment that these mechanisms were more relevantly applied to issues such as exploitation of 

resources, illegitimate control, and implicit threats which contributed to a regressive outcome. Their 

exclusion is not a reflection of their value, but rather a desire to achieve a high level of applicability to 

the child protection context.   

A summary of the four selected mechanisms is set out in Table 1 below.  
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Table 1: Conversion mechanisms 

FUNCTIONAL DISRUPTION Functional disruption is divided into four discrete elements: 

• Functional imbalance is where an emphasis is placed on ‘a particular 
requirement at the expense of another’ (p. 60), leading to ‘opposition 
between needs that make it impossible to serve one without 
jeopardising the other’ (p. 60). It results from making ‘promises of 
deliverance from some pressing social evil’ (p. 67), leading to simplistic 
solutions in which the achievement of the deliverance is ‘guaranteed 
independent of resources of constraints’ (p. 67). 

• Perverse diagnosis occurs when overriding, proximate causes of 
problems (p. 189) are neglected, and pre-existing needs are 
overlooked. It is caused by trying to ‘treat’ something which is not 
actually the problem, and through ‘discrepant frames of reference’  
(p. 71) between key stakeholders.  

• Overload occurs when ‘unwarranted assumptions are made about the 
target system's capacity to use the prescription correctly. A new 
imperative is imposed upon the target system by the intervention, an 
imperative whose nonfulfillment may cause more damage than good’ 
(p. 73). There is a failure to understand the capacity of the agency to 
absorb newly imposed requirements. Not only are these new 
requirements unattained, but pre-existing services are compromised 
as a result.  

• Functional shift occurs when there is an unexpected windfall from an 
action taken, which then ‘takes precedence over the intended action 
or goal’ (p. 76). The focus of the action shifts from the proposed goal 
to the unexpected one which undermines the ability to achieve the 
intended goal.  

GOAL DISPLACEMENT Goal displacement occurs when ‘an instrumental value becomes a 
terminal value’ (p. 108), with ‘the intended benefits of efficiency taking 
precedence over ends’ (p. 110). What eventuates is that ‘less efficient but 
more effective means are replaced by more efficient but less effective 
means. As a consequence, the ultimate goal is seriously jeopardized’ (p. 
116). Workers’ ‘superior knowledge of rules and regulations’ (p. 117) 
becomes the valued attribute of the agency, with a ‘reverence for 
technique’ taking precedence over outcomes, and where ‘compulsive 
attention to means is a positive requirement’ (p. 108). In short, a means-
end inversion occurs.  

OVERCOMMITMENT Overcommitment is the ‘elevation of ends beyond the capacity for them 
to be fulfilled’ (p. 156) which is triggered ‘when the requirement of a 
balance between resources and demand is violated’ (p. 150). Sieber refers 
to two types of overcommitment: 

• Objective overcommitment, whereby either resources are exhausted 
before the needs have been met, or ‘resources are inadequate at the 
outset to meet expectations; the lack of resources even to achieve 
initial victories’ (p. 151) which results in ‘a new, defective layer of 
organisation is imposed on an already overburdened system’ (p. 152). 

• Subjective overcommitment occurs when ‘expectations are elevated 
beyond the capacity of the intervention to meet them; regardless of 
the rise of resources’ (p. 151). The intervention will ‘open up horizons 
of expectations that are wholly new’ (p. 154), which creates ‘imagined 
future attainments’ (p. 161) as fostered by the intervention’s promise. 
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However, ‘a failure to deliver fully in the promises as subjectively 
scheduled may incur rejection of the intervention in toto and even the 
basic values it represents’ (p. 161).  

PLACATION Whilst Sieber identifies two forms of placation (lulling and exasperation) 
the former is the key focus for this thesis. The ‘lulling effect’ diverts 
attention by ‘welcome assurances of its effectuality’ (p. 166) by providing 
an appearance of progress but without dealing with the actual issue. 
There is a ‘tendency to cope with the symptoms of problems rather than 
with their underlying causes, a tendency that is immediately conducive to 
reassurance that the problem is being dealt with’ (p. 177). Symbolic 
reassurances are ‘gratefully taken at face value, while the actual impact of 
day-to-day practices is not scrutinized’ (p. 180). When symbols of reform 
are launched with ‘much fanfare…we are reassured to the extent that we 
trusted them at the outset and that they now appear willing to do 
something’ (p. 178). 

 

Sieber proposes that when a social intervention occurs (which he defines as ‘any sort of deliberate 

effort to alter a human situation in some desired direction’ (p. 9), the presence of one or more of these 

‘array of social and psychological mechanisms’ interacts with the environment in which the 

intervention is taking place, causing the conversion from good intentions to worsened outcomes. 

Whilst identifying seven conversion mechanisms, he points out that they are unlikely to be the totality 

of mechanisms that may exist: 

These mechanisms should not be thought of as exhaustive, nor … do I have any illusion that 

the last word has been uttered on the dynamics whereby each mechanism produces reverse 

effects. (p.56) 

Sieber also points out that these features are not isolated entities but have ‘interlocking’ 

characteristics (p. 101) and that indeed, it is entirely reasonable to find that some mechanisms actually 

rely on the presence of others in order to be activated. Finally, he notes that in any one intervention 

it is possible to identify several conversion mechanisms at work, especially when the intervention 

involves a level of organisational complexity (p. 186). 

Offering answers? 

Sieber provides a strident defence of why he considers that identifying, understanding and rectifying 

regressive outcomes caused by a process of conversion is a critical area of research. He rails against 

what he considers has been a failure to recognise regression as a distinct issue for social policy and 

reform efforts. As a result, he proposes that regression has been assigned a ‘fugitive status’(p. 25),  

not ‘been accorded the attention by contemporary social science that it deserves’ (p. 27), and 

‘continued to languish at a somewhat primitive level’ (p. 38) leading to its being ‘frequently and 

catastrophically overlooked’ (p. 204). Indeed, he suggests it is this blindness that has played a pivotal 
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role in ensuring reforms continue to have such perverse outcomes, and on the occasions when 

regression, or something akin to it, is identified, he considers that three things have routinely 

occurred. Firstly, such revelations are ‘relegated to a realm of methodological controversy where they 

can be dispatched with little ceremony’ (p. 48). Secondly, the researchers involved are conveniently 

‘dismissed…as disestablishmentarians or chronic debunkers’ (p. 50). Finally, because the possibility of 

admission of failure is ‘demoralizing, because they assault the very foundations of our faith in the 

amelioration of social problems’ (p. 18), Sieber states that the ‘evidence of detrimental impact might 

be concealed, or disbelieved, or obscured by controversy’ (p. 202). 

 

Given that regression has significant potential to cause harm, Sieber proposes that the recognition of 

its distinct characteristics, and understanding how it is caused, are critical in seeking to avoid the more 

‘pernicious effects’ (p. 205) of conversion mechanisms by considering how best to predict and control 

them, rather than to simply ‘acquiesce in their occurrence, on the one hand, or renounce all reform, 

on the other’ (p. 6). 

 

And whilst he acknowledges that these ‘sources of regression might be intractable’ (p. 25, author’s 

italics) and efforts to predict and control them might be ‘doomed to be as hit-and-miss as the 

prognostications of a fortune teller’ (p. 204), he considers that ‘one has reason for hope … that reverse 

effects of many government projects can be substantially tamed’ with a ‘greater degree of anticipatory 

diagnosis and control’ (p. 24). 

 

Sieber then goes on offer what he refers to as ‘precautions’: actions that could be taken with regard 

to each mechanism which he proposes will increase the likelihood that they are detected and tamed. 

His aim is to ‘derive a set of policy guidelines that will be worthy at least of experimentation’ (p. 204) 

which can be activated either before or during implementation of the intervention.  

 

Table 2: Sieber’s precautions 

CONVERSION MECHANISM EXAMPLES OF POSSIBLE ‘PRECAUTIONS’ (pp. 205-213) 

Functional disruption • Identification of system requirements including antithetical ones 

• Assumed dependencies need investigating  

• Understanding the multiplicity of goals of different stakeholders 

• Analyse cultural biases and assumptions about capacity  

Goal displacement  • Specify terminal goals clearly within political constraints 

• Devise measures of achievement against terminal goals rather than 

measuring levels of effort 
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Overcommitment  • Do not launch projects without adequate funding and authority  

• Improve estimation of time and resources required 

• Communicate milestones clearly 

• Add in ‘rising expectation’ factor to estimation of resources 

Placation  • Assess needs and problems independently of political claims before 

launching programs 

• Identify conditions that are required for compromises to be sustained 

• Build in contingency plans 

• Plan evaluation to measure unanticipated events and expose negative 

effects 

 

Sieber also proposes additional evaluative dimensions which need to be incorporated into all 

evaluations so that regression can be identified, including the examination of: 

• Intended versus unintended outcomes 

• Prediction versus non-prediction of outcomes 

• Value of outcomes: positive, null, negative 

• Relevance of outcome to goal versus relevance only to other aspects of the situation, 

that is, side effects (p. 213) 

Alongside the precautions and guidelines above, aimed at the detection and potential taming of the 

influence of conversion mechanisms, Sieber also makes some additional claims regarding the utility of 

his framework.  

 

Sieber is at pains to note that his work is not to be seen as definitive, but rather it is ‘speculative’  

… to stimulate thought along certain promising lines of inquiry so that a full-scale theory may 

eventually be formulated. (p. 55) 

Such an examination, he proposes, creates opportunities to form connections between heretofore 

discrete elements of a social intervention and improve our understanding about how they might 

interact and influence outcomes, both of which will enable us to be better placed to learn how to 

purposefully respond to them. 

 

By developing an increased alertness and atunement to regression and conversion mechanisms, 

Sieber proposes that it will ‘goad us into examining our deepest assumptions about reform’ (p. 24), 

and ‘illumine the social structure with special vividness’ (p. 200). This, he claims, will compel awkward 
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questions to be asked about the role various players have in the production and, in some cases, 

maintenance of, regressive outcomes. This might include examining the ‘powerful social forces that 

lie behind’ (p. 204) conversion and regression, and the role that the ‘legitimation of power’ (p. 201) 

plays in making it possible to sustain those actions which result in perverse outcomes.   

 

Finally, Sieber considers that his propositions act as a circuit breaker to the current ‘plague of 

pessimism’ (p. 17) and ‘failure of nerve’ (p. 18) he observed regarding attempts to improve the human 

condition. Sieber considers there are grounds for optimism that our attempts to change things for the 

better through reform can be improved.  

Critics of Sieber’s framework 

No work which sets out to challenge the established ‘wisdom’ or contribute to the knowledge about 

unintended consequences is without its critics and challenge. Sieber’s work is no exception. The first 

source of critical commentary actually emerges in the book’s foreword, written by Ronald G. Corwin. 

Corwin (1981) considers it a ‘charming fantasy’ (p. xiii) to consider that those in power are sufficiently 

concerned about adverse effects to go through the proposed steps of ‘taming’ regression, and that 

Sieber’s optimism about the ability to control such events places the framework in the realm of 

‘sociological faith’ and not ‘sociological wisdom’ (p. xiii). Corwin is critical of Sieber’s presumption 

regarding the level of consensus about the ultimate goals of an intervention, his neglecting to consider 

the changing nature of goals, and the absence of any parameters about what constitutes a ‘social 

intervention’. Ultimately, Corwin considers it will be ‘challenging to use the typology in research’ (p. 

xvi) although not impossible, and thus remains ‘dubious’ (p. xvi) about any willingness to actually use 

the framework as a process of controlling regression. 

 

Austin (1982) asserts that the title (fatal remedies) seems to give an impression that there is ‘little 

hope for improving on the dismal record of the past’ (p. 639), and that Sieber’s own recommendations 

for challenging the past are ‘vague and global’ (p. 640). Further, Austin contends that Sieber’s selection 

of examples to demonstrate his point were not randomly selected and are therefore ‘questionable in 

terms of their empirical validity’ (p. 641). Austin’s main criticism is that Sieber fails to recognise that 

society is pluralistic, with any number of stakeholders in a fierce competition with each other for 

power. The ‘recognition of these conflicting forces is central to understanding the success or failure 

of reform’ (p. 640). Austin claims that, depending on which ‘ideological fence one sits on’ (p. 641) all 

reforms can have both winners and losers. He therefore considers that Sieber’s attempt at identifying 

failure (which Austin notes is a contested notion anyway), simply as a result of ‘inadequate 
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conceptualisations or poor monitoring’ (p. 641) which can be resolved by reformers’ being more alert 

to regressive tendencies, is wholly inadequate.  

 

Kalinich’s (1982) review claims that Sieber makes an error in his assumption that those in positions of 

authority as well as reformers do not consider or recognise regressive outcomes and therefore fail to 

correct them. Of note, Kalinich states that in the examples Sieber provides as evidence of the presence 

of regression, there were those who raised the possibility of the action leading to a deterioration. This 

leads Kalinich to pose the question he considers is more pertinent to the issue at hand: ‘why those 

individuals or groups were not heard or taken seriously’ (p. 1307). As noted earlier, Sieber does 

however acknowledge this and attempts to address it by noting that there are significant forces at 

work in ensuring such dissenting and critical voices are not accommodated, and can be written out of 

the script in convenient ways so as not to alter the trajectory of the reform. Kalinich also criticises 

Sieber with regard to his minimising of the political influences in reform, noting that ‘the intervention 

is altered through the political process in spite of sound technical advice’ (p. 1308). Sieber’s glossing 

over of this critical part of the whole reform agenda weakens, in Kalinich’s opinion, Sieber’s overall 

framework.  

 

Roos (1982) describes Sieber’s work as a ‘bemuddled book’ and its treatment of the subject matter 

‘very problematic’ (p. 493). Roos notes that it has been a long-standing understanding in social policy 

that even programs with ‘the noblest goals’ (p. 493) end up with unintended consequences, and that 

the problem is not that unintended consequences occur, but is rather our understanding of why they 

happen and what we can do to prevent them. And whilst Roos acknowledges that such an attempt at 

understanding and responding to such consequences is what Sieber intended, he nonetheless 

considers Sieber fails to do that. One of the reasons Roos gives for this failure to meet expectations is 

that he considers Sieber used ‘rather scant and extremely heterogenous examples’  

(p. 494) instead of exploring more ‘really relevant examples’ (p. 494 author’s italics). Roos concludes 

that perhaps there is another conversion mechanism which he calls ‘blockage’: ‘… by proclaiming to 

do something, one person may hinder others entering the same field, yet the field is still left barren’ 

(p. 494). Roos concludes by suggesting that Sieber’s work might fall into this category.  

 

Finally, Deutscher (1983), whilst lauding praise on the book and describing it as ‘identifying, 

illuminating and illustrating’ (p. 176) which ‘stimulates and provokes’, considers that Sieber’s error 

was that he ‘tried to solve it too…his solutions are less than convincing’ (p. 176).  

  



31 
 

Summary: Sieber’s theory 

Sieber, in developing his framework of regression and conversion mechanisms, has sought to 

contribute, rather than replace or dismiss, other sociological and social policy explanations as to why 

well-intentioned reforms have a perverse tendency towards failure. Indeed, many of the elements of 

his framework acknowledge, or incorporate, the contributions of these other propositions. Whilst 

undoubtedly Sieber’s theory, like all other such theories, has its own shortcomings, the researcher 

considers it provides a viable framework to guide the analysis of the data which emerged from the 

field research (see Chapter 5). And whilst it is acknowledged that Sieber’s framework adopts a 

technical-rationalist stance, it has been possible to apply it to through a methodological approach 

which privileges the non-rationalist elements of his work, whereby the framework was adapted 

(through the journey of the research process) to take account of the political and ideological context 

of the reform process. By applying it to contemporary child protection reform, the aim is to consider 

whether Sieber’s framework can lead to a deeper understanding about how that reform might have 

resulted in a paradoxical worsening of the very things it claimed to be resolving. Such an application 

may provide opportunities to further refine, define or clarify Sieber’s initial framework. The findings 

of that application will be explored in Chapter 6. 

2.5 Reforming statutory child protection 

Whilst child protection reform literature has tended to concentrate on ‘focussing event’ reforms, it is 

important to recognise that child protection departments, both in Australia and internationally, have 

engaged in practice-based reforms where there has been a bottom up approach to fundamentally 

redesign services and address identified systems issues which were getting in the way of improved 

outcomes. An example of this includes the ‘Reclaiming Social Work’(RSW)3 model in the UK, which 

completely reconfigured the way a child protection service is delivered. Jurisdictions worldwide have 

also introduced the ‘Signs of Safety’ (SOS)4 practice approach as a way of reforming service delivery. 

Such redesigns have been limited in number but where there has been a systematic, sustained, 

planned and practitioner led approach to reform, generally there have been some very positive 

contributions to the knowledge base about ‘what works’ in the complex environments of child 

protection departments. Importantly, unlike crisis-induced reforms, these types of reform are often 

independently evaluated (Forrester et al. 2013; Salveron et al. 2015). 

 

 
3 For more information, please go to https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/scaling-and-deepening-
the-reclaiming-social-work-model 
4 For more information, please go to https://www.signsofsafety.net 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/scaling-and-deepening-the-reclaiming-social-work-model
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/scaling-and-deepening-the-reclaiming-social-work-model
https://www.signsofsafety.net/
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This thesis however is specifically considering reforms which have emerged from ‘focussing events’, 

which, as Harrison, Harries and Liddiard (2014) note, ‘have been the driver behind much of the reform 

of Australian child protection and child welfare’ (p. 30). Mansell et al. (2011) explain that these reforms 

take on a familiar pattern: 

Although somewhat of a simplification, most calls for reform can usefully be described as 

either an attempt to (1) increase the level of surveillance and response, or to (2) decrease 

powers and mitigate overly excessive responses. (p. 2076) 

On one side of the continuum are reforms Mansell and colleagues refer to as ‘do more’ reforms  

(p. 2076), focussing on net widening so as to ensure that any child who is at risk, or in risk, is able to 

be identified and offered protective supports. On the other side of the spectrum are ‘do less’ reforms 

(p. 2077). Here the system is considered to be too invasive, drawing too many children and families 

unnecessarily into the system. These reforms tend to see increases in strengths-based, family-

orientated interventions (case conferences, family group conferences, differential responses, 

diversion, preventative interventions). A unifying feature of both these reform efforts, Mansell et al. 

note, is a shared frustration that ‘none of their reforms appear to be successful as new crises of 

confidence emerge after the introduction of their respective reforms’ (p. 2077). Whilst child 

protection reforms claim that they will result in a reduction in the likelihood of error, Mansell et al. 

identify that: 

… any single issue led reforms aimed at reducing one kind of error will unavoidably have the 

unintended consequence of making the other kind of error more likely. (p. 2078) 

Another consistent feature of crisis-induced reforms of child protection is that inquiries that trigger 

reforms continually produce what Cooper (2005) describes as ‘terse, lifeless, abstract series of 

recommendations’ (p. 6): enhanced procedures and policies, greater standardisation, restructuring, 

increased monitoring and surveillance, risk shedding through sharing responsibility for child 

protection, and paradigm swings between child rescue or family preservation. In addition, without 

exception, such reforms are heralded in with a fanfare of ‘lessons have been learnt’, ‘never again’ and 

this reform will ‘fix’ the broken system.  Alvin Schorr and Kahn (2000) outline three main ‘types’ of 

reform which have been employed in attempts to fix the system: administrative reform (systems and 

service design), practice reform (manuals, procedures, IT systems) and radical reform (reorientation 

and reorganisation). What tends to eventuate is a fulsome embrace of administrative reform, a nod 

towards practice reform, and the rhetoric of radical reform without the follow through. 
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In considering the significant body of literature on the numerous reform attempts which have 

emerged from catastrophic failures, what is self-evident is that such reforms have all the trademarks 

of the aforementioned explanations of why they fail: they are episodic and discontinuous, mostly 

eventuate from single errors,  they are deeply political, there is a strong feature of anger management 

to quell an anxious and angry public, the inquiries and reforms are often rushed and have the same 

fail points of oversimplification and woefully inadequate problem definition. Critically, they 

continually repeat the same reform ‘formula’ whilst claiming to achieve a different result, and do so 

in agencies which are multilayered, complex and fragile, causing simplified ‘solutions’ to be ineffective, 

disruptive and, in many cases, debilitating. Such episodic rupturing of these systems leads to ‘deep 

system instability via almost constant, ineffective and reactive, single-issue policy and system changes’ 

(Mansell et al. 2011, p. 2078). Lonne et al. (2008) suggest that reforms are all too often undertaken in 

an ‘evidential vacuum’ (p. 7) with a one-size-fits all approach, which fails miserably to address the 

underlying culture and prevailing ideology. Their assessment is sobering: 

… despite innumerable valuable attempts to restructure and reform them, the available 

evidence overwhelmingly indicates that they are failing and have for some time. (p. 56) 

Garrett (2009b) confirms this dire assessment in his critical review of reform attempts in the UK, which 

he variously describes as having ‘shallowness’, ‘depthlessness’ and ‘superficiality’ (p. 3). He points to 

the powerful forces of neoliberalism as an explanation, noting that reforms are all too often ‘soaked 

and saturated with market based ideological presuppositions’ (p. 38). In Garrett’s assessment, these 

ideologically infused reforms make recommendations for change which ‘are intensely backward 

looking’ (p. 152). Munro, perhaps the most esteemed academic practitioner in contemporary times, 

has contributed significantly to the collective consciousness about the futility of these reforms. In an 

article penned with Calder (Munro & Calder 2005), they note that attempts to reform child protection 

have ‘been tried and failed before’ (p. 440). They pose a poignant question, asking whether the 

government of the day will accept some responsibility for the next child death for:  

… not only failing to tackle the problems in child protection but also [for having] distracted 

front line staff from this vulnerable group of children. (p. 444)  

Munro strengthens this point in her seminal review of the UK child protection system, where she 

notes: 

The problem is that previous reforms have not led to the expected improvements in frontline 

practice. Moreover, there is a substantial body of evidence indicating that past reforms are 

creating new, unforeseen complications. (Munro 2010b, p. 5) 
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Two consistent themes emerge from the literature. On the one hand, there seems to be unanimous 

agreement that child protection systems need to be reformed (see for example Chapman 2004; Cohen 

2005; Connolly & Smith 2010; Garrett 2009b; Lonne et al. 2008; Mansell et al. 2011; Skinner & Bell 

2007; Waldfogel 1998, 2004). Whilst there is a level of consistency among these authors about what 

is wrong with the child protection system (forensic, incident based, crisis driven, poorly funded, 

inadequate staffing, high turnover, debilitating workloads etc.), they come up short on an agreed set 

of viable solutions, favouring evidence-based and conceptually cohesive  paradigm shifts which remain 

aspirational as they represent overwhelming challenges to the current bureaucratic order of things 

(Cohen 2005). As Mansell et al. (2011) correctly reflect: 

Child protection commentators and reformers generally agree that there is an intractable 

problem. However, they tend to disagree on the causes of systemic failure and on what can 

and should be done about it. (p. 2076) 

The second theme is that the reforms that have occurred to date have failed to address the problems 

in child protection and, in some cases, have made the situation worse (Ainsworth & Hansen 2006; 

Blome & Steib 2008; Cooper 2005; Ferguson 2005; Gainsborough 2010; Munro 2005; Smith, S 2002). 

The explanations often circulate around those offered above about the nature, approach and content 

of reform efforts. For example, the amplification of one issue (such as a child death) to represent the 

whole, encouraging the idea that these rare events happen all the time, provides legitimacy to expand 

any inquiry to more than the focussing event (see Clapton, Cree & Smith 2013). On the back of one 

tragic case, the whole system can be redesigned, often with dire consequences. They often suffer from 

poor problem definition and oversimplification, despite a growing recognition of the complexity of 

child protection systems, because there remains a strong underpinning presumption that failure was 

predictable and therefore preventable: 

This assumption frames the circumstances and actions that surround the case or event under 

investigation primarily in relation to that event. This means that the randomness and 

uncontrollability of certain circumstances may not be acknowledged. (Buckley & O'Nolan 

2013, p. 24) 

What eventuates is an extreme version of oversimplification, girded by a fundamental belief in 

rationality and linearity, thus setting the scene for simplified equations, decontextualised processes, 

machine-like mapping and standardised pathways to emerge as a response to taming the systemic 

unpredictability. This results in a strong reliance on symbols of reform (new departments, more 

funding, legislative change, more procedures, better oversight). Buckley (2015) refers to these reforms 

as perverse reforms: they have a tendency to respond to what are relatively minor problems (although 
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it might be significant if looked at in isolation) which generate major recommendations for change, 

there is a disproportionate investment in elements of the reform which are likely to have the least 

amount of impact, they are invariably uncosted, lack any strategic intent, and can perversely lead to 

the growth of problems rather than resolving them. Whilst Buckley explores what an ‘intelligent’ 

reform might entail (focus on depth, not sweeping everything away, grounded in logic), these 

represent a challenge to the current order of public service and political symbolism, so whilst the logic 

is impeccable, such ‘intelligent’ reforms remain aspirational.  

2.6 A practice orientation to reform failures 

Whilst all of the aforementioned propositions and analysis of reform failures have strong explanatory 

powers and, in the context of child protection, make impeccable sense in understanding the failure of 

crisis-induced focussing-event reforms in child protection to at best not lead to real change and, at 

worse, lead to failure, there is something of a disconnect when considering one of the unifying 

features of inquiries and their reforms: practice.  

 

Without exception, all inquiries emerging from a focussing event engage in a process of forensic 

scrutiny of what practitioners did, or failed to do, with regard to the event/case. Such an in-depth 

analysis routinely yields a searing assessment of practice: poor assessments, practice blindness and 

misplaced, naïve optimism, poor decision making and woeful lack of judgement and insight, carried 

out by inexperienced workers with sub-optimal training who have low morale and experience 

excessively high caseloads and burnout. Increasingly, there has been a gradual move away from what 

Garrett (2009) describes as a process of public ritual humiliation and demonisation of ‘stereotypical 

characters, and, seemingly, easily identifiable ‘villains’’ (p. 145), towards a more evidenced informed 

analysis and problem definition of the atrocious state of applied practice and the consequences this 

has for children’s safety. Equally, more contemporary inquiries have been able to articulate a clear 

envisioned future state of applied practice, identifying what needs to be in place for it to thrive and, 

ergo, outcomes improve. Such inquiries, as noted earlier, routinely produce a tranche of 

recommendations, some of which are intended to address these practice deficits and, in so doing, 

strengthen applied practice capability and depth, in the knowledge that it makes a profound 

difference to the safety outcomes for children. Despite such efforts, without fail, when reforms are 

viewed through the prism of practice, what emerges is a clear sense that the rhetoric of practice 

reform fails to eventuate and, paradoxically, reforms which claim to strengthen applied practice 

appear to have the opposite effect in that they contribute to its continued degradation. This, as will 

be explored in the next section, increases the likelihood of future error given the critical role applied 
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practice plays in keeping children safe. The irony is that whilst the role of applied practice in protecting 

children has been clearly evidenced in contemporary inquiries and recent reforms, it continues to be 

an unintended casualty of reform. 

 

This thesis proposes that it is this failure to respond to the practice agenda of child protection which 

not only leads to practice degradation, but critically, because it provides the keystone to enabling 

other elements of the child protection system to function, failure to strengthen applied practice 

compromises the whole reform. In other words, reforms fail because they fail practice. The next 

section will investigate further this concept of practice, before considering how reforms have 

influence practice in such regressive ways. 

  



37 
 

 

PART 2: Applied practice 

2.7 Introduction to Part 2  

Part 2 of the literature review will focus on the second element of this thesis: the concept of ‘applied 

practice’. It will explore what applied practice entails, and how such practice creates the optimal 

opportunities for protective interventions to enhance child safety. It will then explore the way in which 

applied practice has, through a confluence of contextual factors, been degraded and de-emphasised, 

with significant consequences for children, their families and practitioners in child protection.  

2.8 Practice 

As a term, ‘practice’ is so seemingly obvious as to preclude the need for explanation or definition, but 

when academics and practitioners do try to explain it, an agreed meaning eludes them both. Turnell 

(2006) sums this up eloquently when he notes that those who write about practice ‘largely miss what 

it’s like to do the work’ whilst those that do the work, are usually ‘unable to meaningfully describe, or 

theorise, what they do’ (p. 71). As Bourdieu (1990) reflects: 

Practice has a logic which is not that of the logician. This has to be acknowledged in order to 

avoid asking of it more logic than it can give, thereby condemning oneself either to wring 

incoherence’s out of it or to thrust a forced coherence upon it. (p. 86) 

However, even a cursory trawl through the countless reports, inquires and coronial inquests into child 

protection quickly identifies that practice is seen as central to protecting children and, inversely, the 

absence of practice has profound impacts on a child’s safety.   

 

Whilst practice is comprised of a number of elements (administrative, legislative, operational and 

procedural for example), the specific focus of this thesis relates to what the researcher will refer to as 

‘applied practice’ which involves practitioners’ skill, judgement, insight and wisdom to turn the 

engagement from a technical compliance process into a genuinely meaningful intervention. Such 

practice has perhaps remained the most elusive with regard to description and definition, and has 

thus struggled to fit into the more technical definitions of ‘practice’, where the boundaries are clearly 

defined, standardised and manualised. This lack of ‘fit’ best represents the broader tension between 

the science of practice, with its structure, predictability and measurability, and the artistry of practice, 

which calls for flexibility, creativity, intuition and living in the grey and messiness of human behaviour. 

It is what Turnell, Munro and Murphy (2013) refer to as ‘the soft stuff’ which resides in the ‘skilfulness 
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of the professionals’ as opposed to the ‘hard stuff’ which might for example include legislation, 

procedures and IT systems (p. 201). Weick (2000) provides a useful analogy with the idea of practice 

having two ‘voices’: one which has a ‘richness of emotion, the intimacy of shared feelings, and the 

ease of unedited thoughts’ and the other ‘framed by logic, rationality, and rules, where right and might 

are more important than care and comfort and where winning eclipses warmth and worry’ (p. 398). 

She insightfully concludes that practitioners need to be bilingual, to speak with both voices. A more 

tactile explanation comes from Lillrank and Liukko (2004) who helpfully use the metaphor of a simple 

broom:  

A broom is made out of three components, a hard, unyielding stick; a soft, flexible part made 

of a bundle of straws; and a connector between these. The stick provides rigidity and reach, 

the straw flexibility and tenacity. The connector represents routines where rigidity and 

flexibility are brought together. (p. 44)  

Before exploring the boundaries of applied practice, it is important to clarify two issues. The first is 

that whilst the research will seek to set out a solid evidence base for the critical role of applied practice 

in child protection, there is an accepted reality that even in the most optimal of organisational 

conditions, what is portrayed in this chapter may still be considered something of an unrealistic ideal. 

This is revisited in Chapter 7. It has also been argued that such a practice focussed system may never 

be realistically fit for purpose (see for example, Parton 2014). Second, the focus on applied practice is 

not undertaken in an attempt to dismiss or degrade the relevancy of other forms of knowing and doing 

in practice, such as technical knowledge (through procedural guidance for example) and theoretical 

knowledge. It is a given that quality applied practice is evidence based and evidence informed, drawing 

on a wide body of knowledge of practice, and knowledge for practice. Gray (2002) wonderfully 

articulates that practice is devoid of meaning without theory and science to guide its application, 

noting that ‘bereft of theory, we would be groping our way through an inscrutable world’ (p. 420). 

What, however, is proposed is that theoretical and technical knowledge alone will not good 

practitioners make. This position is supported by Hyslop (2013) when he claims: 

Elements of social work knowledge are doubtless of a rational - technical character, but the 

application of knowledge in practice, and the creation of understandings ‘with’ clients in the 

process of practice, involves a knowledge form of a different order. (p. 225) 
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2.9 A ‘knowledge form of a different order’ 

At the heart of this thesis is the proposition that unless the practitioner can demonstrate Hyslop’s 

‘knowledge of a different order’, (cited above) technical capabilities will be inadequate in and of 

themselves. As Sheppard and Charles (2015) note: 

The need for social work to display both heart (interpersonal) and head (intellectual) has been 

a long held position widely agreed in social work … however, practitioners are expected to 

have both: to be intellectually able and interpersonally skilled. (Sheppard & Charles 2015,  

p. 1838, authors’ italics). 

There is a deep vein of literature which sets out the interpersonal skills to which Sheppard and Charles 

refer. Hyslop (2007) talks about honesty, integrity, humility and courage, with an ability to work in a 

‘conflicted milieu’ through the ‘ethical craft’ of practice (p. 9). Rawlings et al. (2014) reflect on how 

the practitioners’ ‘exceptional skills’ are ‘founded on their values, experiences, training and problem-

solving attributes’ (p.85), and Cooper confidently concludes: 

I do not believe it is possible to do effective child protection work … unless there is a capacity 

to experience and engage with intense emotional pain, anger, disbelief, the desire to punish 

and retaliate, and the balancing impulse for compassion.  

I would say that this means the capacity to both endure intensity of emotional and intellectual 

pain and turmoil, and exercise measured thought, analysis and judgement. The answer lies 

not in one or the other, but in both. (Cooper 2005, p. 5) 

All of these practice competencies and skills congregate within the context of a professional 

relationship, the centrality of which has been well established in the literature (see, for example, 

Munro 2011b; Skinner & Bell 2007; Turnell & Edwards 1997). Such a relationship requires 

extraordinary practitioner skills because, as Cooper (2005) goes on to say: 

It makes for no ordinary relationship, and it requires something considerably beyond ordinary, 

everyday psychological capacities to respond effectively under such circumstances. (p. 8) 

In exploring those ‘beyond ordinary’ capacities, a search of the literature revealed an extensive array 

of practitioner interpersonal attributes deemed essential for applied practice.  
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Table 3: Interpersonal attributes 

 

✓ Interactional and transactional expertise, such as purposeful listening, relational 

perceptiveness, instructive communication, being present and down to earth, respectful and 

courteous, critically empathetic, thoughtful, genuine, authentic and non-judgemental. 

✓ Acute observational and attunement skills, which are ‘multi-level’ (Baines 2004, p. 37) and 

‘emotionally observant’ (Cooper 2005, p. 6) complemented by ‘emotional listening’ (see Ruch 

2007b, p. 376), achieved through having ‘layered attentiveness’ (Hyslop 2007, p. 9) whilst also 

being minimally intrusive. 

✓ Reliability, availability and trustworthiness. 

✓ Reflectiveness, mindfulness, informed ethical self-awareness (Abramson 1996; Broadhurst & 

Mason 2014), self-regulation, purposeful use of self and sound ethical reasoning and informed 

(ethical and knowledge based) decision making. 

✓ Intuitive, inductive, creative and imaginative. 

✓ An aptitude for mental simulation; the ability to piece together information, consider and 

visualise all available options, recognise patterns, (see van de Luitgaarden 2009), and engage in 

reflexive exploration of alternative propositions by considering differing perspectives from a 

range of other professionals.  

✓ Optimistic and hopeful, yet realistic, prudent and grounded.   

✓ Passionate and compassionate, blended with dignity, integrity, humanity and humility; Hyslop 

(2007) describes this artfully:      

Without passion, social workers may function as very capable operatives within the 

statutory child protection system but they will never generate inspired practice. (p. 7)  

✓ Self-care, shame resiliency, (see Gibson, 2014) and self-compassion, which Neff, Kirkpatrick and 

Rude (2007) note, is all about having the;  

… right amount of distance from one’s emotions so that they are fully experienced while 

being approached with mindful objectivity. (p. 140) 

✓ Analytical, curious, interpretative, sceptical, explorative, evaluative, inquisitive, with an 

‘ordered intentionality’ (de Montigny 2018, p. 455), a stance of uncertainty, and a dialectic 

mindset (Reder & Duncan 1999). 

✓ Adaptable, with what Hyslop refers to as ‘situational flexibility’ (Hyslop 2007, p. 8), being 

responsive to dealing with the fluidity of practice, tolerating the unknown, spontaneously 

responsive to the unexpected (Ferguson 2018b) and an ability to embrace contradiction, 

ambiguity (Hyslop 2007) and the inevitability of error 
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✓ Courageous, tenacious, confident and resilient.  

✓ Being judicious with the invested authority of statutory practice, and using power wisely. 

✓ Insightfulness into the lived experiences, concerns, anger and fear of parents and children 

when facing intervention by the child protection service (see, for example, Dumbrill 2006), 

balanced with an ability to value their contribution and insights with ‘honest mutuality’  

(de Montigny 2018, p. 453). 

✓ Maturity (emotional and intellectual) so as to put the experiences encountered in practice into 

perspective, and not get overwhelmed, coupled with alertness to not being captured or 

ensnared by the complexities of a situation.  

✓ A critical awareness of the way in which politics and bureaucracies’ interface with practice, and 

how to navigate what Gibson (2014) refers to as a ‘troubled conscience’ (p. 422) when the 

practitioners want something to be done and the agency rules prevent or restrict that ability. 

✓ Being confident to consider, and take when necessary, calculated and informed risks. 

✓ The skills to hold in balance the duality of practice; on the one hand, building rapport and 

forming relationships of trust, whilst also making judgements, critical assessments and 

complex decisions. 

✓ An appetite for knowledge, met through an unwavering commitment to practice development 

and the mastery of practice. 

✓ Cultural humility, emerging from a blending of all of the above identified skills, with the 

practitioner’s cultural competence, sensitivity, confidence and awareness. Such practice is 

based on respect, dignity and authenticity, patience, a genuine understanding of a culture’s 

history, about trauma and dispossession, a recognition of power, and purposefully responding 

to issues of anger, anxiousness and mistrust. 

✓ Inclusiveness, and an expressed and demonstrable commitment to, and acceptance of, 

diversity. 

 

2.10 ‘Metacompetencies’ 

By utilising these interpersonal practice skills, it becomes possible for child protection practitioners to 

demonstrate a set of what Regehr et al. (2010) refer to as ‘higher order metacompetencies’ (p. 622). 

These metacompetencies, it is argued, convert surface-level activities into protective engagements 

with practice depth and include, for example, sense making, judgement forming, practice wisdom, 

intuition, critical reflection, emotional intelligence, and analysis. These are considered further below.  
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The skill of sense making is about being able to work in chaotic, complex and unpredictable situations, 

where there are ‘multiple fallible indicators’ (Helm, 2011 p. 897) and still be able to comprehend what 

is happening. Buckley (1999) describes how the worker, amidst this risk-laden environment, has to 

make sense of disparate bits of case history and presenting information, apply meaning, form a 

coherent overview to create a cumulative picture, interpret what is happening and why, spot how a 

whole range of variables interact, and ascribe a value to various elements of risk and protection. Such 

a process, Brandon et al. (2008) note, enables practitioners to move from:  

… dense descriptions to theoretically informed analysis … to accommodate and make sense 

of what might otherwise appear to be a simple accumulation of facts. (p. 63)  

Practitioners are then required to make structured professional judgements, which as Cook (2017) 

identifies, involves:  

… the integration of sensory, intuitive, emotional and relational information. This is complex, 

skilled and demanding work, requiring workers to draw on their personal and practice 

experience. (p. 422) 

Such a merging of so many elements highlights the fact that sound judgement is necessarily subjective 

as well as objective, structured as well as unstructured (Sheets 1996). As de Montigny (2018) reflects, 

the assessment and judgement of clients’ lives is ‘incorrigibly impressionistic, inchoate, and ineffable’ 

(p. 457). Gray and Gibbons (2007) highlight how perception, reasoning, reflection, imagination, 

intuition, and interpreting are central to both sense making and judgement forming, noting they are 

‘personal capacities’ (p. 235) which are developed, refined and improved with practice.  

 

The ability to make decisions in child protection is an endeavour fraught with profound anxiety and 

risk, in real time, in real-world situations which are complex and contested (Helm 2016). It demands 

from the worker an ability to tolerate profound uncertainty, manage competing and contradictory 

perspectives, and formulate theoretically informed and evidence-based decisions, on issues which 

‘philosophers have argued about for the last two thousand years’ (Dingwall, Eekelaar & Murray 1983, 

p. 244). The best course of action is rarely clear and often does not even exist, leading Gray and 

Gibbons (2007) to note that often there are no right answers, only choices. Phillips, Klein and Sieck 

(2004) conclude: 

An important attribute of expert decision makers is that they seek a course of action that is 

workable, but not necessarily the best or optimal decision. (p. 305) 
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Applied practice requires practitioners to be able to not simply apply ‘cook book’ solutions but be 

‘intuitive decision makers’ (Gray & Gibbons 2007, pp. 223 - 224) who accept that they make choices 

for which they have to be accountable. Some of those choices may be subsequently deemed to be 

‘bad’ decisions. Howitt (1992) however suggests that the notion of a ‘bad decision’ implies that there 

were good decisions possible at that time; he considers this a ‘dubious proposition’ and asks whether 

there ‘can be a good decision in circumstances in which all of the options are vexed?’ (p.197).  

 

Applied practice also requires practitioners to be confident to be able to amend decisions they may 

have made, as new disconfirming information emerges. As Munro (1996) reflects: 

All social workers make many misjudgements because of the complexity of the work, but 

skilled social workers recognize their fallibility and are open to rethinking their assessments 

and decisions. Therefore, they will more often decide their previous view was misguided.  

(p. 806) 

It is critical that, in their decision making, practitioners are alert to the meaning they have applied to 

specific pieces of information, to guard against selective interpretations, and scrutinise personal 

biases and personal values to understand how they might be influencing what is seen, what is not 

seen, and what meaning it has (see Reder, Duncan & Gray 1993).  

 

This brings into play the essentiality of the practitioners’ reflectivity and critical thinking as key 

attributes of applied practice.  

Reflective practice acknowledges the relevance of diverse sources of knowledge—practice 

wisdom, intuition, tacit knowledge and artistry as well as theory and research—for 

understanding human behaviour. (Ruch 2005, p. 116) 

Reflection enables the ‘what if’, the ‘how’ and the ‘why’ questions to be considered, and provides 

opportunities for creativity, for imagination, for analysis, and understanding how the ‘self’ influences 

decision making and judgement forming (see Adamowich et al. 2014; Reupert 2006). Ferguson (2018a) 

explores reflectivity in the context of the emotionally charged environment of child protection, noting 

how refection itself can be painful, leading to what he refers to as the ‘defended nature of the self’ 

when a worker protects themselves from the ‘unbearable levels of anxiety’ (p. 416). It requires 

practitioner skill, insight and humility to expose themselves, through reflection and supervision, to 

relive this anxiety, but it is essential if they are going to make sound judgements and informed 

decisions. Through reflective practice, practitioners demonstrate and foster curiosity, and an appetite 
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for knowledge, and it enables them to show they are taking responsibility for their practice, actions, 

decisions and thinking processes. 

 

Critical thinking requires the use of both intuitive and analytical thinking, reasoning and knowledge 

(see D'Cruz, Gillingham & Melendez 2007; Gambrill 2013; Munro 1999; Sheppard & Charles 2015). The 

activation of various forms of thinking (convergent, divergent, parallel, lateral and analogical for 

example) reflect the very essence of the complexity of practice itself: practice is a fusion of all of the 

practitioner’s thinking, knowing, reasoning and emotional capabilities, as without such a melding, the 

worker is simply ‘ticking boxes’; in fact, critical thinking and reasoning requires the worker to think 

outside the box, in order to be able to sense make and problem solve (Tilbury, Osmond & Scott 2010). 

 

Perhaps the most contested aspect of applied practice relates to the practitioner’s use of practice 

wisdom and intuition. Practice wisdom, Weick (2000) describes, is the: 

… accumulation of knowledge that is flavored with the richness and intricacies of years of 

collective practice experience. It includes finely honed intuition, penetrating powers of 

observation, flashes of insight, and the warm waters in which human connections are forged. 

Patience, humor, mutual respect, and self-discipline are its hallmarks. (p. 400) 

Much has been written and debated about the place, role and relevance of practice wisdom and 

intuition (Blome & Steib 2008; Cheung 2017; Goldstein 1990; Munro 1998; Samson 2015; Scott, D 

1990; Zeira 2010). Whilst conscious, rational and logical thinking has been seen as superior, recent 

exploration of the role of intuitive reasoning has started to question this assumption. Munro, for 

example, notes: 

Conscious logical thinking has quite rightly been highly valued as a human attribute, but the 

traditional view that it is inherently superior to intuition and emotion has been overturned by 

developments in neuropsychology. (2011b, p. 89) 

Intuition is a part of practice which is active, spontaneous and dynamic. It is not unfettered, knee-jerk 

‘doing’, or simply working from folklore, instinct or unconscious ways of thinking. It is practised 

wisdom, educated intuition (see Hogarth 2003), where the doing informs the knowing (Hyslop 2009). 

It is uncommon sense (Cheung, 2017, borrowing a term coined by Gammack, 1982). It is that strange 

‘feeling’ of knowing’ (Hogarth 2010, p. 344), and those ‘gut feelings in the mind’ (Haidt 2001, p. 825). 

Hyslop (2007) poetically recounts his observations as to what it looks like in practice: 
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There is a certain ‘look’ that can be seen in an experienced child protection practitioner—a 

‘stillness’—not avoidance of complexity or the frozen disablement that practice dilemmas can 

induce, but a calmness, a layered attentiveness that comes from occupying the eye of the 

storm. (p. 9) 

It is a form of knowing which is different from other forms of knowing, and plays a key role in helping 

identification, detection and explanation in practice (Chu & Tsui 2008).  Very often, it provides the 

starting point of a practitioner’s assessment, drawing their attention seemingly unconsciously to 

‘potentially salient information before it was rationally accessible’ (Cook, 2017, p. 441). 

 

Importantly however, intuition and practice wisdom are not replacements for theory or 

methodological frameworks of practice.  Goldstein (1990) is at pains to point out that practice wisdom 

contributes to the development of theory and methods of practice. It is the joining of the knowing 

that, knowing what and knowing how, into what Cheung (2017) calls an ‘embodied co-entanglement’ 

(p. 622).  

 

Two other metacompetencies contribute to the practitioner’s ability to engage in applied practice. 

The first is that they must be emotionally intelligent and, as Morrison (2007) notes, work intelligently 

with emotions (p. 246): both enable practice to become ‘emotionally alive’ (Cooper 2005 p. 7). Ingram 

(2013a) positions the emotional elements of practice as something which have ‘a significant impact 

on the content, direction and experience of practice’ (p. 6). Without emotion-informed understanding, 

there is no practice, just activity. Morrison (2007) expresses this sublimely: 

Thinking devoid of emotional knowledge is as problematic as emotion devoid of thought.  

(p. 256) 

This is because applied practice is emotional practice; practitioners needs to be alert to their own 

emotions and how these are influencing them (see Salovey & Mayer 1990), whilst at the same time 

be able to recognise, understand, decipher, monitor, make sense and manage the emotional content 

of the client (see Ingram 2013b). Being able to remain emotionally composed and available, whilst at 

the same time not be emotionally overwhelmed, are significant skills to ensure judgements and 

decisions are balanced and informed (see, for example, Ferguson 2005; Turney & Ruch 2016). Howe 

(2008) summarises it well when he notes ‘what we see, what we think, and how we behave are deeply 

influenced by that emotion’ (p. 31). This lends credibility to Hogarth’s contention (2003) that we need 

to treat emotions as data because ‘our emotional systems are providing us with information that may 

contain wisdom we cannot articulate’ (p. 23).  
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Finally, practitioners must be able to practice with: 

… an eyes-wide-open, ‘boundaried’, authoritative approach aimed at containing anxiety and 

ensuring the child’s needs stay in sharp focus. (Tuck 2013, p. 10) 

One of the unique elements of practice in statutory child protection services is that practitioners must 

act and practice with authority, and act authoritatively, decisively and consistently (see Sidebotham 

et al. 2016). Laming (2003b), in reviewing the death of Victoria Climbie in the UK5, suggested 

practitioners needed to have a stance of ‘respectful uncertainty’ (p. 205) which allows them to remain 

curious, ask challenging questions and use their authority wisely.  The serious case review of Baby 

Peter in 20096 described authoritative intervention as ‘urgent, thorough, challenging’ (London 

Safeguarding Children's Board Haringey 2009, p. 24). Engaging in such practice, Sidebotham (2013) 

notes, requires practitioner confidence, experience and situational responsiveness and, importantly, 

‘is dependent on the holder’s character, knowledge and skills as much as their position’ (p. 1). Whilst 

social workers in statutory work have considerable ‘power’, given their legislative mandate, it is the 

purposeful use of that power that facilitates an authoritative approach and guards against the misuse 

of this statutory authority.  

2.11 Enabling applied practice 

For practitioners to grow, nurture and develop these skills and competencies, they require an array of 

practice enablers to be available to them. Four practice enablers, around which there seems to be 

universal consensus, are discussed below by way of examples.  

 

The first is that practitioners need time. 

 A more critical approach to child protection work requires time: time to check information, 

not just when you are highly suspicious of it, time to read files and phone other agencies to 

get more information, time for detailed supervision, but most of all time to think. (Munro 

1996, p. 805) 

 
5 Victoria Climbie was an 8-year-old child, born in the Ivory Coast, who died in London in February 2000  
due to injuries inflicted by her great aunt and her then partner. Her death was the subject of a public inquiry 
headed by Lord W Laming, which reported in 2003.  
6 Peter Connolly, (Baby P) was a 17 months old boy who died in London after suffering extensive non-accidental 
injuries inflicted by his mother and partner.   
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Good practice takes time. It is a time critical and time sensitive enterprise. Practitioners need time to 

do it well, time to learn it, time to learn from it, time to refine it, time to grow it. They need time to 

think about their thinking (Turney & Ruch 2016). Hyslop, (2007, citing Morrison 1997), notes that the 

‘key to effective engagement is simply to stop and think lucidly when the demand to take action is 

greatest’ (p. 9) and, as Ferguson (2017) notes, children become invisible when practitioners do not 

have or take the time: 

 The more that social workers are given time to do quality work, opportunities to talk, reflect 

on feelings and to think critically about their lived experiences, the less risk there will be that 

children will become unheld and invisible. (p. 1021)   

When time is constrained, and practice is rushed, there is clear evidence (not least from countless 

inquiries) that information gathering, judgement forming and decision making are severely curtailed 

and children’s safety is compromised (see Featherstone, White & Wastell 2012; Helm 2016). Munro 

(2011b) in particular reflected on the burden of workload and its consequences for children and their 

families, identifying: 

… those still at work have to take on larger caseloads and in turn have less time to build 

relationships with children and families; in time, this reduces the quality of the outcomes for 

children and young people, which further reduces the sense of job satisfaction. (p. 137) 

Caseloads and workloads that are manageable and commensurate with the practitioner’s experience 

and skills, access to administrative support, effective IT systems and full team complements are all 

critical time enablers of applied practice.  

 

Secondly, practitioners need quality supervision in order to engage in skilled applied practice. As a 

deliberative process of thinking, reflection, analysis and practice development, its role in enabling 

applied practice is indisputable: 

In my experience, careful and principled child protection practice flourishes when well 

organised and rigorously supervised teams of competent practitioners are encouraged to 

acknowledge anxiety and are resourced to exercise their professional discretion. (Hyslop 

2009, p.67) 

Supervision provides a safe place for the worker to stand back from their work, slow their thinking 

down, and consider not only what they have done and why, but the impact of that work on them 

emotionally. Shohet (2007) sublimely refers to this as ‘passionate’ supervision (p. 20). Supervision is a 
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place where thinking is made ‘transparent’ (Turney & Ruch, 2016, p. 675). Brandon et al. (2008) 

concur: 

 Effective and accessible supervision is essential if staff are to be helped to put in practice the 

critical thinking required to understand cases holistically, complete analytical assessments, 

and operate an ecological transactional perspective. (p. 99) 

Motivated workers who feel supported, valued, trusted and guided in their work are more purposeful, 

helpful and hopeful. Importantly, it provides a safety net for the workers and management alike, 

ensuring that the complex decisions and plans that need to be made are reviewed, tested and 

monitored. This issue of safety within the context of supervision is a strong feature of McPherson, 

Frederico & McNamara’s article (2016) in relation to supervision in child protection. They note: 

From the point of view of supervisors and supervisees, effective supervision was simply not 

possible without the purposeful construction and maintenance of safety, particularly given 

the emotionally charged nature of their workplaces and field of practice. (p. 72) 

 

 Further, the literature confirms that quality supervision improves outcomes for children (see, for 

example Collins-Camargo & Millar 2010), and that the real value of supervision can only be achieved 

when it is provided by skilled, highly experienced and confident supervisors who are given the time to 

plan, engage and follow through with practitioner supervision requirements.   

 

Next, practitioners require access to skilled practice leadership. Ruch (2007a) identifies that practice 

leaders need to be ‘contextually connected’ (p. 672), able to recognise the constraints, contradictions 

and tensions of statutory child protection practice, and yet remain committed to ensuring 

practitioners are enabled, supported and facilitated to engage in quality practice. She notes that:  

Managerial styles that are open-minded and embrace and value reflective practice and 

managerial skills that promote its development were identified in this research as the crucial 

qualities of managers. (p. 673) 

In later work, Ruch (2012) identifies how it is essential that practice leaders ‘sustain a complex and 

reflective approach to managing practice that resists responses that are polarised and dehumanised’ 

(p. 1318), thus enabling applied practice to thrive. Further, Lisbeth Schorr (1997) links the achievement 

of effective child protection outcomes with managers’ displaying a range of leadership skills, which 

include a willingness to experiment, take informed risks and learn from mistakes. Sidebotham et al. 

(2016) add the need for practice leadership to encourage ‘a stance of professional curiosity and 

challenge from a supportive base’ (p. 18). Practice-based leadership also acts as a buffer for 
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practitioners against the bureaucratic demands of the system whilst seeking to expose the workers to 

reflection, analysis and evidence-informed decision making. Such leadership also provides an 

auspicing environment for practitioners to practice with confidence.   

 

Finally, perhaps the most complex of practice enablers relates to organisational culture and climate: 

The logic is very straightforward. For better care and protection for children to be achieved, 

families rely on confident and effective social workers. These professionals, in turn, rely on 

their organisation for providing them with the appropriate conditions, qualifications, 

resources and support to do their job well. (Alfandari 2015, p. 227) 

There is significant evidence to show how the working environment influences the nature, type and 

construction of practice, and on how the practitioner thinks, acts and makes sense of a given situation 

(see, for example Bednar 2003; Chenot 2011). Even with the full deck of cards in terms of attributes, 

skills and capabilities, practitioners cannot function effectively if their work environments are toxic, 

risk averse, blaming, devaluing, unsafe and unreliable. As the title of Munro, Turnell and Murphy’s 

2016 report so elegantly puts it, ‘you can’t grow roses in concrete’.  

 

Glisson and Hemmelgarn’s (1998) work in this space is particularly helpful, where they explore the 

implications of work environment on outcomes for children, and how it enhances, or degrades, worker 

morale and retention. They unequivocally state that ‘positive organizational climates are associated 

with both higher service quality and better service outcomes’ (p. 415). Further, Glisson and Green 

(2011) found that long-term outcomes for maltreated children were ‘clinically and statistically’ (p. 589) 

more positive for those children served by child welfare systems with more engaged organisational 

climates (see also Goering 2018; Ng et al. 2014). In a further analysis of organisational culture, Glisson, 

Green and Williams (2012) identified that positive practitioner morale could be maintained (even in a 

context of high caseloads and reduced resources) when organisations provided role clarity and 

collaboration, greater flexibility, fewer bureaucratic hurdles, and opportunities for practitioners to be 

engaged in direct practice.  As Ferguson (2005) pointedly notes:  

If workers don’t feel safe, then the child most likely isn’t. (p. 793) 

He goes on to note in the same article;  

The more that workers are cared for, nurtured and protected the more they will be able to 

provide this for the children they serve. (p. 794) 
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Importantly, in this 2005 article, Ferguson is at pains to identify how child protection and worker 

protection are linked; a worker’s ability to protect children is directly related to how well the 

organisation provides the worker with supports which protect their psychological and emotional 

safety. Ferguson reminds the reader that if an agency wants practitioners to practise ‘respectful 

uncertainty’ (a term coined by Lord Laming in his inquiry into the death of Victoria Climbié), then the 

organisation needs to enable them to feel secure in order to practise in that way (p. 793). Such a 

position is supported by Bednar (2003) who notes that ‘creating a climate which is conducive to worker 

satisfaction may be a necessity, rather than a luxury’ (p. 8). Finally, Gibson (2014) provides a sobering 

note on what happens when attention to creating an optimal work environment is ignored: 

An organisational culture that promotes conformity, secrecy and denial of human experiences 

may result in an environment of shame where practitioners blame themselves for poor 

practise, feeling stressed and ultimately feeling like they are not helping service users. (p. 423) 

One further attribute of a positive organisational climate is an environment where continuous learning 

and development are not seen as optimal extras but as being integral to improved outcomes for 

children, as well as improved worker retention and satisfaction (see, for example, Chapman 2004; 

Morrison 1997; Turnell, Munro & Murphy 2013). Such learning and development are more than simply 

‘training’; this approach is about transferring knowledge into practice, and creating an optimal 

environment for reflection, supervision and practice development and, importantly, where mistakes 

are treated as learning opportunities, not something to be afraid of, or seen as an opportunity to 

blame. As Lachman and Bernard (2006) claim: 

An organizational culture that learns and encourages learning, provides an important context 

in which practitioners can confidently practice, if they are to be enabled to deliver positive 

outcomes for children. (p. 965) 

Summary: enabling practitioners 

The key proposition in this section of the literature review has been to establish that practitioners, 

whilst being vigilant to the organisational imperatives and practice requirements, respectful of their 

legislative mandate, and mindful of their professional responsibilities and accountabilities, need to 

possess, use and develop a wide range of practice competencies and interpersonal skills so that they 

can not only do protective work but engage in protective practice. In de Montigny’s (1995) terms, 

practitioners need a practice which is not simply work, or a practice that works simply, but rather a 

practice that ‘celebrates the equivocal, the confusing, the chaos, and the mystery of the everyday’ 

(p. 221). Applied practice enables this to happen. Without it, practitioners cannot hope to truly grasp 

the confusion or the mystery. And applied practice is enabled when workers are supervised by skilled, 
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experienced supervisors, where they have time and support, are led in their practice by confident 

practice leaders, within a working climate which is enabling, supportive, nurturing and caring.  

 

The following section of the literature review will set out the evidence base as to why applied practice 

matters in child protection. It will do this by exploring who practitioners engage with and where 

practitioners practise, and why these two features of child protection work require practitioners to 

possess exceptional applied practice skills in order to purposefully engage with children and their 

families.  

2.12 Clienthood and applied practice 

Adults who deliberately exploit the vulnerability of children can behave in devious and 

menacing ways. They will often go to great lengths to hide their activities from those 

concerned for the well-being of a child. A child can appear safe one minute and be injured the 

next. A peaceful scene can be transformed in seconds because of a sudden outburst of 

uncontrollable anger. (Laming 2003a, p. 3) 

One of the principal reasons why practitioners in child protection need applied practice skills is that, 

primarily, the people they work with are some of the most complex, most chaotic, most vulnerable 

and most challenging in society. It is an inescapable truth that ‘the sheer scale of resistance and 

hostility that professionals have to bear in child protection’ is significant (Ferguson 2005, p. 785).  

 

Bromfield and colleagues (2010) provide a detailed analysis of who child protection service users are, 

and what they are most likely to present with; 

The co-occurrence of multiple and complex parenting problems (particularly parental 

substance misuse, domestic violence and parental mental health problems) are the norm for 

Australian child protection clients … [and] occur as a precursor to or consequence of previous 

experiences of trauma and adversity, such as physical or sexual assault or childhood 

experiences of abuse and neglect. (pp. 11–13) 

Importantly, working with families who present with so many challenges with regard to responding to 

such a sensitive issue as child abuse and neglect brings multiple challenges for the child, their family 

and the worker. Many parents who are subject of child protection intervention are multiply deprived, 

and have experienced profound emotional and psychological damage, which as Tuck (2013) identifies, 

manifests itself in ‘challenging, unpredictable and at times aggressive behaviour’ (p. 15). It is the 

researcher’s contention that in that space, it is the practitioner’s skills, knowledge, wisdom and 
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emotional and physical resilience which makes practice possible when confronted with the ‘chaotic, 

gory, disgusting, sensuous details’ of each individual case (de Montigny 1995, p. 33). It is however 

critical to note that a focus on the perceived deviance of abusive families can be seen as demonising. 

Whilst the evidence about the challenges practitioners face in their direct engagement with families 

involved in the child protection system is significant, this is not presented here in order to portray 

practice interventions in a deficit saturated, pathologising lens. Rather, it speaks to the criticality of 

applied practice in being able to navigate these experiences with confidence, compassion and skill 

when and if they emerge in the course of direct engagement.  

 

There are a number of key features of child protection work with clients which magnifies the criticality 

of the practitioner’s applied practice confidence and skill. Perhaps the most vivid of these relates to 

fact that the ‘home visit’ remains a central element of protective intervention, which brings with it a 

whole raft of emotional, sensory, personal, environmental and practical considerations to which the 

practitioner has to be alive to if they are to experience the lived reality of the child in their home. 

Ferguson has written extensively about this feature of practice (2004, 2005, 2009, 2017, 2018b). The 

home is, as Ferguson claims, the ‘context in which fateful moments are played out’ (2004, p. 188).  In 

addition, whilst manuals and procedures set out specific home visiting processes, the ability of the 

worker to complete those processes relies almost entirely on their applied practice abilities; following 

manuals by rote will more likely result in a door being slammed in the practitioner’s face! Only through 

mastery of a wide range of practice skills can practitioners turn an ‘event’ like a home visit into a 

purposeful intervention; as Hyslop states, in practice the how is more important than the what, 

because the ‘script is not the play’ (2009, p. 68). The practitioner’s abilities to navigate their public 

role in these private spaces is essential if children are to be seen, parents engaged, families 

understood, situations contextualised, outcomes improved. It is the practitioner’s applied practice 

capabilities which makes purposeful engagement possible, and separates them from those who are 

merely technically competent but practice poor. A worker who stays in the lounge, rooted to a tick 

box template, is blind to the true meaning of the child’s world.  

 

Another feature of child protection practice which demands that workers possess exceptional applied 

practice skills relates to the involuntary nature of most clients, creating from the outset a heightened 

level of anxiousness, confusion and anger (Orr 1999, p. 12). Layered onto this is the potential for the 

parent’s emotional regulatory capacity to be already compromised through their own experiences of 

poor mental health, trauma, drug and alcohol misuse. In a context where parents are feeling under 

pressure and already dysregulated, and the worker is trying to walk the tightrope between their 
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regulatory functions and forming a professional relationship, the atmosphere can be very challenging. 

As Ferguson (2005) notes:  

The conflict and ambivalence that arise from this leads to struggles that are invariably quite 

literally fought out on clients’ doorsteps or inside their homes, and are central to the 

contingent, unpredictable, ‘psycho-social’ nature of interventions. (p. 783) 

Further, clients can and do activate a range of strategies to divert attention from any concerns, making 

the task of understanding what happened considerably more complex. Parents and families can work 

‘subversively to undermine the process due to concealment, superficiality, dishonesty or incapability’ 

(Tuck 2013, p. 6) and routinely engage in denial, active or passive blocking, trivialising or simply 

claiming a lack of understanding as to what it is they are supposed to be doing, which is harmful. They 

can also often swing unpredictably between compliance and anger, between ‘hostility and 

helplessness’ (Brandon et al. 2008, p. 60), and can  engage in what Reder, Duncan and Gray (1993) 

refer to as ‘disguised compliance’  (p. 95) where parents promise to do things, give an appearance of 

being engaged and willing to accept support, but fail to actually do anything. It involves purposeful 

deception, procrastination and obfuscation. These characteristics of practice were perhaps most 

powerfully expressed in the case review of the death of Baby Peter in the UK: 

… parents/carers may not immediately present as such, and may be superficially compliant, 

evasive, deceitful, manipulative and untruthful. Practitioners have the difficult job of 

identifying them among the majority of parents who they encounter, who are merely 

dysfunctional, anxious and ambivalent. (London Safeguarding Children's Board Haringey 2009, 

p. 24) 

It is easy, in such contexts, to see how children become invisible, as Ferguson (2017) so poignantly 

notes. The worker walks a constantly precarious line with this volatility, whilst all the time seeking to 

remain calm and keep the child in mind.   

 

Applied practice skills are further called upon because child protection interventions routinely happen 

in a context of stifling uncertainty, heightened anxiety and profound ambiguity. Morrison (1996,  

p. 131) refers to anxiety ‘running like a vein’ throughout the child protection process, whilst Hyslop 

(2009) talks about the ‘art of practice being buried beneath an anxious science of uncertainty’ (p. 64), 

and fear—fear of getting it wrong, fear of missing something, fear of parental responses, fear of a 

child dying. The applied skills of resiliency, patience, and an ability to work with and in uncertainty, 

are essential.  
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Further, to compound this extraordinary tense and emotionally laden environment, practice occurs in 

a context of the practitioner having ‘imperfect knowledge’, where there is an ‘inevitability of some 

degree of error’ (Munro, 1996, p. 794). Ferguson (2005) describes how practitioners need to piece 

together ‘snapshots, fleeting images and fragments of people’s lived experiences’ (p. 788) into a 

coherent picture of the child’s life, where often the whole story may not be apparent, visible or even 

known.  

 

Finally, there is the issue of safety, which the practitioner needs to carefully and sensitively navigate. 

Everyone involved in this kind of work knows these feelings. That sense in which you are so 

preoccupied with your own safety and survival that the safety and survival of the child 

becomes an afterthought, where just getting out of the house alive or relatively unscathed 

becomes the defining criteria of a good intervention—but of course this is never made explicit. 

(Ferguson 2005, p. 787) 

As highlighted above, violence, threats and fear are an inevitable and unavoidable part of child 

protection work. The worker’s own sense of personal safety, and their ability to practise safely, in such 

a chaotic and fretful environment, are omnipresent features of the turbulent context of child 

protection. These safety issues have two forms.  

 

The first relates to practitioner safety. Being able to stay safe in an environment which is fraught, risk 

laden, anxiety provoking and overtly unsafe demands exceptional skills and capabilities in order to 

remain calm. The quote from Ferguson above captures the lived reality of violence, aggression and 

unpredictable behaviour, causing the workers to deploy defences to withdraw and minimise 

engagement. Children do not get seen, families get emboldened to carry on their avoidance and 

aggression, and harm continues unaddressed. The skills of situational awareness and flexibility, 

calmness, genuineness and warmth, self-regulation, confidence and resilience, for example, play a key 

role in either determining whether the client will react in a way which places the worker (and therefore 

the child) at risk, or enables chaotic and threatening situations to be de-escalated and managed 

effectively.  

 

The second feature concerns health-related issues. Working in families’ homes, as well as working in 

close proximity to clients who are experiencing their own health challenges, exposes workers to 

environmental risks and health hazards. Some clients live in atrocious conditions, where headlice, 

scabies, dirt, filth, urine and faeces, animal excrement and insect infestation are not uncommon. It is, 

as de Montigny (1995) so brutally states, ‘dirty and dangerous’ work, which is ‘contaminated by daily 
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life’ (p. 221). The practitioner’s ability to work in such hazardous situations in a non-judgemental way, 

with humility, integrity and authenticity, is integral to their ability to safeguard children. Their applied 

practice skills are heavily drawn upon to sit in this space and still purposefully engage, without being 

overwhelmed by the mess of clients’ lives or use their own discomfort to legitimise oppressive and 

judgemental interventions.   

Summary: Clienthood and applied practice 

The client context of practice provides a complex, ambiguous, sometimes dangerous and always 

uncertain environment for practitioners to work in. Amidst this confusion and mess, technical 

solutions are found wanting; the practitioner has to draw upon their practice skills to be able to tread 

carefully through this ambiguity and uncertainty rather than try to iron it out through quasi-scientific 

tools, risk management frameworks and adherence to tick box forms.  Without applied practice skills, 

engagements with families can quickly become formulaic, oversimplified, forensic, standardised and 

proceduralised which, whilst perhaps offering short-term comfort and a sense of security (albeit false), 

nonetheless means that any assessment or decision is likely to lack depth and potentially be 

erroneous. It is only by utilising the skills of applied practice that it is possible to get across the 

threshold, sit in the uncomfortable mess of a child’s situation, and start the process of comprehending 

what is happening through relational, emotionally engaged practice.  

2.13 Improving outcomes through applied practice 

One of the central propositions of this research is that applied practice has a fundamental relationship 

to improving outcomes for children’s safety. But what is the evidence to support this proposition? It 

could be argued that practitioners do not need to have practice skills, practice wisdom, meta-

competencies, or good analytical judgement and decision-making capabilities, but rather be 

technically compliant with, and competent in the use of, practice tools, guides, procedures and ICT 

systems.  

 

The researcher contends that such an approach to child protection ‘practice’ is woefully inadequate; 

perhaps more than in any other sphere of practice, the child protection practitioner’s ability to form 

purposeful, helping and hopeful relationships, and being able to use wisdom, judgement, analysis and 

sense making in the complex, chaotic and risk-laden environments of statutory child protection, is 

central to being able to keep children safe. As Trotter (2002) claims: 

When the effective practice skills were used and when the clients responded to them, the 

outcomes were generally positive. (p. 48) 
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There are many other eminently qualified researchers who would agree (Buckley, Carr & Whelan 2011; 

Drake 1994, 1996; Dumbrill 2006; Lee & Ayon 2004; Owers, Brandon & Black 1999; Ruch 2005; 

Trevithick 2003; Trotter 2002). Ferguson for example (2016) argues that: 

… the research evidence shows that worker’s individual characteristics, relational styles and 

capacities to act creatively—or not—are significant. It is clear from the study that there are 

social workers who manage to practise in ways that keep children safe and have significant 

therapeutic value for those children and their parents. While there is crucial work to be done 

in reforming child protection systems, deepening understanding of the character and qualities 

social workers have as individuals and how these can be developed is just as important’  

(p. 293). 

As Ferguson identifies above, it is not simply about practice, because reform work is urgently needed 

to improve child protection systems, but simply enhancing the system and ignoring what Ferguson 

refers to above as the ‘character and qualities’ of workers, is destined to fail.  

Relational practice 

Before considering some examples of how applied practice influences outcomes for children, the 

centrality of the relationship needs specific mention. Only through having a purposeful relationship 

with the client can change be possible and safety outcomes more likely to be better understood and 

achieved. This happens in two ways. Firstly, purposeful relationships are created by using the skills of 

applied practice and, secondly, those skills are required in the relationship in order to purposefully 

practise. Having those skills enables practitioners forge an ‘earthy connection’ (Weick 2000, p. 399) 

which facilitates purposeful and guided engagement. And whilst it is accepted that there are many 

challenges to achieving a mutually valued relationship in the context of child protection, the value of 

practice being relationship based has been well considered (see, for example, Arney & Scott 2010; 

Hansen & Ainsworth 2013; Ruch 2005; Trotter 2002; Turnell & Edwards 1997). Cooper, Hetherington 

and Katz (2003) claim that unless there is an environment which validates and sustains the importance 

of the client–worker relationship, it is unlikely that the effectiveness of child protection can be 

improved. Sidebotham et al. (2016) go so far as to state that the building of strong relationships ‘is 

crucial to reducing maltreatment’ (p. 245). Therefore, whilst securing safety and reducing 

maltreatment is a clear objective outcome, it is almost entirely dependent on subjective interpersonal 

means (Hyslop 2009). In his later work, Hyslop (2013) identifies one of the critical reasons why 

relationships are so central: 
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Effective relationships require and produce a reduction in social distance. In order to generate 

the degree of trust required for meaningful engagement, social workers must get ‘close 

enough’ to their clients’ lives and their perceived realities. (p. 203)   

Getting ‘close enough’ demands from the practitioner the application of the skills and attributes of 

applied practice. No manual or procedure will create a reduction in that ‘social distance’, in fact, 

paradoxically, strict adherence to manuals and procedures is likely to contribute to widening that gap. 

Research into how service users perceive and receive the practitioners’ interventions gives clear 

evidence as to what happens when workers fail (or are unwilling) to reduce social distance. What the 

research identifies is that whilst engagement with the child protection system is ‘a difficult, 

intimidating and often humiliating experience’ for clients (Buckley, Carr & Whelan 2011, p. 102), it is 

clear that the relational skill of the practitioner ameliorates some of the worse elements of this 

experience (Ruch 2005; Spratt & Callan 2004; Trotter 1999, 2002) and, in so doing, makes the 

engagement more purposeful and more likely to achieve the core requirement of protective 

intervention—safety. Mason (2012) identifies that:  

… research has found that the quality of that relationship is often crucial in determining the 

service user’s experience and, arguably, in shaping the longer-term outcomes for vulnerable 

families. (p. 368) 

Dale (2004) picks up on this point when he notes that when workers were ‘arrogant’, ‘snotty’, ‘bossy’ 

and ‘couldn’t care less’, that this resulted in ‘uncooperative client responses’ (p. 150). He further 

identifies the inverse of this: that when workers demonstrated ‘positive qualities’, this made a 

significant difference to clients’ engagement.  

Improving outcomes 

Three examples are considered by way of demonstrating how the practitioner’s applied practice skills 

can improve safety outcomes for children. Whilst it is acknowledged that even the best practitioner is 

unable to resolve what are often entrenched, complex and inter-generational challenges that many 

clients of child protection present with, it is proposed that: 

• practitioners are more likely to be able to ‘have eyes’ on the child if they engage with 

compassion, integrity and authenticity, 

• parents are more likely to share and discuss safety, parenting challenges and abusive 

behaviours with the worker who they trust and who shows warmth and genuine insight, and 

• the assessment and decision making will have increased depth, and the intervention to secure 

safety more productive. 
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These are considered in more detail below.  

Eyes on the child 

Every child protection manual will correctly state that for any protective intervention to actually be 

protective, workers need to ‘see’ the child. However, inquiry reports continually set out how 

practitioners simply failed to do this, or that they did sight the child but failed to see. An inquest where 

the researcher gave evidence as the Deputy Secretary of Children and Youth Services in Tasmania is a 

case in point. ‘Baby BJay’ was an open case due to notifications about potential physical harm. One 

notification triggered an emergency home visit by two workers. But, as the media (correctly) reported 

from the Coronial Inquest: 

The inquest heard neither Ms Bull or CPS worker Chree Eberhardt looked at bruising on the 

baby's thigh during a home visit on October 24. (Langenberg 2015) 

Neither of the workers went beyond a visual sighting. Baby BJay did have non-accidental bruises at 

the time of the visit, and later died of injuries his parents subsequently inflicted. Such missed 

opportunities are met with utter disbelief by those reviewing cases. As Ferguson (2017) points out, in 

most child death tragedies, the child was hiding in plain sight; their invisibility is often associated with, 

or connected to, a practice environment (both in the home and the organisation) which is conspiring 

against the practitioner. And whilst Ferguson provides some very insightful observations about why 

practitioners can and do miss the obvious, he concludes: 

The research findings show that, where children are not meaningfully engaged with, it is the 

absence of intimate practice that involves eye-to-eye contact, talk, active listening, play, touch 

and close observation that results in crucial aspects of their experience remaining unknown. 

(p. 1012) 

Ferguson’s ‘intimate practice’ is particularly inspiring as it cuts to the personal, emotional and 

subjective elements of applied practice which no manual or procedure can possibly hope to replicate. 

It speaks to practitioner skills and experience, as Reder and Duncan (2004) explain: 

The ability to gain the confidence of such a child, to talk with them, to be receptive to what 

they communicate overtly and/or covertly and to accommodate to their pace of disclosure 

requires a high degree of skill and experience gained over many years. (p. 106, authors’ italics) 

The ability of the worker to not only be family focussed by communicating effectively with the parents, 

to allay fears and still remain ‘on script’ regarding purpose and role, but simultaneously be child 
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centred, by seeing and hearing the child, often in a very difficult environment, is clearly central to 

achieving protective outcomes. Such applied practice skills mean that practitioners are: 

• more likely to get parents to facilitate and enable worker contact with the child,  

• more able to ‘hold’ the emotional contents of the exchange in check,  

• less likely to be distracted into placing parental needs above the child’s, and  

• better able to observe parental–child interactions, from which they can then make an 

informed assessment, make evidence-informed judgements and make critical, timely 

decisions. 

As Fish, Munro and Bairstow (2008) aptly note, child welfare professionals do not just act on, but 

interact with, the people they are trying to help, with social and emotional interactions’ fundamentally 

shaping the nature of the work.  

Engaging parents  

The practice literature identifies that parents are more likely to be open about alleged incidents of 

harm or the current challenges they face when practitioners demonstrate the skills of applied practice. 

When parents feel unheard, and are met with an authoritarian, disrespectful and demanding 

practitioner, they clam up, obfuscate, minimise, or engage in disguised compliance:  

The way that professionals respond to parents can often promote more or less cooperation 

or hostility. (Brandon et al. 2008, p. 96) 

Buckley, Carr and Whelan’s (2011) work in seeking the views of parents of their child protection 

experience provides ample evidence that when parents were treated with respect, approachability 

and responsiveness, they felt much more engaged and open in the protective intervention. Parents, 

and children, are more likely to trust a worker who shows empathy, respect, availability and honesty. 

Cooper, Hetherington and Katz (2003) refer to trust building as the ‘inalienable’ basis of the helping 

relationship, breaking down the parents’ and child’s feelings of ‘surveillance and suspicion’ (p. 32). By 

developing a trusting relationship, workers are able to share their observations and concerns openly 

and directly with the parents; when parents feel heard (even if they are not agreed with) there are 

greater opportunities for the worker to have a ‘no surprises’ approach to their assessment.  

 

Workers are also able to challenge more effectively when they purposefully use their practice skills. 

The nature and level of questioning can be more expansive and explorative, even invasive, if the 

relationship is robust and built on rapport and trust. Practitioners who lack these traits can become 

mechanised or even paralysed in these situations, so questioning becomes rote, lacking depth or 
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probing abilities. The subsequent assessment tends to be superficial, full of description and no 

analysis. To be able to do an assessment properly, practitioners must be conversational, free flowing, 

confident; indeed, the best assessments emerge when the client does not even know they are 

speaking freely because they are relaxed even when the subject matter is contested and fraught.  

 

Further, practitioners engaged in applied practice are better placed to be able to discuss their 

hypothesis of what might have happened, and options for resolution and/or amelioration of concerns 

in an environment based on communication, respect and openness. Whilst seeking to gain consensual 

agreement, a workable level of congruence or a shared perspective in the context of child protection 

is notoriously difficult (see Broadhurst & Holt 2010; Mason 2012), the opportunities to get close to 

this outcome are increased when the practitioner practises with the skills and abilities identified.  

Insight and depth  

By utilising all of the elements of applied practice, it is more likely that assessments will be better 

informed, evidence based and more grounded. The nature of the relationship, and the demonstrable 

exhibition of applied practice skills, directly affects what information the practitioner seeks and 

receives, how they make sense of it, and how they use it to inform decisions which are likely to 

influence the outcome. As Hyslop (2009) reflects: 

The quality of practice is assisted by the accumulation of evidence and the adherence to 

assessment protocols, but is ultimately mediated by the quality of engagement and by the 

sensitivity of the practitioner. (p. 70) 

An assessment which is informed through a purposeful and skilled approach by the practitioner is 

more likely to be reliable, accurate and, importantly, owned by the parents. It is through the 

relationship that the worker can discuss their concerns, provide space for parents to express their 

position or explanation, and enable opportunities for the worker to hear the child’s story. Such 

relational and insightful practice significantly increases the depth of any assessment. Whilst rarely are 

child protection workers warmly welcomed into the lives of their clients, once rapport has been 

established and roles clarified, skilled practitioners have greater opportunities to make return visits, 

even unannounced visits, thus increasing visibility and understanding as to the real situation of the 

family and, ultimately, opening up opportunities for improved outcomes.  

 

Such insight and practice depth significantly contribute towards more effective judgement forming 

and decision making. The decisions practitioners make are indeed profound, and whilst there are 

useful tools to support and assist the decision-making process, the basis upon which decisions are 
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made, the information used, and the judgements formed, are all intricately woven into the fabric of 

the practitioner, and their use of applied practice. Only through using a wide range of skills and 

competencies can a worker make better decisions. 

Summary: Improving outcomes through applied practice 

This is certainly the case in the child protection sector, where the knowledge and skills of 

experienced frontline workers, who feel supported and valued, and who have an ongoing 

commitment to their work, is (or would be) an asset of immeasurable value. (Cullin 2010,  

p. 18) 

The aim of this part of the literature review was to establish the research evidence to support a central 

knowledge claim of this thesis: that applied practice matters and makes a difference to safety 

outcomes for children and their families. By examining with who and in what context child protection 

practitioners work, and by understanding the complexities of the processes they need to engage in to 

keep a child safe, what is evident is that whilst procedures, manuals and practice ‘tools’ can and do 

support practitioners, the ability to be effectively engaged, to truly understand, and to improve 

outcomes is achieved primarily through the purposeful and artful application of applied practice skills. 

Such skills move the worker from being technically competent and procedurally compliant to a skilled 

practitioner who, whilst remaining process compliant, is practice competent too. This sweet spot of 

protective intervention improves outcomes for children.  

2.14 Influencing applied practice 

It is an experience of time and space, of working simultaneously in public and private realms, 

of hourly home visits, office interviews, medical consultations, the working day and weekends. 

It is thus an experience of power and control, but equally of caring and compassion: of helping 

and tending for others, of relieving the suffering of children and often their parents and other 

carers, many of whom no one else wants to know; of talking, listening, group meetings and 

often boring bureaucratic routine; of being blamed for the deaths of children or in other ways 

getting it wrong, and being made accountable and subject to managerial guidance and 

control. It is pervasively an experience of mobility, of acting at speed to reach children, of the 

emotions and senses and intimate engagement with the sights, sounds and smells of others’ 

lives and homes, their tragedy and pain, which threatens to become the worker’s own; of 

pervasive anxiety, risk, danger and despair, but some joy and laughs too. Of being part of the 

pathos and courage of people’s ordinary everyday heroic struggle to get through the day, at 

the same time as workers may feel somehow courageous and heroic while making the chaos 
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pay, acting at the interface between modern life’s perils and possibilities. It is in total an 

experience of ambiguity and paradox in every action taken and decision made. (Ferguson 

2004, p. 1) 

Whilst having to declare something of a bias towards Ferguson’s extensive portfolio of work (as the 

researcher was most fortunate to be taught by Professor Ferguson at University College Cork during 

social work qualifying studies), this extraordinary paragraph grasps completely the complexities, the 

contradictions and the emotionality of practice, and contextualises it sublimely. It provides the perfect 

backdrop to launch this final part of the literature review.  

 

In the preceding sections, the researcher sought to establish the descriptive parameters of applied 

practice which the literature informs us plays a key role in keeping children safe. It is a form of practice 

which draws on notions of practice wisdom, judgement forming, sense making, intuition, relational 

competencies, emotionality and experience informed decision making. In the quote above, Ferguson 

extends these attributes when he reflects on ‘caring and compassion’, ‘emotions and senses and 

intimate engagement’ and ‘courage’.  

 

Given its centrality in strengthening opportunities to improve outcomes for children and their families, 

it would be seductive to believe that applied practice coexists harmoniously with other, more 

technical, procedural and administrative components of practice which inhabit contemporary child 

protection services, and be seen as having equal weight, value and importance.  But such a 

decontextualised narrative would be misleading. When applied practice is contextualised within 

current child protection systems, an altogether different picture emerges which Ferguson hints at in 

the above quote when referring to ‘power and control’, ‘boring bureaucratic routine,’ ‘blame, 

managerial guidance and control’, ‘pervasive risk, danger’, and ‘anxiety, ambiguity and paradox’.  

 

In reflecting on the ‘state’ of applied practice within contemporary child protection, what emerges is 

that despite the strong evidential basis to support claims as to its essentiality in enabling children to 

be kept safe through skilled protective interventions, applied practice has been systematically and 

incrementally replaced by a more technical, rational, and simplified version of ‘practice’ which has an 

antagonistic relationship with applied practice (see for example Keddell 2014; Lonne et al. 2008; 

Rogowski 2011; Ruch 2012; Tsui & Cheug 2004; Wastell et al. 2010). Recent inquiries and reviews have 

also referenced the diminishing presence of applied practice, and raised serious concerns about the 

impact on children and families:  
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Professional practice and judgement … are being compromised by an over-complicated, 

lengthy and tick-box assessment and recording system. The direct interaction and 

engagement with children and their families, which is at the core of social work, is said to be 

at risk as the needs of a work management tool overtake those of evidence-based assessment, 

sound analysis and professional judgement about risk of harm. (Laming 2009, p. 33). 

The South Australian Royal Commission Report also critically reflected on the demise of practice skills, 

wisdom, experience and judgement (see Chapter 4), and Munro’s ground breaking review of child 

protection in the UK (2011) devoted considerable attention to the unintended consequences for 

children’s safety caused by the privileging of the more process-driven constructs of practice. What is 

equally clear when considering the literature is that this demise has resulted from a confluence of 

contextual influencers which have fundamentally altered the very practice of ‘practice’ in child 

protection and simultaneously had a profound impact on the perceived value of applied practice in 

keeping children safe. This final section provides a ‘helicopter’ view of some of these influencing 

contexts and their impacts on and implications for applied practice.  

Historical ‘ghosts’ 

Hyslop (2013) considers that it is entirely possible that ‘nineteenth century ghosts may also haunt the 

reptilian cortex of contemporary social work practice’ (p. 32). There are indeed a number of ‘ghosts’ 

which have influenced, and continue to influence, the way practice is constructed, and how aspects 

of applied practice have been adversely influenced as a result. Issues about power and control, the 

involvement of the state in the private lives of families, surveillance, social policing, monitoring and 

punishment all have their roots in historical manifestations of child protection, and still permeate 

contemporary child protection. The fact that most families and children caught up in child protection 

are those drawn predominantly from the marginalised, vulnerable and the poor, ‘the “refuse” of 

modernity’ as Ferguson (2004, p. 28) bluntly states, has remained throughout history. So too has the 

intense focus on mothers as the primary carer, and the predominance of a professionalised ‘elite’ 

workforce in child protection, often drawn from the classes that did not reflect the majority of those 

in receipt of those services. It has been, and remains, a ‘morally conservative profession’ (Fook 2002, 

p. 3). Further, the dominant paradigm of individualisation, shame, punishment and blame still echo 

throughout child protection systems, and where the legacy of child protection workers being 

perceived ‘hostile, powerful and to be avoided if possible’ (Buckley, Carr & Whelan 2011, p. 102) still 

remains. In Australia the historical stain of overrepresentation of Indigenous peoples in child 

protection, something which began with colonisation, seeped through to the ‘stolen generation’ and 

is now etched into the DNA of child protection systems through its more contemporary form of 
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cultural cleansing by disproportionally ‘rescuing’ Aboriginal children into the child protection and out-

of-home care system. The echoes of the discriminatory and oppressive past for Aboriginal families 

remains a central feature of their experience of child protection today.  

 

All of these historical traits continue to have profound implications on practice, not least as they frame 

the boundaries of what constitutes child protective interventions, and influence procedure, policy and 

mandate, but also because these ‘ghosts’ provide an auspicing environment whereby not engaging in 

applied practice is acceptable and, some might suggest, encouraged. 

The team context  

The child protection team environment is sublimely described by Hyslop (2007, p. 7) as ‘managing 

absurdity (at pace)’ where the ‘white noise of practice anxiety filled the air’ (p. 8), where social workers 

not only occupy the ‘eye of the storm’ but ‘must think and act under pressure you can almost taste, 

and do so in real “ticking” time’ (p. 9). It is an emotionally loaded, anxious, feverish environment, 

where tensions are high and the pace can be unrelenting and overwhelming. It is where the inherent 

ambiguities, contradictions, tensions, competing priorities and complexities of child protection get 

played out, where media berating and political whims hit hardest, and where ‘collective anxiety, guilt 

and avoidance of blame’ (Chenot 2011, p. 175) permeates every interaction. Workers are chained to 

their desks in silence, being devoured by ever hungry IT systems, unable to be untethered to actually 

engage in any form of practice, and unable to engage in the narrative and oral traditions of practice 

for fear of missing a deadline. In this frenzied environment, where the risk, anxiety and hazards of the 

work, unrelenting workload and high caseloads are the norm, opportunities to engage in, reflect on 

and grow applied practice are severely curtailed, often despite the genuine attempts at a team level 

to make space for such practice and its development. The team context is where the emotional 

rawness of the work often leads to burnout and frustration, sickness, compassion fatigue and 

exhaustion, all of which profoundly influence practice.   

Organisational contexts  

Child protection teams are situated within government departments which are, by their very nature, 

highly political bureaucracies and technocracies. As such, child protection departments display all of 

the features of these organisational systems, including a strong emphasis on transactional 

managerialism, efficiency, accountability, auditability and the promotion of rational scientific 

explanations. This is coupled with an unwavering belief that all problems, no matter how complex, are 

amenable to technical solutions, supported by a pervasive trust in there being one best way (see 

Harlow et al. 2013) through which uncertainty and risk can be effectively identified, calculated, 
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managed and, ideally, removed. This is achieved through a focus on prescriptive standardisation, 

manualisation, and proceduralisation, with a privileging of short-term ‘solutions’ and quick fixes 

(Cooper, Hetherington & Katz 2003; Parton 2004). It embraces a screen and intervene approach (see 

Vrecko & Rose 2010), with discretely fragmented tasks and clear procedural pathways within which 

families’ lives can be simplified, compartmentalised and codified.  

 

There is a tendency towards a ‘market discipline’ approach, with strong centralised command-and-

control vertical decision-making structures, corporatised governance, a heavy focus on risk and system 

management, and on the achievement of ‘performance’ goals. These departments privilege explicit, 

analytical information (see Garrett 2005; Howe 1996; Parton 2008) thus enabling a ‘measurement-

oriented organizational culture’ (Tilbury 2004, p. 227) with its standards, benchmarks and KPIs.  

 

Child protection departments have a high level of concentration and investment on monitoring and 

regulating the workforce, and a culture which Cooper, Hetherington and Katz (2003) identify as 

‘institutionalised suspicion and surveillance’ (p. 32) based on a profound antipathy towards 

professions, professional power and practitioner discretion. They are intensely political and, as such, 

are hyper vigilant to negative attention and media scrutiny, using ‘defensive or evasive postures’ 

(Chenot 2011, p. 175) when required to deflect attention. This is supported by a strong legalistic 

emphasis, not only related to the legislative mandate, but also in terms of ensuring defensibility and 

traceability regarding the actions of their staff. This is coupled with a high number of accountability 

and regulatory measures which can readily trace the origins of problems and issues, providing the 

required organisational firewalling and deniable plausibility (Cooper, Hetherington & Katz 2003; 

Gillingham 2006).  

 

All of these challenges have a profound influence on applied practice. Practice leaders are consumed 

with an unending raft of processual, organisational imperatives and accountability reporting, with 

practitioners then having fewer opportunities to reflect, develop and grow their practice. White et al. 

(2010) refer to the ‘relentless rationality of workflow eroding more and more of the real work’  

(p. 413). Workers now spend more of their time behind VDU screens (Broadhurst & Mason 2014) and 

less and less time with children and families. In an environment of audit, surveillance and 

accountability measures, process takes precedence over practice. The focus is on outputs, not 

outcomes, on measurable KPIs, and on numerical representations of activity to describe ‘practice’ (see 

for example Tsui & Cheug 2004 & Tilbury 2004). In this environment, the ‘audit tail [is] well and truly 

wagging the practice dog’ (Featherstone et al. 2012, p. 53). 
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Another feature of this organisational context relates to the dominance of information systems in 

child protection. Whilst there is mixed evidence regarding the impacts of technology on practice, there 

are a number of researchers who consider that information systems have fundamentally changed the 

practise of practice (see for example Blome & Steib 2008; Broadhurst et al. 2009; Gillingham 2014b, 

2015; Parton 2008; White, Hall & Peckover 2009). Such dominance, Garrett (2009b) considers, is 

causing the ‘remaking of practitioners’ temporal frameworks’ (p. 81), changing the very way 

practitioners think, how they use information and how they make decisions, something which 

Gillingham (2016) powerfully reflects has resulted in the computer system configuring the user. They 

have also converted practice knowledge into process information (Parton 2008) which, Wastell (2011) 

warns, is ‘undermining safe professional practice and paradoxically augmenting risk’ (p. 2). The 

continual focus on organisational priorities and systems determining what needs to be done, and by 

when, has reorganised priorities of cases and reduced the discretion of workers to attend to what they 

(not the computer system) consider, based on their working knowledge of a case, is actually a priority. 

All of this has resulted in engagements and interventions with children and families being constructed 

as ‘legal, time limited, and task orientated’ (Tsui & Cheug 2004, p. 440), and has created a practice 

environment which Turnell (2006) poetically describes as ‘deodorised, decontextualized, ordered and 

idealised’ (p. 31). 

External influencers 

When practices are considered in an organizational context and organizations are considered 

in the context of a service sector or community, it becomes easier to see how practices reflect 

influences from organizations and their environments (Smith & Donovan 2003, p. 560) 

As Smith and Donovan identify, alongside the contextual influencers of practice such as clienthood, 

team and agency, there are a number of influencers which emerge from the wider environment within 

which practice is situated.  

 

The first such influencer is that child protection systems are situated in a contested and adversarial 

legal apparatus, whereby the department contests its case in an adversarial manner against parents 

on issues related to removal of parental rights, care, supervision and safety. This requires departments 

to balance the rights of the child with the rights enshrined in the sanctity of the family. This apparent 

contradiction influences the practice of child protection departments as it requires the department to 

simultaneously support the parents and seek to maintain the intactness of the family, whilst at the 

same time safeguarding the child.  
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Geen and Tumlin (1999) truly capture this dichotomous position: 

What other provider simultaneously serves both children and parents—victims and 

perpetrators—with the best interests of one group (the children) sometimes at odds with the 

needs, desires, and legal rights of another (the parents)? What other provider is guided by 

such competing goals and beliefs? (p. 12) 

It is a true manifestation of the dilemma of liberalism (Dingwall, Eekalaar & Murray 1995), where 

society wants every child protected from harm but, at the same time, wants to preserve the sanctuary 

and privacy of the family. Such tensions and adversarial processes profoundly impact on, and often 

irreparably damage, the client–worker relationship. It can also result in worker’s having to undertake 

court ordered requirements even when it is contrary to their professional judgement; this can, as 

Sidebotham et al. (2016) note, significantly compromise the possibility of a worker protecting a child 

from future harm. 

 

Further, the prevailing political ideology and sensitivities towards child protection influences practice 

profoundly in terms of its focus, direction and scope. So, for example, the pendulum swings between 

child rescue and family preservation, and between child protection and child welfare orientations, 

which are reflective of political risk appetites in terms of what can be tolerated when it comes to the 

state’s involvement in protecting children. Equally, the influences of the political ideology on the 

nature and extent of the role of government in the private worlds of family life, and the nature and 

role of government in responding to need, risk and welfare generally, is an important influencer of 

practice. The current pervasive influence of neo-liberal principles and New Public Management in an 

era of advanced capitalism (see Tilbury 2004; Walker 2002),  the individualisation of need, the 

reduction of the role of the state with a preference to steer, not row (Denhardt & Denhardt 2000), 

and the marketisation of service provision all influence how children and families are framed and 

conceptualised, and how practice in child protection is constructed and delivered (Broadhurst & Holt 

2010; Gillingham 2014a; Ruch 2005).  

 

Without doubt one of the most powerful influencers of practice emerges from media scrutiny of child 

protection, most specifically arising from its reporting of child scandals (Ayre 2001; Cooper 2005; 

Gainsborough 2010; Harrison, Harries & Liddiard 2014; Kitzinger 1996). Through sensationalist 

reporting of child tragedies, the media is seen as key contributors to giving a voice to public outrage, 

and fanning the flames of moral panic, setting these rare events as if every day occurrences (see for 

example, Franklin & Parton 1991; Harrison, Harries & Liddiard 2014). The child protection agency is 

routinely portrayed as untrustworthy, reviled, worthy of blame and ridicule, and in dire need of 
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reform, once heads have rolled. A ‘name and shame’ approach is adopted, where individual 

practitioners can be demonised, pilloried and identified in pejorative terms such as child snatchers, 

lazy, overly optimistic and naïve, incompetent and power hungry, who either over reacted or failed to 

act. Such a context creates a practice environment which is risk averse and defensive, resulting in 

increased requirements for compliance, standardisation and mechanisation of the process to remove 

fallibility.  

 

Finally, one of the reasons for the media’s incredible influencing power is that it seeks to be the 

mouthpiece for another influencer, that of public opinion and expectation. One such public 

expectation is that all children should be protected from harm and, as such, agencies with 

responsibility to protect children should be able to predict and prevent child abuse (Buckley 1999; 

Chenot 2011; Ferguson 2004; Munro 1996). As Connolly and Doolan (2007) poignantly note: 

Systems of child welfare went from being protectors of public anxiety to being inadequate 

protectors of the nation’s children. The notion that social workers could and should protect all 

children from harm took hold. (p. 3, authors’ italics) 

The public have a zero tolerance for error (see Jagannathan & Camasso 2013), where notions of risk, 

danger and hazard dominate social life and cause anxiousness and fear, contributing to the collective 

sense of ‘horror and outrage’ (Munro 1996, p. 794) when something goes wrong. There is also a 

broader public perception that professionals in child protection should no longer be trusted: nothing 

a practitioner in child protection does is done for the right reason, that they are no longer a source of 

reliable knowledge or expertise, that they have failed too many times, they have too much power, 

and they need to be reined in (Cooper, Hetherington & Katz 2003). This perception is given expression 

through a reliance on, and trust in, external monitoring bodies charged with watching the systems on 

the public’s behalf (see Blome & Stieb 2008).  

 

The confluence of media berating, political interference, legal sanctions and unrealistic public 

expectations profoundly undermines the faith and trust in child protection and fuels a climate of fear, 

mistrust and blame (Ayre 2001). Individually and collectively they have had a significant influence on 

practitioners’ morale, recruitment and retention, and have contributed to the reshaping of practice 

towards a more defensive, muted and risk-averse process based on procedural compliance. As a 

result, Chapman (2004) claims, there is a culture of ‘arse covering’ in ‘plague proportions’ (p. 71). In 

this environment, practitioners are hyper vigilant, anxious, wary and defensive, all of which serve to 

undermine their willingness to utilise their applied practice skills.   
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The ‘powerful poetry’7 of reform 

There is one final influencer which needs specific attention, and which has direct relevance to this 

thesis: that of the role reforms have played in influencing applied practice. As noted earlier, crisis-

induced reforms have become a feature of child protection systems the world over. However, these 

are not simply neutral events, but create profound implications for practice. Rushed reforms, with 

oversimplified responses to complex situations, repeat the same formula of producing copious 

recommendations which fail to truly address the presenting issues, whilst still expecting different 

outcomes from the last reform. Their preference for short-term, symbolic gestures of ‘transformation’ 

have resulted in paradoxically worsening, not improving, the practice of applied practice. The 

perpetual oscillation between protection and prevention, depending on what is more ‘politically 

perilous at the time’ (Scott, D 1995, p. 87), determines whether practitioners are focussed on 

‘checking, or trusting’ (Nutley 2010, p. 7).  White et al. (2015) suggest that these competing principles 

are constantly in a ‘discursive and moral dance with proportionality’ (p. 8) and conclude: 

Each violent and retrospectively tragically preventable death has its own effect on this fickle 

pendulum, potentially shifting the point of balance. (p. 8) 

Reforms following a focussing event invariably engage in what Edwards (2010, p. 8) refers to as the 

‘illusory search for the best fit’ whereby continual, relentless and repeated changes have become the 

norm in child protection services as part of this illusionary search. Cooper, Hetherington and Katz 

(2003) note that, all too often, there is an assumption that: 

  … the systems are broken, inefficient, badly maintained, and must be fixed with the aid of 

manuals and wiring diagrams that the mechanics must learn and obey. (p. 62) 

Their language is critical, because it encapsulates how reforms have enabled complex adaptive 

systems such as child protection organisations to be treated in a more reductionist, even mechanical 

manner, with an underlying presumption that by breaking down the system into more and more 

simplistic, predictable components, it will reduce error on the front line. Lonne et al. (2008) express 

this clearly: 

The continual refinement and reform of ‘systems’ demonstrates that services for children are 

conceived, increasingly, as instrumental machines which need to be updated to take account 

of new challenges and the new knowledge’s and technologies that are available … the fact 

that they have failed only points to their repair. (p. 52) 

 
7 Stone (2012) uses the phrase powerful poetry in her exploration of policy paradoxes (p. 170) 
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And whilst optically a new department, a new structure, a new set of workflow diagrams and so on 

looks like change, such changes are often inadequate and woefully unable to deal with the internal 

cultures, operating assumptions and behaviours which underpin an organisation (see Braithwaite, 

Westbrook & Iedema 2005) which in turn influence practitioners and their practice because those 

cultures, attitudes and behaviours fundamentally determine and shape the practice environment.  

 

Reforms have also played a key role in the continual search for more certainty by actioning 

recommendations which seek to increase the influence of procedures, protocols, practice guides and 

policies which shape practice. Bauman (2000) describes the process whereby there is an: 

 … urge to make the rules more precise and less ambiguous than they are, to taper the range 

of their possible interpretations, to make the decisions in each case fully determined and 

predictable ‘by the book’; and the expectation that all this can be done, and that if it has not 

been done it is the sloppiness, neglect, or short-sightedness of the social workers and their 

bosses which are to blame, (p. 10) 

Underpinning this approach is the belief that child abuse and harm is objectively identifiable and 

remediable (Buckley 1999; Orr 1999), and therefore ‘solvable’ (Devaney & Spratt 2009, p. 635). There 

is public reassurance and organisational comfort in having uncertainty reduced and the potential for 

error removed by seeking to enhance the organisational predicative capabilities of risk and harm to 

children. As Gitterman and Knight (2013) proclaim: 

In the real world of people with messy and overwhelming life stressors, a logical, orderly and 

sequential formulation is reassuring. (p. 71) 

Coupled with this propensity towards seeking the removal of error by proceduralisation is the 

continued faith that reforms demonstrate towards technology to help address the ‘human as hazard’ 

perspective which underpins many inquiries. Inquiries and their ensuing reforms manifest this by 

reinforcing the idea that the complexities, risks and uncertainties of child protection can be reduced, 

if not removed, through constant enhancements to, and reliance on, IT systems and embedded 

practice tools governed by algorithms and risk matrices. In such an environment, ‘there is no place for 

twisted trajectories, puzzles or paradoxes—or feelings’ (Adams 2004, p. 40). It is this unwavering belief 

in what Wastell (2011) refers to as ‘technomagic’, which is at the heart of how reforms influence and 

impact the way ‘practice’ is constructed and how practitioners engage with information and case 

decision making.  
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Reforms also profoundly influence practice through the reinforcement of the role of managerialism in 

removing error in child protection. This is achieved through reforms expanding the role of 

management and administrators into areas once the domain of clinicians, and the strengthening of 

data management, collection and production on specific measurable elements of the child protection 

process (Burgess 2011). Further, reforms often adopt (or reinforce the use of) marketised language,  

in what Lorenz (2012) describes as ‘semantic perversion’ (p. 621), not only in terms of its focus on 

hazard and risk, but also targets, performance and outputs, as well as references to mechanical 

process of production, workflow and throughput (see Harris 2014). 

  

Finally, reforms play a key role in enlarging the nature, scope and scale of the surveillance of practice 

and practitioners. This is done in the belief that by having more independent monitors, children’s 

safety will be improved. Internal systems are routinely expanded (internal audit, case analysis, serious 

incident review teams) along with expanded responsibilities and powers for external, independent 

watchers, (see Blome & Steib 2008) such as commissioners, guardians and audit teams.  

 

The constant state of reform of child protection services has created an environment of change fatigue 

and worker cynicism (see Ainsworth & Hansen 2006; Blome & Steib 2008; Cooper 2005; Ferguson 

2005; Gainsborough 2010; Munro 2005; Smith, S 2002). The persistent focus on short-term ‘wins’ and 

symbolic gestures is destabilising and disorientating for workers. It undermines practice stability and 

continuity, and diverts practitioners’ efforts and attention away from their engagements with clients. 

Price (2010) reflects that this leaves workers ‘ricocheting being hope and despair’ (p. 253), backing up 

Ball’s claim (2003) that reforms do not change systems, they change those working in them. That 

despair is often exacerbated because, whilst reforms may bring changes, practitioners perceive little 

change with regard to the issues which directly influence their practice the most. One of those 

promised changes that rarely eventuates is responding to toxic and dysfunctional work cultures and 

climates which have come to symbolise many child protection services. As Munro (2011a) states:  

A dysfunctional workplace makes it difficult for even the most skilled and motivated social 

workers to achieve the level of effectiveness that they would like. This applies not only to the 

major obstacles to good practice such as heavy caseloads or lack of supervision, but to the 

more subtle influences of the design of assessment tools, or organisational messages about 

priorities. (p. 35) 

When the dysfunctional culture remains intact, the status quo of blame and fear is maintained. Leigh 

(2016) identifies that such cultures create an environment where ‘destructive discourses emerge’ 

which encourages ‘particular ways of thinking and behaving for all those professionals who draw from 
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it’ (p. 413). In his analysis of reform of child protection in Israel, Alfandari (2015, citing Reason, 1990, 

2000) identifies the failure to address ‘resident pathogens’ (p. 227) such as culture is a significant 

contributor to why these reforms fail, not least because these pathogens profoundly influence 

practice. The result is often declining morale, high worker turnover, and increased worker insecurity 

(Smith 2011, p. 14), all of which undermine practitioners’ willingness or ability to engage in applied 

practice. 

2.15 Impacts and impositions 

As noted above, individually and collectively these contextual influencers have had a significant impact 

on practitioners, and thus on their capacity and capabilities to engage in applied practice. 

Accumulatively, what emerges is a picture whereby the skills and competencies of the worker are 

valued less than their ability to follow prescriptive requirements and comply with organisational 

imperatives. Knowing how to do something has become more important than understanding why 

something has happened, or understanding if an intervention worked. Practice has moved from 

practitioners needing to demonstrate depth of knowledge to now only requiring surface descriptions 

of activity (see Howe 1996 & Cooper 2005). It has become commodified and codified, and transitioned 

from a professional capability to a technical competency, turning practitioners into data entry 

technicians (see White et al. 2010) engaged in conveyor belt practice Ferguson (2004) by following 

instructions laid out in voluminous procedure manuals. The consequences of such proceduralisation 

on applied practice have been well articulated (see, for example, Cooper 2005; Howe 1992; Munro 

2011b; Parton 1996; Ruch 2005). Dingwall, Eekalaar and Murray (1995) note, most poignantly, that 

this has resulted in practitioners’ being more concerned about making a defensible decision rather 

than the right one.  

 

However, perhaps most profoundly, these contextual features have had a disturbing effect on 

practitioners who want to use and build their skills, wisdom, judgement and discretion, and apply their 

applied practice competencies (or actually start to learn how to practice in an applied way), because 

these contexts have ripped the heart out of their experience of practice in child protection. It has 

challenged practitioners’ sense of purpose and professional identity, their desire to make a difference, 

and has stripped away so much of what practitioners signed up for when they embarked on their 

professional career. As Ferguson (2005) explains: 

The soul is being squeezed out of the work, pulling workers and entire systems’ attention away 

from understanding and developing the kinds of deep relationships with the self, children and 

carers that are required to do meaningful child protection and welfare work. (pp. 791–792) 
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These contexts of practice have also fundamentally changed the way practice is described and even 

talked about; the historical traditions of narrative, communicative and relational practice have been 

replaced by reference to forms, and templates, which restrict and restrain the practitioner’s 

articulation of critical components of the interactional nature of  practice (see Shaw et al. 2009). It has 

sanitised the emotionality of the work, seeking for practitioners to be objective, dispassionate and 

arm’s length. Weick’s (2000) critical reflection captures this dissonance: 

Emotions are replaced with studied disinterest; complexity is resolved by narrowing the point 

of study; mystery evaporates in the face of calibrated instruments and precise numbers. 

Nowhere to be found are the living tissues of human drama and human triumph. (p. 400) 

Beleaguered and enervated practitioners express a sense of disconnect from their clients, both in 

terms of how they are now required to practise ‘practice’, but also practically not being able to 

untether themselves from the unrelenting administrative burden. They experience what de Montigny 

(1995) describes as ‘fragmented realities’ where the ‘professional self is a fractured self’ (p. 14). The 

ability, capacity and time to engage in relational practice, which they know will influence outcomes 

for children, is diminished. Howe (1996) sums up this redefining of the professional relationship as 

changing it from ‘interpersonal to economic’, from ‘therapeutic to transactional’, and from ‘nurturing 

and supportive to contractual and service orientated’ (p. 92). Hyslop (2009) sees the promotion of a 

‘dispassionate and disengaged’ (p. 4) form of practice replacing applied practice skills, and Ball (2003) 

considers that ‘inauthenticity and meaninglessness is increasingly an everyday experience for all’  

(p. 223). This, as Gitterman and Knight (2013) explain, is because practice has become ‘rigid, devoid 

of spontaneity and authenticity, and less responsive to the “messiness” of clients’ lives’ (p. 73). Regan 

(2001) soberly concludes that practitioners: 

… consider that their work has been emptied of substance and their labour appropriated for 

tasks which are devoid of value and lacking in moral purpose. (p. 37) 

2.16 Closing comments 

This chapter has sought firstly to explore the reform literature before reflecting on the notion of 

applied practice, identifying its key constituents, and considering why and how such practice matters 

in child protection work. It is evident from the literature that the practitioner’s ability to draw upon 

these applied practice skills has a significant impact on the effectiveness of any protective 

intervention. However, when applied practice is contextualised within the service design of 

contemporary child protection—the team, the organisation, the wider socio-political context—what 

emerges is a clear picture of how this form of practice has been de-emphasised, degraded and 
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dislodged to the edges of the child protection system. Such a dislocation has given rise to profound 

impacts on practitioners and ultimately on outcomes for children, with these contexts, individually 

and combined, having ‘distal effects’ which ‘ripple[] through the system along chains of causality’ 

(Lane, Munro &  Husemann 2016, p.  615). It is further contended that these contexts have been 

central not only in the deconstruction of applied practice, but in the construction of a form of practice 

which is the antithesis of, and antagonistic to, applied practice.  

 

This literature review has perhaps more than anything else shone a light on the profound 

contradictions of applied practice in child protection. On the one hand, it can be clearly established 

that applied practice matters, and matters most because of the operating environment in child 

protection. On the other hand, there is a wide range of contextual features which conspire to make 

such practice obsolete, degraded, diminished or simply seen as irrelevant. Some of those contexts are 

historical and some are contemporary manifestations of prevailing public administration paradigms 

and political ideologies.  

 

This contradiction is perhaps however most perplexingly, and paradoxically, manifested through the 

context of crisis-induced reform. Earlier reform efforts, based on a name, blame and shame approach 

to inquiries into an error, could almost be forgiven for perversely contributing to the problem by 

introducing, or reinforcing, the use of procedures, manuals, tools and processes which had the 

unintended consequence of worsening, not improving, the situation. Such inquiries and their ensuing 

reforms failed to truly understand the pivotal role that applied practice played in safeguarding 

children. Much of this reliance on rationale, linear and reductionist thinking can also reasonably be 

explained by reference to the role of path dependency, neoliberalism and new public administration 

paradigms which proliferated within bureaucracies and public services. 

 

However, nearly all of the discrete elements of this literature review—the failure of previous reforms, 

the role of practice, why and how it makes a difference, and the corrosive effects of managerialism, 

market principles, a faith in technology, and the standardisation of interventions—have all been the 

focus of most contemporary inquiries into perceived failures of child protection. These inquiries have 

also included detailed analyses of the consequences of these factors on practice, and therefore 

protective intervention. They have then injected hope by claiming to make applied practice a central 

feature of any ensuing reform.  
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However, despite this, reforms of child protection continue to enable, embolden, reinforce and even 

exacerbate so many of the operational, organisational, political and societal contexts which have 

served to undermine applied practice. Despite their own evidence-informed analyses regarding the 

role applied practice has in protecting children, and despite clear articulation of a future state in which 

applied practice is valued, nurtured and supported, what eventuates, it is proposed, is the continued 

perversity of practice degradation. It is this paradoxical phenomenon which is increasingly more 

challenging to explain by reference to more traditional theoretical perspectives. Tackling this 

conundrum will form the basis of Chapters 5 and 6, where the practitioners’ voice regarding their 

experiences of a reform will be explored, and then filtered through Sieber’s lens of regression and 

conversion to see how his framework might assist in making sense of this perplexing reality.  
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CHAPTER 3:  

Methodology 
 

3.1 Introduction 

Perhaps one of the most challenging elements of this thesis was trying to make sense of the confusing, 

and often contradictory literature about paradigms, ontologies, epistemologies and methodologies 

which were riddled with severe bouts of verbal contortionism.  Just when something seemed to make 

sense, along came another perspective which threw the previous muddled interpretation out the 

window. To the researcher, it seemed an impossible task to locate a connected chain of ‘ologies’ which 

had some legitimacy and did not represent an incomprehensible mess of ideas. Pease (2010) refers to 

these theoretical messes as the ‘paradigm wars’ (p. 210) with Lincoln, Lynham and Guba (2011) calling 

them ‘paradigmatic controversies’ (p. 97). Indeed. However, amidst the methodological spaghetti 

emerged a simple, logical framework that leveraged off the methodology architecture set out by Adu 

(2016), which: 

• establishes the research design 

• sets out the researcher’s background and beliefs  

• considers participants 

• clarifies procedures  

• explains data processing processes and 

• articulates how the research upholds quality assurance requirements. 

Each of these will be explored below. Individually, and collectively, they will provide a clear rationale 

as to why the research design and approach were the best suited to respond to the research question. 

3.2 The research design 

The research question provides the foundation upon which consideration of the research design is 

based:  

Why do the promises of child protection reform generally fail to meet their stated goal and, 

in particular, why do the claims to strengthen practice have the opposite effect? 

In order to provide a coherent response to that question, this research situates itself within a social 

constructivist paradigm, uses a qualitative approach, is heuristic in nature, with the primary research 
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using a case study methodology and thematic analysis to explore the data. This was complemented 

by a secondary research approach using desktop analysis of two key documents (see Chapter 4).  

 

Each of the elements will be unpacked below and considered in terms of their utility in responding to 

the research question.  

A constructivist research paradigm 

A research paradigm is, in essence, the placeholder which contains the ontological and 

epistemological stance and defines the research methods, all of which need to have a clearly identified 

level of consistency (Creswell 2013). Whilst there are, as Kivunja and Kuyini (2017) note, ‘glaring 

overlap of definitions and/or explanations’ (p. 29) regarding what a paradigm is and what it contains, 

Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) definition has stood the test of time with its four critical elements—

ontology, epistemology, methodology and axiology.  

 

This research is primarily situated within the constructivist paradigm, which has at its core the 

intention to explore the human experience, as expressed by research participants through their 

subjective narratives. In this paradigm, reality is ‘socially and experientially based’ (Guba & Lincoln 

1994, p. 110), thus giving testimony to how participants are making sense of a specific situation or 

experience, which in turn offers up rich data from which new knowledge may be constructed. In terms 

of setting out the four criteria established by Lincoln and Guba (1985), Denzin and Lincoln (2005) 

provide a succinct menu of the constructivist paradigm content: 

The constructivist paradigm assumes a relativist ontology (there are multiple realities), a 

subjectivist epistemology (knower and respondent cocreate understandings), and a 

naturalistic (in the natural world) set of methodological procedures. (p. 24) 

Kivunja and Kuyini (2017) further identify that this paradigm has a ‘balanced axiology’ (p. 34). Each of 

these paradigmatic ingredients are set out in Figure 1 below.  
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  Figure 1: The research paradigm 
 
As noted above, the research predominantly sits within the constructivist/interpretivist paradigm. 

However, locating the research into one paradigm presented challenges because of the two ‘hats’ the 

researcher has worn throughout the research. The interpretivist paradigm speaks to the approach 

which best situates the researcher’s research approach, with its rich, thick descriptions, capturing 

meanings through exploring subjective participant experiences, acknowledging the influence of time 

and context, the value-laden, subjective and idiographic nature of knowledge, and the inductive 

nature of theory forming achieved through collaborative and emergent research (see Denzin & Lincoln 

2000). All of that fitted.  However, the practitioner element of the researcher is strongly grounded in 

critical theory and critical practice, social action, transformation, empowerment, and disruptive 

engagement with power and structure. It is an uneasy alliance which, like the subject of practice, is 

full of ambiguity and contested ideas.  

A qualitative approach 

This research is seeking to explore the practice experiences of child protection practitioners within the 

context of a reform. It thus required an immersion into the practitioners’ world so as to listen to their 

voices as they gave meaning to those experiences, in their own words, which would then form the 
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basis for reflection and analysis in responding to the research questions. For such an exploration, 

qualitative research has been shown to be an appropriate and helpful approach to better 

understanding organisational change processes, and exploring the experiences of workers in those 

organisations (see, for example, Cassell & Symon 1994). Qualitative research is also considered 

particularly appropriate in fields of study which are characterised by complexity and ambiguity, 

something which perfectly describes child protection!  

 

Importantly, the research seeks to deal with the real world of child protection: chaotic, deeply 

emotional, subjective, contested, complex, and value laden. Qualitative research is specifically able to 

tolerate and absorb all of these contextual elements, where time and history are important, and the 

real-life settings with all their messiness are an integral part of this research approach. As Cibangu 

(2012) describes: 

Qualitative researchers, however, seek out and immerse themselves into the real, 

uncontrolled, crude, and non-manipulated world (of humans) to derive and interpret the 

hidden patterns (theories). (p. 96) 

In qualitative research, there is an acceptance that there is no objectively true knowledge, but that 

knowledge emerges in an interpretative and emergent way. Flick (2009) notes that with regard to 

qualitative research: 

… circularity is one of the strengths … because it forces the researcher to permanently reflect 

on the whole research process and on particular steps in the light of the other steps. (p. 92) 

Qualitative research also focusses on meaning, and the way the participants interpret and make sense 

of their experiences. Like practice, the relationship between researcher and participant is of critical 

importance in qualitative research. Further, the researcher’s connection to the emotional content of 

participants’ experiences is seen as critical where, as Cibangu (2012) notes, the use of all the 

researcher’s ‘senses, attentive observation, and the fullness of the phenomenon studied, all 

determine qualitative work’ (p. 112). This type of research demands reflectivity and reflexiveness from 

the researcher, in order to truly comprehend the rich, thick descriptions that emerge through the 

process of the research. Finally, because qualitative research is so deeply subjective, complete 

objectivity and neutrality are understood to be unachievable through the research process. As Flick 

(2009) identifies, even the selection of the ‘case’ and the proposition for the research itself come from 

the researcher’s subjective stance. Such a stance demands a clear declaration of those underpinning 

assumptions and the role of subjectivity in considering the data and interpreting the findings, 
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something which again connects to the realm of practice. The researcher’s subjective stance and 

informing theories are discussed below.  

Heuristic in nature 

This research is heuristic in nature, in that it best describes how the researcher approached the 

research and the research question. Sultan (2018) sets out the essential features of research which is 

heuristic in nature: 

• Engagement: it is a topic of ‘extreme interest’ founded from personal experience (p. 11); 

• Immersion: such an approach enables the researcher to ‘bring passion, curiosity, imagination 

and vulnerability as we allow ourselves to be drawn into the rich banquet of the unknown’  

(p. 11); 

• Incubation (p. 11): a feature of research which requires the researcher to step away from the 

deeply personal material and allow themselves to sit in the complexity of the material for 

however long is required for sense making, and 

• Illumination (p. 13): where there is discovery and an enhanced sense of understanding.  

The connectedness of these features to the identified those of applied practice is revealing, and 

perfectly connects the field of research with the approach to research. Such connection is 

strengthened when one reflects on a whole series of terms which Sultan (2018) states have been used 

to characterise heuristic informed research, such as exploratory, intuitive, reflexive, holistic, 

embodied, culturally embedded, relational, authentic, creative, fluid and imaginative. (p. 4).  The 

similarities with the tuned skills of applied practitioners discussed in Chapter 2 are unmistakeable. 

Critically, Sultan (2018) identifies a uniqueness of heuristic research, in its study of ‘living experience 

(i.e. interrelated, interconnected continuing experience) rather than lived experience’ (p. 4, author’s 

bold). This research therefore explores the living experiences of practitioners as it unfolded, in real 

time, as they were living the impacts and influences of the reform on both themselves and their 

practice.   

A case study methodology 

A case study methodology was used, which involves the researcher investigating: 

… a contemporary phenomenon within its real‐life context; when the boundaries between 

phenomenon and context are not clearly evident; and in which multiple sources of evidence 

are used. (Yin 1984, p. 23) 

The case study approach has been identified as emerging from a constructivist paradigm which states 

that the truth of a situation is relative, ‘where meaning is important, though there is an acceptance of 



81 
 

objectivity too’ (Baxter & Jack 2008, p. 545). However, the literature into case study methodology 

notes that it is not bound by one particular paradigm or epistemological framework, and should not 

been seen as only something used in qualitative research. This has led to case study research being 

referred to by Johansson (2003) as a meta method, and as ‘transparadigmatic’ by VanWynsberghe & 

Khan (2007, p. 80) 

 

Yin (2009) helpfully identified four main applications for when a case study might best be considered: 

1. to explain the presumed causal links in real-life interventions, too complex for survey or 

experimental strategies; 

2. to describe an intervention and the real-life context; 

3. illustrate certain topics within an evaluation, and 

4. enlighten situations in which the intervention being evaluated has no clear, single set of 

outcomes. (pp. 19–20) 

This research sits within the broad church of Yins exploratory single case study and Stake’s (1995) 

intrinsic case study approach, although such positioning is somewhat artificial as elements of the 

research also fulfilled the explanatory and descriptive categories.  

 

Whilst the various types of case study provide opportunities for this method to be used in numerous 

different research contexts, there are a number of characteristics of case study research which remain 

reasonably constant, irrespective of the type. Primary among those is that in all case studies, the 

researcher is the primary instrument of data collection and analysis. Further, all case studies occur in 

context—i.e. the specific ‘case’ or cases provide the site of the research, within which the researcher 

immerses themselves in order to ‘capture the circumstances and conditions of an everyday or 

common place situation’ (Yin 2003, p. 48), using a variety of different methods to capture data, and 

using different tools for the data analysis. In all case studies, the case or cases are ‘bounded’, which 

means that there are clear edges to the specific case, which helps frame what is included and what is 

excluded within the context of the research. In this regard, Johannson (2003) notes that a case is a 

‘phenomenon specific to time and space’ (p. 5). The boundaries of this case study are formed by its 

focus on practice within the context of statutory child protection, a geographical area (South 

Australia), a specific time (implementation of the A fresh start reform) and reforms which are created 

through focussing events. 
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Why select this method? 

The first consideration was to identify a research approach which a) fitted with the type of research 

being pursued, b) was able to respond to the research question, and c) could allow Sieber’s (1981) 

framework to be specifically applied to a discrete reform. For this, the researcher turned to Yin (2003) 

who identified that a case study design should be considered when:  

• the focus of the study is to answer ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions;  

• you cannot manipulate the behaviour of those involved in the study; 

• you want to cover contextual conditions because you believe they are relevant to the 

phenomenon under study, or  

• the boundaries are not clear between the phenomenon and context. 

These conditions matched the research design and intent, as well as clearly accommodating Sieber’s 

framework to the case, given his focus on contextual conditions and their relevancy to regression.  

 

Secondly, the case study has a problem-solving approach, and ‘provides the opportunity to ask 

penetrating questions and to capture the richness of organizational behaviour’ (Gable 1994, p. 113).  

This captured the core intention of this research.  

 

Third, the researcher was seeking a methodology which optimised the researcher’s practice skills. 

Undertaking a case study requires the researcher to have a broad range of skills, including the ability 

to ask purposeful questions, interpret responses, be a good listener, adaptable and flexible, have a 

solid understanding of the issues under consideration, and be able to approach the situation with an 

awareness of biases and preconceptions. From the researcher’s perspective, these are core practice 

skills, and thus optimising them in a research context through a case study method was entirely 

appropriate and a good ‘fit’ with the experience and expertise of the researcher coming into this 

research.  

 

Finally, there is an alignment between the complexity of the system under consideration (child 

protection) and the capability of a case study to enable a probing investigation of these complexities 

and multiple variables. Case studies can tolerate the exploration of complex social systems and, in so 

doing, provide a unique opportunity to shed light on participant accounts which might inform our 

understanding of these complex environments and propose opportunities for future exploration. 

Again, this aligned with the researcher’s intentions and, importantly, appeared to be an appropriate, 

fit-for-purpose method to enable a probing response to the research question.  
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It is acknowledged that there are weaknesses to the case study approach, including issues regarding 

generalisability, reliability and validity. Perhaps the most germane to this research, and embedded in 

child protection practice too, is the issue of researcher (or practitioner) bias. As in practice, there are 

personal and professional biases which need to be identified and managed in order to ensure they do 

not interfere with the integrity of the assessment/research. The researcher discusses the issue of bias 

and subjectivity in section below.  

3.3 Background and beliefs of the researcher 

As a qualified and experienced social work practitioner with nearly three decades of child protection 

experience in roles from frontline practitioner to executive member, the researcher does not come to 

this research as a blank canvas, but rather as someone with a strong theoretical practice and 

experiential framework which has emerged and been nurtured throughout the researcher’s career. 

This theoretical and practice framework has provided the researcher with a solid ‘ideological 

foundation’ (Salas, Sen & Segal 2010, p. 91) in which to make sense of social work practice and 

contemporary child protection systems and public administration.  

 

This ideological sense-making framework is firmly grounded within the critical social work paradigm. 

Founded on the concepts of critical social theory, critical social work was formed through the joining 

of the radical social work agenda to ‘influences of feminism, gender, sexism, racism, disability rights 

and gay and lesbian rights’ (Ferguson 2008, p. 20), thus promoting anti-discriminatory, anti-oppressive 

and empowerment practices. Adopting such a practice stance, in the context of a statutory child 

protection bureaucracy, undoubtedly presents a challenge. As Shimei et al. (2016) so accurately 

describe:  

Critical social work is exasperating. It does not allow us a moment’s peace. We feel as if from 

the moment we decided to see injustice, oppression, power relations, discrepancies, and 

damage, there is no going back. (p. 617) 

It is, Shimei goes on to explain, a practice which ‘provides a space for asking questions and having 

doubts’ (p. 616), so as ‘reflect upon the world and subvert it’ (p. 617). Critical practice, Weiss-Gal et 

al. (2014) note, takes a holistic view of social issues, considers social change possible, that relational 

practice is central, and that language is a powerful tool which must be used wisely and not for the 

purposes of distancing and separating ourselves from our clients. Brechin (2000) adds two further 
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critical elements which have particular resonance to the researcher: that practice is values-based, and 

that a critical reflective use of self is central to practice.  

 

Informing the critical social work practice stance has been a broad church of theories which influenced 

the researcher’s professional perspectives and underpinned some of the central assumptions about 

the ideas of practice and of the utility of social interventions such as reforms. These are set out below.  

 
Figure 2: Informing theories 
 

These theoretical perspectives are underpinned by a strong alliance to the core values of professional 

social work, which include the intrinsic worth of all individuals, the right to personal beliefs and 

freedom of expression without discrimination, and an obligation to call out injustice and protect 

human rights. These are complemented by an unwavering adherence to the core principles of 

advocacy, self-determination, a focus on client needs, acknowledgement of power imbalances, being 

cognisant of the inherent tensions of regulatory systems, and a commitment to continuous 

development. 
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The ‘insider–outsider’ dilemma 

There are many recognised challenges for researchers who are conducting research in a field of work 

in which they have significant prior experience and knowledge, including issues of biases, 

overfamiliarity and professional prejudices. However, such challenges are compounded if those prior 

experiences have (in part or in full) occurred within the specific focus area of the research itself. In this 

regard, a critical consideration for the researcher was the acknowledgement of prior roles undertaken 

in South Australia’s child protection system, and how that would influence perception, participant 

recruitment and engagement, and data analysis. As a former employee of the department (in various 

roles from practitioner to Director of Practice between 2008 and 2013), the researcher not only had 

‘insider’ information about the specific agency, but had perceptions and reflections of the 

employment experience which had potential to skew this research. This needed to be both declared 

and, critically, carefully considered and rigorously monitored via self-reflection, reflexivity, and 

engagement in challenging peer and research supervision, to ensure such prior experience did not 

interfere with the requirements of quality research. This is a process referred to as ‘bracketing’ which, 

Tufford and Newman (2012) explain, is a process used to: 

… mitigate the potential deleterious effects of unacknowledged preconceptions related to the 

research and thereby to increase the rigor of the project. (p. 81) 

The process of ‘bracketing’ requires the researcher to name, identify, expose and declare personal 

biases, presuppositions, assumptions, histories, motives and experiences, as part of being transparent 

in their engagement of the interpretative aspects of research. As Sultan (2018) eloquently puts it, such 

a process of self-declaration is not about bracketing the researcher ‘out’ of the research, but, by 

‘outing’ the researcher’s personal experiences and biases, it becomes possible to ‘in’ themselves into 

the research (p. 18). Such an analysis brings into play the whole consideration of the ‘insider–outsider’ 

elements of research, which explores how researchers’ roles and memberships in the subject of the 

research is framed. An ‘insider’ is someone who shares the ‘characteristic, role, or experience under 

study with the participant’ whereas an ‘outsider’ is outside the ‘commonality shared by participants’ 

(Dwyer & Buckle 2009, p. 55).  

 

Hayfield and Huxley (2015) provide an excellent summary of the advantages and challenges of either 

position. They propose that an insider has an advantage:  

… when developing research questions, designing interview schedules, accessing and 

recruiting participants, and during data collection, analysis, and dissemination. It has been 

suggested that insiders are more aware of the lives of their participants (p. 92) 
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Hayfield and Huxley (2015) also note that the challenges for insiders include participants’ having 

higher expectations, and participants’ treating the researcher more as a friend and then disclosing 

more than is appropriate. Being an insider could also lead to assumptions about a shared agreement 

or understanding between the researcher and participant, which can lead to taken-for-granted 

positions being adopted in the research. As to advantages of an outsider position, this may include 

being able to ask more ‘naïve questions’ (p. 92) in their exploration and thus expose more information, 

and they might notice information in the data an insider could miss. The key challenge is whether an 

outsider can truly ‘understand or accurately represent the experiences of their participants’ (p. 92). 

 

Milligan (2016) proposes a hybrid stance which she refers to as an ‘inbetweener’ whereby ‘we are 

neither entirely one identity nor another; neither fully inside nor outside’ (p. 239) which results in a 

‘knowledgeable outsider’ (p. 247). Such a stance resonated with the researcher. In considering the 

knowledgeable outsider position, it is clear the researcher held both an insider and an outsider 

position simultaneously. With regard to the insider stances, this took two forms. The first was that the 

researcher was an insider with regard to a shared professional social work identity with the 

participants; there was a shared narrative, a shared understanding about child protection social work, 

and a shared story of the tensions, contradictions, ambiguities, frustrations and joys of practice. The 

second ‘insider’ stance came about through a shared lexicon of child protection specific to the agency 

(DCP). The acronyms, structure, systems and processes enabled a shared understanding which did not 

need constant clarification or explanation. Such a shared perspective ‘automatically provides a level 

of trust and openness in your participants that would likely not have been present otherwise’ (Dwyer 

and Buckle, 2009 p. 58). From the ‘outsider’ perspective, the researcher was outside the specific 

agency (DCP) and had been for a number of years, so was not therefore a member of any group of 

employees within the department.   

3.4 Population, participants and sampling 

The population of participants who were considered best placed to help the researcher by responding 

to the research question were practitioner involved in statutory child protection work in a department 

engaged in a defined process of reform arising from a focussing event, where there was a clear 

intention to respond to identified practice challenges. As such, such practitioners were ideally 

positioned to reflect on how a reform was impacting and influencing their experience of practice as a 

direct result of a reform effort.  
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The process of recruiting practitioners took a four-phased approach: 

• In 2017, the South Australian Department for Child Protection provided the researcher access 

to its practitioners for the purposes of this research.  

• Minimal risk ethics approval was sought and obtained in March 2017 (Ref. No. H0016256) 

from the University of Tasmania Social Sciences Human Research Ethics Committee.  

• Recruitment of participants occurred in partnership with the department’s Principal Research 

Officer, utilising the department’s staff communication pathways. This involved an Expression 

of Interest email which was sent to all department practitioners (Appendix 1)8 who were in 

scope to be participants, accompanied by an Information Sheet (Appendix 2). 

• The completion of an Informed Consent document (Appendix 3) for those participants who 

met the criteria and who were willing to participate in the research.  

A nonprobability convenience sampling approach was adopted in the recruitment of the participants, 

in that the prospective participants are convenient sources of data for the research. It is further 

‘convenient’ because it was possible to negotiate access to those participants through the Research 

Agreement with the organisation (in this case, DCP) used in the case study.   

 

A total of 24 DCP staff responded to the expression of interest email. Two were excluded on the 

grounds that they were employed in areas outside the scope of the research (one from psychology 

services and one from residential care services). Twenty-two practitioners therefore were invited to 

engage directly with the field research by being interviewed up to three times over the course of 14 

months. A practitioner participant table is located in Appendix 4, setting out the participants’ age 

range, gender, qualifications, experience, and number of interviews (not all practitioners could 

complete all three interviews due to personal circumstances which were simply unavoidable). In 

summary: 

• All 22 participants were qualified social workers  

• 85% of participants were female 

• 60% had 10+ years post-qualifying experience  

• The participants worked across all phases of child protection: intake, assessment, 

guardianship and rural as well as metropolitan  

 
8 Whilst no specific data was provided as to the total number of recipients of this email, the researcher was 
advised it was sent to all DCP Offices (which includes all grades of staff, not just AHP’s). However, the Nyland 
Report identifies that in 2015 there were 605 AHP 1-4’s. This provides an indicative number as to the potential 
numbers of practitioners invited by the Department to engage in the research. 
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• 68% of participants were over the age of 40  

• A total of 61 interviews were conducted over 14 months.   

Issues regarding consent, engagement and quality assurance processes are discussed below.  

3.5 Procedures 

The principal procedure for data collection was through semi-structured interviews. The procedure 

involved scheduling three separate interviews per practitioner between November 2017 and February 

2019. Each interview took approximately 90 minutes and was electronically recorded using an 

encrypted data recording device, with the participant’s prior consent. 21 of the participants had face-

to-face interviews, with one having phone interviews due to being located in rural South Australia.  No 

preparation was sought or required by practitioners before each interview. The researcher’s role for 

each interview was to: 

• confirm and agree a mutually convenient date and venue for each interview, 

• engage the practitioner in a reflective semi-structured interview process, focussing on their 

perceptions, reflections and analysis as to how the unfolding departmental reform was being 

experienced by them and, specifically, how that experience was influencing and impacting on 

their experience of practice, 

• facilitate the interview so as to ensure it stayed focussed, challenging practitioners to connect 

their experiences to the reform activities, and ensuring the practitioner felt safe and 

comfortable throughout, and  

• transcribe the contents of the interview and seek participant agreement as to its content. Each 

participant was given a specific de-identified code, which was attached to each of their 

interview transcripts over the course of their participation.9  

There were two phases of data collection. The first phase was comprised of interviews that had a core 

purpose of establishing a baseline in order to understand where the practitioner was positioning 

themselves with regard to a range of practice features. This phase took place approximately 12 

months after the official launch of A fresh start (between November 2017 and January 2018). 

 

The second phase was comprised of two further sets of interviews. These interviews were focussed 

on exploring the practitioner’s journey within the reform to that point, specifically considering how 

 
9 The practitioner code is a randomly assigned number (1–22) followed by a 1, 2 or 3 to depict which interview 
was being cited. So, 14.3 is participant 14, 3rd interview.  



89 
 

various elements of the reform were being experienced and the impacts the reform changes were 

having with regard to their engagement in practice.  

 

The findings from both phases are set out in Chapter 5.  

 

Data (electronic recordings) was securely stored during the research on a password protected 

computer, and will be securely held by the University in accordance with its data retention 

requirements.  

3.6 Data capturing: qualitative semi-structured interviews 

 … a personal and intimate encounter in which open, direct, verbal questions are used to elicit 

detailed narratives and stories. (DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree 2006, p. 317) 

Using semi-structured interviews as a process of data collection is most effective, DeJonckheere and 

Vaughn (2019) claim, when the researcher wants to collect open-ended data, explore participants’ 

emotions, thoughts and experiences about a topic, and delve into personal and sensitive issues with 

the participant (p. 3). This indeed captures the principal purposes of the field research. As Seidman 

(2013) notes: 

At the root of in-depth interviewing is an interest in understanding the lived experiences of 

other people and the meaning they make of that experience. At the heart of interviewing 

research is an interest in other individuals’ stories because they are of worth. (p. 9) 

In reviewing the literature as to how to undertake semi-structured interviews, the similarities of the 

skills, competencies, focus and purpose with child protection practice was significant. What was most 

apparent is that whilst the interviewer has a framework of questions (perhaps analogous to 

procedures and practice guides) the quality of the data emerging from these interviews was utterly 

connected to the skills, knowledge, competency and wisdom of the interviewer (practitioner). The 

interlocking nature of the practitioner and the researcher engaged in semi-structured interviews is set 

out in Figure 3 below.  
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Figure 3: The researcher–practitioner skills nexus 
 
Opdenakker (2006) provides a very helpful summary of some of the advantages and disadvantages of 

using semi-structured interviews.  

 
Table 4: Advantages and disadvantages of semi-structured interviews 
 

Advantages Disadvantages 

The ability to use social cues – body language 
and intonation for example are sources of 
additional data.   

Social cues from the researcher can lead the 
interviewee in a desired direction which is not 
appropriate.  

Increases spontaneity in the responses. It is unfiltered given the short time between 
question and answer. 

Increases authenticity. Requires more attention being paid to the 
questions being asked and in-depth review of 
the answer/s given. 

Opportunity to generate the right ambiance 
and interview environment to optimise the 
process. 

Arranging a number of such interviews takes 
time and resources.  

Interview can be recorded using electronic 
devices. 

Can lead to the interviewer not taking any 
hand-written notes. Transcription from tape 
recordings is also lengthy and time consuming. 



91 
 

Each interview yields a response, so the 
‘response rate’ is high and able to be 
somewhat pre-determined. 

The subjectivity and individuality of the 
interview, the generalisability and replicability 
can lead to results being contested. 

Interview questions can be prepared in 
advance which facilitates sound preparation. 

Presence of bias in the interview/question 
formation. 

Anonymity is not always 100% possible. 

 
An integral part of using the semi-structured interview as a data collection instrument is to have a 

formal interview guide. As the field research involved two phases of interview (baseline and 

exploration) two guides were developed. These are located in Appendix 5. 

 

As with any research approach, there are always ethical considerations. In the case of the semi-

structured interview, DiCicco-Bloom and Crabtree (2006, p. 319) identify four ethical issues related to 

the interview process: ‘reducing the risk of unanticipated harm; protecting the interviewee’s 

information; effectively informing interviewees about the nature of the study; and reducing the risk 

of exploitation’. These are considered in 3.8 below.  

3.7 Data processing: analysing themes 

The principal approach to analysing the significant data corpus that was generated from the 61 

practitioner interviews was to use thematic analysis (hereafter referred to as TA).  

 

Thematic analysis emerged from an associated method, content analysis (CA), but as Joffe (2011) 

notes, whilst CA concentrated on the ‘numerical representations of a key word or key issue in a 

transcript, TA looks more to themes’ (p. 211). Namey et al. (2008) consider therefore that TA goes 

‘beyond counting explicit words or phrases and focuses on identifying and describing both implicit and 

explicit ideas’ (p. 138). Javadi and Zarea (2016) refer to TA as a ‘clear, uncomplicated and 

straightforward qualitative study’ approach, which requires the researcher to extract meaning, ideas 

and concepts from the data through the identification of themes. It is therefore fundamentally a 

hermeneutic endeavour, given its strong interpretative requirements and focus on meaning-making.  

Of note, Javadi and Zarea also state that, unlike some other data analysis tools, TA is considered to be 

‘independent of a specific theory or epistemology and they are theoretically free’ (p. 35). Whilst Braun 

and Clarke (2006) acknowledge this ‘theoretical freedom’ (p. 78), Nowell et al. (2017, citing Boyatzis 

1998) consider that TA, because of its flexibility, acts as a ‘translator’ (p. 1) as it facilitates qualitative 

researchers from a broad church of theoretical frameworks to adequately communicate between 

their differences.  
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Why thematic analysis? 

The desktop analysis of the Royal Commission Report (see Chapter 4) identified two primary topics for 

exploration with the practitioners in terms of practice: enabling practitioners to practise, and enablers 

of practice. The Commission report clearly identified that not only had practice been thwarted as a 

result of deficits in both these two topics, it also provided an evidence-informed analysis of what 

happens when practitioners are enabled, and practice is enabled, in terms of outcomes. The report 

sought to make recommendations it considered would deliver fundamental improvements in both of 

these practice-enabling topics. Given this, the researcher utilised these two topics as the scaffolding 

for the face to face interviews with the practitioners, in terms of exploring how practitioners were 

experiencing the reform changes which were aimed at enabling them to practise, and enabling their 

practice.   

 

Analysing the significant amount of data which emerged with regard to these two primary topics 

required subscription to a defined data analysis tool. A scan of the available tools suitable for such a 

task identified that TA was an appropriate tool. Whilst interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) 

was also initially considered, its more formalised methodological structure compared to the flexibility 

of TA as a method ruled it out early on, though the researcher considers many of IPA’s core principles 

of immense value to this research. It was also excluded due to its tendency towards small (under five) 

participants as an optimal sample size. As the research was not seeking to prove something 

statistically, TA was seen as more adaptable to the research process over, for example, CA. 

 

Two main reasons for selecting TA are identified. The first was one of pragmatics and ‘fit’. TA is a data 

analysis method which could handle, and assist in making sense of, the volume of material that 

emerged across the interviews. It aligned with the qualitative nature of the research, and could 

therefore assist in answering the research question. It is also an approach which aligned with the semi-

structured interview approach to data capturing.  

 

The second reason for leaning towards TA over other methods was what the researcher considered 

was its strong alignment with the core processes of practice. The purposeful gathering of information 

through interviews, exploration of emerging themes, a search for patterns and connections between 

disparate pieces of information, the application of theory and practice knowledge, and an analysis 

using judgement and sense making in order to come to a decision as to what has happened and why 

are common to both TA and applied practice. There is also a strong combining of description (this is 

what they said) with interpretation (this is the meaning of what they said) which is a shared framework 
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for both practice and TA. Critically, they also share the approach that the clients’ or participants’ 

interpretation of what they are experiencing is of primary importance. As Alhojailan (2012) identifies, 

‘the participants’ interpretations are significant in terms of giving the most appropriate explanations 

for their behaviours, actions and thoughts’ (p. 40). Equally important was the contextualisation of the 

practitioners’ experience, given the influence of context on the stories of the participants (Vaismoradi, 

Turunen & Bondas 2013).  

 

 There is a further connection between TA and practice in that the gathering and interpretation of 

data is something which happens concurrently; it is not a neat sequential, linear process, but one 

which is iterative, inductive and incremental. Both also share the ability to gather data over a period 

of time, rather than through one single event (see Miles & Huberman 1994 for example). A more 

longitudinal data-gathering approach enabled the researcher to consider the influences of the 

variables (in this case, the reform actions over a 14-month period) on the same cohort of practitioners 

(see Alhojailan 2012). 

The key phases of thematic analysis  

As a method of data analysis, TA has a disciplined and structured approach but, importantly, there is 

a strong emphasis that whilst there are a number of phases, these should not be taken as a simple 

sequential framework, where one phase neatly follows the one before. Analysis is seen as a process 

of moving back and forth through the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Willis, Jost and Nilakanta (2007) 

identify that the whole process is a ‘nonlinear, recursive process in which data collection, analysis and 

interpretation occur and influence each other’ (p. 202).  

 

Although there are some variations as to the naming conventions and steps required, the researcher 

followed the structure identified in Braun and Clarke’s (2006) framework for the data analysis.  

 

The first stage of the analysis involved transcribing the interview data and then reading and re-reading 

it, making notes on initial ideas and thoughts on what was being said; it was as Braun and Clarke (2006) 

note, ‘active’ reading (p. 86) which is interpretative and where ‘meanings are created’ (p. 87). The next 

stage involved creating codes. Codes emerge from the active reading of all of the data (i.e. interview 

material) in stage one. These are then aligned with the data extracted from the data corpus (in TA, 

that is all of the data) to demonstrate a level of validity of that code. What emerges is a draft coding 

frame, what Joffe (2011) refers to as a conceptual tool which enables the researcher to ‘classify, 

understand and examine the data’ (p. 215), so as to ‘enable one to answer one’s research question(s) 

in a balanced manner’  (p. 216). 
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Once there was a provisional coding framework, the researcher then explored the codes looking for 

themes which, as Javadi and Zarea (2016) identify, are ‘a kind of agreement that, in comparison to the 

main text from which the theme is extracted, is more concise, accurate, simpler and shorter’ (p. 33). 

Themes provide a way of highlighting a ‘pattern of meaning found in the data, which can have both 

latent and manifest content’ (Joffe 2011 p.209). Key to the theme in TA is that there is not some form 

of statistical equation whereby X amount of codes equates to a theme. This gives the researcher 

significant ‘licence’ to determine what themes emerge and why they consider that it contributes to 

answering the research question.  What is important however is that there is a requirement for 

themes to have what Javadi and Zarea (2016) identify as ‘internal homogeneity and external 

heterogeneity’ (p. 37) requiring that emerging theme elements ‘should be the same within a theme, 

but completely differentiated from other themes’ (p. 37). Codes that did not fit within a theme were 

still considered if they held data which were pertinent to the research question.  

 

Having completed the initial draft of themes, with their aligned codes, the researcher reviewed the 

themes in a process of continual exploration, refinement and validation (Miles and Huberman 1994). 

This involved strengthening some themes, merging others, and where the data failed to provide 

adequate support for the theme, it was discounted. The penultimate stage required a process of 

defining and naming the themes. This enabled the production of a ‘report’ as the final phase of the 

process.  

 

Whilst there are specific software programs (such as NVivo) available to support researchers’ handling 

of data, the researcher manually developed the relevant ‘frames’ and theme tables. This gave the 

researcher much more of a feel for not just the words, but the emotional content of the practitioners’ 

reflections, and facilitated an ability to form connections across each practitioner’s three interviews.  

Strengths and weakness of thematic analysis 

Like all research approaches, TA has both strengths and weaknesses, which were carefully considered 

by the researcher in selecting the method for data analysis. Braun and Clarke (2006) present a helpful 

checklist of TA’s strengths (see also Nowell et al. 2017 & Boyatzis 1998). Aside from the flexibility and 

adaptability the method provides researchers, TA is a method particularly aligned to a participatory 

approach to research, where researchers note that the participants are understood as collaborators 

in the process, not simply passive participants. There is a genuine attempt to understand the lived 

experience of the participant and the meaning they apply to those experiences (p. 81), with the 

participant’s contributions and reflections taken at face value. What emerges through the process of 
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TA is a ‘thick description’ of the raw data, which not only goes beyond simply recalling the specific 

information but which also creates space for interpretation and analysis; this is one of the strengths 

of qualitative research generally, and is embedded within TA as a fundamental process which leads to 

an ‘insightful analysis’ (p. 97).  

 

On the other hand, TA has the disadvantage of its advantage being its biggest disadvantage! The 

flexibility that TA promotes can also result in sloppy application and suboptimal analysis. Nowell et al. 

(2016) considers that TA’s ‘flexibility can lead to inconsistency and a lack of coherence’ (p. 3). TA also 

falls down on what is perceived as its passive or naïve approach, where somehow the themes are 

merely in the data simply awaiting to be discovered. Braun and Clarke (2006) defend this specific 

criticism by noting that the implication of passivity on the researcher’s behalf ‘denies the active role 

the researcher always plays in identifying patterns/themes’ (p. 80). They do however identify four 

other pitfalls of which researchers must be mindful in order to avoid their research being undermined. 

First of these is a failure to actually engage in any analysis, instead simply regurgitating and 

paraphrasing text by way of illustrating a theme. Second, the researcher simply uses the questions as 

the ‘themes’ in a way which creates a biased analysis, whereby including only those things which 

support the question. The third pitfall is when the themes created from the coding framework are 

incoherent or inconsistent. Lastly, they propose that researchers can fall into the trap of making claims 

which are simply unsupported by the data. This is a particular challenge when the researcher comes 

to the data with extensive prior experience of the subject, which can lead to their not being a ‘faithful 

witness to the accounts in the data’ (Nowell et al 2016, p. 5). 

3.8 Ensuring quality research  

The final section of this chapter sets out how the researcher has sought to establish trustworthiness 

in this research endeavour. It will explore the ability of the research to demonstrate the four 

cornerstones of trustworthiness established by Lincoln and Guba (1985), before setting out the ethical 

considerations and limitations of the research. 

Establishing trustworthiness  

Nowell et al. (2017) provide an excellent guide to establishing trustworthiness of qualitative research, 

using Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) four trustworthiness tests (see Figure 4 below). Whilst Nowell and 

colleagues specifically consider the issue of trustworthiness in the use of TA (with obvious applicability 

to this research), their article has universal application to qualitative research more generally, where 

the shared aim is to produce ‘sensitive, insightful, rich, and trustworthy research findings’ (p. 2). By 
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considering their step-by-step approach and applying their general guidance to this research, the 

following figure provides a helicopter view of how the four criteria for trustworthiness have been met.  

 

Figure 4: Establishing trustworthiness  

Ethical considerations  

Qualitative research presents researchers with particular ethical challenges which need to be 

identified, named and carefully considered throughout the whole research process. This final section 

explores how the researcher navigated the choppy ethical waters of this qualitative research.  

 

Sanjari et al. (2014) identify that qualitative research needs to consider three primary ethical 

challenges: the researcher–participant relationship, the research design, and the data analysis. Some 

of the responses to these challenges have been covered already in earlier sections above.  

 

Perhaps the most challenging element of research is ethically managing the interface between 

researcher and practitioner. Consideration of the ‘insider–outsider–inbetweener’ discussed earlier has 

specific application to ensuring that this interface is ethically sound. There are however a range of 
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other discrete processes researcher engaged in throughout the research to ensure it upheld the 

ethical obligations, not only of research, but of professional practice.  

 

The first consideration relates to consent. As noted earlier, all participants were asked to complete 

the consent form, to ensure they were fully aware of what they were agreeing to and, importantly, 

were aware of their right to remove that consent without question at any time throughout the 

research period. Consent was discussed at each interview with regard to ensuring their continued 

willingness to participate.  

 

Ensuring anonymity and confidentiality of and for participants was a critical ethical consideration. 

Whilst participants were aware of the department’s permission for them to engage in the research, a 

small number of participants remained highly sensitive and hyper vigilant to ensuring that anything 

they said could not be traced back to them. Genuine anxiety was expressed by five practitioners 

regarding any possible seepage of confidentiality, such was their concern about perceived 

repercussions. Every effort was made to ensure the highest levels of anonymity and confidentiality, 

including selection of venue and time of the interview, agreed communication pathways (i.e. not using 

work emails for some participants), and the removal of any text within their transcripts which they 

felt could identify them or their work location. This was facilitated by each interview transcript being 

presented for reviewing to each practitioner, thus enabling them to highlight any potential 

confidentiality or anonymity issues that they had. Practitioners were also afforded anonymity by 

having their transcripts assigned a de-identifying number.  

 

It was equally ethical to ensure that there was a strict approach to de-identifying anyone in the 

organisation who might have been named inadvertently when practitioners were discussing specific 

issues in their interviews. Whilst individuals may have been named in the course of a practitioner’s 

reflection, such references were subsequently removed.  

 

A further ethical consideration emerges from the ethical principle of ‘first, do no harm’. For some 

practitioners, the interview process created feelings of frustration, anger and sadness, and this needed 

to be appropriately managed and the practitioner supported without compromising the integrity of 

the researcher–participant arrangement. Further, the subject matter of applied practice is deeply 

personal and emotional, given the investment of ‘self’ in that practice and the emotionality of the 

work generally. Attention was paid to the practitioner participant’s wellbeing both in the interview 
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process as well as through periodic communication as part of the participant’s ongoing engagement 

in the interview series.  

 

Hutchinson, Wilson and Wilson (1994) note that the qualitative interview process, whilst generating 

emotional responses, can also be cathartic, providing opportunities for self-acknowledgment, 

empowerment, healing, and valuing the opportunity to have a voice and be heard. The researcher 

received feedback that the practitioners valued the opportunity to share their experiences: 

Thanks for the opportunity to participate in your research. I am getting quite a bit out of this—I am 

finding it an opportunity to sort through my thoughts and experiences.  Also, seeing my views in 

writing is a bit confronting—but really nice to have a voice! (1) 

Thanks, Tony, for allowing me to be part of these conversations, it has been really helpful to me 

personally as I try to make meaning of my experiences. (10) 

Our discussion triggered all sorts of sadness and frustration in me about what might have been in 

DCP, and that stirred me up, but it was also very affirming. (4) 

Finally, there is an ethical consideration of ensuring a fair and balanced representation of what the 

practitioners had said, thus upholding issues of integrity and accountability towards their voice being 

heard accurately. This was managed through the aforementioned transcript review processes.  

3.9 Limitations of the research 

A number of limitations have been identified with regard to the research. First, there are limitations 

associated with the cohort of practitioners who participated in the research. This includes the 

challenge of the participant cohort (n/22) being too small to be in any way representative of the overall 

workforce, thus undermining the credibility of the research findings. Equally, it may be suggested that 

the cohort’s age (predominantly 40+) and length of experience (predominantly 10+ years) is equally 

unrepresentative of a workforce which is increasingly younger and less experienced. However, it must 

be noted that there is no specific claim that the sample for this research was representative of the 

broader cohort of practitioners in the agency, but rather, by talking to practitioners the aim was to 

represent their voices, which potentially had broader application to the wider practitioner voice in 

child protection.  

 

Further, as participation in the research was on the basis of self-selection, it could be that this led to 

a cohort of participants who were more vociferous, more challenging of the system, and saw the 

research as simply an opportunity to ‘have their say’. Whilst this is of course possible, one of the 
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defences against this limitation was to ensure that the selection of participants is not biased by ‘cheery 

picking’. In this study, all respondents to the expression of interest were invited to engage in the 

research, bar two who were excluded due to their roles (one from residential care and another from 

psychology). Further, the researcher continued to observe and monitor the participants engagement 

to look for patterns of responses which might indicate a particular biased view. Insights into the 

participants’ motives over the three sets of interviews however led the researcher to a sense that they 

simply wanted to talk about practice, to share their story, to be listened to, to be heard, and to make 

a contribution to research which may result in improvements for them as practitioners and for the 

children they worked with.  That said, whilst efforts were made to minimise the challenges associated 

with self-selection based research, the literature regarding self-selection in research (and self-

selection bias) is germane to this research and represents one of its limitations. As Heckman (1990) 

notes in an analysis of the challenge of self-selection:  

A sample selected by any rule not equivalent to random sampling produces a description of 

the population distribution of characteristics that does not accurately describe the true 

population distribution of characteristics no matter how big the sample size. (p. 201) 

A further limitation is that any findings of regression could be considered to be premature, given that 

the engagement of practitioners happened in what can reasonably be determined as the earlier stages 

of the A fresh start reform. It could equally be said that any regression experienced could actually be 

temporary, given the likely upheaval associated with reform prior to a consolidation period when the 

negative experiences of change give way to acknowledgement of the values of that change. One of 

the reasons why this research engaged in interviews over the period of 14 months was to try and build 

in a ‘defence’ to this charge, whilst still acknowledging that this reform is a long-term project. Indeed, 

the government’s response to the Nyland report, A fresh start, (Attorney-General’s Department, 2016) 

clearly signals potential regression when it notes that ‘things may get worse before they get better’ 

(p. 9). It may well be that in a few years, these same practitioners might reflect quite differently on 

their current perspective of this reform with the passing of time and the embedding of those reform 

features which are only just commencing during the span of this research. 
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CHAPTER 4:  

Case study - the South Australian child protection reforms 
 

4.1 Introduction  

As discussed in Chapter 3, this research uses a purposeful case study research design. All case studies 

have a defined ‘phenomenon specific to time and space’ (Johansson 2003, p. 5) within which the 

researcher immersed themselves in order to ‘capture the circumstances and conditions of an everyday 

or common place situation’ (Yin 2003, p. 41). The ‘time and space’ parameters of the case in this 

research relate to a defined crisis-induced reform of the South Australian child protection system, 

arising from a focussing event in 2014 which gave rise to a Royal Commission between 2014 and 2016. 

A government response to the findings of this Royal Commission was issued in November 2016, 

triggering the commencement of a reform. 

 

Whilst the Royal Commission’s scope of inquiry was expansive, considering the whole child protection 

system as well as the wider system to protect children in South Australia, this chapter sets out the 

findings from the desktop analysis that was conducted into the Royal Commission’s specific 

consideration of applied practice in the child protection system in South Australia.  

 

A desktop analysis was undertaken of two key documents: The Child Protection Systems Royal 

Commission’s report called “The life they deserve” (Child Protection Systems Royal Commission 2016, 

also known as the Nyland Report) and the South Australian government’s formal response, titled 

“A fresh start” (Attorney-General’s Department 2016). A desktop analysis is a process of analytically 

engaging with specific documents in order to gain access to secondary data for the research. As the 

name implies, it is research which was conducted from a desktop in the preliminary phases of this 

research project in order to help guide the primary research (as described in Chapter 3).  

4.2 Setting the scene 

On 22 July 2014, the Australian newspaper announced: 

SOUTH AUSTRALIAN GOVERNMENT HOME WORKER CHARGED WITH RAPE OF  

PRE-SCHOOLERS (Martin 2014) 

Shannon McCoole, a departmental residential care worker, had been charged with seven counts of 

sexual assault of pre-school children, all in state care. This was the latest scandal to befall the state 
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child protection service (then called Families SA) following shortly after the South Australian coroner’s 

inquest into the death of Chloe Valentine, and previous inquiries and reforms in the state to address 

the failings of the child protection system in the preceding 15 years.   

 

The then Premier of South Australia, Jay Weatherill, immediately stated his intention to seek the 

establishment of a Royal Commission to inquire into this catastrophic failing, indicating that such a 

Commission would likely prompt radical changes to the child protection system in South Australia. In 

August 2014, former Supreme Court Justice Margaret Nyland was appointed to head the Royal 

Commission. Two years later, in August 2016, Commissioner Nyland handed down her final report of 

the Child Protection Systems Royal Commission, titled The life they deserve (Child Protection Systems 

Royal Commission, 2016, hereafter referred to as ‘the report’). The report represented a summation 

of two years of evidence, which included hearing from 381 witnesses, receiving 374 submissions, and 

the examination of over 10,000 documents (Attorney-General’s Department, 2016). Further, the 

Commission arranged for discrete research reports to be undertaken to support its work, including for 

example research on social work education and training, and social work registration, (Gursansky 2015 

and 2016) and research on how children and young people experienced the child protection system, 

undertaken by South Australia’s Office of the Guardian for Children and Young People (2015).  

 

The report identified ‘a system spiraling out of control’ (p. 140), with unsustainable increases in 

notifications and unrelenting workloads which had brought the system to a point of collapse.  

This Inquiry reveals a system overwhelmed by the volume and complexity of work, with 

notifications received every day relating to children living in dire circumstances who 

desperately need someone to take action on their behalf. (p. xiv) 

Throughout the various elements of the report, the Commission provides a significant body of data 

which highlights just where and how the system is being overwhelmed. Whilst it is not possible or 

necessary to reproduce all of that data here, some of the stand out statements include:  

In South Australia … total notifications have also risen in each of the past four years. In 

2011/12, 40,507 notifications were received, increasing in 2014/15 to 57,810, a rise of about 

40 per cent. In the same period, screened-in notifications also rose, albeit more slowly. There 

were 17,290 screened-in notifications in 2011/12, growing to 19,160 in 2014/15, a rise of 

nearly 11 per cent (p. 120) 

… the proportion of screened-in notifications declined from 43 per cent of all notifications in 

2011/12 to 33 per cent in 2014/15 (p. 120) 
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61% of screened in notifications were coded as Closed No Action (CNA) in 2014/15 (11,661 of 

the 19,160 notifications received). A child who is the subject of a notification that is coded 

CNA receives no service. (pp. 196-7) 

Whatever the cause, the result is a hollowing out of lower level concerns from the child 

protection system, with fewer families and children receiving a response unless the concerns 

escalate. (p. 121)10 

The report described a ‘system in disarray’ (p. vii), with many ‘children in the care of the state … abused 

and neglected not only by their families but by the system that was supposed to protect them’ (p. xiv). 

It identified a bureaucracy which did not ‘always operate to secure what is genuinely in the best 

interests of the child’ (p. 242) and was fundamentally ‘unable to respond to the needs of the state’s 

vulnerable children’ (p. 91). Families SA lacked the capacity and was ‘ill equipped’ (p. xv) to respond 

appropriately to the needs of children experiencing abuse and neglect, resulting in being able to only 

respond to ‘the most serious and critical cases’ (p. xvi). One of the features of this lack of capacity to 

respond related to poor recruitment and inadequate retention capabilities in the workforce, 

something which is applicable both across Australia and internationally. As the report notes: 

At 19 February 2016 there were 293 vacant positions (272.42 FTEs), or approximately 17 per 

cent of the workforce, including 104 positions in the AHP stream. The persistent vacancy levels 

across Families SA, and the use of temporary staff to fill positions, places pressure on staff to 

work beyond their capacity and serves to destabilise the workforce (p. 85) 

When it did respond, it was all too often ‘so late that there is little choice to do anything other than to 

remove the child from their family’ (p. xiv), thus creating a service in crisis, responding only to crises. 

It was a service based on ‘an outdated model’ (p. xiv), investigating and reacting to specific incidents 

of harm, which was utterly inadequate to deal with the complexities of the presenting protective 

needs of the state’s children. As to the wider systems to protect children (the primary and secondary 

service systems) the report’s key finding was that ‘prevention and early intervention services in South 

Australia are fragmented and poorly coordinated’ (p. 159).  

The report utilised available evidence and research to contextualise the experiences of Families SA, 

identifying that there was nothing extreme or unique in its current presentation when compared to 

 
10 Up to date data is available from the Department for Child Protection (SA) at 
https://www.childprotection.sa.gov.au/department/reporting-and-statistics.  
Further national data is available at https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports-data/health-welfare-services/child-
protection/overview 
 

https://www.childprotection.sa.gov.au/department/reporting-and-statistics
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports-data/health-welfare-services/child-protection/overview
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports-data/health-welfare-services/child-protection/overview
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similar child protection systems in other jurisdictions. Further, the Commissioner drew on 

contemporary literature to acknowledge the limitations of any ensuing reform, noting: 

 The reforms recommended in this report will not completely fix the system. Child protection 

is not a problem with an easily identifiable ‘fix’ or an end point at which the problem can be 

assessed as solved. The best that can be hoped for is that the proposed reforms improve the 

system and mark the start of a process of continuous evaluation and improvement. (p. xiv) 

The final report made 260 recommendations,11 covering the breadth of the child protection service, 

the out-of-home care sector, community support services, early intervention, human resources and 

leadership, organisational structures and governance, and service capability. It concluded the agency 

needed to be ‘completely overhauled’ (p. 70) through becoming a ‘reorientated’ (p. 47) system which 

was ‘forward thinking and proactive’ (p. 70) where child protection was its ‘primary focus’ (p. xvii). 

Such a reform would signal ‘a fresh start’ (p. xvi) for child protection in South Australia, which would 

not ‘merely respond better to child maltreatment, but prevent it in the first place’ (p. 152). 

 

In November 2016, the then state government released its official response, called A fresh start 

(Attorney-General’s Department 2016).  A total of 256 of the recommendations were accepted (in full 

or in principle) which then formed the basis of the A fresh start reform agenda (hereafter AFS).12 In 

AFS, the government acknowledged the Commissioner’s findings that the system was ‘failing too many 

children’ (p. 2) that it had been ‘pushed beyond capacity and with critical matters slipping through the 

cracks’ (p. 6), and was in ‘urgent need of reform’ (p. 6). It identified that the Commissions call for a 

‘system wide change’ (p. 7) would be achieved by engaging in an integrated and coordinated reform 

based on a ‘change in thinking and a reorientation towards a broader child development system’ (p. 

14). AFS recognised that:  

Implementing new systems and driving change can be a challenging process, requiring long-

term commitment and focus. Reform will not happen overnight, and it is essential that we 

remain disciplined over the years to come. (p. 18) 

Since the initial AFS report release in November 2016, there have been three subsequent progress 

reports (2017, 2018 and 2019), setting out the department’s assessment as to the progress of each of 

the recommendations. The 2019 progress report on A fresh start (Department for Child Protection 

2019) identified:  

 
11 A summary of the report’s terms of reference, its key findings and structure of recommendations is available 
in Appendix 6.  
12 A summary of A fresh start is available in Appendix 7. 
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• 164 recommendations completed 

• 67 recommendations being implemented 

• 24 recommendations in the planning stage 

• 1 recommendation yet to be commenced13 

4.3 The life they deserve: a perspective on practice 

Child protection is complex and difficult work. Every day workers make decisions that have 

the capacity to fundamentally change children’s lives. Getting it right can deliver extraordinary 

benefits to a child, and getting it wrong can unnecessarily tear families apart. (p. 47) 

One of the central knowledge claims of this thesis is the role that applied practice plays in ‘getting it 

right’ to achieve ‘extraordinary benefits’ for children in need of protection, not least given the complex 

and challenging nature of the work. It is equally claimed that it is through improvements to practice, 

that reforms are more likely to deliver on their stated goals of ‘fixing’ a broken child protection system 

and keeping children safe. Therefore, as part of responding to the research question, a desktop 

analysis of the Child Protection Systems Royal Commission report was undertaken in order to explore 

the way in which it reflected upon the concepts of applied practice and its role in protective 

interventions.  

 

Before setting out the findings of this analysis, two things need reiterating. Firstly, it is noted that the 

Commission, given its expansive scope, explored practice across multiple sectors—in child protection, 

out-of-home care arrangements, in the non-government sector and in complaint management for 

example. This analysis specifically relates to the Commission’s findings with regard to practice within 

the statutory child protection department. Secondly, whilst it is acknowledged that the Royal 

Commission was not specifically a practice reform (but rather a whole-of-system reform), it most 

definitively sought to reform practice.  

 

What emerged from the desktop analysis were two topics which had direct relevance to the focus on 

applied practice. First was the report’s examination of the state of applied practice and the 

consequences for practitioners and children arising from this and, secondly, articulation of what 

applied practice needed in order to thrive, and thus improve outcomes for children. These topics were 

 
13 The terms ‘completed’, ‘being implemented’ and ‘planning’ are the department’s own assessment of how 
they rank the status of each implementation. The veracity of these claims will be considered through the 
practitioner’s lens in Chapter 5.  
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subsequently used to inform and contribute to the interview guide for the field work engagement with 

practitioners (see Appendix 5). 

The ‘state’ of practice  

The report provides a sobering analysis of practice as it was being ‘practised’ in the South Australian 

child protection system (formally known as Families SA). As Ferguson (2005) notes, such reports do 

not ‘spare us from the agonising truth’ (p. 784). 

 

The report highlights a wide range of what it considered to be failings of practice. It used terms such 

as ‘excessive’, or ‘naïve optimism’ with ‘overly positive interpretations’ (p. 189)14,  ‘misguided efforts’ 

and ‘simplistic’ and incomplete assessments (p. 192), where practice tools were used in a ‘mechanical 

way’ (p. 126),  resulting in children being ‘left in unsafe situations where they sustained further harm’ 

due to ‘cursory investigations’ (p. 192). Such practices led to children’s needs being ‘left unmet 

because attention focused on what the adults needed and wanted’. (p. xv) 

 

The report noted that practitioners’ ability, or willingness, to listen to the child was ‘the exception, 

and not the rule’ (p. 193) and even when the child’s voice was heard and recorded, it considered that 

such practice did not ‘seem to influence practice’ because it was often ‘minimised’ (p. 193). The report 

found that practitioners failed to look beyond the immediate safety of the presenting notification, and 

failed to ask even basic questions (p. 131). There appeared to be a ‘tolerance’ of situations which were 

harmful to children and a prevailing attitude by practitioners of ignoring other professional inputs or 

opinions (p. 193). The report identified ‘poor’ case management, resulting from what appeared to be 

either ‘deficiencies or inactivity in casework’ (p. 60), an absence of analysis of information gathered, 

or an ability to join up disparate pieces of information to understand the risks of harm to the child, 

especially in terms of cumulative harm considerations (p. 192). The standardisation of information 

recording requirements  had led to superficial descriptions of actions ‘rather than meaningful 

explanations of assessments’ (p. 59), and resulted in inadequate decision making, which the report 

considered were ‘potentially dangerous to children’ (p. 126), with examples of decisions being made 

on ‘considerations other than the paramountcy of the safety of the child’ (vol. 2, p. 139). 

 

Given this, it would not have been unreasonable for the report to conclude that these practice 

inadequacies were related to practitioner incompetence, and thus efforts to improve practice would 

principally be a matter of enhancing the competency and capability of individual workers. Whilst 

 
14 All page numbers in this section relate to The life they deserve report (2016) 
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indeed there were cited examples of what can only be described as appalling individual practice, the 

report identified a whole series of environmental and operational features that either condoned, 

mandated, reinforced, enforced, supported and/or facilitated the maintenance of such poor practice, 

and which equally undermined any efforts practitioners might be making to engage in more 

purposeful and skilled practice.    

 

First among those features was a sobering description of the culture within which practitioners were 

practising. In summary, the report describes an environment of ‘risk aversion, fear and disrespect’  

(p. 104), staff felt ‘undervalued, under-resourced and overwhelmed’ (p. vii), ‘neglected’ (p. xvi), 

‘weighed down by bureaucracy’ (p. 104) in an organisational culture which had a ‘strong hierarchical 

culture’ (p. 65), was ‘top heavy, procedure driven’ (p. 47) and operated under a command and control 

approach. There was ‘a long-established culture of bullying’ (p. 94), and a ‘culturally ingrained lack of 

organisational candour’ that ‘encouraged uncritical compliance with direction rather than 

independent thinking about the action being proposed’ (p. 63). The report found that ‘nothing had 

changed’ with regard to the 'rotten culture’ identified by a previous inquiry into the agency, noting 

that the ‘pervasive rotten culture’ had remained (p. 52). The report summarised this in the following 

statement: 

Staff do not want to be a part of an organisation that: 

• does not value, respect or trust the ability of front-line staff; 

• encourages blame avoidance and blame shifting; 

• emphasises risk aversion over client outcomes; 

• does not support staff when under fire from external scrutiny; 

• does not welcome differences in professional opinion or fresh ideas; 

• allows career progression to be driven by personality not merit; and 

• does not stamp out bullying. (p. 91) 

Such a working environment was having an ‘effect on the resilience of staff and their willingness to 

remain working under those pressures’ (p. 95), with ‘morale the lowest it had been for many years’ 

(p. xvi) and ultimately:  

… leaves many practitioners questioning the worth of their role and the compromise of their 

ethical obligations as professional practitioners. (p. 93) 

One of the main contributors to this identified organisational culture was the style and approach to 

management. The report identified that the exercise of professional skills, judgement and knowledge 

was not relied on by management, not valued or given ‘sufficient weight’ (p. 52) by executives, and 
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restricted due to administrative processes, an ‘enormous layering of bureaucracy’ (p. 52) and rule-

bound requirements. The report also identified a strong presence of ‘micromanagement’ which 

‘undermined professional skills’ (p. xvi), where practice was ‘questioned and criticised at every turn’ 

(p. 70) with a tight holding of decision making, and leaders’ showing more concern about protecting 

themselves and the agency than about children and staff wellbeing. This, the report concludes: 

… diverted the focus from making good decisions for the benefit of children to making 

decisions that minimised the risk for the Agency. (p. xvi) 

The report considered that there was a ‘deficit of true leadership’ (p. 48), where ‘poor performance 

from its non-executive leadership’ (p. 50) was assumed. The report considered that some leaders 

seemed to be ‘unaware’ of their responsibilities and ‘performed their roles with a lack of structure, 

discipline or follow through’, with some ‘verging on incompetent’ (p. 101). One of the contributory 

factors which led to this state of affairs was that many leaders had little or no prior or credible child 

protection experience (pp. 53, 101). 

 

Further, the report identified the key role that procedures, policies and practice tools were playing in 

in undermining practitioners and reinforcing a perspective that there was only one way to do the work, 

and that was to slavishly comply with the copious volumes of practice procedures. The report explores 

in detail the negative impacts of these tools (assessment, risk, safety, screening etc.) for practice, the 

practitioner and, ultimately, the child and his/her family, identifying them as ‘potentially dangerous’ 

to children (p. 126) because practitioners could ‘apply an optimistic or pessimistic spin on information 

to produce the rating that they want’ (p. 193). Decision-making tools such as SDM15 did not seem to 

promote good or consistent decision making (p. 126), and assessments were being overly influenced 

by practitioners applying assessment tools ‘mechanistically’ thus ‘confining their assessment to factors 

listed in the tools’ (p. 126).  

 

As an instrument of a command and control management approach, these ‘innumerable’ policies        

(p. xiv) and processes had been incrementally implemented in an attempt to bring structure and 

certainty to the work. However, this array of ‘guidance’ had made little impact on the quality of the 

work (pp. xiv, 49), and had paradoxically resulted in ‘confusion and inconsistent’ and ‘disparate 

practice’ (pp. 127, 189). As a result, the report identified that practitioners’ skills, competence and 

 
15 Structured Decision Making® (SDM) assessment instruments. For further details, please refer to 
https://www.nccdglobal.org/what-we-do/children-s-research-center. 
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confidence were ‘restricted’ (p. 48), and that such procedures had come to ‘replace professional 

practice’ (p. xvi) which therefore:   

… systematically reduces the need for employees to think for themselves about important 

professional and moral issues that are part of risk assessment and decision making. (p. 49) 

It was, the report comments, an environment which resulted in ‘de-skilling workers and worsening 

rather than improving outcomes for children’ (p. 49). The various ‘tools’ and guides ‘did not appear to 

support the exercise of professional judgment’ (pp. 126, 193), noting that interpreting risk and harm 

required ‘an element of subjectivity and professional judgement’ (p. 125) which was potentially being 

impaired. The report concludes: 

The decision-making tools used by practitioners in Families SA are not a replacement for 

knowledge and understanding. (p. 193) 

Aligned to this was the administrative burden of practice, and specifically the role that the IT system 

(called C3MS) was playing in contributing to that burden. Rather than it being a source of support and 

guidance, the report considered the system was paradoxically ‘shaping and constraining professional 

activity in Families SA, disproportionately consuming the time of practitioners’ (p. 62) with some 

practitioners spending ‘more time completing administrative tasks on C3MS than engaging in social 

work’ (p. 59). C3MS had significantly contributed to the minimisation of the importance of 

‘professional judgement and developing professional expertise’ (p. 59), with practice being sidelined 

by computer-based data entry requirements. The Report warned that when 'quality practice is 

equated with documentation’ there is more of a devotion to paperwork (p. 59). Practitioners were 

therefore ‘distracted from their primary task’ (p. 59) because, in the report’s analysis, C3MS was 

driving rather than assisting practitioners, thus being considered a ‘burden rather than a tool which 

supports casework practice’ (p. 58). 

 

The accumulative consequence of all of these environmental and organisational features was that 

practitioners had little or no time to practise (in terms of actually engaging with children and their 

families). Inadequate time led to rushed practice, with the result that ‘the ultimate assessment and 

response may be flawed, jeopardising the outcomes for the child, who is the centre of the concern’ 

(p. 128). This situation was compounded by the ever-increasing workloads of frontline practitioners: 

The effects of high workloads are far-reaching. Significant strain is placed on staff, but more 

importantly staff are unable to respond to the needs of the state’s vulnerable children. (p. 91) 
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The report identified the presence of backlogs, bottlenecks, and an inability to transfer cases through 

the system. Staff were working ‘beyond their capacity’ due to the ‘persistent vacancy levels’ which the 

report notes ‘serves to destabilise the workforce … service delivery is compromised, potentially risking 

the safety of vulnerable children (p. 85). It described the workload as ‘unrelenting’ (p. 87), creating 

‘significant workload pressure, which was affecting their [practitioner] capacity to deliver services’ 

 (p. 80).  

 

The report further considered that the agency had failed to support staff with a well-resourced and 

comprehensive internal learning and development unit. This had ‘compromised the professional 

development of staff’ (p. 96). The agency had failed to ‘value learning and create a positive learning 

culture’ (p. 97), and had failed to invest in ‘growing the knowledge base of the workforce’ (p. xiv). The 

result was that staff had little to no access to learning opportunities, and those which were available 

were minimal, irrelevant, and poorly funded. In the absence of any support to develop their skills, the 

report notes that ‘many staff simply opt not to apply and are left to fund these learning opportunities 

themselves’ (p. 100). Finally, the report identified the limited attention given to professional 

development and supervision of staff at all levels, noting senior staff were generally not trained in 

supervision (p. 80), there were few opportunities for training in supervision (p. 96) and that overall, 

supervision was ‘inadequate’ (p. 94) and ‘ad hoc’ (p. 99) and unable to be accessed due to high 

workloads (p. 93). 

Recognising applied practice 

Of note for this thesis is the report’s recognition of the skills and capabilities of the worker as central 

to improving outcomes for children. The report’s summary identifies 14 recurring themes which, it 

recommends, must form the basis of the reform of child protection. Of note, the first three are specific 

to the issue of applied practice skills: 

1. investing in growing skills and expertise across the child protection workforce, in the 

Agency, other government departments and the not-for-profit sector; 

2. relying on professional skills and judgement in decision making more than compliance with 

processes; 

3. reforming the Agency’s leadership and structures to build an environment where 

professional knowledge and skill are valued, nurtured and retained; (p. xv) 

The report identified that working with families who come into contact with the child protection 

system ‘requires persistence and skill’, supported by ‘practice wisdom and professional judgement’ 

(p. 194) to engage with issues that can be ‘traumatic and shameful’ (p. 184). Practice, it notes, involves 
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an element of ‘subjectivity’ (p. 125), as well as a high level of ‘interpretation and the exercise of 

professional judgement’ (vol. 2 case study, p. 10), underpinned by ‘critical analysis’ (p. 130). To be 

effective in practice, the report identifies that the worker requires ‘presence of mind not to lose sight 

of the child in the midst of family interventions’ (p. 184) and, critically, be engaged in a professional 

relationship which is ‘current, active and purposeful’ (p. 241, specifically referring to children in care, 

but applicable to all relational engagements). 

 

Throughout the report, there is consistent reference to clinical practice, delivered by clinical staff, with 

a professional mandate to make clinical judgements, use clinical knowledge, and develop clinical skills. 

Such positioning of practice reinforces the report’s assessment as to the critical role practice 

knowledge, skills and judgements have in child protection. Indeed, the most significant statement the 

report makes, which cuts to the core of this thesis, notes: 

Professional skills and knowledge should become the central commodity of the organisation. 

(p. 70) 

In this one statement, the report signals a clear message regarding the central position of skills and 

knowledge in child protection. This is backed up countless times throughout the report, which argues 

for a child protection service where highly trained, skilled practitioners with professional skills, 

knowledge, sound professional judgement, clinical expertise and influence, ‘supplemented by sound 

theoretical knowledge and depth of experience’ (p. 193) are ‘encouraged’, ‘valued’, ‘nurtured’, 

‘supported’, ‘relied upon’ and ‘retained’ (see for example, pages xv, 48, 52, 59, 91, 100).  

 

Such practice would, the report identifies, lead to the prominence of the child’s voice in decision 

making and a child-focussed quality service, which would send a message to the community that 

‘children and young people are in experienced, safe hands’ (p. 50). Assessments would be based on 

‘theoretical learning and practical experience to recognise information that suggests a family is in need 

of support or a child is at risk of harm’ (p. 127), resulting in ‘well rounded’ (p. 127), ‘high quality’  

(p. 127), ‘proactive’, (p. 123), ‘clear sighted’ (p. 206) and ‘comprehensive’ (p. 142) assessments. Such 

an environment would encourage practitioners to grow and nurture new practitioners, and support 

stronger recruitment and respond to the challenges of retention. Ultimately, such practice would 

improve outcomes for children.  

Enabling applied practice  

In order to achieve these practice goals and make professional skills and knowledge the ‘central 

commodity of the organisation’, (p. 70) the report draws upon an extensive body of literature, expert 
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witness testimony and practitioners’ personal reflections to set out what needed to happen across a 

range of practice enablers. Primary among these was a need for a transformative, ‘committed, serious 

and profound shift in leadership and culture’ (p. 71), in order to: 

… cultivate a positive and supportive workplace that values and respects staff, is committed 

to learning and is able to deliver a high quality child protection service to the state’s vulnerable 

children. (p. 104) 

This would lead to improved worker morale and resilience, foster an environment of positive learning 

and critical reflection, and create an ‘open culture’ (p. 71) for practitioners to be able to ‘voice 

professional opinions without fear of repercussions’ in an ‘environment of trust’ (p. 104). It would also 

enhance their sense of being encouraged and valued by the agency, as well as promoting a sense of 

safety within which to practise confidently.  

 

Such transformative culture shifts would be enabled by ‘tangible, supportive’ leadership (p. 95), which 

was able to demonstrate confidence in the capacity of the staff to deliver a high-quality service, 

through engagement and communication (p. 70). A ‘refreshed’ and ‘reinvigorated’ leadership would 

be trusted, have ‘recognised credibility in child protection’ and would ‘value and promote an expertise 

in child protection’ (p. 70). This, the report recognised, required a ‘special type of leadership’, to 

enable practice to flourish, which not only acknowledged the practitioner’s judgement and skill, but 

also understood the riskiness of the business (p. 48) and that safety, not statistics, was always the 

main aim (p. 198). It required leadership that could model ‘the standards of professional excellence’ 

(p. 70) that was expected of staff.  

 

The report recognised that for practice to thrive, practitioners needed adequate time to do the work:  

Practitioners must spend as much time as is necessary to gather enough useful information to 

undertake a high-quality assessment about the needs of a child. (p. 129) 

There should be provision of time to allow staff to attend courses or conferences, review relevant 

research or literature, undertake secondments in other locations or agencies, shadow a more 

experienced worker or talk to a peer mentor (p. 97), as well as have adequate time to provide and 

engage in supervision (p. 99). The report considered that the agency needed to ‘pay closer attention 

to workloads’ (p. 95) and ‘encourage efficiencies and support practitioners to better balance their 

time between field work and office-based tasks’ (p. 60). A ‘proactive and high-profile’ human resource 

department (p. 70) would ensure the agency would maintain ‘a skilled, stable workforce that is 

committed to quality practice’ (p. 79) by ensuring improved recruitment, induction and a focus on 
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retention. This would be complemented by a ‘high profile professional development and learning unit 

that can build the capacity of the workforce’, and encourage a ‘culture of reflection, learning and 

continuous improvement’ (p. 129) with ‘proactive, targeted approach to supporting staff’ (p. 88): 

The ongoing professional development of staff is essential to increase their capacity and 

capability. It contributes to morale and keeps staff up to date with current and emerging 

practices, and encourages new ways of thinking. (p. 97) 

The report calls for ‘greater investment in decision making and clinical expertise’ (p. 100), which would 

be achieved by less reliance on procedures and compliance requirements. Practitioners would be 

trained and experienced, receive ongoing clinical supervision (p. 200), have the ‘confidence to use the 

decision-making tools as a support, not a replacement, for professional judgement’ (p. 126), and to be 

encouraged to ‘depart from the tools where professional judgement suggests this is required’ (p. 195).  

4.4 Making practice the ‘central commodity’ 

The report, through its recommendations, seeks to provide a pathway through which the agency could 

make practice the ‘central commodity’ (p. 70). However, seeking to isolate recommendations which 

might be referred to as ‘practice’ recommendations is particularly challenging as in many ways, every 

recommendation aimed at the child protection service (as opposed to other services to protect 

children) could be said to directly, or indirectly, strengthen practice. The department’s 

implementation planning identified eight different ‘clusters’, all of which potentially have direct and 

indirect practice implications: 

• Universal services 

• Early intervention 

• Addressing child safety concerns 

• Children with diverse needs 

• Out-of-home care 

• Transitioning to adult life 

• Agency reforms 

• Advocacy, oversight and accountability 

Embedded within each of these categories are recommendations which could influence incoming 

work volume, such as increased early intervention, enhanced options for diversionary service referral 

pathways (to new services, or expanded services), improved systems and system efficiencies which 

influence workflow and workload, improved access to learning and development, strengthened 
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legislative and policy instruments, and increased out-of-home care options, all of which influence the 

quantity and quality of practice opportunities. For example, it is not unreasonable to consider that 

having a diversionary approach to notifications would reduce incoming work, and thus free up 

practitioner time to engage in more face-to-face practice opportunities. Equally, a whole host of new 

services proposed in the report would provide practitioners with increased options to which they 

could refer children and families, thereby opening up practice opportunities. Central to the whole 

reform has been the proposed shifting from tertiary intervention to evidence based primary and early 

intervention, with significant investment in research, development and evaluation of best practices in 

supporting families so they do not require child protection intervention in the first place. The logic of 

this is impeccable and, if achieved, would undoubtedly reduce incoming work as well as ensure 

children who did need protection were identified much earlier.  

 

Some recommendations however can be specifically claimed to directly influence practice on the front 

line of child protection, and were associated with, or aligned to, specific steps intended to address the 

practice deficits identified.  

Table 5: Practice-based recommendations 

Recommendation  

(numbers in parentheses indicate the recommendation number) 

Status of implementation  

(September 2019) 

(please refer to footnote 10 above re the 

language of ‘completed’, ‘implementing’ etc.) 

Implement a structure that reduces the hierarchies between 

leadership and frontline workers (7) 

Completed  

Review the delegation of powers to enable decision making to occur 

at the closest possible level to the child (9) 

Completed  

Give a child’s caseworker the primary responsibility for case 

management (10) 

Completed  

Conduct a review of the practice framework (11) Completed  

Audit the range of process and policy documents to identify and 

discard those that are out of date (13) 

Completed  

Employ administrative assistants at adequate levels of expertise to 

support casework teams to manage the administrative requirements 

of C3MS (14)  

Not accepted 

Develop a dedicated HR department to develop and implement 

strategic workforce plans and to manage operational demands to 

ensure high-quality child protection practice (21) 

Completed  
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Establish a learning and professional development unit in the agency 

to lead training and professional development (22) 

Implementing  

Require professional staff in the agency to complete a minimum 

number of hours of professional development each year as a 

condition of their employment (23) 

Planning  

Review workload management (24e) Implementing 

Provide a psychological service to work with the executive to 

address the high levels of workplace stress in the agency (25) 

Implementing  

Appoint clinical managers to each metropolitan hub and regional 

office of the agency and review professional line-management 

structures accordingly (26) 

Not accepted  

Investment in clinical management, supervision, and practice 

improvement (27) 

Implementing  

Invest in the professional development of the agency’s call centre 

practitioners (34) 

Completed  

Provide the agency’s practitioners with training, support and 

supervision to equip them to make realistic assessments (58) 

Implementing  

Reconcile and integrate the agency’s assessment tools and 

documentation (59) 

Implementing  

Train agency caseworkers to recognise and respond to the needs of 

children with disabilities (227) 

Completed  

Achieve culturally informed best practice through the development 

of practice guides (235) 

Implementing  

4.5 A shared commitment to practice 

As noted above, the South Australian Government accepted all but four of the recommendations from 

the Royal Commission. Of specific interest are the commitments the government made, both through 

its formal response (titled Child protection: a fresh start. Government of South Australia’s response to 

the Child Protection Systems Royal Commission report: The life they deserve,) as well as verbally, in 

committing to the radical changes proposed, specifically those related to practice reform. One such 

commitment, which captured the complexity of the work and the challenges practitioners faced, was 

made on 30 November 2016 at the launch of the reform, where Premier Weatherill recognised that 

practitioners needed: 

… our support … in making courageous decisions about whether to leave children in families, 

because it is a brave decision to leave a child in a family where you believe you can strengthen 

that family and ensure that that child is safe, or an equally courageous decision to remove 
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that child from a family, which can be a brutal decision. (South Australia, House of Assembly 

2016a) 

The premier, in the same speech to parliament, further identified that the morale of the workers in 

doing this work was therefore ‘an incredibly important measure of success’, indicating that a central 

feature of the reform effort would be to ensure: 

… that those workers on the front line have the confidence and the support necessary to 

ensure that they are going to be a successful agency and that our children are safe. (South 

Australia, House of Assembly 2016a) 

In the A fresh start report (Attorney-General’s Department 2016), the Commission’s focus on applied 

practice was echoed through the commitments made to ensuring the workforce would be 

knowledgeable and skilled, ‘supported to make decisions using their professional judgment’ (p. 8), 

‘knowledgeable and trained in understanding risk factors, family dynamics and appropriate decision-

making’ (p. 22) and would practice in a ‘child inclusive’ (p. 16) manner with an emphasis on ‘restorative 

practice and alternative responses to removal’ (p. 18). It also committed to creating an optimal work 

environment and culture for practice to thrive: 

It is also critical that we promote culture change in the new Department for Child Protection 

and across government, building an organisation that focuses on improvement, learning and 

the development of its people’s skills. (p. 33) 

In its 2018 progress report (Department for Child Protection 2018), a commitment to practice is noted 

through the following statement: 

Our frontline workers are pivotal to achieving meaningful reform. We are therefore investing 

in the development of a comprehensive strategy to support a skilled, confident and capable 

child protection workforce. (p. 1) 

Finally, in its 2019 progress report (Department for Child Protection 2019) the Department highlights 

a significant number of its achievements in progressing the reform implementation. However, 

strengthening the workforce is not a central feature of the report, and practitioners only get a minor 

mention:  

We are committed to supporting our workforce to strive for excellence (p. 20). 



116 
 

The approach [the new practice framework] will incorporate reflective and cultural 

supervision, workforce training and professional development, trauma-informed practice and 

cultural accountability (p. 20). 

In considering its next steps, the Department’s 2019 progress report advises that they will ‘continue 

to meet the intent of the royal commission’s recommendations’ by, for example, ‘supporting DCP staff 

to use professional judgement and clinical expertise’ (p. 23).  

4.6 Closing Summary 

The reform of South Australia’s child protection system, arising from a particularly heinous focussing 

event which gave rise to a Royal Commission, represents a key event in the state’s continued efforts 

to strengthen its ability to protect children from harm and abuse. The scope and scale of the proposed 

reforms are undeniably significant. One of the key targets of the reform was the state’s statutory child 

protection service, which had become overwhelmed, unsafe and unsustainable. Critically, the Royal 

Commission found that practice knowledge, wisdom, experience and opportunity had been eroded 

and profoundly undermined, impacting not only on practitioners, but also outcomes for children and 

their families. Alongside key initiatives to strengthen the organisational structure, leadership, human 

resource capabilities, protective processes and legislative mandate, sat proposals to tackle the 

identified practice deficits through targeting specific key enablers of practice as well as responding to 

the organisational culture and climate. The next chapter will set out the findings of the primary 

fieldwork element of this research, which explored frontline practitioners’ own reflections about the 

impacts and influences of how the reform was enabling and strengthening practice at the front line.  
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CHAPTER 5:  
Findings - ‘The practitioner’s voice’ 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter sets out the key findings from the series of interviews conducted with practitioners over 

a period of 14 months (December 2017 through to February 2019) during the early stages of 

implementation of A fresh start, the South Australian child protection reform. The purpose of these 

interviews was to explore with the participant practitioners their experience of practice in the context 

of a reform, and how that reform was influencing that practice experience. As noted in Chapter 1, one 

of the knowledge claims which underpins this thesis is that reforms have a paradoxical influence on 

applied practice. By setting out the practitioners’ personal reflections in this chapter, the aim is to 

then consider whether these practitioners were experiencing this paradoxical outcome and, if so, 

consider whether Sieber’s concepts of regression and conversion can contribute anything to our sense 

making of those experiences. These ‘voices’ from the front line contribute to responding to one of the 

research sub-questions: 

How do practitioners experience reform efforts, and what impact do such reforms have on 

their practice?  

Before exploring the findings, two important considerations need to be restated. The first is that this 

research is based upon the principle of ‘seeking to privilege the understandings of those closest to the 

action’ (Turnell, 2006 p. 33). In upholding this principle, the researcher acknowledges the 

practitioners’ observations set out in this Chapter are deeply personal and subjective, and therefore 

represent only their truth, rather than statements of fact. Only through a dedicated evaluation can it 

be said with some definitiveness that something is better or worse, and even then, many of the 

themes discussed are recognised as difficult to measure. The findings therefore hold the status of 

propositions, not conclusive facts. The second consideration relates to repeating the 

acknowledgement that A fresh start is a long-term and a cross-sector initiative, and that the interviews 

were conducted in what might reasonably be considered to be early days of the reform (i.e. 

approximately two years into the reform program). It is accepted that in some instances the specific 

recommendations which might influence the practitioners’ experience of some element of practice 

had not been fully implemented and therefore the practitioners’ assessments need to be understood 

in that context.  
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Chapter architecture 

Sixty-one interviews were conducted with 22 practitioners over 14 months, which yielded a vast body 

of data. It was therefore essential to establish a structured and logical way of organising this body of 

evidence in order to present a coherent picture of the emerging findings. Therefore, the chapter is 

organised along the following lines.  

 

The first section (Part 1) will explore the findings from the baseline interviews, specifically focussing 

on how participants expressed what practice meant for them, what they needed to practise well, and 

their actual experience of practising practice in child protection. The second section (Part 2) will 

consider the findings from the participants’ reflections about their experiences of being engaged with 

the reform processes, and the impacts that reform environment was having on their practice.  

 

The third and fourth sections (Parts 3 and 4) will explore the practitioners’ experience of the two 

discrete topics that emerged from the desktop analysis of the report. Part 3—enabling practitioners—

will explore how the critical features of the practice environment that support practitioners to practise 

well, such as culture, value and being valued, were being addressed by the reform and how 

practitioners were experiencing those changes in terms of the impact on their practice. Part 4—

enabling practice—will explore how the reform was delivering on its commitment to strengthen key 

enablers of practice such as supervision, practice leadership and time for practice as well as, 

importantly, the practitioners’ perspective as to the impact of those changes on their practice.  

 

The final section (Part 5) will provide an overview of the findings about the overall impacts—both 

positive and regressive—of the reform on the participant practitioners’ experiences of applied 

practice.  

 

This chapter has been structured in this way in order to systematically identify the critical elements of 

the practitioners’ feedback which will contribute to responding to the research sub question of why 

and how a reform influences and impacts practice in child protection.  
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PART 1: Establishing a Baseline 

5.2 Introduction to Part 1 

The first task of this research was to establish the practitioners’ own description of their practice, and 

the experiences of practising in child protection. This was important to establish in order to then 

consider in what ways the reform was influencing that practice. In this regard, practitioners were 

asked to reflect on three themes which emerged from the desktop analysis (in that these were broadly 

the fields of inquiry that the report explored): 

• The key features and ingredients of applied practice, 

• The enablers of practice, and 

• The actual experience of practising in the child protection service compared to these 

aspirations. 

5.3 Practising practice  

In this section, practitioners were asked to explore what they understood by ‘applied practice’, and 

what for them were its constituent parts. In response, practitioners provided a very clear description 

of what they considered comprised their practice. On the one hand they all identified procedures, 

legislation, protocols and guides, the practice frameworks and the organisationally endorsed models 

of ‘practice’. However, on the other hand, they spoke most vividly and passionately about the skills, 

knowledge and abilities they sought to use to complement these technical capabilities as part of their 

own practice framework. Practice mattered to them and, importantly, they were able to identify how 

and why it mattered in terms of protecting children and strengthening families.  

 

What emerged was a multilayered, complex and deeply personal array of skills, methods, approaches 

and competencies which they tried to use in their practice with children, families, peers and other 

services. They expressed clarity about what they sought to attain in their practice and, whilst it was 

not always easy to articulate why they did things in a certain way, practitioners nonetheless were able 

to ‘own’ their practice and recognise what worked and what did not, for them. Of note was the 

significant level of shared understanding of the component parts of practice; each practitioner 

described each component slightly differently, but it was clear that there were defined and shared 

ingredients. These are discussed below.  

 

The first finding to emerge was how strongly the practitioners’ expressions of the constituent parts of 

practice aligned to the literature presented in Chapter 2 and which had also been articulated in the A 
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fresh start report. Primary amongst those was the centrality of the relationship, which was referenced 

by all participants; their ability and willingness to invest in a professional relationship was seen as the 

most critical part of enabling practice to happen. 

Fundamentally, you have to establish rapport;  it’s the use of self, its demonstrating through what I 

say and what I do, that yes, this might be a statutory intervention, however, I do give a f**k about 

you as a human being, what’s happening for your family, your children, and I think if you can 

communicate that in some way, even the most reluctant clients are going to engage with you to some 

degree. (1.1)  

Practitioners were asked why they felt that building such a relationship was so important in their 

practice. This practitioner’s reflection captures the sentiments expressed by other practitioners: 

I can do better assessments; it’s not a superficial engagement, I can get deeper levels of information, 

so if I can engage well, build a relationship, I can actually understand that person, and gather 

information to make a good assessment as to what’s going on for this child, and this family. You 

cannot practise without establishing that relationship, I don’t think you’ll be able to interpret or hear 

their story, interpret the needs, and if you can’t do that then I don’t know that you’re going to have 

any valuable meaning, or what your outcomes are going to be like. (10.1) 

Practitioners also identified the practice errors that can occur in the absence of building a professional 

relationship. Here is one example: 

You lose trust, you won’t gain information, the honest truth of what’s happening. They might have 

been in hospital but they don’t want to tell you because they might think that’ll be viewed as a 

weakness, or fear can block things from progressing. It can be something so small for a parent, fear 

of divulging something about themselves, getting a speeding fine or something, and it can gridlock 

the whole case plan from moving forward. (18.1) 

They were then asked to reflect on what skills and attributes they needed in order for such a 

relationship to be possible. A significant number of ‘skills and competencies’ emerged:  
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• openness • respectfulness • deftness 

• transparency • non-judgemental • patience 

• honesty • persistence • calmness 

• trustworthiness • empathy • deep compassion 

• approachability • firmness • a position of courage 

• humility • being hopeful • validating 

• creativity • resiliency • challenging 

• seeing the clients as 
experts in their own 
lives 

• confidence to have 
hard conversations 

• resolutely client 
focussed 

• understanding the 
client’s challenges in a 
broader socio-political 
context 

• finding common 
ground and shared 
understanding 

• listening intently 

 

The following practitioner’s comments were powerful – for them, practice meant having: 

… a position of humility, of not knowing what the answer is. It’s the language of giving, um, 

preparedness to believe in the humanity of the other person, even when they are doing the most 

dreadful things. (22.1) 

These personal attributes and practice skills, practitioners identified, were critical in the engagement 

process; the art of sitting with, being with, engaging with, children and families. They reflected on how 

the combination of the emotional and sensitive nature of the work, and the negativity with which child 

protection services are perceived by clients, makes for a conflicted, fraught and contested 

environment which the practitioner has to skilfully navigate. The practitioners identified that the ‘art’ 

of the engagement process was fundamental to their assessments, decision making, judgement 

forming, planning, and creating a space for action and change. 

Going to knock on someone’s door requires a real skill; how I get in and have an open and honest 

conversation in a really tough situation without being thrown out the door, that takes a very high 

skill level, in communication, er, reading the situation, understanding what’s going on. When you do 

those engagements, you turn a communication approach on its head—you’re asking questions to 

hear what’s not being said. If they are not talking about their kids, why, what aren’t you telling me? 

I don’t have to go in with a piece of paper saying ‘look, on July 27th blah blah etc.’—if there is 

something going on, I’ll find it. I get them to own the conversation. (5.2) 



122 
 

The key message was that these practitioners saw good child protection practice as possible through 

the purposeful use of these skills embedded in themselves. Whilst practice guides, manuals and 

frameworks provided them with a structure, it was only when they purposefully used their skills that 

they felt they could take these tools and breathe life into them. They saw themselves as the gateway 

to making practice possible. When their ability to use those skills was compromised, all of the 

practitioners identified the impacts; their cases floundered, and the safety of the child compromised.  

When I feel out of my depth and struggling, it’s because I am not connected, and I haven’t got people 

on my side and I feel isolated. When you feel isolated, then that feels very dangerous. Unless your 

client really truly believes that you can see the world from their perspective in some way, then why 

would they trust you to let you in? (1.1) 

5.4 Knowing for practice 

The second set of findings related to how the practitioners consistently highlighted the various forms 

of ‘knowing’ in and for practice, which strongly aligned with the literature. The practitioners shared 

how they made sense of what was happening by piecing together disparate pieces of information to 

try and form a cohesive picture. Practitioners were able to reflect that this occurred through three 

elements coming together. The first of these is by using the more liquid forms of knowing: gut, instinct, 

intuition and practice wisdom. Sixteen practitioners reflected on this being key to their practice, their 

comments including:  

The intuitive skill level which comes from practice experience; I am not going, ‘right, I am going to do 

this rapport-building exercise now, and then I am going to do that’, it’s not mechanical. I call it the 

magic of practice. (4.1) 

I guess it’s practice wisdom; the more you are around, the more you experience, yeah, the more things 

you have to draw from. And you have to make sure it’s good practice too. It’s common sense, but it 

doesn’t seem to be common sense, as it’s not common. (9.1) 

Second is by using the practice tools and processes which were available to them, such as the 

assessment frameworks, SDM®16, practice ‘tools’, and the endorsed tools of the practice framework 

(SBC):17 

You need some sense of structure, especially around the complexity; a lot of ethical decisions have to 

be made on the run, and you do that by best instincts, but the much more complex ones [have a] 

 
16 Structured Decision Making®—for further details, please refer to: 
 https://www.nccdglobal.org/what-we-do/children-s-research-center 
17 Solution Based Casework—for further information, please refer to: 
https://www.solutionbasedcasework.com/ 
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higher level of accountability, so you need frameworks to step things through. They have weighting 

information, the risks, the tests, the front-page test, the ethical test. (4.1) 

There was also a consistent level of reflection about specific  practice methods, such as analysis, risk 

and safety assessment, information gathering, pattern recognition and connection forming, checking 

assumptions, weighting information and testing it, mapping, planning, and prioritisation, which acted 

as a counterbalance to the more unstructured, although nonetheless important, elements of applied 

practice.  

 

Finally, practice was informed by accessing and utilising a formal knowledge base. All of the 

practitioners shared their understanding about the importance of having an evidential knowledge 

base to inform their practice, and they conceptually understood how such information and knowledge 

is activated to assist in specific elements of practice such as sense making and judgement forming. 

Practitioners identified that their formal knowledge base for practice included understanding of 

trauma, child development, mental health, narrative therapy, motivational interviewing, systems 

theory, understanding family violence, drug and alcohol, mental health attachment and intellectual 

disabilities: 

The backdrop to practice is the knowledge base. If you don’t understand the difficulties that families 

experience and how that can create danger and risk for kids then how do you know what you are 

doing when you are practising with families. To make accurate assessments, you need that sound 

knowledge base; I can’t assess risk, safety, parenting breakdown without it. (1.1) 

Perhaps the most featured element was the strong association practitioners made between such 

knowledge and being able to truly understand what was actually happening with and in families. 

Practitioners spoke about using theories and practice knowledge to see beyond behaviour, 

contextualise the presenting issues, understand how and why children or parents might be behaving 

in certain ways, and be able to make connections between seemingly disparate pieces of information. 

5.5 Being enabled to practise 

Having had an opportunity to reflect on what participants considered were the components of their 

practice framework, they were then asked to reflect on what they required in order to be enabled to 

practise in the way they aspired to practise.  

 

There were three overriding messages. The first was that there was a high level of consistency among 

practitioners regarding what it was they required in order to practise well. Second, their assessment 

of the optimal practice-enabling environment is importantly supported by the literature (and of note, 



124 
 

identified by Commissioner Nyland in her analysis of what practitioners need). Third, practitioners 

made a clear delineation between those enablers which were provided at team or office level, versus 

the enabling environment within the wider organisational culture, leadership approach and service 

paradigm.  

 

So, what did practitioners identify as the key features that enabled and supported practice?  

Supervision was the primary requirement mentioned by all participants. Practitioners needed ‘quality’ 

supervision, provided by ‘skilled’ and ‘experienced’ supervisors, which was ‘regular’, ‘safe’, 

‘supportive’, ‘engaged’ ‘evidence informed’ ‘consistent’ ‘unrushed’ and ‘focussed’, not just on case 

direction but on reflection, analysis, self-care and professional development:  

I need someone who is bigger, wiser, kinder, stronger than me, I want to be able to be held while I 

practise by a grown up. That’s important because what I am doing, there is a huge emotional 

component, and the energy you are putting out there, there’s a huge personal element of what I am 

doing; if you don’t have that ability to be held, as a practitioner, then it goes to s**t. (10.1) 

This practitioner echoed the above consideration of how critical supervision is, noting that when it 

doesn’t happen: 

The goalposts get shifted, the case plan gets blurred, children will flounder in placement, but you 

haven’t had the decisions to pursue other options, workers take more sick leave as workers are not 

able to talk about what’s happening with their cases. I think some workers get to a point where there 

might be problems with their caseloads, but they haven’t been able to check in. (18.1) 

Alongside formal and structured supervision, five practitioners identified the need for mentoring and 

support in order to practise well. They identified that this often comes from team members and peers, 

in a shared lived experience where everyone understands the strains and stresses of the work and can 

share in the pains, and the gains, of practice:  

If you have a really supportive team environment, you cope with that stuff; you can cope with more, 

when you know you can go and talk to someone about it, who understands, and when you say ‘I can’t 

do this anymore’ and they say ‘what do you want me to do’, they don’t go ‘well, work overtime’. They 

know when you’re stressed, they gather around you, and you do the same. It’s safe. The next day 

they won’t hold it against you. (19.1) 

It was also about shared learning, and feeling supported to continue to stay on the front line to 

continue their practice development:  

I want to be able to shadow, to work alongside more experienced practitioners, supervisors and 

senior practitioners, to watch and see what they do, for them to review my work. (17.1) 
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The second most critical element of enabling quality practice was that of time—practitioners identified 

that to practise well, they needed time: time to engage, time to train, time to reflect, time to plan, 

time to just be still and think: 

Time IS practice. If you’re not spending time with them, [the child and family] what the hell are you 

doing? Time and space to do reflection, time to do any bloody thinking. (9.1) 

Having quality practice leadership, specifically at the team level, was high on the agenda for 

practitioners, enabling them to be practice led and be led in their practice by skilled, experienced, 

qualified and engaged practice leaders:  

Bosses who have time to properly have a conversation. They need to trust that we can do the 

business, we need them to manage. (9.1) 

Practitioners also identified the key role that access to, and participation in, ‘quality’, ‘relevant’ and 

‘timely’ learning and development has on their ability to practise well, not only in terms of knowledge 

formation and development, but also in terms of the collegial and social elements of shared learning 

and the ability to be reflective and supportive, thus improving mental wellbeing.  What also emerged 

was a strong sense that practitioners needed the learning to reflect their experience and be self-

directed. Importantly, practitioners identified that quality training opportunities were only of value to 

them if they were supported, encouraged and facilitated to actually engage in it, in work time, funded 

if applicable by the agency.  

 

Finally, practitioners articulated the critical role that the organisational climate and culture plays in 

supporting their practice:   

Good practice is understanding that no practitioner works in isolation, so there’s good practice 

around what transpires between a worker and a client, but then there’s the worker in context. We 

know for good practice to occur the worker needs to be themselves in a supervisory relationship, in a 

team relationship, and in an agency relationship, that enables and supports them to do healthy and 

functional practice. (4.1) 

Of course, practitioners also identified that additional resources would significantly assist them to 

develop and maintain a high quality of practice. The issues they identified however were not solely 

related to ‘more, we need more’ (although additional staff was identified by 60% of the practitioners) 

but also day-to-day practical resources to which one should expect to have access (cars to do home 

visits, meeting rooms, two computer screens, a desk). Perhaps the most significant resource they 

identified which supports their practice was the presence of a full team; having a full complement of 
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workers enabled and facilitated them to engage in their own quality practice, as well as benefiting 

from the other latent effects such as camaraderie, shared learning, and team support.  

5.6 Experiencing practice 

The elements discussed above related to the practitioners’ sense of what optimal practice was, which 

could be engaged in through what they considered to be a desired and optimal practice-enabling 

environment. What is known from the literature is that there is often a tension between what is 

desired, and what the reality of that practice experience is in child protection. So, whilst practitioners 

shared a clear sense of what applied practice meant for them, and what they needed in order to 

practise well, this element explored the nature and level of any disconnect between their practice 

aspirations and their lived experience of practice on the front line.  

 

As was discussed in Chapter 4, the Royal Commission report made some stark statements about the 

state of practice in the former Families SA; in summary, it said that the poor, overly optimistic, 

mechanical and incident-based form of practice left children ‘in unsafe situations where they 

sustained further harm’ (p. 192).  

 

Practitioners were firstly asked whether this assessment of practice resonated with them, whether 

they could recognise the analysis, either personally or through observation of practice generally. Their 

reflections highlighted a significant level of congruency between the report’s analysis and the 

practitioners’ own assessment of practice generally in the agency:  

Unfortunately, I wasn’t surprised, in terms of how we are practising. Yes, this is what we are doing 

and it’s really bad. (6.1) 

Three practitioners expressed reservations about an absence of a contextual analysis in the report 

when considering the state of practice; whilst they accepted there was poor practice, the exploration 

of why such practice existed was missing, for example:  

 The impression I walked away with was ‘yes, that’s shitty practice’ but I  think sometimes it wasn’t 

unpacked as to why people made the decisions they made, so on the surface, you’d go ‘ah, yes, that’s 

shitty practice, I can’t believe they did that, what a bad outcome that is’ and people bought into that, 

but if you go a bit deeper into why people made particular decisions, you would see some more 

complexity about this business that she did not capture. (10.1) 

In considering whether a disconnect existed between the practitioners’ practice aspirations and their 

experience of it, all practitioners identified that whilst they had a genuine desire to practise well, they 
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could identify a whole series of barriers which, despite their intentions and best efforts, got in the 

way.  

The difference between what I consider practice is now and what I want practice to be. I don’t feel I 

can practise like that, it’s very quickly socialised into you, a restrictive understanding of practice. 

(13.1)  

Practitioners spoke about having to compromise, to engage in superficial, rushed practice, cut corners, 

to reorder priorities to meet agency requirements, feeling forced to do things against their judgement, 

or to even ‘hide’ some elements of their practice for fear of criticism (13). The volume of work, the 

fleeting engagements, the lack of time, the pressure to close, and the administrative burden were 

cited as reasons why their practice was so often compromised: 

I didn’t have the time to process, so I was missing things, there were things that were coming at me 

that weren’t sinking in, then two weeks later you’d go ‘that was a big miss, that was critical 

information that ran straight over me’. (10.1) 

We are so busily covering our bottoms, I spend 80% of my time covering my arse, documenting 

everything, and 20% doing the work. There is so much arse covering, so you don’t get the time. (19.1) 

In terms of the impact that working in such a compromised way had on them, they spoke about 

‘weariness’, ‘exhaustion’, ‘self-doubt’, ‘crying’, questioning their professionalism and thinking of 

leaving due to the unsustainability of it all:  

When we are lying and manipulating to get the best outcomes for our kids, and we spend a lifetime 

doing that, you don’t get clean from that. (17.3) 

Things are just not working. The system is broken, and so many of us are broken too. It’s hard to hold 

it together when you’re on the verge yourself, at all times. Our glass is full at all times, and as soon 

as the next drop goes in, it splashes. It just never seems to end. (9.1) 

Practitioners also reflected in the wider organisational state of practice, in terms of what they saw 

happening across the agency when it came to how practice was being practised. What stood out for 

the researcher was the practitioners’ frank expressions which reflected a deeply problematic level of 

‘practice’ which very much echoed the sentiments expressed in the report, and the literature about 

the dumbing down of practice in child protection. Some of the expressions of practice included such 

terms as ‘misuse of power’, ‘threatening’, a ‘pervasive sense of arrogance’, ‘alienating’, ‘lazy’, ‘crappy’, 

‘dangerous’, ‘punitive’, ‘nit picking’, ‘incompetent’ and ‘mechanistic’ practice. Twelve practitioners 

referenced the proceduralisation of practice, and the impacts that was having across the agency, 

where rote and compliance dominated day-to-day engagements with children and families, and where 

workers were hiding behind computer screens, in some cases paralysed by the workload, or simply 
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unable to do the face-to-face work, or face the day-to-day work. The following provides a sense of 

these practitioners’ reflections about practice generally:  

We have lots of robotic people doing the business, it’s not about practice; the procedures say I have 

to do this, they say I have to complete this form, so let’s go meet the parent, fill out the form, this is 

what this says … What I see right now is ‘just tell me what to do, and I’ll check with [my] supervisor, 

and if that’s OK with them then I can do that’. We have almost created such a strong culture of 

command and control attitude, which will be very hard to shift. (10.2) 

Workers can sit at their desk with their head in their hands. Some have just established a pattern of 

behaviour which we have tolerated. They have become disengaged with their work. I do think some 

workers do find working with families sometimes too distressing, so they sit at their computer, but I 

do think that there are those who sit at their computer because they didn’t know how to do social 

work anymore. (1.1) 

FINDINGS 

The aim of this element of the interview was to establish some form of practice baseline 

from which it might be possible to consider the influences and impacts the reform was 

having on practice. A number of findings can be deduced from this baseline exercise: 

• This cohort of practitioners has a well-established sense of what applied practice 

meant for them, what its constituent parts were, and what they needed in order to 

practise in that way well. These reflections aligned with the literature review and the 

overall perspectives outlined in the report. Achieving this level of alignment was an 

important step towards answering the research questions, as it provided 

confirmatory information that the construct of practice proposed in the literature 

review, and expressed in the report, was not some abstract concept but had 

contemporary expression and remained important to practitioners on the front line.  

• It demonstrated that the idea of practice, the artistry of it and its essential nature are 

still deeply engrained in this cohort’s practice framework. This is important because 

this thesis rests on a knowledge claim that such applied practice still matters. 

• Practitioners identified that there was a significant disconnect between their practice 

aspirations and their requirements to practise well, and their lived reality of 

practising in the former Families SA. Their deeply personal reflections on the 

implications of this disconnect for their practice (and for them) mirrored the analysis 

of the state of child protection practice, and the causes of that poor practice, which 

both the literature review and the report clearly establish. Their reflections on the 

conditions in which they work, and the impacts this was having generally on the 
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quality of their practice and practice generally, provided a solid basis from which to 

consider how those conditions were being influenced by the reform.  

 

Having established the practitioners’ perspectives on what practice is, what it meant to them and what 

they needed to do it well, the attention then turned to their reflections about how the unfolding 

reform was influencing and impacting on that practice.  

PART 2: Reform Reflections 

5.7 Introduction to Part 2 

As part of being able to respond to the research sub-question regarding how practitioners experience 

reforms, practitioners in each interview were asked to reflect upon their personal experience of A 

fresh start in terms of their connection to, engagement with and participation in it as a specific 

program of change. Whilst individual elements of the reform specific to the child protection service 

are explored as discrete themes later, this element sought to focus on the processes of reform, and 

the reform journey itself, and how being involved with, and within, a reform might in and of itself be 

an influencing factor on how practice is experienced in child protection.  

 

To help guide this element of the interview, practitioners were asked to consider a number of 

questions about their reform experience, including: 

• In what ways did they feel they were being invited to be part of this reform? 

• How connected and engaged were they in the reform journey? 

• What have been the impacts on them and their practice as a result of being in an agency 

engaged in a reform? 

5.8 A promising start 

Across all three interviews, practitioners expressed a collective sense that at the outset of the reform, 

(around the end of 2016) there was genuine optimism and hopefulness in terms of the reform’s 

aspirations:  

People were really excited about the changes at the start, they cheered, literally. Seriously, they were 

cheering. So, um, that was exciting. (11.3) 
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We can deal with the additional stress if it does create improved outcomes. We took it seriously, and 

there was a sense that it was being taken seriously, that there was a real effort to think about it, to 

plan it, to do something in a meaningful way. (17.1) 

In essence, practitioners recalled a shared hopefulness, and a high level of ‘buying into’ the reform’s 

commitments to change:  

This one got people saying ‘hang on, there’s something here’, it was smart, specific, we are naming 

this, and people were saying there’s hope. They nailed it—everyone was in tune. There was a pivotal 

time when it was all in synch. (5.1) 

5.9 An emerging disconnect 

Despite this initial shared sense of hopefulness, from the initial interview, practitioners expressed an 

emerging disconnect between what the reform promised, and what they perceived was actually 

happening. The following sections set out the practitioners’ expressions about that disconnect. 

Being part of the reform  

Both the Royal Commission report and A fresh start identified that key to the success of the reform 

was to ensure that stakeholders (including, for example, practitioners) were engaged in and with the 

reform journey, that they were connected to it, had a voice and were heard. Practitioners were 

therefore asked about the nature and level of their engagement with, consultation on and 

participation in those elements of the reform which were specific to the child protection service.  

 

Four practitioners mentioned examples they considered to be genuine efforts to engage and keep 

practitioners informed, which they noted represented an improvement on previous reform attempts. 

Specific mention was made of podcasts, newsletters and fact sheets as a genuine improvement.  

The intranet page has lots of useful links, resources, so I guess that’s the thing that makes me feel 

that this is better than what we have done in the past. (1.2) 

However, practitioners also expressed a sense of early disengagement from the reform, stating that 

they felt it was not participative or in any manner consultative. The consultation that was referenced 

was seen as ‘superficial’, or ‘tokenistic’:  

They are coming at it completely the wrong way. You should come with a piece of paper with nothing 

on it, and say ‘where do we start?’. What we start with ‘here’s a thing I wrote, anyone got any issues 

with it’. It’s typical. It’s a tick box. They are saying ‘we are consulting’ and I say ‘you are consulting 

on the solution you have found’. You are not doing those formative conversations. (22.2) 
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They have been busy listening to themselves. Have they listened to Nyland? Have they listened to 

people on the ground? They have not listened to people—that’s the problem that they have. (3.3) 

By the final interview, all practitioners expressed a sense of disengagement from the reform journey. 

This disengagement was expressed in the following ways.  

‘Reform, what reform’?  

The researcher discerned a clear shift in the ‘narrative’ of the reform over the course of the interviews; 

from an initial hope for real change that practitioners recalled they had in 2016, through to 2019 when 

even the prospect of any meaningful change had dissipated. By the third interview, practitioners 

referenced the reform only by way of talking about specific tasks or specific activities of the reform. 

The actions within the reform came to define what the reform was. There was nothing the 

practitioners could point to outside the discrete actions which seemed to underpin the whole of 

agency change process which this reform had signaled: 

If no-one told me we were going through this, I wouldn’t think anything was changing if I can put it 

as honestly as that. How easy it is to forget that a reform is going on. It’s so easy to let this stuff slip 

by. It’s easy to ignore it. We can simply push through like a blizzard and it will go. Summer will be 

here again and nothing has changed. We know we can’t do it, they know we can’t do it, so its ‘OK 

don’t do it then’. It’s washed over us. There’s a shared understanding that ‘this is nothing, we will get 

by this, this is uncomfortable, we have to do it, we can’t, then OK, don’t do it, so we get on with the 

same as usual’. There’s this whole kerfuffle outside and we are just like ‘yeah, this is going to blow 

over.’ (13.1) 

The reform was, by 2019, about changes, not change. This, as the above practitioner noted throughout 

the interviews, was a ‘safe’ reform, one which would not actually change the fundamentals of how 

business was done in terms of culture and approach. It was safe because it was only dealing with 

technical changes and other low-hanging fruit, which could be ticked off the task list. Another 

practitioner noted: 

What we already know with some degree of certainty is that the underlying thinking is the same 

underpinning it. (22.2) 

It was safe because only the minimum would be done in order to be seen to be doing something, 

enough to ‘get away with it’ (13).  One practitioner even noted that they had ‘forgotten about it’ (9). 

There was a sense that what had been promised by way of a genuine change had been supplanted by 

a narrative of tasks, activities and actions which had left those reform aspirations behind: 

But you know I don’t hear the Nyland report being talked about any more. So whatever direction 

Justice Nyland gave us, they are long gone. I don’t hear us talking about the Nyland reform. It’s about 
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what we have changed. Yes, she may have been very clear about putting practice as the central focus, 

and culture as a central focus, but that’s not the central focus any more. (10.3) 

The bureaucratic narrative versus the practitioners’ experience 

Another consistent disconnect was between how the practitioners were experiencing the reform, 

compared to how various departmental announcements and proclamations about the progresses 

being made through implementing the reform agenda were portraying the change program. A total 

of 80% of practitioners identified, in one or more interviews, their sense that the celebrations which 

accompanied the ticking off of reform actions bore little resemblance to their experience of, or 

observations about, the reform:  

The spin, the very glossy magazines saying ‘we are just doing so well’, ‘we’ve accomplished this’ 

‘we’ve completed stage one, we are in the middle of stage 2, some have started stage three, we are 

nailing this stuff down so well’. I have yet to see any evidence of any of that. (5.2) 

It’s interesting, I was looking at the intranet, around the department’s reporting against the 

recommendations, and I look at it and I just think ‘it’s just smoke and mirrors’. Against so many of 

the recommendations, it says ‘completed, completed, completed’ but completed would suggest that 

something has changed, that we are doing things differently, and I am not aware of anything that’s 

changed in that space. We have not moved on since Nyland—we have been really f**king busy, doing 

a lot of stuff, but nothing has changed, and nothing will change, not if we continue the same 

trajectory we are on now, because it’s all smoke and mirrors, ticking boxes, and busyness without 

any meaningful change. (1.3)  

These reflections bring into sharp focus the clear disconnect between the department’s assessment 

of their progress, of ‘completing’ recommendations, and how that looks and feels on the front line of 

the service. This issue is explored in more detail in Chapter 6.  

‘Panic, panic, panic’  

Practitioners considered that the manner in which the reform was being implemented contributed to 

the disconnect they experienced. All practitioners expressed a sense that it was being rushed, driven 

by the schedule of reform implementation reporting and political imperatives. They identified that 

there was no sense as to whether any of the ‘completed’ tasks associated with implementing discrete 

recommendations had actually made a difference, or whether anyone was actually interested in 

whether they were having the desired impact:  

They have become slaves to the recommendations and seemingly blind to Nyland’s intent. They are 

so tunnel visioned, ‘it’s a recommendation, it has to be implemented, bugger the consequences’ 
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basically. They accept the recommendations about CARL18 wait times, ‘panic, panic, panic, the 

deadline’s coming up. We are going to bring in all these resources across the department, forget 

about those little kids, you know, being CNA’d19 all the time, that’s not our priority, we have got to 

do something, we’ve accepted this recommendation, so all the resources get directed to that’. And 

that’s what’s driving the work, they are not concerned about all the other impacts around. (8.1) 

When you are faced with 260 recommendations from the Royal Commission, any leadership or 

government is going to say ‘f**k , we have got a lot to do, we need to get some runs on the board, 

let’s smash some stuff out, the easy way to do that is policy, legislation, procedures, checklists, let’s 

get some boxes ticked’ and the other stuff, the really hard stuff, never gets done. We are so distracted 

by all the little quick wins we can do. (1.3) 

Aligned with this was that two thirds of practitioners identified the way in which the requirements to 

deliver on the reform had superseded the requirements of actually delivering a service. The reform 

itself was generating a whole raft of extra work which had been added to a workforce which, the 

report had warned, were already overwhelmed:  

Everything which is big and bright and terrifying for the agency as a whole we get to give priority to, 

but we have got an issue in that we have a 1000 priorities and that means we can’t do the little things 

that stress out our carers, and we can’t solve them anymore because we are not available. It puts 

everybody under a lot of stress in order to work out how to do things, and that is getting in the way 

of doing the actual job. (17.2) 

5.10 Losing hope 

As noted above, practitioners indicted that at the start of A fresh start there was a sense of optimism, 

of hopefulness. However, even by the time of the baseline interview, just 12 months after the launch, 

there was a discernible shift which only became more pronounced throughout the remaining 

interviews:  

In weeks of the Nyland report coming out, and the response, and I saw this thing, it’s greater than 

the sum of the parts, you have missed the heart of it. It’s not reducible to a series of tasks and projects. 

It’s already lost, it’s gone. (4.1) 

By the third interview, there was unanimous agreement that the initial hopefulness had all but gone; 

not one practitioner was able to state that they had any hope that the reform would deliver on its 

promises regarding practice.  

 
18 CARL—Child Abuse Report Line, the South Australian ‘call centre’ which receives all notifications of alleged 
child abuse from across the state.   
19 CNA—Closed No Action—closure code that indicates that the department has closed the notification without 
taking any action.  
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Look, you know, I had high hopes for five minutes, but it’s not anything that has, um, inspired 

longevity; it didn’t last. (7.3) 

Right at the beginning, when it all was changing, everyone had high expectations, morale was high, 

um, but I definitely think that’s all gone now, it’s on a downward spiral. (20.3) 

That is not to say that they had no hope that individual elements of the reform would bring forth 

positive changes, but hope in the power of a reform to shift the agency, to reorientate it and deal with 

the systemic, cultural and organisational changes the report highlighted, had all but disappeared.  

 

There was a sense of resignation and a perception of a missed opportunity. The following provides a 

flavour of the practitioners’ expressions of disappointment: 

The response to the reform missed the mark completely. What I find devastating is that we have 

missed our chance, the money has all gone, and they are saying ‘this is it, this is what we have got’ 

Nyland was supposed to change everything, ‘we are going to respond, we will do everything, it will 

be wonderful’. If you’re going to make really big promises, at least deliver something. We knew it 

was s**t before. We told you it was s**t before. It didn’t deliver by a long shot, in fact, it put more 

pressure, more stress, and a more devaluing culture on me as a worker. (5.3) 

 

FINDINGS 

This section was focussed on the participant practitioners’ experience of being part of a 

significant reform agenda in their agency. The following findings can be reasonably deduced 

from their feedback: 

• At the start of the reform, all practitioners identified that there was a collective sense 

of hope about the reform’s commitments to address a range of practice related issues, 

and they considered that the initial organisational approach and commitment to the 

reform was a positive experience.  

• There was a significant disconnect between the organisational and political rhetoric of 

the reform’s achievements and progress, and the practitioners’ sense of its actual 

impact on the front line.  

• The task-list approach and ticking off of actions as a way of demonstrating the 

achievements of the reform was viewed with scepticism, and practitioners considered 

that it interfered with business-as-usual priorities and skewed the organisational focus.  

• All practitioners, by the third interview, expressed a personal and professional sense of 

disillusionment and frustration that what they hoped the reform would deliver (based 
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reasonably on the commitments made) was not eventuating, or that there was little 

sign of its eventuating into the future. They had collectively lost hope. They saw the 

reform as little more than a series of tasks and process changes, some of which were 

warmly welcomed, but the changes were, they believed, not going to address the 

systemic or organisational underpinnings which had so significantly influenced practice 

prior to the reform. 

The overall finding can be summed up by this practitioner’s reflections about the 

reform: 

Practice got left behind. People being valued got left behind. (7.3) 

 

The next two sections will explore two specific emerging topics from the desktop analysis of the Royal 

Commission’s report—that of enabling practitioners to practice well and, secondly, strengthening 

practice enablers which underpin quality applied practice.  

 

PART 3: Enabled practitioners 

5.11 Introduction to Part 3 

In order for practitioners to practise well, both the literature and the report are unequivocal that one 

of the most significant practice enablers is an organisational environment which has a supportive, 

open culture, which places a value on practice, and sees value in its practitioners. However, the report 

painted a picture of an organisation that was failing to demonstrate either of these key enablers, with 

dire consequences for the practitioner, for practice and, ultimately, for children. The report made it 

explicitly clear that there needed to be a fundamental shift in these practitioner enablers if this reform 

was to achieve one of its primary goals of making applied practice skills the ‘central commodity’ of the 

agency.  

 

The researcher used each interview as an opportunity to explore with practitioners how, through the 

reform effort, the agency was actioning the required changes which were aimed at addressing the 

deficits in three critical enablers: organisational culture, valuing practice, and valuing practitioners.  

Each of these elements are discussed below.  
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5.12 Organisational culture 

The underlying organisational culture is a critical factor in determining how people behave 

within the workplace. It transcends policies, procedures and training and informs how people 

behave. Some aspects of organisational culture can be created by the perception of a matter 

which becomes so pervasive that it informs the behaviour of the workers within the 

organisation. (Child Protection Systems Royal Commission 2016 p. 341) 

As discussed in Chapter 4, the report describes an environment of risk aversion, fear and disrespect, 

where staff were undervalued, under-resourced, overwhelmed, unsupported and neglected, weighed 

down by top-heavy, hierarchical, procedurally driven, unquestioning command and control 

bureaucracy. The report noted that the agency had ‘a long established culture of bullying’ (p. 94), a 

structure that ‘assumes poor performance from its non-executive leadership’ (p. 52), avoided or 

apportioned blame, had a ‘culturally ingrained lack of organisational candour’, and which ‘encouraged 

uncritical compliance with direction rather than independent thinking about the action being 

proposed’ (p. 63). The report concluded that any reform had to involve: 

 … transforming organisational culture, to cultivate a positive and supportive workplace that 

values and respects staff, is committed to learning and is able to deliver a high quality child 

protection service to the state’s vulnerable children. (p. 104). 

The government, through A fresh start (Attorney-General’s Department, 2016) equally acknowledged 

the poor organisational culture, and flagged its intention to improve it:  

It is also critical that we promote culture change in the new Department for Child Protection 

and across government, building an organisation that focuses on improvement, learning and 

the development of its people’s skills. (p. 33) 

Scott et al.’s (2003) work in this space is pertinent here with regard to their delineation between a 

change in culture, versus a change of culture, the latter they note being brought about by ‘a growing 

crisis or deficiency in the existing culture’ (p. 113). It is evident that the report was calling for a change 

of culture. To achieve this, it made a series of recommendations, including establishing a new 

department, a ‘refreshed’ and flattened practice-based leadership, and a dedicated HR department. 

Other processes which would contribute to an improved culture included, for example, training, 

supervision and devolved decision making.  
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Given the centrality of culture to enabling applied practice to flourish (and, critically, poor practice to 

be addressed), the interviews provided practitioners with an opportunity to reflect on how the agency 

was addressing the culture as an integral part of strengthening practice, as foreshadowed by the 

report. The practitioners were also asked to consider whether they felt that the culture was improving, 

whether it had remained the same, or whether for them it actually had become worse as a 

consequence of the reform. Finally, the thread running through this was how actions to address the 

culture through the reform were influencing the practitioners’ experience of practice.  

 

In the baseline interview (December 2017–January 2018) the discussion focussed on the practitioners’ 

personal reflections on the report’s description of culture within the department, seeking to identify 

whether they shared its analysis, or had a different perspective. All of the practitioners concurred with 

the report’s analysis. What they described was a working environment which was variously described 

as manipulative, critical, restrained, monitored, task orientated, chaotic, punitive, arse covering, 

regressive, prescriptive and restrictive. Practitioners’ reflections on what working in this environment 

looked like for them was deep, rich and sobering, not least because of its impacts on their practice. 

Without exception, workers relayed a sense of deep concern about how these features of the 

organisational culture made them feel, and/or how they were made to feel, which included feeling 

unsafe, a sense that no-one cared, unsupported, vulnerable, paranoid, guilty, exposed, disconnected, 

and with ‘my arse hanging out in the breeze’ (5). They were also able to express how they considered 

this organisational culture had influenced how practitioners behaved and engaged in practice more 

generally: 

Because the culture has always been so bad, one way of coping is that they too start to be bad, to be 

a bully, they are tired, burnt out, fed up, frustrated, angry, but rather than taking it out that way 

[pointing upwards] they are taking it out that way [pointing downwards]. (7.3) 

Practitioners were asked to consider what, for them, ‘culture’ meant. What was illuminating was how 

practice analogies were drawn upon by four practitioners to express their understanding of what 

culture meant in the context of the agency. Here are two examples: 

Organisational culture, for me, has to start with relationships. It’s about a parallel process. If we 

expect staff to have respectful, collaborative relationships with kids and families, then executive and 

managers need to have respectful, collaborative relationships with staff. If it’s not, we can’t expect 

those behaviours and those relationships to be taking place in the practice space. If we get that bit 

right, then everything else has a hope in hell’s chance of working out OK. (1.3) 

 



138 
 

If we are truly committed to all of the things that the reform tells us about the culture of the 

organisation, which is honesty, kindness, compassion … for me, that is the clear expectation of the 

agency in our work with our families. OK, but it’s not reciprocated in our experience of being 

managed. It creates a sense, and it may not be a fair one, but it creates a sense that there is some 

duplicity at work. I am told that inclusiveness is the best way to achieve outcomes, and that’s 

supported by literature, which it is. It’s also supported by the literature in management too. (22.3) 

One practitioner explored how they made sense of the culture by comparing it to the emotionally 

abused child. The persistent nit picking, degradation, disempowerment and isolation of the child leads 

to all sorts of defensive behaviours, disorganised attachments and asymmetrical ‘agonic’ 

relationships. What children do to survive in these chaotic situations is try as best they can to keep 

the situation as stable as possible for themselves by not rocking the boat. The practitioner reflected 

that this is similar to how practitioners survive in the toxicity of the organisational culture.   

 

Over the course of the second and third sets of interviews, practitioners were invited to reflect on 

how the reform was creating an opportunity for the organisational culture to be addressed:   

I thought that a Royal Commission means some very deep thinking, and then some pretty robust 

processes that keep the dialogue going and alive, to open up. Because what you want in cultural 

reform is to generate ways for people to explore the problem and work together, so that processes 

can be amended at a fundamental level. (4.3) 

This practitioner’s quote reflects the shared hope, or expectation, referenced by participants, that in 

recognising that there was a real problem with the culture, there would be a systematic approach to 

tackling this through dialogue, reflection, analysis and planning, with perceptible shifts in the culture 

over time (no-one considered this was one of the many ‘quick wins’ of the reform!). Five participants 

thought that the agency, in their view, had initially tried to make some efforts to start addressing the 

organisational culture challenges. For example, three practitioners mentioned organisation-wide 

surveys that had occurred which sought the views of the workforce, on issues such as being valued by 

the department, and supervision. One practitioner saw that the data from these surveys would be 

more reliable and up-to-date than the report, noting:  

It will give us something measurable rather than anecdotal from Nyland. (9.3)  

Another was more sceptical: 

They have had surveys out for all different kind of things, wanting feedback for whatever. You talk 

about it over lunchtime, and everyone is saying ‘this is s**t’ and then you get the survey feedback 

and its ‘oh, 97% of our workers think this is fantastic’. But I am thinking ‘well, 100% of the workers 
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here don’t’ so how can it be. I don’t want to say they are fudging the results, but we will never know 

that. (21.2) 

Three saw the department’s efforts as ‘superficial’ and ‘tokenistic’: 

I can see there’s a lot of words being spoken about in terms of the culture, but in terms of the feedback 

off the ground it’s like, ‘yep, this is just business as usual.’ That’s the beautiful power and privilege of 

management that you can literally tell yourself that it’s night-time when it’s daylight, and because 

we are in insecure work, because people are naturally cynical of this work because the culture is burnt 

out, they believe them, ‘yeah, it’s night, whatever, let me get on with my job’. (13.3) 

Ten practitioners considered that whilst there was an acceptance of the need to address the culture, 

they considered that the approach of the department had been to locate the problem, and the 

solution, with the ‘front line’ (i.e. with the practitioners) rather than anything which the whole of the 

organisation needed to address together:  

It’s still suggested that it was the front line that was the problem, and my take away from Nyland 

was that, no, this is a system issue. Of course, there were practice problems, but you cannot locate 

that within an individual even though we find that some individual practitioners are problematic. The 

message always is — ‘the issue is over there’. Now, that is where it needs to be effected most, 

absolutely, and I would never want to detract from, we actually do need to get some consistency of 

practice, some less-punitive engagement with families, but the presumption was that the issue sat 

there, whereas I am actually thinking, why do you suppose that workers will be less punitive to 

families when the agency’s approach to that worker is punitive. What the current reform focus on 

practice can seem like, and some of the publications suggest it, is that ‘you’re still the people that 

need to change’. (22.3) 

Three practitioners stated that the organisation had presented the report’s assessment of the poor 

culture as an ‘urban myth’. 

 

By the final interview, over 80% of the practitioners felt that there had been no change in the culture.  

The following practitioner compared it to rebuilding a house with exactly the same building blocks and 

thinking it would be better:  

So, my guess is it’s a bit like building a different house with the same sort of poor concrete, and kinda 

going, well it looks different, but why am I supposing it’s any more stable than the last one. I am 

actually fundamentally using the same building blocks. I might have bought a few better things from 

Bunnings to put on the front, so the legislation changes for example. (22.2) 

Practitioners expressed a strong sentiment about a continued sense of fear, of intimidation, of not 

being trusted, not being listened to, or ignored, belittled, a sense that they were utterly dispensable, 
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unsupported, and disregarded, and that if you were in difficulties, it was on you, not the agency, a 

sense that if you ‘made waves, your career is over’ (21): 

You ship out people with experience, or people that actually speak out and challenge, get thrown 

under the bus. (13.3) 

and that if you couldn’t cope, you should just leave:  

That’s exactly what [was] said. ‘If you can’t handle it, get out, we will get someone to fill your spot’. 

(3.2) 

Those same ingredients and features of the culture which the report identified in 2016 were perceived 

to still be very much present in late 2018/early 2019, some two years after the commencement of A 

fresh start. 

It’s still a culture of blame, you’ll do as I say, despite your practice, despite your recommendations, 

despite your expertise and despite your qualifications. (9.2) 

For a minority, the organisational culture had actually worsened. Whilst the tendency to degrade, 

undermine and criticise the practitioner workforce was something that the report had identified, 

these practitioners perceived that the approach being taken in trying to locate the problem solely at 

the front line was somehow making those tendencies more pronounced, that it was just another way 

in which the organisational culture of blame was being manifested.  

 

Practitioners were able to expand on this through specific current examples of how they perceived 

the ‘old’ culture was still very much being played out (or even worsened) some two years after the 

commencement of the reform. Given the case/worker/team specific nature of their examples, they 

cannot be repeated here.  

 

Two examples which however can be cited relate to specific elements that the report had identified 

as symptomatic of the culture. Firstly, the report noted that the agency ‘does not welcome differences 

in professional opinion or fresh ideas’ (p. 91), because there was no space, or safety, for the agency to 

accommodate reflection, debate, analysis, or critical review, as this was seen as a challenge to the 

status quo. Three practitioners provided their perspective on how this element of culture was, in their 

opinion, still continuing. One noted: 

The organisation does not know how to have a professional dialogue around different opinions, or 

orientations or philosophical positions, with robust discussions around different perspectives, without 

getting nasty. So that continues to be really problematic too. That’s not shifted. If you grind a system 

down over a generation, and you make it hard for a certain personality and often the best and 
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brightest to stay, it drives out the irritant, maintains the status quo. The message gets relayed again 

about this exclusionary culture that doesn’t like practitioners who are a threat. They hate it. There is 

a high level of defensiveness still. It’s like dealing with a DV perpetrator who constantly says we hurt 

their feelings. (4.1) 

Another area related to the report’s assessment of a culture in Families SA is one ‘that allows career 

progression to be driven by personality not merit’ (p. 91). That too was seen as being very much the 

current culture:  

And those that are being moved up is about favourites, not about skills; nepotism. If you have friends 

in the right places, you play the game and you play the politics, then you go up, if you don’t, you 

won’t. (7.2) 

Right now, whose star is shining more brightly … it’s the sparkling new worker who can say yes to 

everything and everybody, and not understanding risk or willing to say no, because at the end of the 

day, numbers are important, and that is what will be celebrated. (10.2) 

One of the anomalies that emerged in the reflections about culture was the clear delineation 

practitioners made between what might be referred to as ‘workplace’ culture (specifically, their 

assigned team) and the ‘organisational’ culture. A total of 18 practitioners spoke positively about their 

workplace culture. Strong sentiments were expressed about how they felt valued, respected, were 

able to express themselves, and that at a team level there seemed to be quite a number of internal 

processes to keep a check on the office culture. Here is one example: 

We are having training about office culture, professionalism, lines of management. I don’t want 

gossiping, none of that, trying to keep it positive. The clients and the families and everything else you 

deal with is hard enough, without having that negativity when you walk in the door. It’s a choice we 

are making. (20.3) 

Importantly, this divide seemed to become more visible to the researcher, and more often expressed 

by the practitioners, in the last set of interviews than in the first. By the time of the final interviews, a 

sense of protectiveness about the team, about differentiating between micro and macro ‘cultures’ 

was much more assertive and evident. There appeared to be some sort of sanctuary to be found in 

the team discussion, which was completely missing when they were invited to think about the wider, 

organisational culture.  

 

In unpacking this with practitioners, they identified that part of the difference between workplace and 

organisational culture was the dissonance between organisational and professional cultures, which 

the literature tells us are in a constant state of tension; at a team level, it is more likely that the 

professional culture and value set is more tangible and can in some ways act as a firewall locally to 
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what is perceived as ‘external’ administrative and managerial cultures which are considered to 

undermine this professional practice culture. As a result, practitioners had purposefully distanced 

themselves from what they considered to be ‘head office’ and ensured that the influence of the 

perceived organisational culture was in some way contained:  

As a team we can buffer ourselves, but in an organisational capacity, teams are pushing up against 

a process of more, more. (6.1) 

This finding is in line with the literature. For example, Wagner, van Reyk and Spence (2001) note that 

‘strong team identification emerged as a driving force counterbalancing organizational constraints’  

(p. 164) with workers who ‘strongly identified as a team as opposed to an identification with the 

organization’ (p. 165). However, whilst there was a general consensus about this idea of a 

counterbalance, the following practitioner identified a significant concern about an arrangement 

whereby teams operated at a distance from the wider organisation:  

Because a well-functioning organisation should not be saying ‘well f**k what head office are saying, 

let’s just ignore them’, a well-functioning organisation should be embracing every aspect of the 

organisation, not just going ‘well, we will just buckle down and bed down here and do the best we 

can despite the craziness that’s occurring elsewhere’. That’s what is happening. (1.3) 

This differentiation gave rise to the question: if the workplace culture was so positive and affirming, 

why did the perceived toxic ‘organisational’ culture matter so much, or have so much perceived 

influence? One consistent theme from the practitioners’ reflections related to the aforementioned 

role of ‘parallel processes’ whereby the types of behaviour and engagement front line staff are 

expected to have with clients are the same ones those workers want to see expressed to them by the 

organisational leadership. What emerged was that practitioners were attentive to the messages (both 

overt and covert) from the leadership, and how they were perceived to behave and engage with the 

staff. Those messages, those behaviours, those characteristics of the organisational culture, which 

establish what is acceptable, what was valued, what was tolerated, had a penetrating influence 

throughout the agency:  

I do think that the culture of an organisation is created by leadership. Leadership has a strong 

influence of how the field operates. So senior management’s actions do send a message. What 

leadership does matters and how they do it also matters. What my experience is, is that senior 

management do not see how they may be partly responsible for the apathetic and negative 

emotional states of the practitioners. How this department operates internally will translate into how 

practitioners relate to families; so, if that stinks, part B will stink too. (10.3)  
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Practitioners identified that the organisational messages were still inconsistent with the promotion of 

an enabling environment, and whilst the team environment acted to minimise their influence, they 

nonetheless filtered through. This practitioner expressed it very clearly: 

In order for change to be effective, whatever change that is, there has to be that parallel thing, 

because what we know works with families is—it is the personal relationship, the nature of the 

worker, that affected the change. Not the access to the resources, the supervisory structure. So, we 

know that to be true. Why then do we assume that is more true of families and less true of staff. 

What I need to say is that there is no culture change other than the millions of conversations you [the 

leadership] have every day, which reflect a million things which may never get heard by anyone, but 

nonetheless IS the culture. (22.3) 

Another practitioner reflected: 

When they speak, the decisions they make, the conversations they have; people around them see this 

and so, some people left, some remained, that’s just created the same culture and, if anything, there 

is a sharing of this bullying, and it has swayed views. They are not inspiring or motivating. They can 

be threatening and belittling. They are allowed to behave that way. If they can behave that way, 

others see that, it comes down, ‘this is obviously the new norm, this is OK’. (7.3) 

5.13 Valuing practice 

The Royal Commission report identified that for practice to thrive, practitioners needed to have a 

sense that practice was valued. As discussed in Chapter 4, the report identified that practice was 

undervalued, micromanaged, ‘questioned and criticised’ (p. 70). Professional skills, judgement and 

knowledge were not relied on by management, practice skills were not given sufficient weight by 

executives, and practice had been restricted due to overburdensome administrative processes, an 

‘enormous layering of bureaucracy’ (p. 52) and rule-bound requirements (pp. 48, 125, 49). In such an 

environment, the report identified how practice had been replaced by compliance, reason replaced 

by rote, decisions made that kept the agency safe before that of children, and where tools and 

computer systems had dumbed down or removed scope for practitioners to use their practice skills. 

Practice knowledge was seen as secondary to procedural compliance, and notions of judgement, 

discretion and wisdom diminished through standardised processes and risk management strategies. 

Such a practice context resulted in ‘de-skilling workers and worsening rather than improving 

outcomes’ (p. 49).  

 

Given that the construct of practice used in this thesis is heavily focussed on professional skills and 

knowledge, the report’s proposition that they should become the central commodity, (p. 70) in ‘an 
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environment where professional knowledge and skill are valued, nurtured and retained’ (p. xv), 

created a legitimacy to exploring with practitioners how, and in what ways, the reform was moving 

the agency in a direction which made them feel that what they did and how they did it was truly 

valued, supported and nurtured.  

 

At the baseline interview what emerged was a resounding confirmation that practitioners felt that the 

report had got it ‘right’ regarding the absence of any value in or for applied practice. Practitioners 

spoke about the tick box, compliance-based, process-orientated approach to ‘practice’ which was 

deskilling and undermining for them, and the absence of being able to exercise judgement without it 

being critiqued and ‘cleared’ by a chain of other people. They reflected on how the administrative 

priorities trumped any value in the ‘doing’ of practice, of their fear of making mistakes which drove 

them towards compliance just to be ‘safe’, and an overwhelming sense that the skills and abilities they 

had as practitioners had little to no value to the agency. Such practice skills, they perceived, were 

utterly dispensable:  

What people get good at is doing things very quickly, not actual quality of practice. The practice 

principles from the agency are [to] work the case as quickly as you can. What results is a system that’s 

good at justifying doing the wrong thing in the right way. (13.1) 

In the second and third interviews the researcher specifically sought examples of how the reform was 

acting on the commitment to move away from the descriptions that the practitioners and the report 

provided, towards an increasing valuing of practice, towards practice becoming the ‘central 

commodity’ of the agency.  

 

In reviewing the data, four practitioners mentioned some positive moves that had been made towards 

valuing practice. For example, one practitioner spoke about the agency’s intention to move away from 

prescription, with an intended reduction in procedures, and the intention to enable more discretion, 

noting that the department:  

… is supposed to be [putting practice first]—it’s all focussed on getting back to basics in assessments, 

bringing it back to us instead of relying on others to make that assessment. (20.3) 

Others identified a real disconnect between the agency’s stated intention and their practice reality; 

for example, this practitioner felt that it was all a bit superficial: 

Superficially the message is out there, but I still don’t feel like they are understanding the frontline 

needs. We hear the narrative of practice all the time, they have been saying that forever, ‘we are 

working on this, we are working on that’. Practice is recognised that its important—no-one has come 
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out and said it’s not important—but it’s forgotten about. I think they think they are valuing practice. 

(9.1) 

A majority of practitioners perceived a continued lack of faith, trust or value in their clinical practice: 

Any decision no matter how small has to involve a PSW20, a PAC21, let’s have a chat with the manager 

as well, there is no confidence. Oh, and a psych consult, I forgot that one. There is like a fear of, I don’t 

know what it is; there’s just a lack of confidence there. (18.2) 

What I don’t think is valued though is the belief that practitioners have the skill, which is ironic; 

practice is valued but they don’t trust us enough to practice. (9.2) 

These two practitioners reflected: 

As a practitioner I value practice, yet because the organisation and executive don’t value practice, 

then I don’t feel valued as a practitioner, that what I bring to the table as a practitioner is valued, 

because what I bring to the table is a commitment to quality practice, but in this agency I can’t do 

any of those things as you are not letting me, so I can’t feel valued as an individual. (1.3) 

I guess my experience is, no, I am not valued; while I am valued when I can pump out a number for 

you. My value is not linked with my level of skill or knowledge, not how I see it. I think for me, um, I 

am seen as a grunt; here’s some assessment, go out, do it, so that we can say X and we have 

completed this. There are examples that tell me my skills and knowledge are not valued. (10.2) 

Another identified that because their practice was not valued, there was still a pressure to 

compromise on quality in order to uphold quantity: 

I am under pressure to take all these short cuts, because practice is not valued by the organisation, 

it’s about getting everything done as quick as possible, so they look good in terms of the KPIs, right. 

Unless you do a really superficial job, don’t do proper checks, not record all the concerns, it has the 

effect that people are pressured by the number they have to do. It’s happening because of Nyland; 

actually, you can’t blame Nyland, you can blame the implementation of Nyland. She didn’t say to 

reduce the quality. She didn’t say that. (8.2) 

In addition, there are different constructs of what constitutes practice: 

Maybe ‘good practice’ how I define it, and what ‘good practice’ means for senior management are 

two different things.  We are potentially using the same language but meaning different things. (10.2)  

Practitioners also reflected on what they identified as a clear disconnect between what they 

considered to be the agency construct of ‘practice’ (and therefore how it demonstrated value in and 

of that practice) and their construct of practice, and the value they wanted to have placed in that. The 
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report drew attention to the fact that practice had been deconstructed to be nothing more than a 

process which had at its core procedures, manuals, prescriptions and standardised responses. 

Compliance to the ‘script’ was what was valued by the agency; the report noted that what was valued 

was an ‘uncritical compliance with direction rather than independent thinking about the action being 

proposed’ (p. 63). 

 

Over the course of the three interviews, practitioners’ reflections echoed the report’s assessment, 

referring to robotic and mechanistic practices, a ‘paint-by-numbers’ (8) approach, the primacy of form 

filling, box ticking, and standardised, simplistic and de-contextualised processes:  

Organisations feel they don’t need that [practice] to function; we have technical competency, our 

KPIs, we are doing everything right. That is ideology becoming ever more hegemonic, its constantly 

pushing out those deviant perspectives—it’s deviant now to think that critical thinking is necessary 

to practice, which is insanely scary. The organisational identity and the practice identity are so far 

removed, and we don’t teach it, we teach policy compliance, [in] which new social workers get 

socialised. If you give power on the ground, with social workers [having] discretion and ability to think 

for themselves, where they are empowered to critically think about how they are doing things … 

that’s frightening. (13.3) 

The type of practice was therefore a key consideration in terms of how practitioners considered the 

notion of practice value. Practice that is constructed around being standardised, manualised, process 

orientated and compliant was not being seen to be in any way challenged by the reform. But practice 

as described by the report, by the literature review and by practitioners in this research continued to 

be seen as being of less value. Value was therefore conditional on being able to act in accordance with 

the agency’s construct of practice, not that which was signalled by the report or what practitioners 

articulated as being quality practice. 

 

For seven practitioners, the dominance of rote over reason, and process over practice, had actually 

been exacerbated by this reform effort, with the effect of dumbing down practice even further. This 

in part had been caused by the increased attention to KPIs that the reform had created:  

The negative part is that we have become so focused on that KPI that we are losing sight of our kids. 

I am up to date with my KPIs, yah, but I don’t see my kids, I don’t get time to go out and visit my kids. 

More work, more work, more work, that’s what it equals for us. More KPIs, less time with kids. (19.3) 

The value of practice was also perceived to be increasingly aligned to administrative compliance; that 

doing the paperwork (on time) was, in and of itself, a proxy for demonstrating ‘practice’, and that 

continuing to have up-to-date documents, even at the expense of being able to actually meet children 
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and their families, was a persistent feature in these practitioners’ reflections. As the report noted, 

there was a ‘promotion of bureaucratic over professional skills in the organisation’ (p. 70). No 

practitioners considered that that promotion had been in any way inverted by the reform.  

 

One example of how professional judgement, discretion and relational practice were being perceived 

to be continually undermined and replaced with a formulaic, content-free form of ‘practice’ came 

from four practitioners. The example related to the training for the new legislation, whereby 

practitioners were given something akin to a ‘script’ (as they saw it) on how to explain to parents the 

practitioners’ rights of entry in to the family home. This, they considered, eroded their ability to 

engage in meaningful practice that was based on trust and relational engagement: 

It was so formal, and everyone in the room said that if you went to a house and said that, you’d get 

punched in the face! That’s what they think is OK. We are told that’s how it is. (9.3) 

Five practitioners referenced the disconnect they experienced between the stated aspirations the 

department spruiks with regard to what they want practitioners to do and be, compared what they 

consider is actually valued. Paraphrasing these practitioners’ reflections, the narrative went 

something like ‘Yes, we want you to be consultative, participative, engaged, relational, collaborative, 

but, actually, what we really mean is you need to comply, be safe for the agency, don’t make mistakes,  

follow the rules, don’t think, just do, and make sure the numbers are good; if you do that, you’ll be 

fine’.  

 

One practitioner posed the question as to whether there was actually anyone paying any attention to 

quality practice, or whether its value would be recognised if anyone was looking: 

Is anyone paying attention to work when it works, asking, ‘why was that great work’, ‘why is it that 

ended well’ ‘what was different about that work’—no-one is paying attention to that.  (1.2) 

Practitioners were asked to reflect on what they saw as the consequence of continuing to work in an 

environment where practice remained simplified and manualised. Over half of the practitioners 

identified the same consequence—a whole generation of workers who only see ‘practice’ as a 

technical competency, who are trained in the ‘how’ and not the ‘why’:  

What worries me is that all those people training these new graduates are training them into that 

robotic, automated role, process, process, process, they learn to disassociate from it, but hey, this is 

a real child, a living, vulnerable human being here; and they get separated from that as that’s not 

what they are taught. (8.2)  
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Finally, 12 practitioners reflected that they saw no evidence the reform was challenging poor practice 

in the agency, which for them represented a continued devaluing of skilled, applied practice. As 

discussed earlier, the report, and the participant practitioners, identified dangerous, punitive, lazy, 

abusive, arrogant, power-hungry practices which were left unchallenged and, in some cases, 

reinforced in an environment which did not value quality practice but saw disengaged, simplified and 

process-driven ‘practice’ as the desired form of service delivery. The following practitioner summed 

up this issue very clearly: 

We have this huge dichotomy, where the good practitioners are sort of living in fear of doing anything 

and the bad practitioners are either rescued by the good ones, or they don’t do anything, which 

protects them enough to stay. It never changes though. You are dealing with all of these people who 

are passively ineffective and a little bit evil and they last, because they don’t do too much damage, 

just convert oxygen into CO2; they are frustrating, because they get to stay. (17.3) 

‘Anyone can do your job …’ 

Another expression of the practitioners’ sense of practice not being valued (especially ‘clinical’ 

practice) related to the sense that the department position was that anyone could do child protection 

work. Whilst not wishing to become entangled in the ongoing debate about which qualifications 

practitioners should have in order to engage in child protection practice (something even the report 

took a wide berth to) it was however a theme which emerged strongly, especially towards the latter 

end of the interviews. It was noteworthy that practitioners reflected on the issue from a stance of 

there being value in professional, clinical practice, as opposed to a stance of professional 

protectionism or making claims as to social work being the only profession which can do child 

protection work. Indeed, practitioners welcomed the idea of multi-disciplinary teams, but were quick 

to point out that that was something quite different to the proposed approach of multiple-discipline 

appointments to do case work. Practitioners felt that the current move (taken under the umbrella of 

the reform) to bring in other disciplines into the Professional Officers’ stream22 (to in effect engage in 

the same work as those in the Allied Health stream) was one manifestation of how little the agency 

valued clinical, applied practice.  

There is no recognition that you actually need any skills or experience or practice wisdom to do 

anything anymore. They are just looking for anybody, a bum on a seat, they don’t give a s**t who it 

is, and if it costs less money, oh, let’s go for them. (15.3) 

The following practitioner joined the dots between the current recruitment move, and their sense 

making about the continued manualisation of ‘practice’; if anyone can do this work, then it made sense 

 
22 Social work qualified practitioners are recruited in to the Allied Health Professional stream (AHP). 
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to have standardised, manualised processes which anyone could follow, irrespective of what 

background they had come from: 

The worry about all of that, why have we gone to that space? Is it about, we have such difficulties 

with recruitment that we have employed a whole lot of people who are not qualified social workers 

and, therefore, the workforce doesn’t have the skill set and the knowledge base or the value base, 

which is the foundation of respectful practice, even when you are in a statutory space? (1.3) 

Practitioners identified that one of the ways the agency could be flagging a shift in the value of their 

practice would be by strengthening a whole series of enablers to practice: for example, having 

adequate time, a caseload commensurate with their experience, quality supervision, enhanced and 

advanced learning opportunities, skilled practice leadership, mentoring. As will be discussed in Part 4 

below, practitioners were very clear that these were not being addressed, which signalled for them a 

continued lack of value in their practice. One of the ironies spotted by three practitioners was that the 

agency was actually capable of delivering on these practice-value signals, but they were doing so in 

the wrong place.  These practitioners reflected on centrally based project and policy development 

positions, which were able to have access to training, be able to stop and think, to reflect; the very 

things that the report identified as being needed in the field, and yet apparently cannot be delivered:  

They have time, they have space, they have access to training; that needs to be the front; if that was 

at the front, how many kids would not be removed, how many families can be saved. Why can they 

do it there but not at the front line? (7.2) 

5.14 Valuing practitioners 

The third element of this ‘enabled practitioner’ theme, based on the Royal Commission’s assessment 

of child protection in South Australia, related to valuing practitioners. The report identified a 

workforce which felt undervalued, unsupported and overwhelmed, where there was a ‘lack of 

appreciation for good, hard-working employees’ (p. 94) which left practitioners ‘questioning the worth 

of their role’ (p. 93), concluding that practitioners could not function in a practice environment in 

which ‘difficult decisions are questioned and criticised’ (p. 70) and where they were not valued, 

respected or trusted . The report concludes that: 

The workforce that carries the child protection system has been neglected for far too long.  

(p. xvi). 

The report correctly identifies that when workers feel undervalued, and unsupported, by the 

organisation, then there are downstream consequences for them, their practice and, ultimately, the 

children and families engaged in the child protection system. It concludes that in order to strengthen 
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practice, the agency needed ‘a workforce that is encouraged and valued for its professional practice’ 

(p. 91), and where ‘workers are acknowledged by senior staff through tangible, supportive leadership 

with demonstrated confidence in the capacity of staff’ (p. 95). Whereas the theme above explored 

how the reform was improving the value the agency placed in what practitioners did, this theme 

related to how the reform was changing the way the agency valued its practitioners.  

 

In the baseline interview, the first task was to get a sense as to whether the participants agreed with 

the report’s assessment regarding being undervalued. What emerged was a unanimous agreement 

that the description of being undervalued, unsupported and overwhelmed was correct. The 

practitioners’ reflections were sobering and, in some cases, quite emotional and upsetting. For 

example, six practitioners stated they felt just like a number, unknown, with a disinterested agency 

who saw them as dispensable and disposable.  Here are two examples: 

If I did feel more valued, I would not feel so scared about challenging things. Surely if Nyland brought 

anything into this space is that we can be critical of ourselves, it doesn’t mean that we are terrible at 

our jobs, that we need a fundamental shake up of everything. (13.2) 

We all feel undervalued, underappreciated, we could all be replaced like that. They say it. If anything, 

it feels more like, I have really questioned my own personal capacity as a practitioner; do I want to 

be here. I do not feel valued. (7.2) 

As with the two other themes discussed above, practitioners identified that efforts by the agency to 

signal to the workforce that they are valued were not readily accepted because what was 

demonstrated did not back up what was spoken: 

Occasionally we get the odd line about how wonderful everyone is, but it doesn’t feel genuine. If it 

felt genuine, I think people would be happier, people would smile more, people would be kinder to 

each other, they would go about their business differently. We are all knackered, we are all burnt 

out, we are all bitter and twisted, even the ones which have been around for five minutes, you know. 

(1.2) 

What also strongly emerged was the same distinction practitioners drew when discussing culture, in 

that they felt valued by their team or office, but the same was not reflected in their discussion about 

being valued by the agency: 

By the immediate office, and manager and supervisor, yes, and I believe other workers feel the same. 

Those of us who have been able to stick in there have come closer together, because we are in this 

together, but at a higher level, no, we still feel that distance is there, a lack of understanding. (18.2) 

Practitioners were asked to share what being undervalued actually looked like—in other words, how 

it manifested itself to them:  
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You feel undervalued, that what you do is never enough, you feel like there is actually no room to 

grow, because you constantly have stuff coming in on top of you all the time, and there are not 

enough supports, not enough resources, um, the caseload is far too big for you to meet the KPIs, and 

you are just expected to get on with business, not to whinge, just do your job. (3.3) 

On the other hand, being valued was associated with being consulted, and having a sense that they 

had something to say which the agency valued. This however was a message that seven practitioners 

specifically identified they felt the agency was still unable to give, for example:  

If you valued me, you would take my advice for once. My job is to make professional assessments, 

put in my professional recommendations, and I expect to actually receive the resources I need to fix 

the problem. We don’t have the resources, nobody listens to what we say, and I spend all my time 

just trying to apply for the stuff I need to have. (5.3) 

So here we are, the people practising in this space, and yet nobody is actually coming to talk to us 

about what’s working, what’s not, how can we do this differently … I am out there doing practice, 

but my voice is not heard and you’re not interested in my voice, and I think the message I get, as a 

practitioner, is that I have nothing to contribute. How f**king rude are you, and how sad is it that my 

take on it is that I can spend time to give comment and feedback, but know that’ll be on deaf ears. 

(10.3) 

The following practitioner considered that the lack of trust the agency expressed in its workforce had 

not changed since the reform:  

Trust in us, believe that we can do a good job. Because that will create morale, people will say ‘God, 

you’re listening to us’, it will be slow, it will be tiny, it will be timid, it will be fragile. You have done 

the complete opposite. You have done the technical competency side of it, you introduced the KPIs 

but you didn’t do the most important part, which was, giving us the reason why to believe this. You 

have not given us the trust. (13.3) 

And finally, in the same way that value in practice was conditional on the type or form of practice, so 

too, value of the practitioner was perceived to be connected to the type of practitioner you were and 

again, this was perceived to have not shifted:  

This is how they are valuing workers in this organization—by meeting their deadlines and their 

timeframes, it’s all artificial. (8.2) 

The general sentiment after three rounds of interviews was quite unanimous—the reform, to date, 

had not created any examples for them as practitioners which would make them feel more valued. 

Five practitioners considered that the situation was actually more acute than it was when the reform 

commenced: 
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I don’t think though that the agency would want any of us to be autonomous professionals. It’s gotten 

worse. I feel less valued and less respected. (17.2) 

FINDINGS 

This section has sought to consider the way in which the reform has enabled practitioners 

to engage in practice by addressing three critical practitioner enablers which were 

identified by the report as being essential if the reform was to ensure practice was the 

agencies central commodity: organisational culture, valuing practice, and valuing 

practitioners.  

The following quote provides a perfect structure for setting out the findings of this section: 

          These elements are not separate; you can’t have good practice unless you have good 

organisational culture. You can’t feel valued as an individual practitioner if the agency 

doesn’t respect and value good practice. They are inextricably linked; they cannot be 

decoupled. (4.3) 

Therefore, the findings below are amalgamated from the three sub-themes given that they 

all shared very similar features, something which reinforces the point above. 

• All practitioners concurred with the report’s analysis regarding the toxic 

organisational culture, being undervalued and having their practice knowledge and 

expertise disregarded and devalued. 

• All practitioners were able to articulate what they meant by culture, by value and 

by being valued, and what it meant to them (and their practice) to not experience 

these positively.  

• Those efforts that were made by the agency to try and name or address the issues 

of culture, or value in practice and of practitioners, were predominantly seen as 

disconnected from the practitioners’ actual experience—the words did not match 

their reality.  

• The primary finding was that the practitioner enablers (culture, value, being valued) 

presented by the report was very much the same culture being experienced by 

these practitioners some two years into the reform. For the majority, the reform 

had made no inroads into addressing these challenges to practice. For a minority, it 

had actually deteriorated further as a result of the reform effort. No practitioner 

identified that they felt more valued, or that their practice was valued more, or that 

the culture had improved.  
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• In all three sub-themes, the practitioners identified that their sense of the culture, 

of being valued and having their practice valued was experienced differently 

between the workplace and the organisational expressions of these enablers. And 

whilst the team acted as a ‘buffer’ against what they perceived as the worst 

elements of the organisational culture, it was still porous enough to allow it to 

infiltrate and influence practice and practitioners. 

 

PART 4: Enabling Practice 

5.15 Introduction to Part 4 

This section explores the practitioners’ reflections on how the organisational practice enablers 

identified in the report (and the literature review) were being implemented through the reform 

efforts. Such enablers include, for example, practice leadership, quality supervision, access to ongoing 

learning and development, practice tools which strengthen and support practice, practice time, a 

caseload commensurate with practitioner experience and abilities, and a practice-friendly suite of 

consistent, up-to-date relevant procedures and guidelines which support professional judgement and 

decision making.  

 

The report’s overall assessment of these practice enablers in the former Families SA was scathing, 

finding that across the spectrum there had been persistent and systematic degrading of these critical 

practice enablers which kept practitioners engaged and children safe. Further, as noted in Part 1 of 

this chapter, the practitioners a) articulated a similar set of enablers which they considered would 

support them to practice well, and b) their assessment as to whether those enablers were actually 

available to them aligned with the report’s analysis.  

 

This section focusses on five of these practice enablers, specifically exploring how practitioners 

considered the reform was addressing them, and what influence those changes were having on their 

practice. Before doing so, there is a need to restate one of the limitations of this research which has 

specific relevancy to this section. As noted in Chapter 4, A fresh start is a long-term reform agenda, 

which will be implemented in phases over the coming years across a spectrum of arenas related to 

protecting children in South Australia. Whilst all of the enablers identified below had specific 

recommendations attached to them, it is recognised that the scheduling of the implementation of 

those recommendations may not have coincided with the interview schedule. The recognised priority 



154 
 

throughout the interview phase was the implementation of the new legislation, which was achieved, 

but which undoubtedly influenced the timing of other practice-based recommendations being 

actioned. Therefore, the feedback below needs to be cognisant of this scheduling influence on 

practitioner perspectives on these enablers.   

5.16 Supervision  

As discussed in Chapter 2, inquiries of child protection across multiple jurisdictions consistently 

identify the pivotal role that quality supervision, delivered by skilled and experienced supervisors, has 

on practice, practitioners and, ultimately, outcomes for children. The Royal Commission found 

supervisory arrangements were inadequate, poor, ad hoc, and often cancelled due to high caseloads 

and work pressures. The report stated supervision needed to be proactive, targeted, meaningful and 

rich, and that investing in supervision demonstrated that ‘the Agency values staff as a fundamental 

resource’ (p. 99). The commitment to supervision was reflected in recommendations 27, 34, 58 and 

191. At the time of the last interview (February 2019) the most up-to-date information about the 

status of these recommendations (June 2018) indicated that all four were being implemented, the 

main feature being a supervision framework which: 

Outlines supervisory duties including the key principles of roles and responsibilities, 

recommended supervision frequency, guidance on documentation of supervision and linkages 

to ongoing professional development. (Department for Child Protection 2018, p. 16) 

In the baseline interview, all practitioners were able to articulate their lived reality of supervision 

which aligned with the report, using terms such as inconsistent, managerial, superficial, rushed, crap 

and appalling, for example:   

I don’t think it’s viewed as being valuable, a good use of time, because there are time constraints. It’s 

very busy. I don’t know if it’s coming from leadership level or where, but it’s not viewed as maximising 

time available. (18.1) 

As noted earlier, participant practitioners were very clear about the critical role of supervision as an 

integral element of what they needed in order to function and be effective. However, 18 practitioners 

concurred with the report that what they needed and what they got were poles apart.  

 

So, how did these practitioners express their sense of change in this critical practice enabler as a result 

of the reform efforts up to February 2019? 
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Firstly, nine practitioners mentioned in various interviews specific actions being taken the agency to 

address supervision; supervision training, a draft supervision framework, new supervision templates, 

and increased monitoring of the amount of supervision being provided were noted. However, this 

acknowledgement was, on every occasion, tempered with a note of concern that, despite these 

welcome changes, the fact that work volume, organisational culture, administrative demands, 

quarantined time for supervision (for worker and supervisor), and the focus on quantity, not quality 

of supervision had remained unaddressed, meant the ability to achieve quality supervision remained 

compromised:  

We have all signed the new supervision agreements; I think mine said I would have supervision once 

a month, but I have had three in the last year. They don’t stand for anything; it’s another piece of 

paper. And even if it is delivered, because of the poor time, the high workload and the lack of 

resources and staffing, it’s only case management, not professional development. (7.2) 

Part of any supervision is planning the practitioners’ continued professional development, achieved 

through an annual professional development plan (PDP). Practitioners identified that whilst there had 

been a push to get PDPs through, there was still no depth to the process as nothing had actually 

changed in order to make the plan possible—it was, for them, all about demonstrating quantity, not 

quality. This practitioner’s experience captures the issue well: 

We have a great rate of those PDPs, they are just a waste of paper. It’s absolutely crap, all they want 

is that it’s done; if I thought anyone actually gave a s**t about any of it, you’d put the effort in, but 

why would I when it’s all ‘yep, tick, that’s done’. (15.2) 

Practitioners were consistent in their identification that the supervisor’s skills and experience were 

extremely important in being able to get value from supervision. As quoted earlier, the following 

practitioner’s reflections capture the sentiments expressed by others: 

I need someone who is bigger, wiser, kinder, stronger than me, I want to be able to be held while I 

practise by a grown up. That’s important because what I am doing, there is a huge emotional 

component, and the energy you are putting out there, there’s a huge personal element of what I am 

doing; if you don’t have that ability to be held, as a practitioner, then it goes to s**t. (10.1) 

However, 13 practitioners identified that the continuing pervasive approach to practice as merely a 

technical capability which required no practice skills was underpinning an approach to supervision 

which meant those coming into the roles were filling them not so much for their practice capability 

but their technical competency. Whilst this issue has dogged child protection services universally for 

decades, nothing in the actions of this reform, for these practitioners, was addressing this underlying 

challenge, not least as they perceived that it was not even seen as a problem in the first place! For 

these practitioners, this merely reflected how little clinical (a term used regularly by Commissioner 
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Nyland) supervision was valued (or perhaps, more correctly, how clinical supervision was valued less 

than other regulatory and risk/case-management functions of ‘supervision’). They also expressed 

genuine concerns about how they were supposed to grow, learn and develop from what they 

considered to be a growing number of inexperienced supervisors: 

In a minute though we are going to have supervisors who don’t know how to supervise, because they 

have never experienced good supervision. They have had no training, they are inexperienced, and 

their practice wisdom is often flawed because they have learnt from other staff who were untrained. 

(9.1) 

If workers have limited supervision, if any, and if their workloads are so high that they cannot do 

anything, they will simply be lost. If you have big caseloads, and very young and inexperienced staff 

and supervisors, who can’t support their staff because they don’t know what they are doing, then you 

will drown. (15.3) 

Three practitioners made separate references to their understanding that some supervisors could not 

actually supervise social work university students on placement as they did not have the required two 

years’ post-qualifying experience, and yet were deemed capable of supervising a whole team.  

 

One practitioner reflected on how, in their situation, they had limited practice experience but were 

being encouraged to go for supervisor roles, something they noted was not unique to them, but 

commonplace: 

I shouldn’t be good at something I have done for a year; I’m considered good in CP after a year—

that’s insane. Because it’s that low, I feel because I can’t grow from this, I either go out or I go up, 

and it’s scary, because I’m scared of what I don’t know, and to be encouraged to go for senior roles, 

at this early stage, that’s scary, because I won’t be making good decisions. (13.1) 

The following practitioner perhaps summed up the general expressions of anxiety about supervision: 

When I first started, the supervisors I had back then, they had been around for numerous years, come 

up through the ranks, so there was something about them that fitted the ideal notion of what a 

supervisor is. As time progressed, I felt the overall quality decreased, so I didn’t really feel that the 

people in supervisor position have the skill, knowledge and experience to do what I needed them to 

do. The thought horrifies me that one day I will be sat down with someone with no practice experience 

or qualifications, and they will be giving me supervision. I think about that and ask myself how do I 

practise then? It’s another step away from how we reach good outcomes for kids—we are getting 

further and further away from practice. (10.2) 

In summary, for these practitioners, the reform had achieved only limited impact in moving closer to 

the supervision aspirations of the report. Whilst acknowledging new templates and processes, the 
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absence of addressing the actual barriers to quality supervision, as articulated in the report, means 

those advancements are seen more as symbolic, and symptomatic of the underlying reductionist 

approach to supervision. As noted above, for some, the reform had accentuated the focus on quantity 

at the expense of quality, such was the focus on being able to demonstrate action as part of the 

reform.  

 

Finally, there was no sense that this cohort of practitioners thought there was a silver bullet here with 

regard to the significant challenge of inexperienced practitioners’ being elevated to positions for 

which they did not have the required experience, as it was entwined with the larger issues of 

recruitment and retention of practitioners. However, what emerged was a strong sense that they felt 

this supervisory challenge was not even considered as a problem; as long as someone, anyone, was 

doing the supervisor’s work, that was all that mattered. This reform, they identified, was not going to 

respond to a problem it did not even perceive existed.  

5.17 Practice leadership 

Practice leadership is correctly seen as something which occurs on the front line (through the 

supervisors, the senior practitioners and the various practice consultants). However, this section is 

seeking to explore the report’s focus on practice leadership as it applied to senior management roles; 

Commissioner Nyland was at pains to point to the requirement for the agency to adopt a strong 

practice leadership approach, starting with a newly ‘refreshed’, ‘reinvigorated’ and ‘flattened’ 

leadership structure:  

This important reform will need to be guided by the practice leadership of the new executive 

team. (p. 71) 

The report identified that overall leadership (including practice leadership) was seriously missing in 

the former Families SA, preferring an administrative command and control approach, which included 

micromanagement, blaming, ignoring professional judgement, assuming poor performance, and 

wholly inadequate leadership training, resulting in ‘de-skilling workers and worsening rather than 

improving outcomes for children’ (p. 49).  Commissioner Nyland considered a flattened and refreshed 

structure would contribute towards shifting this poor state of leadership, thus enabling practitioners 

to make key case decisions, reduce barriers to decision making, and lead to practitioners’ judgement 

and skill taking precedence over micromanaged risk-averse decisions made to safeguard the agency 

above the safety of children. The advancements in practice leadership were principally reflected in 

recommendations R6 (a new CEO, completed), R7 (flattened leadership, completed), R8 (a ‘refreshed 
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leadership’, completed), R9 (delegations, completed), R10 (case worker with primary responsibility, 

completed) and R27 (investing in clinical management, implementing).23 It is noted that one further 

recommendation (R26), which recommended the appointment of ‘clinical managers’ to each office, 

was one of only four recommendations not accepted by government.  

 

Practitioners were asked to reflect on the way in which the reform was strengthening the focus on 

practice leadership within management, thus giving effect to the report’s goal of a ‘tangible, 

supportive leadership with demonstrated confidence in the capacity of staff’ (p. 95) and who could 

‘model the standards of professional excellence that was expected of the staff’ (p. 70). 

 

At the baseline interview, two themes emerged with regard to this issue. One was the overwhelming 

agreement with the report’s assessment as to the poor state of practice leadership, and management 

more broadly. One practitioner reflected that there had been: 

… a conspicuous absence of leadership of practice, at all levels. Something has appallingly failed in 

terms of the organisational leadership, in terms of an articulation of a practice vision, and a strategy, 

a means by which we can implement and measure it. It’s a huge continuing challenge. (4.1) 

The second was that at the time of the baseline interview (late 2017–early 2018) there was unanimous 

appreciation for three specific proposed reform actions: firstly, the proposal to flatten the 

management structure (R7); second, to have a CEO with ‘strong leadership skills and recognised 

credibility in child protection work’ (R6); and thirdly, the delegation of some casework functions back 

to the office leadership and caseworker (R9), where for example decisions about interstate travel 

could be made locally, thus upholding the report’s intention to get decision making back to the front 

line: 

We all loved the idea of a flattened management structure, and that decisions were being brought 

down to office level. (17.1) 

However, as the reform rolled out across 2018, whilst some of the decentralised delegations 

continued to be seen as positive, practitioners expressed a mounting frustration that the practice 

leadership commitments were simply not materialising. The initial goodwill towards the flattening of 

the hierarchy had all but evaporated by February 2019.  

 

From the second and third sets of interviews, practitioners’ two themes were clearly visible. The first 

was that despite initial early signs that the leadership hierarchy would be leaner and would, in effect, 

 
23 As advised by the June 2018 A fresh start progress report.  
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get out of the way of practitioners, it had not been sustained, with over 80% of practitioners 

identifying what they perceived as an increase in the hierarchical structures, with all of the issues this 

caused for practice in terms of decision making and navigating approvals: 

I think the biggest thing for me, that demonstrates that we are just not getting what Nyland was 

putting forward, is that we stripped away all the layers of the executive group, but we have just put 

them all back again. I think there is more than there was previously. (6.3) 

One practitioner (8) referred to it as the ‘fattening, not flattening’ of leadership. 

 

The second theme related to a perceived lack of shift in the quality of practice leadership. What 

emerged was a unanimous agreement that whilst there may be more leadership roles, that had not 

transferred into improved practice leadership. Many of the leadership traits identified by the report 

which were undermining practice remained intact, according to the practitioners (or, in four cases, 

had actually worsened) such as micromanagement, the focus on process over practice, and a 

continued perception of the poor management culture the report so vehemently challenged. This is 

reflected most vividly in the previous section on culture, and the following comments exemplify this 

issue:   

I don’t see any change in management culture, in fact, I see the opposite. (13.2) 

I see that it’s going the other way. It is being micromanaged even more. (5.2) 

It was noted that one of the effects of the reform was that practice leaders on the front line (especially 

supervisors) were seen to have even less time than before to provide the level of practice leadership 

required (which is increasingly required as more and more experienced practitioners leave and are 

replaced with new graduates). The escalated burden of having to meet the requirements of the reform 

implementation was having a drip-down effect on available practice leadership time: 

Our leadership team is being put so much under the pump, the little that they had to give before has 

completely gone. I am seeing it getting worse, personally. (17.1) 

To add to this, six practitioners raised the point that a number of the new leadership positions were 

filled by people who, they understood, did not have practice experience in child protection. This, in 

their eyes, was contrary to recommendation 8 of the report, that called for a ‘refreshed leadership 

that has recognised credibility in child protection work and is capable of modelling the standards of 

professional excellence’. The following practitioner noted: 

There seems to be lots of directors coming in from other agencies though, not ever having worked in 

child protection before. We are left shaking our head wondering why is this person coming in when 

they have never worked in child protection before or have a social work background. (21.2) 
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In summary, practitioners were able to point to specific initiatives which were intended to 

demonstrate a commitment to practice leadership. However, early gains that had been made seemed 

to have evaporated and the reform was not associated, in the practitioners’ minds, with discernible 

improvements in creating an enabling environment for practice to thrive through strong practice 

leadership.  

5.18 Time to practice 

A key practice enabler is ensuring practitioners have time to engage in purposeful practice: time to 

think, reflect, plan, do. It is equally recognised that most jurisdictions fail to provide practitioners with 

the tool of time. The report pointed to two key features of the work which reduced practitioner time 

for practice: firstly caseload, and secondly the administrative burden: 

High workloads also affect child protection practitioners’ access to professional development, 

supervision and time for reflective practice. (p. 93) 

Some spend more time completing administrative tasks on C3MS than engaging in social work. 

(p. 59) 

The unrelenting pace of work, and the fact that so much practice was rushed, resulted in service 

delivery which is ‘compromised, potentially risking the safety of vulnerable children’ (p. 85) where ‘the 

engagement and time spent face to face with clients decrease’ (p. 59). 

 

The report made a number of recommendations which directly or indirectly would increase the 

amount of time available for practitioners (R9, R10, R12, R13, R17, R20, R24(e), R59). On top of that, 

the report made 29 recommendations which related to the establishment or enhancement of services, 

which in themselves could potentially free up practitioner time.  

 

Practitioners were asked to reflect on how the reform was addressing the two aforementioned 

challenges—the administrative burden, and the workload burden.  

Administration 

The first theme to emerge was that, again, there was a strong alignment between the practitioners’ 

experience of the administrative burden and the reports: 

We don’t get to visit our clients, we don’t have time for the relationships … we are so busy sitting at 

the desk covering our butts getting the paperwork side of it done, so we don’t have those 
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relationships, we have more, bigger cases, bigger caseloads, which in turn [leads to] more complexity. 

(19.1) 

Secondly, practitioners indicated that there had been some improvements; some forms were now 

more condensed, some documents had been merged, there were ongoing enhancements to C3MS, 

and processes for clearance/approval had in some situations improved, thereby reducing times for 

decision making and reducing paperwork generally. All of those reform actions were acknowledged as 

positive improvements.  

 

However, by the time of the third set of interviews, a very clear picture appeared: not only was there 

no discernable reduction in the administrative burden arising from these reform actions, but for 60% 

of the practitioners, the reform was generating its own significant administrative turbulence which 

was paradoxically adding to, rather than reducing, the overall administrative burden:  

The amount of paperwork is more than it was, they have created all these documents, ‘this’ll address 

this, this will address that’, but all it’s done is increased the workload, and reduced the time available 

to be out there with the clients. It’s worse now than it was before. There is no time, there is no space, 

the workload has increased, the number of tasks that now need to be completed for each case has 

probably doubled since Nyland. My ability to engage in practice has decreased. (7.3)  

We have to be out there talking to kids but, personally, I simply don’t have enough time. I am finding 

I am doing less of the visits and more of the paperwork. I am not getting more time to practise. I have 

to meet all these new obligations. (12.3) 

Everything is more protracted and more complicated.  We are stressed about getting out from behind 

our desk as we know how much paperwork we have to do when we get back.  I spend less time with 

the kids then I used to. It’s depressing. (17.3) 

Practitioners noted that rather than having more time to think, reflect, have supervision or access 

training, for example, timeliness, and not time, had become more of a focus with the reform. For over 

half of the participants, this focus on timelines, trying to meet competing deadlines and pushing cases 

through was becoming ever more visible as the reform unfolded. This issue was there before the Royal 

Commission, but had seemingly increased with the implementation of the reform:  

There is a sense of ‘let’s do it faster, let’s do it quicker, get in, put your notes up, substantiate, get out, 

so we can take another one in’. There is a very big focus on timelines. (6.3) 

The substantial message in considering this enabler was that the reform appeared to be reducing still 

further the available time to practise, meet children, work with families, assess, plan, engage. Those 

marginal gains achieved through initial improvements in documents and some work processes had 

given way to increased frustration by the time of the third interview. This issue also tied into the earlier 
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reflections about valuing practice and practitioners, because there was a perception that time to think, 

to plan, to reflect, to learn, was simply not valued: 

Being able to catch your breath. It’s not that you’re slacking off, it’s about processing things, it’s an 

emotional job, we need to be able to process, but they don’t value that. (21.3) 

Workload 

The other feature which was seen to influence having time to practise was that of workload and 

caseload. Workload represents the total volume of work a practitioner is expected to achieve, whereas 

caseload refers to the work levels associated with managing specific allocated cases. As in all of the 

elements discussed already, the practitioners’ perspective about being overwhelmed, unable to cope 

and, most poignantly, questioning if they wanted, or could, remain in their posts, aligned strongly with 

the report.  

 

Two issues emerged. One was a generally shared perception that there had either been no reduction 

in caseload, or the caseload had increased. A total of 18 practitioners mentioned that they felt that 

the agency priority was throughput, not quality, and that irrespective of whatever the ‘correct’ 

caseload was (an area of significant contention more generally in child protection work), the key 

message was ‘more, more, more’. At the baseline interview, practitioners noted: 

The message we are getting is ‘your number is not high enough, let’s load you with a little bit more’. 

(6.1) 

The workload and the volume are unachievable. At the moment it’s out of control. (5.1) 

In considering the feedback in the third interview, not one practitioner was able to point to any 

reduction in their caseload, and indeed, one third of the participants identified that in their opinion, 

there had been an upward trend in their caseload.  

 

The other element which emerged as a workload theme related to the additional requirements the 

reform itself was imposing on the limited time available to actually practise. Six practitioners identified 

how there had been no workload accommodation regarding the additional requirements the reform 

implementation had placed on them: 

You overload us with work. ‘Here to here is 100 hours of work. Oh, s**t, you only have a 40-hour 

week, bad luck, but here’s what you are accountable for’. (5.3) 

Perhaps one of the most cited examples of how the reform had paradoxically actually increased 

workload was in the bolstering of the department’s carer complaints division. This emerged from 

recommendations made by the report (R127). Of the five practitioners who mentioned this, not one 
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practitioner expressed an issue with the right of carers to make their concerns known, and for 

practitioners to be held accountable, but the downstream effects for them was that the increased 

traffic coming from the enlarged complaints section eroded still further their opportunities to practise:  

I think we are feeling questioned more and more, and challenged more and more, in terms of our 

practice, because we have all of these avenues for complaints and decision-making review, and so I 

am most days responding to them. I have never experienced that before. To be reviewed like that, 

constantly, all the time, that doesn’t make you feel valued does it? (6.3) 

In summary, the hoped for improvements in the time that practitioners would have to practise, and 

time to learn, reflect, be supervised, had not, at the time of the final interview, been the experience 

of the participant practitioners and, for some, the reform activities and the pervasive approach of 

quantity, not quality, had further eroded what little time there was available to engage in practice, or 

nurture their practice.  

5.19 Practice ‘tools’, procedures and processes 

A further key enabler of quality practice is having access to practice-based tools, practice guides, 

usable IT case-management systems, and procedures which are clear, contemporaneous and succinct. 

What the report found was exactly the opposite: a system drowning in tools which had authority they 

did not deserve, IT systems that hindered rather than enhanced practice, burdensome procedures and 

manuals which were multitudinous, cumbersome and which dictated, rather than supported, practice.  

This amounted to a systematic deskilling of workers, a culture of mechanical compliance where 

process was driving, not informing, practice, and a distraction from practice which, in the report’s 

assessment, reduced ‘the need for employees to think for themselves about important professional 

and moral issues that are part of risk assessment and decision making’ (p. 49). Commissioner Nyland 

soberingly noted that decisions dominated by compliance with these tools were ‘potentially 

dangerous to children’ (p. 126). The report made a series of recommendations aimed at addressing 

this practice challenge, including consolidation, reconciliation and integration of procedures, and 

undertaking formal reviews of the IT system, practice framework and practice tools (R9, 10, 11, 13, 

20, 32 for example).  

 

During the period of the interviews (substantively, 2018) the department had clearly been working 

through those recommendations which focused on reducing procedural requirements, improving the 

quality, effectiveness and efficiency of processes, forms, templates etc., and strengthening/ 

enhancing data systems and the utility of practice tools. The department’s A fresh start progress 

reports (2017 and 2018 specifically) provide a clear indication of the volume of work products being 
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produced or under construction, including the development of a new Manual of Practice. All 

practitioners were able to identify one or more of these developments, as well as other forms and 

templates being trialled or actioned which had emerged directly from the reform effort. Whilst many 

of the frustrations expressed in the report regarding for example C3MS, or having up-to-date 

procedures, were still present, there was acknowledgement that these developments were still under 

consideration, and therefore it was unreasonable to comment on their impact at the time.  

 

There were however three themes which deserve mention in terms of their influence on how the 

reform was tackling the issue of over-proceduralisation and the emphasis on compliance over 

discretion, both of which the report identified as needing to be addressed.  

 

One theme related to how the usage of tools of practice, or new documents, were being measured, 

something which 11 practitioners identified had in their opinion intensified with the reform efforts. 

Prior to the reform, practitioners were experienced in completing care plans, Viewpoint, ACIST and 

CAT’s. However, what they sensed was that because of the reform’s focus on various elements of 

practice (for example, planning, listening to the voice of the child, consulting with carers), there were 

periodic (and sometimes sustained) pushes to get workers to comply with the use of the 

tools/document as part of the production of KPIs which in turn were used to demonstrate the reform’s 

‘achievements’ towards change. The concern was not the principle—the concern was that the focus 

was only on quantity, not quality and on process, not practice.  

About a year ago, we had a blitz on case plans, so the KPIs went up, and it was great, everyone did 

half-arsed case plans, that’s what you got. The practitioner is there, she knows that a lot of the 

information is missing; she hasn’t had the opportunity to check it, no time to do that, and the 

supervisor has signed it. They are paperwork dives rather than practice dives. (9.2) 

Six practitioners mentioned this issue with regard to the Viewpoint tool. This is connected to the 

reform because of R17324. Not one of the practitioners who discussed this had an issue with the 

principle or indeed the agency endorsing its use; children in care need to be listened to, their voices 

heard. What was troubling was that because of the reform’s approach to measuring its claimed 

achievements, its use had become entangled in KPIs, which  meant that its completion was related to 

compliance, and not something a) which was left to individual practitioners’ discretion or judgement 

regarding when and with whom to use it, or b) whether its use was actually making a difference with 

 
24 Recommendation 173 sought that the department consider ‘developing technology to provide children in 
care with a user-friendly mechanism to engage with caseworkers in the care team and other responsible adults 
about their experiences and concerns’ 
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regard to children’s voice informing decision making. One practitioner described it as an ‘artificial 

voice’ (19), and the following practitioner reflected: 

It’s a great tool but it is measured ‘oh, your office has only done 15% of Viewpoint’ or whatever. So, 

we are expected to do this with our kids, it’s another admin task really. But it should be a tool you 

choose. And also, do you then have the time to support them after? When you ask them ‘who in your 

family do you want to see?’ but then I don’t have time to do that. It’s not supposed to be an 

administrative task but it kinda is. (11.2) 

These sentiments seem to align with the report’s warning when it noted that ‘while revised process 

and procedural controls might provide organisational comfort, it is a false comfort if they serve to 

undermine the professional skills and competence’ (p. 49). This appears to be these practitioners’ 

continued experience. It also clashes with the report’s statement that ‘practitioners should be 

encouraged to depart from the tools where professional judgement suggests this is required’ (p. 195). 

 

The second theme was how practitioners perceived the production of all the new ‘work products’ as 

another way the agency could locate the problems of practice with the practitioner. Of the total 

number of participant practitioners, 50% considered that by producing an abundance of new 

documents, forms, guides and so on, the department was signalling to them that they were now 

responsible if something went wrong:  

It’s all put on the person, all the responsibility on the worker. But we don’t have the resources to do 

any of that [use the tools/products] because they are under their desk in a foetal position trying to 

meet all the other requirements. (20.3) 

We have given you all of this, resources, more procedures, more guides, more, and more, and more 

and more, but … if something goes wrong, well that’s your fault because you didn’t use them. (1.3)  

One practitioner drew a very interesting analogy between how they perceive the department 

approaches all of this document production as part of implementing this ‘reform’, and reunification25 

work; it was such a pertinent reflection it deserves to be fully transcribed here: 

The thing I would think about, in a reunification space, you can be looking very busy, you can be 

flapping about all over the place, and um, you can have the parents spinning, attending everything. 

But what you are looking for is meaningful change, something that is sustainable. So, I guess for me 

as a practitioner, it’s, um, it’s not about tasks, it’s about how I do my work, it’s the relationships that 

I have that will impact on what they do when I walk away; it’s that meaningful change. So for me, 

it’s kinda like, the big guys can be doing all these things, and they are very valuable, and wonderful, 

 
25 Reunification work involves the planned return of a child in Out of Home Care to their parent/guardian after 
risks and concerns of harm have been adequately resolved to make it safe for the children to return home.  
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they are very busy, but if you just drop it in my lap and walk away, and I don’t have a sense of 

relationship, then when I go to practise, what meaningful change will I have, or how am I going to 

sustain all that, because if you have not engaged me, not treated me with respect, if you have not 

bothered to build a relationship with me, what do you think will happen? That’s what we see in the 

reunification space—we drop everything in their lap and we expect them to walk away and do 

something meaningful with it, and yet there isn’t a good fit with them; yes, that’s all meaningful 

[pointing to list of ‘achievements’] but that does not speak to what Nyland spoke about culture, and 

the culture is all about HOW you do it, that’s relationships. (10.3) 

The third theme was the sense that in tandem with the reduction in some documentation 

requirements or consolidation of procedures, another stream of new requirements, forms, documents 

and guides had come in as part of the reform effort, thus nullifying the potential value-add of the 

earlier consolidation processes. As new processes were implemented, new documents and forms had 

emerged:   

The ideas are there and there are some foundations but, as I mentioned, the practice guidance that 

we have written around it, it’s so much paperwork, so much administrative work, that it’s actually 

hindering the ability to get out and do practice. (6.3)  

In summary, whilst practitioners could bring to mind a raft of procedural and practice guide material 

that has emanated from the reform team, for them they represented a heightened amount of 

documentation and procedural ‘correctness’ and, of note, the reform was paradoxically increasing the 

value placed on those standardised processes and tools, rather than increasing confidence in a 

practitioner’s practice capabilities, as the report had sought.  

5.20 Legislation 

One of the most cited changes that practitioners identified throughout the three interviews was that 

of the legislative changes to South Australia’s child protection laws, something on which the Royal 

Commission had focussed considerable attention, across a range of elements of practice. The 

implementation of the new Act occurred in October 2018. Clearly, given the short period of time the 

new legislation had been activated, practitioners were not overly familiar with the impact it was likely 

to have on their practice, but were able to articulate some of the ‘technical’ changes, insofar that 

section X of the old Act is now section Y of the new, or adjusting to the new forms, timelines, court 

arrangements, processes etc. Whether this new piece of legislation improves outcomes for children 

will of course only be known over time, but certainly the practitioners were clear that they supported 

anything which had that potential and improved their ability to undertake their practice more 

effectively.  
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What was self-evident throughout the three interviews was the dominance of the legislation in terms 

of its being the defining feature of the reform, to such an extent that it came to represent the totality 

of what the reform was about: 

I think if you went to anyone and asked them, they would say ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about, 

what reform is that … do you mean the legislation’—that’s what you’d get. (11.3) 

The legislative training and preparatory roll out work for the legislative changes was identified as a 

main focus of the reform efforts, which was entirely expected. Any agency completing a restructure 

of their legislative mandate was going to have to invest heavily in whole of system changes, which 

seems to have been very much the case here:  

Well, I guess the reform is taking shape as we are now using the legislation, that’s the biggest thing, 

and I think it was rolled out really, really well to be honest. (9.3) 

In reviewing the practitioners’ experience of this training and its content, a few themes were 

identified. The first theme related to a perceived disconnect of the training to practice. Within the 

new legislation there are significant practice imperatives (enshrined in the Act’s ‘principles’) requiring 

practitioners to have excellent applied practice skills. Listening to children, hearing their voice, cultural 

competency, empowering carers, building collaboration and partnership, judgement forming, sense 

making, skilled decision making, restorative- and strengths-based practice all underpin the legislation, 

which are all ultimately based on the practitioner’s practice skills, requiring the practitioner to know 

how to do these things and why they are important.  

 

Three practitioners were under the impression that the practice element of the legislation would be 

rolled out after its implementation, as a separate change process:  

I don’t think legislation in and of itself will improve practice, it’s the way that agencies themselves 

support practitioners to implement the legislation that will improve practice. They are saying that 

the intent of the legislation is to impact practice, um, and therefore we need to work out how you 

can make quality assessments, how to write quality court reports, and all of that, but they are 

promising that will come, but it’s secondary to ticking all the boxes and compliance around the 

legislation. (1.2) 

This next practitioner, however, considered that the legislation training had already encouraged 

practice changes: 

The new legislation forces good practice really. The legislation training is making practice a part of 

the discussion. I think it’s an opportunity to talk about the practice. (11.3) 
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However, six practitioners reflected that the procedural and compliance requirements were drowning 

out any potential parallel conversation about the practice requirements of the legislation: 

Rather than it being a conversation around what do we need to do differently in practice to deliver 

better outcomes for kids, and support practitioners in more meaningful ways, it became ‘what do we 

need to do to implement the legislation’, in an administrative manner, as opposed to it leading to 

quality practice. (1.3) 

Despite the newness of the legislation, in the third interview, practitioners articulated a range of 

perspectives in terms of the role that the legislation might take in strengthening practice. Three 

practitioners felt that the legislation was going to play a significant role in driving practice 

improvement, because it would force practitioners to be more responsive, engaged, participative and 

collaborative, for example:  

Even though we have always done it, to have it in a more structured, in the Act way, so you have to 

do it, when it becomes a choice then people don’t do it. It’s now a legal requirement to do those 

things. The child’s voice, the carer’s voice. We have always known that we have had to do that, but 

because it hasn’t been a huge focus in a legislative way, it got lost. Having it in the legislation does 

make people think twice. (20.3) 

Two practitioners saw it simply as reinforcing what they were already doing, that in effect is was Social 

Work 101, and made little difference other than acknowledging that which they felt they were already 

trying to do. The following practitioner identified that it represented little real change, and that it was 

unlikely to change poor practice: 

The problem for the agency of course [is that] it will only enable those people who have that capacity 

anyway. If you are an under-performer, changes in the legislation isn’t going to make them better. 

(22.2) 

Of note, five practitioners identified that it was actually likely to reinforce or exacerbate many of the 

poor practice behaviours embedded in the department regarding the misuse of power and authority, 

because there had been no fundamental shift in culture or in the standard of practice generally; here, 

for example is this practitioner’s take on the new legislative impacts on practice: 

What we have got is another set of legislative requirements now that we have to meet, and we have 

introduced even more power to social workers now, without any extra critical thinking, or that extra 

ethical practice. We have already got poor practitioners in DCP, and now we have given them 

statutory powers, without the thinking to back that up. You have given us the sledgehammer but 

where’s our ethics and moral responsibility to use that wisely? (13.3) 

In summary, the practice-enabling qualities of good legislation were not yet visible at the time of the 

final interview with practitioners. What perhaps was most noted was the perspective about how 
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practitioners perceived the approach to marrying up the practice capability requirements and the 

technical compliance requirements. 

5.21 A note on other enablers 

Whilst the above five enablers were perhaps the most prominent in the feedback from practitioners, 

the data revealed a number of other enablers worth mentioning.  

 

One enabler the researcher expected to hear a lot about—learning and development—did not feature 

strongly at all, but in reviewing the data it was evident that the main issue was that nearly all learning 

and development activities during the interview period had been directed towards the 

implementation of the new Act in October 2018:  

So, the focus at the moment is the legislation training. There is a little bit about practice, but it’s all 

about compliance training. So, I have got, even with some challenging practitioners who need to get 

Social Work 101, but I can’t find anything about those engagement skills, or having challenging 

conversations with families, none of those skills, to refresh skills. I can’t find anything. Everything is 

tick-boxy. It’s all about compliance. (6.3) 

It was therefore something practitioners did not feel able they could comment on in terms of how the 

reform was influencing learning opportunities.  

 

There was also limited discussion about the case management system, C3MS, which had come in for 

some heavy criticism in the report. Aside from individual perspectives about whether they felt it was 

a good system or not, there was little mention of it in terms of how the reform might be strengthening 

the system to assist in improving practice. This may relate to the fact that whilst system enhancements 

were ongoing, the fundamental changes identified in the report had not been implemented by the 

time the third interview occurred.  

 

At each interview, practitioners were asked about new services, or new arrangements for services 

which had emerged from the Royal Commission recommendations, (like MAAU26 and CFARNS27) and 

how they might contribute to strengthening practice. Only four practitioners had any real sense of 

these new arrangements and only one saw it as potentially assisting their ability to practise better. 

Equally, practitioners had little to say about the formation of the new department in terms of whether 

 
26 Multi - Agency Assessment Unit  
27 Child and Family Assessment and Referral Networks 
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that move had made any difference to practice in the agency. The following practitioner considered it 

a very positive step: 

Having a stand-alone department made a lot of different to workers in the department, that CP was 

seen as our expertise. It did make a difference. The new agency is named correctly; it says what we 

are and what we do. We are a child protection agency. (15.1) 

This next practitioner considered what was more important was how the department behaved and 

acted, not where it was located: 

I perhaps naïvely feel proud that we are a stand-alone department, but unless it impacts, delivers 

change for children and families, what is there to be proud of really, other than the fact that we are, 

the work we do is important enough to have a single focus on child protection, but, has it delivered 

any difference, on the front line, I don’t think it has. I should feel really proud that I work for the 

Department for Child Protection, finally, but you know, I don’t, because it hasn’t delivered anything. 

(1.1) 

Finally, in relation to the new department’s HR department, whilst 12 practitioners raised it as 

something they were aware of, there were conflicting views about its benefits. One positive example 

referenced was the new ability to recruit locally: 

It’s fantastic that we have the ability to recruit locally now. We have a new worker starting soon, 

normally it would take months. (18.1) 

The most regularly cited problem related to the perceived discrepancy between how challenging it 

was to fill practitioner vacancies compared to how easy (it seemed) to have project and leadership 

positions filled: 

At the start I saw some improvements, which was good, but we still have to fight tooth and nail for a 

position to be filled, or work-cover backfill. They can fill those project officer’s roles with whoever 

they want to, or they make up a position. Just to get an access worker you have to fight tooth and 

nail. (20.2) 

Another stated that for them:  

HR is more challenging and difficult to navigate than ever. Every time you contact them, even if you 

speak to the same person, you get a different response. Things are swept under the carpet, and you 

don’t get support to performance manage. (6.3) 

Further, the issue of the continued high turnover of staff was raised by seven practitioners, who felt 

that there was no concerted effort through the reform to address this crippling issue. The following 

practitioner’s reflections spoke to this ongoing challenge, which ultimately undermines practice across 

the agency: 
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Because of the huge turnover of staff, we have to constantly reallocate. Each time that happens, a 

little bit of information gets left off the handover, we lose information bit by bit. Not only then do we 

not know our children the way we should, we are missing crucial information which can really impact 

on them later on. We leave out and lose information. I can tell you some horror stories of missed 

information which has massively impacted on children’s life. (6.1) 

FINDINGS 

This second theme—enabling practice—focussed on how practitioners considered the 

reform was delivering on its commitments to strengthen a range of practice enablers 

which in turn were seen as being key to strengthening practice.  

• The first finding was the strength of alignment identified between the report’s 

analysis of the poor condition of practice enablers, and the practitioners’ 

experience of them in day-to-day practice. Lack of supervision, overwhelming 

administration, lack of time, inadequate practice leadership, poor learning and 

development, and over-proceduralised work were all identified as deeply 

problematic by practitioners.  

• Practitioners were able to identify a range of enhancements which had been 

actioned through the reform to address some of these challenges. Some of these 

discrete actions were positively received. However, the research found that a) early 

positive gains had quickly been undone by a perceived return to an undermining of 

these enablers, and b) practitioners considered that many of those enhancements 

were compromised as they did not deal with the underlying problems, but rather 

responded to the symptoms. Practitioners identified that, paradoxically, they had 

less time, more administration, more management layers to navigate and more (or 

different) procedures and processes to navigate.  

• Practitioners overall identified that many of the same challenges associated with 

how the agency considered the value of these practice enablers had remained 

despite the changes and, for a minority, the reform had had increased those 

challenges, compounding rather than relieving the problem. 

• The implementation of the legislation, itself a significant achievement, could not be 

associated with any improvement or regression (due to implementation schedule) 

although practitioners reflected that the practice imperatives embedded within the 

new legislation had been neglected in favour of technical training (although it may 
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be that there will be a separate stream of training related to the practice principles 

in due course). 

 

In conclusion, what practitioners identified through their reflections about these practice enablers 

was that whilst there was overwhelming evidence as to the positive influence these enablers have on 

practice outcomes, the reform had not, at the time of the final interview in early 2019, made real 

inroads in delivering on the promises of the reform to strengthen these critical elements of practice.  

 

The final part of this chapter will consider the impacts and implications, as expressed by these 

practitioners, of what this disconnect between the promise and their reality means for them and their 

practice.  

 

Part 5: Impacts and implications 

5.22 Introduction to Part 5 

This final section is aimed at gathering up the totality of the practitioners’ shared reflections to explore 

trends with regard to the impacts and implications of the reform on their practice, and on them as 

practitioners. Some of the sentiments regarding how a specific element of the reform has impacted 

them have already been shared above, but given the focus of this research is related to the potential 

worsening of a situation which was intended to be improved, there is a need to summarise the overall 

cumulative sense of how this reform was impacting this cohort of practitioners’ experience of applied 

practice in the agency.  

 

One of the challenges of the interview process was in helping practitioners differentiate between their 

practice experiences before the reform, and their sense of the impacts on them and their practice as 

a result of the reform. This is an important distinction, as the central hypothesis of this research is that 

focussing event reform efforts have a regressive impact on practice. What we know at this juncture is 

that an independent inquiry (The Royal Commission) found evidence of a deeply problematic practice 

environment, and further, the participant practitioners concurred with that analysis, being able to 

share with the researcher their own lived experience of how that environment impacted them as 

practitioners, and influenced their practice. This provides a very clear ‘benchmark’ for considering the 

nature and level of influence the reform was having, specifically on practice. This last part is very 

important; it may well be that the reform was having significant levels of positive impacts with regard 
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to a whole host of other reform elements (funding, new services, research etc.), but the focus of this 

research is specifically considering practice-based impacts.  

 

Over the final pages of this chapter, the aim is to trace the outlines of any discernible impacts—

positive as well as negative—the reform was having for these practitioners overall.  

5.22 Strengthening practice? 

At every interview, the researcher explored with the practitioners their reflections on what had 

happened since the last interview which they felt had resulted in a positive improvement to their 

practice, or practice more generally across the agency. Whilst there was absolutely no consistency 

among practitioners (in that no more than two practitioners concurred on any one specific element), 

every practitioner was able to identify actions which, in their view, signalled the reform’s commitment 

to improving practice. Many of these have been identified in the preceding sections, as shown in the 

list that follows:  

 

Decision making being closer to the case worker, which meant, in some cases, less 
administration, and quicker, more localised decision making. 

Improvements to a number of forms, documents and administrative processes, with some 
reduction in duplication, a merging of some other documents, and some removal of 
obsolete forms.  

The new legislation was seen as potentially strengthening practice in that it embedded 
fundamental practice principles around hearing children, consultation, collaboration, 
timely decision making, information sharing. 

The introduction of case reading in CARL.28  

The concept of a single case plan; the focus on the child’s voices, the carer’s views, the 
family position.  

Some improved practice guides to support practitioner engagement. 

Some improvements with regard to access and scope of in-service training. 

At a structural level, the boundary realignments, the strengthening of some teams, and the 
reallocation of functions to some offices.  

Having a standalone department. 

 
28 Child Abuse Report Line 
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Improvements in the DCP intranet, improved access to phones and mobile 
technology/connectivity. 

Improved scoping of kin for Aboriginal children in need of out-of-home care. 

Improvements, current and planned, around supervision. 

The ability to recruit locally rather than centrally.  

Some teams had a full complement of staff whilst others had seen an increase. 

 

The following practitioner provided a really helpful reflection on how the changes to case planning 

had impacted positively on elements of practice:  

Yep, I have seen some changes happening already. So, we have been fortunate in that we have had 

some really successful reunifications examples in our team, and it seems to have only strengthened 

as a result of the change in October.29 Because it has forced us to use different case plans, and those 

case plans are integrated into any new court application, but what we have found and we did not 

expect it to work in this way, but we are bringing everyone together in the planning; we have carer’s 

views, child’s voice, um, case worker, other services involved, and in reunification cases, it’s bringing 

everything together at the same time. So, carers are getting the information about what parents 

need to do to take back care of their children, we found that this way of designing the case plans, 

seems to be helping, um, reconcile differences in opinions between carers and us, the birth family, 

other services, because it’s visible at the same time and everyone has an equal bit of input. There is 

more information about how we work being communicated with other services and carers, so, 

everyone has this document which they can keep referring to. The style of writing has changed 

because we have to be mindful of confidentiality a little bit more, and information sharing, but, um, 

the workers in the team have found it has brought us closer together with carers and other services. 

(18.3) 

5.23 Weakening practice?  

Throughout this chapter, the researcher has presented a broad range of practitioner quotes related 

to specific elements of the reform, along with their sense of the impacts they were experiencing as a 

result. In standing back from the specific themes discussed above, the researcher was able to locate 

two main cohorts which describe the practitioners’ overall experience of this reform as it applied to 

their practice.  

 

 
29 The practitioner is referring to the new legislation enacted in October 2018. 
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The first cohort was comprised of 12 practitioners who articulated that, overall,30 the reform did not 

represent any change to their experience of practice prior to the reform—for them, there was a 

continuation of the challenging and problematic practice experience expressed in the report.  It was 

in essence, ‘business as usual’, a ‘null’ effect:  

People just get in, do their job day to day, and the execs can do whatever they like up there, but we 

are the ones trying to do the frontline day-to-day stuff, keeping kids safe, to do the job the way we 

need to do it. It is just so risk averse and it always will be. (20.2) 

Workers are doing what they have to do just to get by. (9.2) 

Practitioners spoke of a continued sense of being ‘quietened’, of not wanting to speak up, of being 

‘constantly on your guard’ (4), of being fearful, and not wanting to raise issues. These were the same 

sentiments expressed in the report. Two practitioners described the environment as one where they 

are consistently still made to feel that they are failing. One practitioner spoke about how they, in order 

to survive, have become ‘numb’ (8). Morale was also regularly mentioned. The report identified this 

as a significant impact on practice and practitioners, and the general consensus for these practitioners 

was that it was just as poor as before: 

Morale is really, really bad. We keep saying, surely morale can’t get any worse, but it’s not getting 

any better either. (1.2) 

The second cohort was comprised of the 10 practitioners who explicitly identified that, overall, the 

reform was having a negative impact on them. What was significant was just how deeply these 

practitioners were thinking about the impact this reform was having on their intention to leave, and/or 

their observations about the general willingness of their colleagues to stay: 

… [the] consequences are you become apathetic, I’m done, I’ll move on, surely, I can find something 

else. There is a high turnover of staff, and that’s a direct consequence of the fact that nothing is 

changing. (10.3) 

I mean I am watching people who have been in our department for decades, and have kept pushing 

and have kept fighting, get bitter, get sad, and look at whether they can find new work. I think it’ll 

change what it means to be in our department too much. For some people. (17.3) 

We have lost staff, even more staff, we are losing people more and more as time is going on. It’s not 

necessarily the nature of the work we are doing, it’s the constraints we are working under at the 

moment. I am seeing people getting more vocal and more frustrated and, sadly, seeing them look 

elsewhere for a job. (18.2/3) 

 
30 Whilst individuals could certainly point to elements of practice which had improved, this assessment pertains 
to their overall assessment of the reform’s impact on them and their practice.  
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In two years, we seem to have gone back to either the beginning, or maybe even below. I am sure it 

has had an effect on people. Individuals are leaving in their droves. People are sick of this, they are 

fed up, going round and around and around, and not getting anywhere. There are a lot of people who 

seemed to have just moved on. (15.3) 

It was also sobering to hear the personal impact the reform was having on practitioners: 

People are always on edge, and its human nature, we are obviously emotive, there is only so much 

people can take in the roles we have. People just have enough, or leave, or just go—they can’t do it 

anymore. (20.2)  

If anything, people are more paranoid, they are more nervous, they are a lot more rushed.  Its scaring 

people, its overloading people, and people are leaving. Or they are practising badly because of the 

reform. No-one wants to make a mistake. People become unmotivated and leave. Amazing 

practitioners are hiding all over the place because they are worn out, or they have left, gone 

completely. (7.2) 

What is happening is not making outcomes for children any better, or making my work any easier so 

I can get on with my practice. Its disillusioning. It’s making life harder. (17.1).  

The sentiments of this practitioner perhaps best captures the perspective of the reforms regressive 

influences: 

I believe, even after Nyland, that the organisation is in a lot worse space now than what it was before 

the Nyland report. My practice is actually getting worse because I have less time now. I got the best 

statement from a colleague—’don’t piss on my back and tell me it’s raining’; absolutely true, because 

that’s what’s going on. (5.1) 

5.24 Concluding comments 

How can we expect practitioners to practise differently, or enhance their practice, if things were 

f**ked and broken back then, and we have just exacerbated the demands, without giving any 

additional resources or support, how can we expect practitioners to be doing anything different; how 

can we expect practitioners just to not be struggling even more, because all they have got is a load 

of new stuff that they have to get their heads around without any of the goods to go with it. (1.3) 

This practitioner’s reflection perhaps best captures the raw emotions which many of the participants 

shared during the 14 months of the field research work. At the start of the interview process, there 

were still remnants of the hope and hopefulness about the promises of the reform. By the third 

interview, there was an unmistakable shift. Practitioners expressed frustration, resignation, defeat, 

weariness, and sadness at what they perceived as yet another missed opportunity. They had retreated 

to their teams, disengaged themselves from what the ‘reform’ was doing, and had ‘bunkered down’ 
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to wait this reform storm out. Trying to summarise that reform journey has not been easy, given the 

complex and subjective nature of these 22 perspectives, but, generally, a number of conclusions can 

be reasonably drawn.  

 

The first is that no practitioner identified that their experience of the reform to date had been entirely 

positive (i.e. that everything which had been promised with regard to practice was being, or was likely 

to be, delivered, and that they considered the reform on track to achieve its stated intentions with 

regard to practice).  

 

The second is that all practitioners were able to identify specific reform actions which had resulted in, 

or were having, a positive impact on their practice. There was however no consensus on specific 

actions which had led to a positive impact.   

 

The third conclusion is that all practitioners identified, with regard to one or more specific practice 

enablers and/or one of more features of a practitioner-enabling environment (as discussed above), 

which they understood the reform intended to address, had not eventuated. So even though these 

practitioners acknowledged there had been enhancements to specific practice activities, these did 

not, individually or collectively, influence their overall sentiments towards the reform itself, especially 

with regard to the idea of genuine, lasting and substantial change. Two discrete cohorts can be 

identified.  

 

One cohort  (12) reflected the reform overall had not improved but had not worsened their 

experience of practice, which in itself represented a deeply problematic continuation of what they 

perceived as a very challenging practice environment, with all of the dire consequences that had for 

them, their practice and, ultimately, the children and families for whom they worked. There are a 

significant number of practitioner quotes that reflect this: 

Culturally, nothing much has changed like, without internalising it, because you can’t have practice 

change without culture change, because then it will easily shift as soon as resources get limited even 

more so, and the practice will regress. Culturally, I can see there’s a lot of words being spoken about 

in terms of the culture, but in terms of the feedback off the ground it’s like, ‘yep, this is just business 

as usual’. (13.1)  

The second cohort (10) felt that the reform overall had led to a deterioration in their experience of 

practice (in other words, the reform had made things worse). Again, the practitioners’ expressions of 

this sense of worsening are clearly identified in the various sections of this chapter, for example:  
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If anything, it’s worse, it’s too much change, rush, rush, rush, we got to address all these 200 

whatever, do this, tick the box, right everyone, start doing this now. Practice got left behind. People 

being valued got left behind, more people are leaving. Because of Nyland all of these changes have 

been implemented, and the view is that this has made the situation worse, not better. (7.3) 

What is also evident is that the reform was having a significant impact on practitioner morale and on 

their intentions to remain in the role. They expressed a sense of fatigue, of wanting out, of having a 

‘gutful’ (7), of frustration and even anger at how this reform was unfolding. Whilst it is acknowledged 

that these same sentiments were expressed by practitioners more generally to the inquiry itself, and 

led to Commissioner Nyland making some of her most powerful and critical observations, what is 

evident from the participant practitioner feedback is that because things have either not changed, 

and/or they have actually worsened, the emotional impacts of continuing to work in child protection 

have paradoxically been rendered more vivid because of the reform.   

 

The following practitioner sums this chapter up most succinctly: 

I think that what Nyland did was give people the space to say yes, things are pretty bad, it allowed 

people to acknowledge things are not what they should be. I think people had great hope and that 

through Nyland change was going to be positive and forthcoming. And I don’t think that that has 

been people’s general experience. It has not been my experience. (10.3) 

The following chapter will take these key findings and, through applying Sieber’s (1981) concepts of 

regression and conversion, consider whether his work can contribute to an understanding of how it is 

that a reform which promised so much in terms of practice has, for these practitioners, resulted in a 

continued challenging and unsustainable practice environment, or a paradoxical worsening of their 

practice experience because of the reform.  
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CHAPTER 6:  
Discussion 

 

6.1 Introduction 

Retracing our steps, Chapter 2 explored the concept of applied practice, and sought to explain what 

its constituent elements were (metacompetencies, skills, attributes), identified how and in what ways 

such applied practice positively influenced outcomes for protective intervention, and examined the 

way in which applied practice had been systematically degraded through a confluence of factors 

(organisational, social, political and reform). A desktop analysis of the South Australian Child 

Protection Royal Commission report (Chapter 4) revealed a strong alignment with both the core 

elements of applied practice, as well as the role that various elements of service deign and ideology 

have had in undermining applied practice, resulting in significant consequences in terms of protective 

capabilities. Then, in Chapter 5, the voices of those most influenced by reform—the practitioners—

provided further evidence as to just how critical applied practice was for them, the challenges involved 

in practising in that way, and how they considered this reform was impacting and influencing their 

experience of that practice. Combined, these ‘voices from the front line’ provide a clear narrative that 

for this cohort of practitioners, their experience of practice, and practising, and being enabled to 

practise, has either not improved as a result of the reform, or has actually deteriorated.  

 

The findings set out in Chapter 5 clearly demonstrate the important role that applied practice plays in 

supporting reforms to achieve their stated objectives. But when practice is failed by reforms, those 

reforms are likely to be fundamentally compromised. Despite the best intentions of those driving the 

reform, not only does the reform then not achieve its stated goal of strengthening practice but, 

critically, because practice is so fundamental in enabling broader reform goals to be achieved, it results 

in a paradoxical worsening of the whole situation. This then, it is proposed, gives legitimacy to now 

revisit Sieber’s (1981) framework as an integral part of responding to the research question: 

Why do the promises of child protection reform generally fail to meet their stated goals and, 

in particular, why do the claims to strengthen practice have the opposite effect? 

Specifically, this chapter will respond to the research sub-question: 

How can Sieber’s framework help improve our understanding about the way reform efforts 

can result in the opposite outcomes to the ones intended? 

In order to respond to this sub-question, five discrete but connected phases will be considered. Firstly, 

it is necessary to establish whether Sieber’s criterion for regression can actually be located based on 
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the practitioners’ feedback. Then, consideration will be given as to whether the data revealed 

opportunities to develop Sieber’s regression concept and thus strengthen its utility as a way of 

understanding perverse outcomes. Thirdly, the data will be explored to see whether there is any 

evidence that conversion mechanisms were both present and contribute to explaining the 

practitioners’ experiences of this reform, before considering whether the data provided any insights 

as to whether Sieber’s conversion mechanism framework could be enhanced. The final part will offer 

three opportunities which might enable the deleterious impacts of reform on practice to be, as Sieber 

claims, ‘tamed’ (p. 204).  

 

By engaging in this structured application, analysis and potential advancement of Sieber’s core 

concepts, it is proposed that a further explanation of why the promises of reform, especially those 

associated with practice, not only fail to be delivered, but cause the opposite effect by further 

worsening the situation.  

 

Part 1: Applying Regression 

6.2 Introduction to Part 1 

To refresh the reader’s memory, Sieber (1981) claims ‘regression’ is when an:  

… intervention rendered the original end-in-view less attainable, or, to state it somewhat 

differently, caused a deterioration in the condition that it was supposed to alleviate. (p. 10) 

In order for Sieber’s concept of regression to apply, a number of preconditions need to be met. The 

following section will consider each of these preconditions in order to identify if regression can be 

ascribed to the practitioner experiences of the reform.  

6.3 Intentions? 

The first precondition is that the intervention was ‘supposed to alleviate’ some designated problem, 

which goes to the question of intention. Was the Royal Commission report, and its resulting reform (A 

fresh start) supposed to alleviate the identified practice challenges (the enablers and enabling 

environments), or was such an outcome only a windfall, a desirable but unplanned bi-product? This 

research claims it was clearly an intention. The validity of claiming this is well demonstrated in Chapter 

4, specifically the value and primacy placed by the report on practice and the human capital of skilled 

practitioners—indeed, the report referred to elements of applied practice as needing to be the ‘central 
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commodity’ (p. 70). Whilst it is accepted that the ensuing reform was not intended to be a practice 

reform, it did clearly signal an intention to reform practice.  

 

Further, Sieber states that regression can only be considered in situations where the ‘end-in-view’ (or 

goal) is not in serious dispute (p. 13). To respond to this, the researcher’s desktop analysis of the 

report, and the government’s response, identified a series of clearly defined end-in-view goals. One 

of the end goals of this reform was to strengthen practice. This is based on: 

• recognition of the role applied clinical practice plays in keeping children safe,  

• acknowledgement that optimal applied practice is delivered by skilled, knowledgeable and 

valued practitioners, who are supported by a practice-enabling environment and a broad 

range of practice enablers, and 

• clear intentions to improve practice through the reform (and specifically, the form of applied 

practice articulated in this thesis). 

This first condition, it is contended, is met.  

6.4 Deterioration? 

The next condition for regression to apply is that the intended ‘target’ (in this instance, applied 

practice) is deteriorated as a result of the actions of the reform which were supposed to do the 

opposite. This condition of deterioration, or worsening, presents two challenges. The first is the need 

to isolate the possible potential deteriorative reform effects from the clearly identified deteriorative 

environment that pre-existed the reform, which had profoundly influenced the day-to-day experience 

of practice, as articulated in the report. The researcher consistently pressed the participant 

practitioners to differentiate between what might be seen as the challenges of practising in a 

‘business-as-usual’ environment (which, as the report notes, had contributed significant deleterious 

consequences for practice) versus the implications of the reform on their ability to practice.  

 

The second challenge is that any consideration of worsening something inevitably leads to the 

question: ‘worse than what?’ For something to be measured as ‘worse than’, one would need to be 

able to have an independent point-in-time measurement against which to assess whether something 

was worse or not. This point is well articulated in the foreword of Sieber’s book, when Corwin (1981) 

notes: 

… there can be reverse effects only if the consequences of the intervention can be accurately 

assessed. (p. xv) 
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Corwin correctly notes that the results of any reform are ‘often indeterminate or unknown’ where 

both sides may ‘confidently claim success or failure’ (p. xvi). In such a scenario, ‘the researcher may 

easily become a party in ideological wars’ (p. xvi). What is needed to meet this condition is an 

independent verifiable point in time against which even subjective constructs of ‘worse’ can be 

considered.  

 

It is the researcher’s contention that the Royal Commission report acts as that independent ‘line in 

the sand’. If one accepts the description of practice, and the practice environment, in the report as 

valid (as the government and practitioner participants have clearly done) then practitioners engaged 

in this research were well placed to say whether, in their experience, in their practice, this reform has 

made engaging in applied practice less attainable. What is contended is that all the participant 

practitioners indicated patterns which would strongly indicate either a) a worsening of their practice 

experience, in that they feel that they are in a worse position now in terms of their practice than 

before the reform because of the reform, or b) that the reform was not addressing critical practice 

issues, resulting in a continuation of the deleterious practice environment before the reform, the 

trajectory of which is decidedly downwards. Ultimately, the researcher acknowledges that what these 

practitioners are saying is not the truth, but their truth; it is not intended as an accurate assessment 

or evidence in the same way an evaluation might achieve, for example, and no claim to this effect is 

offered.  

 

Sieber also suggests that when a reform causes deterioration, it also acts to undermine: 

… future achievement of an original goal [because] the harm that is done must often be 

undone, and this requires further investment’. (p. 12) 

Evidence of this in the current reform can be deduced, not only because of the expressed sentiments 

of anger, frustration and cynicism of the practitioners (who are now even less likely to engage in any 

future effort) but also because some of the regressive actions to specific elements of practice will need 

to be undone first just to return to the position pre reform, and before any potential future progress 

can be made. However, because such ‘remedial measures require the shocking admission that 

problems have been confounded’ (p. 12) this type of corrective action is rarely taken, with the net 

effect of regressing the potential of practice still further. 

  

It is contended that this condition of deterioration, now and in the future, has been met in the case 

study.  
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6.5 Not ‘all or nothing’ 

Sieber identifies that interventions, especially those seeking to address complex social challenges, 

often have multiple goals, and that these may be ‘differentially embraced by various sectors of 

participants or instigators’ (p. 14). Any reform of child protection undoubtedly meets this condition, 

given its scope and reach not only into the child protection service, but to the broader service system 

with its multiple audiences who have a role in protecting children. Sieber proposes that in such 

multilayered situations, it is entirely possible for some goals to be confounded, whilst others succeed. 

In other words, it is not necessary for every part of a reform to deteriorate in order for regression to 

apply. Sieber identifies the potential for there to be what he refers to as ‘partial’ regression, where:  

… an intervention can be partially regressive if only particular goals are confounded. (p. 14) 

It is contended that this notion of partiality is applicable in two ways in this reform.  

At a micro level, partiality applies in that some practice goals might be achieved, whilst others are 

confounded. Practice, for the purposes of this thesis, has been circumscribed to relate to specific 

practitioner competencies, abilities and skills, as discussed in Chapter 2. It is proposed that this 

element of practice is showing signs of being regressed. However, there are many other interlocking 

layers to practice which may be improved (for example, better forms, or enhanced IT system interface) 

by the actions of the reform.  

 

At a macro level, partiality is reflected in that across all of the elements of a reform, some parts will 

succeed, whilst others will not.  However, as Sieber notes, it can be the case that the knock-on effect 

of an element of a reform which is partially regressed is to undermine or even destroy other elements 

or goals, potentially rendering them less effective and, ultimately, setting the scene whereby the 

whole reform process is incapable of truly meeting its stated goals.  Sieber calls upon the old adage of 

‘if the patient dies, then the operation can hardly be called a success’ (p. 16) as a fitting testimony to 

such events.  

 

It is the researcher’s proposition that where applied practice is regressed (representing a partial 

regression) it will cause other practice goals, and other wider organisational goals too, to be 

fundamentally compromised. This is because applied practice plays a key enabling role in supporting 

the achievement of other goals. For example, it could be argued that the new South Australian child 

protection legislation, a cornerstone of this reform, has been a success in that it was drafted and 

implemented on time. That is a significant achievement. However, legislation is most effective when 

enacted by skilled, knowledgeable practitioners, with the range of metacompetencies (or 



184 
 

opportunities to develop them) discussed in Chapter 2. Where practitioners feel undervalued, 

deskilled and overwhelmed, it is highly probable that these same practitioners will struggle to truly 

engage with the legislation (rather than simply technically action it) because the required practice 

skills which underpin the legislation have been regressed. The same can be said about the numerous 

system, process and procedural advancements which have thus far been achieved in this reform; 

whilst individually these ‘work products’ may well achieve some stated goal and be fit for purpose, if 

the practitioners who apply them are unable to use them as intended due to unrelenting work, 

inadequate supervision, poor morale and a toxic culture, their utility is surely drawn in to question..  

 

It is therefore contended that the conditions required for partial regression, along with the conditions 

of intention and deterioration, have been met in this case study, albeit in recognition that the basis of 

this assessment rests on the subjective perspectives of a small cohort of participant practitioners.  

 

Having established legitimacy in applying the term ‘regression’ to the experiences of practice for 

nearly half of the practitioners as a result of the reform, it is then possible to consider whether the 

application of this label (regression) adds any value to our understanding of the practitioners’ 

experiences of this reform, thus contributing to responding to the research sub-question.   

 

Firstly, there is value in the research exposing, in ‘real time’, that regression is tangible and real; it is 

actually possible to worsen a situation through the actions which were intended to improve it. 

Throughout his book, Sieber is vexed by the failure to recognise regression as a ‘distinct social 

problem’ (p. 7), which he considers has led to its being ‘frequently and catastrophically overlooked’ 

(p. 204), and that the study of such effects has ‘continued to languish at a somewhat primitive level’ 

(p. 38). Any attempt to label the outcomes as a worsening of the situation are ‘relegated to the realm 

of methodological controversy’ (p. 48) or rebadged as an unintended consequence. This, Sieber claims, 

is related to the fact that reverse effects are in essence:  

… demoralizing because they assault the very foundations of our faith in the amelioration of 

social problems, the efficacy of rational planning, and the good intentions of public agencies 

and political representatives. (p. 18) 

At one level, Sieber’s angst about the blindness towards, or disregard of, regression has gradually been 

responded to by the acknowledgement in recent decades that reforms, especially reforms from 

focussing events, have a propensity to actually worsen the very thing they claim to resolve. As cited in 

the literature review, the impacts of reforms in child protection have been the subject of significant 

research (see for example Ainsworth & Hansen 2006; Blome & Steib 2008; Cooper 2005; Ferguson 



185 
 

2005; Gainsborough 2010; Munro 2005; Smith, S 2002). Munro (2010b) provides a clear proclamation 

as to the worsening impacts reforms have on practice: 

 The problem is that previous reforms have not led to the expected improvements in frontline 

practice. Moreover, there is a substantial body of evidence indicating that past reforms are 

creating new, unforeseen complications. (p. 5) 

Further, more recent inquiries into child protection both in Australia and internationally demonstrate 

a growing alertness to the propensity for them to contribute to the problem rather that resolve it. 

However, there still appears to be something of a vacuum in actually purposefully building in a 

recognition of such failures into the reform design, implementation and evaluation, preferring to still 

label them as ‘unintended consequences’ or side effects rather than regression, which, to Sieber’s 

mind, is erroneous given the unique features of regression which separate it from those of an 

unintended consequence (which of course can be positive as well as negative, unlike regression, which 

is always deleterious). Considering regression as a unique feature helps to more purposefully, and 

accurately, frame the perplexing process of the worsening of a situation one intends to improve. By 

not overlooking the possibility that something can actually be made worse, and paying attention to 

how practitioners expressed and experienced that worsening, Sieber’s concept of regression can 

certainly deepen our understanding of what might be going on in this and so many other reforms 

whereby practice has undoubtedly been degraded. By adding regression into the lexicon and 

apparatus of reform analysis, and specifically distinguishing it from unintended, null, side-effect, self-

defeating or unanticipated outcomes, opens up new ways of articulating this frustratingly paradoxical 

outcome.  

 

Secondly, it has an explanatory capability with regard to a frustration the researcher has experienced 

and struggled with throughout his career, one which is shared by fellow practitioners and practice 

leaders. In essence, the frustration centres around the fact that despite clear evidence of applied 

practice skills, attributes, and opportunities being degraded by a reform, there is always a strong 

counter narrative which points to all the achievements of a reform program (articulated by way of 

identifying specific additions, or system enhancements, goals achieved, activities completed) all of 

which makes it more challenging to mount a coherent argument that the reform was not achieving its 

stated practice goals. By being seen to point to the deleterious effects on practice, often in an 

environment of numerous other changes, it conveniently locates the problem in the individual, who 

is cast as being antagonistic and disruptive (or as Sieber notes, ‘disestablishmentarians or chronic 

debunkers’, p. 50). Sieber’s framework provides a valuable explanation through the idea of ‘partial 

regression’. Having established that this reform had, as one of its multiple goals, the intention of 



186 
 

improving the type of practice explored in this thesis, the fact that nearly half of the participant 

practitioners expressed a worsening of their experience of that practice in the midst of other 

significant achievements and goal attainments, allows researchers to better understand this 

seemingly contradictory perception. It has equally provided a framework for researchers to highlight 

that whilst practice, as one goal, might be regressed, such regression can actually lead to the 

undermining of other goals and, ultimately, the reform itself.  The example provided in this research—

whereby legislation is successfully enacted but, it is proposed, the goal of that legislation in improving 

outcomes for children is compromised because practice has been regressed—provides researchers 

with a way of articulating how it is possible to make so many changes and still have no change.  Both 

of these contribute to our understanding of why the promises of reform fail to be delivered.  

  

Part 2: Reframing regression 

6.6 Introduction to Part 2 

A finding that a reform had caused the worsening, or regression, of a situation is in and of itself hardly 

earth shattering. The propensity for this to occur within reforms was articulated in the literature 

review. Simply having a new term to describe a worsening of a situation is equally something of a 

deflating outcome. However, the researcher was alerted early on in the fieldwork to the possibility 

that Sieber’s construct of regression was not being entirely borne out by the practitioners’ 

experiences, but rather, they were actually articulating different forms of regression.  

 

Sieber was the first to state that his framework should be treated as:  

… speculative … to stimulate thought along certain promising lines of inquiry so that a full-

scale theory may eventually be formulated. (p. 55)  

and as:  

… awareness-raising and heuristic. (p. 56) 

What emerged when following these ‘promising lines of inquiry’ was a potential extension to Sieber’s 

thesis by building a framework of regression which may offer further explanatory value when 

considering perverse outcomes, thus contributing to understanding why regression profoundly 

disrupts the promises of reform.  
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Sieber’s framework proposes that regression is caused by the presence of conversion mechanisms and 

is therefore something akin to a cause and effect linkage—through the presence of X conversion 

mechanisms, Y will occur. Such regression we might usefully therefore refer to as ‘direct regression’ 

due to the direct relationship between an action taken and any ensuing regression. However, through 

a detailed analysis of the practitioner feedback, regression appeared to have also been caused in two 

other connected but distinctly different ways. The first is what the researcher terms ‘indirect 

regression’: the worsening of the situation by failing to take action which was deemed necessary to 

address a problem. The second is the way in which reforms play an amplifying role on those features 

already present in the agency which we know from the research actually degrade practice. Such 

regression might be termed ‘accelerant regression’ in light of the way reforms accelerate the 

degradation of the target (practice) by perversely expanding the influence and impact of these pre-

existing regressive conditions. As will be discussed below, whilst Sieber does hint at this differentiated 

approach to regression, his work does not frame it as explicitly as was evidenced by the analysis of 

these practitioners’ reflections.  

6.7 Direct regression 

Direct regression is a process whereby an action taken through the reform regressively impacts the 

workers’ practice; it may be an action taken which was intended to improve practice, but which had 

the opposite effect, or it could be an action not specifically targetted at practice but which had a knock-

on regressive effect for practice. In both scenarios, regression is traced back to specific reform actions.  

 

The first feature of this mode of regression was how the reform as an entity, as opposed to discrete 

elements within it, was having a deleterious effect on practice. As referenced in Part 2 of the Findings, 

practitioners expressed a sense that the volume of work the reform was generating was overwhelming 

(on top of being overwhelmed to start with!). Recalling one example: 

Because of Nyland all of these changes have been implemented, and the view is that this has made 

the situation worse, not better, and they are not seeing any positive changes from Nyland, or changes 

that have come through from Nyland. All it’s done is increased the workload, and reduced the time 

available to be out there with the clients. It’s too much change, rush, rush, rush, ‘we got to address 

all these 200 whatever, do this, tick the box, right everyone, start doing this now’. There is no time, 

there is no space, the workload has increased, the number of tasks that now need to be completed 

for each case has probably doubled since Nyland. New SDMs, new forms, ACIS, Viewpoint, has just 

made the workload unachievable. My ability to engage in practice has decreased. (7.3) 
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The very ‘busyness’ of the business of reform had increased workload, increased requirements, made 

changes which were challenging to respond to, increased monitoring and reporting of activity, and 

pushed compliance requirements, all of which acted as a further handbrake on the opportunities to 

practice, develop practice or address practice deficits. The report described a pre-reform working 

environment which was unrelenting, overwhelming, and under-resourced. What practitioners 

identified is that rather than respond to these challenges, the reform appears to have added more 

complexity, more work, more demands:  

I believe, even after Nyland that the organisation is in a lot worse space now than what it was before 

the Nyland report. The bureaucracy is higher, the complexity is higher, the admin tasks are higher, 

the rate of work is higher. (5.1) 

Such increased work clearly informed practitioners’ sense of moving further away from practice, as 

evidenced by their statements of being ‘frustrated’, ‘broken’, ‘disappointed’, ‘disheartened’, 

‘desperate to get out’, under increased ‘pressure’ with less time in which to do more things, increased 

levels of chaos, and drowning in even more paperwork, all of which was making a bad situation worse. 

Also, importantly, it was eroding their sense of being able to practise: 

Everyone’s view was that that this was supposed to make everything not necessarily easier as it [had] 

always [been] challenging, but better, better outcomes, but we are seeing more layers, more mess to 

sort through. (6.1) 

One of the reasons for this regressive impact is that at the outset of the reform journey, practitioners 

were clearly exhausted and overwhelmed, so the additional workload accompanying the reform’s 

implementation compounded that rather than relieved it and, it appears, no accommodation (or 

acknowledgement) was made as to where practitioners were starting the reform journey from. As one 

practitioner summed it up: 

How can we expect practitioners to practise differently, or enhance their practice, if things were 

f**ked and broken back then, and we have just exacerbated the demands, without giving any 

additional resources or support, how can we expect practitioners to be doing anything different; how 

can we expect practitioners just to not be struggling even more, because all they have got is a load 

of new stuff that they have to get their heads around without any of the goods to go with it. (1.3) 

Any independent consideration of these statements must surely conclude that there are reasonable 

grounds for believing the additional work caused by the reform appears to have many of the 

symptoms of direct regression, in that the additional demands associated with the reforms 

implementation had made things worse when it comes to practice, practising, and being a practitioner 

in the agency. The practitioner’s ability to grow, nurture, experience and engage in applied practice, 
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to hone those metacompetencies and build a platform of relational, emotionally alive practice, had 

regressed directly as a result of being engaged in a process of reform. 

 

The second cluster in this cohort of regression appears to have one defining feature; discrete actions 

within the reform which were specifically intended to strengthen practice but which were having the 

opposite effect—they made the experience of, and opportunities for, practice even worse. As 

discussed in Chapter 4, there are quite specific recommendations for which there is unlikely to be any 

dispute as to the intention. These included actions aimed at reducing the hierarchy (R7), a ‘refreshed 

leadership’ (R8) changing delegation of powers (R9), giving caseworkers primary responsibility (R10), 

reviewing the practice framework (R11), reducing the number of procedures (R13), enhancing mobile 

connectivity (R17), having a minimum number of hours of professional development (R23), workload 

management (R24), investing in supervision, practice improvement and clinical management (R27, 

R34, R191), establish a new learning and development unit (R22), reviewing screening tools (R32), 

reviewing C3MS (R20), strengthening culturally informed best practice (R235), support risk-

assessment training and support (R58), and reconciling the agency’s various assessment tools and 

frameworks (R59). There are of course many other recommendations which could be said to influence 

frontline practice.  

 

The timing of the interviews was such so as to try and enable the reform activities to move from 

intention to action, but that was not always the case given the scheduling of various activities, and the 

dominance of the legislative change implementation in these early stages of the reform. Therefore, 

any consideration as to the presence of direct regression has to be caveated by the fact that a number 

of the practice recommendations had not been fully implemented and, for some, 

documents/templates or frameworks were still under construction. So, for example, whilst there was 

little positive consideration about enhancements to learning and development as a result of 

recommendation 22, the fact that nearly all learning team resources had been allocated to legislation 

implementation training means that it is simply not appropriate to consider whether this action had 

led to any perceived regression. However, what did emerge, taking that as an example, was that the 

barriers to attending training which the report identified—time, cover, relevancy, opportunity, 

funding—were cited as remaining unaddressed, so that even if there were enhanced learning options 

going forward through the establishment of a strengthened learning and development team, the 

ability of the practitioner to engage in training was seen as remaining problematic because none of 

those barriers had been addressed and some had been exacerbated by the reform.  
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Perhaps as a result of this, one of the findings from the analysis is that there were, overall, few 

examples of this direct cause and effect concept of direct regression—i.e. by taking this practice 

improvement action, instead of improving practice, it has resulted in worsening it, and made it even 

less likely that the goal of practice improvement be achieved in the future. In the main, practitioners’ 

experience of such changes to date is what Sieber would refer to as a ‘null’ influence; whilst it was 

understood what was intended to happen, any actions that had occurred had not, at that time, led to 

the intended improvement in practice. As will be considered later however, this ‘null’ influence is itself 

considered to be a form of regression. 

 

Further, for those examples that did emerge where a direct line could be drawn between an action 

and a perceived worsening, they could not be seen as being indicative of a more general trend of 

regression, or enable any meaningful inferences drawn, in relation to that issue; individual 

practitioners identified specific actions which for them had had a regressive influence on their practice, 

but this was not necessarily shared by anyone else. For example, one practitioner identified that the 

new processes for supervision meant that they had to spend far longer completing the preparatory 

documents, which resulted in their having less time to engage in practice, whilst someone else thought 

that the documents were helpful. Another identified a new form which, whilst shorter, actually took 

longer to complete and had to go through more decision points, thus slowing down the process and 

taking more time. Both are examples of a perverse outcome.  

 

One of the problems of relaying other examples of direct regression was that practitioners would 

accompany their example by reference to de-identified individual cases, making it problematic to relay 

the experience of regression without potentially identifying them or identifying the case. However, 

there are two examples of direct regression which can be cited without breaching confidentiality. 

Perhaps the most salient, although recognisably challenging, was the issue of commercial care, which 

was raised by 13 practitioners.31 The report recommended the phasing out of the use of commercial 

care arrangements (R128), noting that the use of these arrangements was ‘placing infants and young 

children in environments that are developmentally damaging and sometimes unsafe’ (p. 319), and 

that the problem had ‘arisen because of a crisis in more suitable out-of-home care placements’  

(p. 320). The report concludes that significant ‘forethought and planning’ (p. 320) would be required 

to address the phasing out of commercial care placements.   

 
31 Commercial care is the use of (mainly) for-profit carers in emergency situations where children are removed 

from their parents and, as an interim, placed in hotels, motels, short-term rentals etc. with a rotating care 
arrangement.  
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None of the practitioners who commented on commercial care considered that its use was a good 

intervention for children, and all recognised the challenges such arrangements presented ethically and 

morally for them and their practice, as well as the significant challenges it presented to the child 

involved. However, a consistent feature in the practitioner reflections related to how the agency was 

engaging in this transitional phase of reducing the use of commercial care. Rather than any sense of 

‘forethought and planning’, practitioners spoke about the significant ‘push’ there was to get children 

out of these arrangements, at all costs and as quickly as possible, a process which these practitioners 

felt undermined them and their practice:  

… we have had people making decisions about children who have been in commercial care, highly 

traumatised, unfosterable, they’ll need a transition which is guided by their therapist, but then we 

get told ‘under no circumstances will that child be in that placement on Tuesday’ and it’s Friday. You 

are directed to do something which you know, it’s almost like a form of systemic abuse towards the 

child. (18.1) 

These practitioners stated that the clear agency message was not whether the relocation from 

commercial care was a) in the child’s best interest, b) upheld principles of quality practice, c) upheld 

the requirement to listen to the voice of the child, and d) supported practitioners to use their 

judgement, skill and casework knowledge in promoting and advocating for a child’s needs, but rather 

that the arrangement was terminated, in order to meet a political agenda of being seen to action this 

Nyland recommendation. In some instances, practitioners identified that the relocation was made 

against their judgement and advice, which appeared contrary to principles of recommendations 9 and 

10 which sought to give caseworkers key decision-making/primary responsibility, (which the 

department reports as being ‘completed’). 

 

Practitioners cited children being moved irrespective of need, connection or community. They 

considered that the primary need was not the child but the agency’s need to be seen to be achieving 

something: 

They shout ‘we only have 75 kids in commercial care now’. Hand clapping! Aside from the fact that 

they are putting these kids in places where they shouldn’t be … but ‘that’s OK. That’s only minor 

details … we only have 75 in commercial care, yay … and we are saving all this money’. This is not 

child protection; it’s not keeping children safe. (7.3) 

Another example was the way in which reducing call wait times at the Call Centre32 was, in Sieber’s 

terms, a ‘strong, immediate, definitive and hence simplistic solution’ (p. 67). The primacy of the need 

 
32 The Nyland Report routinely referred to the Child Abuse Report Line (CARL) as a “call centre”.  



192 
 

to reduce call wait times (not least because of the political ramifications if this KPI was not met) was 

such that significant resources were poured into the call centre, which had the desired (and positive) 

effect of reducing call times. However, nine practitioners identified that this action seem to them to 

have failed to recognise that having achieved the reduction in call waiting, more work was flowing into 

the system which, as a closed system, had nowhere to go, as comparable service enhancements were 

not being made in the downstream offices which, as the report noted, were already overwhelmed. 

This in turn influenced practitioners further down the chain who struggled even more to engage in 

practice as demands increased! So, whilst one ‘need’ had been satisfied, another ‘need’ for being able 

to actually respond to incoming work was perversely influenced, which in turn influenced practice and 

practitioners:  

There was no thought to the process, we rushed and did it, and then of course no one looked over 

there and went ‘ah, who’s going to do the work, who is going to be able to pick up the case’. I find it 

so disheartening going to allocation meetings, and there’s all these cases coming in that are 

horrendous, and we can’t touch them. It’s actually more depressing because it creates low morale for 

senior workers because we are seeing more of what we can’t manage. (7.1) 

The following practitioner identified how such an approach was directly influencing their practice: 

What I am in effect doing is creating this massive child abuse and neglect data base. That’s what it 

is. When we go out, we know we have to do as much as we can, as we know it’s likely that the matter 

might be closed. We get congrats about the numbers, they don’t talk about practice. (8.3) 

Summary  

Direct regression is the influence of a specific action intended to improve something which has the 

direct opposite effect—it makes the situation worse. Whilst there were a number of discrete examples 

(some of which cannot be relayed in this thesis for reasons of confidentiality and practitioner 

anonymity) there were overall a limited number of this form of regression, although of note, the most 

consistent form was that the reform itself (as a discrete entity) was having the most direct effect in 

terms of worsening the experience of practice.  

6.8 Indirect regression 

As noted in the introduction to Part 2 of this chapter, ‘indirect regression’ occurs when the worsening 

of the situation transpires due to failing to take action which was deemed necessary to address a 

problem, and which had been committed to being undertaken. The researcher discerned from the 

data two forms of this indirect regression: 
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• by the non-deliverance of a promised change aimed at addressing an element of the target 

(practice), and 

• when a ‘null’ effect (no better but no worse scenario) emerges; it is proposed that this ‘null’ 

effect is actually in and of itself indirectly regressive.  

One persistent theme that emerged in the analysis was how practitioners struggled with a sense that 

they felt let down by this reform, and it was that sense of disillusionment which was exhibiting some 

of the ‘symptoms’ of regression. Practitioners relayed how their experience of applied practice was 

being further eroded not so much by any specific action of the reform itself, but by the inaction of the 

reform, and within the reform, to address something it claimed it would, and which they reasonably 

expected it should. This discovery prompted the researcher to reconsider the participants’ reflections 

in order to create something of a storyline about how this proposition played out for them:  

Whilst practitioners experienced the roller coaster of the inquiry, they felt that at long last, 

the inquiry report would bring change. They had reason to be optimistic, as surely, now, with 

all that overwhelming evidence, action aimed at truly addressing the causes and not just the 

symptoms, would emerge. The language of ‘reform’ was adopted and placed front and 

centre—change was coming.  Real change. A re-envisioned future. Commitments were 

made, actions identified, funding allocated and the reform agenda established. 

A centralised ‘reform team’ is created, quickly getting to work on implementation. Each 

recommendation is systematically scheduled for implementation, with tracking and 

monitoring systems activated to tell the story of progress. Web-based dashboards 

proclaimed the advancements being made, whilst leadership expressed their commitment 

and focus on change, seeking to generate motivation and enthusiasm for reform. 

However, as time passes, and successes are claimed, those same practitioners who had 

earlier celebrated the spectre of real practice change, are waving furiously at the passing 

reform team saying ‘over here, over here’ in a desperate bid to draw attention to their 

increasingly deteriorating situation. Because, for these practitioners, the promise of practice 

change seems to be slipping away when they realise the ‘reform’ is not actually addressing 

the causes of the practice challenges so eloquently identified in the inquiry, or moving them 

any closer to the optimal practice environment envisioned.  Indeed, their worst fears start to 

emerge; nothing is really changing in an environment full of changes.  

It’s not long before anticipation turns to cynicism and frustration. For them, it’s another 

opportunity lost. For whilst the uncomfortable spotlight was on their work, and there was a 

focused gaze upon the lived realities of practice, there was hope that something would 

change. Once the realisation that actually not only is the promise of a reformed practice 

environment not realised but, perversely, their experience of practice is being further 

degraded as a result the ‘reform’, anger and cynicism erupt.  Optimism transitions to 

demoralisation, and practitioners are again left to question their motivation to stay.  
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And with the glare of the inquiry and media attention moving onto another crisis, comes the 

growing reality that they have to wait until there’s another crisis for that opportunity to 

come around again. 

 

This narrative led the researcher to conclude that the lack of change, rather than any actioned change, 

was causing practitioners to feel more challenged in being able to engage in applied practice than they 

were prior to the reform, and that this sense of frustration and disappointment was having a continued 

corrosive effect on their practice. The report had already clearly established that practitioners could 

not continue to work in an environment of blame, judgement and micromanagement, a culture of 

defensiveness and risk aversion, where they felt undervalued and overwhelmed. The consequences 

for practice were also well articulated; such an environment was corrosive and regressive, leading to 

poor outcomes for children and families. Practitioners, the report noted, were left: 

… questioning the worth of their role and the compromise of their ethical obligations as 

professional practitioners. (p. 93).  

It is therefore proposed that a second form of regression results from inaction of, and in, the reform 

to address critical issues. Importantly, the reform itself did not cause workers to feel undervalued, 

ignored or blamed, as they were manifest before the reform. However, by promising to address these 

issues and then failing to do so led those expectations, that hope, to evaporate which directly 

contributed to a perception that things were either as bad as they were before, or worse.  What 

emerged was a chain reaction; things were really bad for practitioners, then someone came along who 

listened and accepted their lived reality (Nyland), and a process commenced which promised to 

change things for the better—and they believed it:  

We felt like we were moving forward, I felt the future was going to be bright for the kids, lots of 

change. (3.1) 

That hope however quickly dissipated and rather than returning these practitioners to the point where 

they were before the reform, they felt even more aggrieved, their perception about the organisational 

culture was worse, and their sense of value had been degraded even further:  

Right at the beginning, when it all was changing, everyone had high expectations, morale was high, 

um, but I definitely think that’s all gone now, it’s on a downward spiral. (20.3) 

If the situation prior to the reform was one of despair and exhaustion, then what emerges from the 

reform itself is not only that such feelings have not receded, but they have been exacerbated. This 

next practitioner captures the key issue perfectly: 
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Because, people were so damaged, exhausted, unhopeful, and it was literally this light at the end of 

the tunnel, and people went ‘OK, we will walk into the tunnel, and walk towards that light’ … and all 

of a sudden, the light went off. Well, for me, it meant I, er, felt that there was no f**king hope. And I 

think for lots of people, that rings true. There are very few people who back then didn’t have hope 

that the Royal Commission would make a difference, but I am not seeing any hope any more—

everyone is subscribing to the philosophy that it’s all smoke and mirrors. (1.3) 

The ‘state’ of practitioners prior to the reform is critical. The above practitioner describes the 

workforce as ‘damaged, exhausted, unhopeful’ before the Commission. That perception is strongly 

shared by the report, and by the other participant practitioners. When things are that low, any 

potential reprieve, any suggestion of improvement, of a new possible environment where practice 

and practitioners are valued and the culture is reflective, open, supportive, engaged, will naturally 

create hope. In fact, because things were so bad, the hopefulness was magnified by the promise of 

genuine and lasting change. When a halogen lamp was shone on the toxic and ‘rotten’ culture, and 

when an independent person articulated with clarity and focus just how atrocious the situation was, 

this brought the experiences of practitioners into sharp focus. It raised hopes that something would 

be done. The unchanging nature of that situation however is where the problem seems to be 

triggered, and where the possibility of regression emerges. Or perhaps more correctly, where it 

contributes to the emergence of regression.  

 

Sieber strongly hinted at this form of regression, which he identified was produced by ‘subjective 

overcommitment’: 

 … a new kind of relative deprivation emerges: deprivation with regard to an individual's or 

group's imagined future attainments as fostered by the intervention's promise. Thus, the 

expectation … establishes a new standard against which to measure one's current situation. 

This means that even if one is better off in absolute terms as a result of the first fruits of action, 

a failure to deliver fully on promises as subjectively scheduled may incur rejection of the 

intervention in toto and even of the basic values that it represents. (p. 161) 

There are three core elements here. First is the idea of ‘imagined future attainments’; envisioning 

what this might look like if the ‘promise’ of the reform is delivered. An example of an imagined future 

from the report is where it identifies that the priorities for the agency should include: 

… transforming organisational culture, to cultivate a positive and supportive workplace that 

values and respects staff, is committed to learning and is able to deliver a high quality child 

protection service to the state’s vulnerable children. (p. 104) 
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It is evident in the practitioners’ feedback that that future attainment is a long way from being 

achieved—not least as practitioners felt that there had been no effort to even engage in a 

conversation about it. In Sieber’s terms, this future attainment is likely to be even less attainable in 

the future as a result of regression in this reform.  

 

Secondly, an aspired-to future state draws into sharp focus the current situation, and provides a 

benchmark against which progress towards that new horizon can be measured. In other words, if that 

is a future state, it requires us to comprehend what the current state is, thus identifying the gap more 

vividly. Evidence that practitioners had become more vividly aware of the current, continued 

conditions of practice is writ large within their reflections.  

 

Thirdly, even though there might be early wins, and practitioners are better off in ‘absolute terms’, if 

there is a ‘failure to deliver’ on these underpinning promises, the whole reform can be compromised 

and even rejected. So, for example, the new legislation, new processes, increased delegations, better 

decision-making pathways etc. are undoubtedly improvements, but the failure to acknowledge, let 

alone act on, promises to reform the culture or to improve the value of practice and practitioners 

appears to have led to practitioners discarding (and disregarding) the whole reform, including those 

early wins. What eventuates, Sieber notes, is a form of debilitative anxiety which ‘jam[s] out all other 

signals of the intervention’ (p. 133).  

 

The work of Alfandari (2015), identified in the literature review, has specific pertinence here, when he 

claims: 

The reform’s ineffectiveness to enhance the quality of child protection decision making and 

improve outcomes for children and families is because it was designed to remedy ‘active 

failures’ and overlooked the ‘resident pathogens’ within the system which operated as 

powerful obstructions to ambitions of progress. (p. 227) 

Those ‘resident pathogens’ were clearly identified in the report and, of note, were very much the focus 

of the practitioner feedback. They included addressing the toxicity, the micromanagement culture, 

the disrespect and devaluing, the bullying, the undermining, and tackling the underlying reason why 

practice enablers like supervision, practice leadership and learning were continually undermined. 

However, what has emerged, in the experience of the practitioner participants, is a host of actions to 

address the low-hanging fruit to remedy ‘active failures’ and a disregard of any action aimed at truly 

addressing these ‘powerful obstructions’ that Alfandari refers to. As can be seen in the  researcher’s 

illustrative figure below, when hopes are raised then dashed, what emerges is that practitioners do 
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not return to the ‘pre-reform’ state but, as a result of the reform efforts, may well end up in a worse 

situation than the one they experienced before; this surely is the very definition of regression. And if 

practitioners have a heightened sense of fatigue, hopelessness, frustration and despair, the literature 

advises that this will seep out in practice.  

 

 

Figure 5: The rise and fall of hope (for illustrative purposes only). 
 
The notion that practitioners had hope is key here. As discussed in Chapter 5, practitioners shared a 

common sense of hopefulness at the start of the reform:  

We were all on board, they were engaging, and if they said jump, we would have said ‘how high’, 

with the hope that that would lead to better things. (9.3) 

However, those same practitioners, as the reform went on, articulated a growing sense of frustration, 

anger, and disappointment that those early promises had, for them, evaporated and, along with that 

went their hopes for a refocussing towards being able to engage in, develop and learn the skills of 

applied practice (as this is the ‘central commodity’ of the agency). As Sieber notes, the ‘arousal of 

intense emotional forces without extensive follow up is a major factor’ (p. 136) in creating regression. 

As this practitioner expressed: 
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Yep, it put wind in everyone’s sails. We were happy to kinda lose grip a little bit, but then nothing, 

nothing, nothing. It definitely affected people. Its sucks the life out of you. It drains you. You can’t do 

it long term, you can’t sustain it over a long time, because it’s relentless. (3.3) 

The following practitioner explored this issue with the researcher, and articulated the problem in the 

language of cumulative harm to explain what this experience has felt like for them: 

And I also think when you come from a place of struggling, and you are given hope, and then you go 

‘oh f**k, this isn’t what I anticipated’, I think it’s that stuff about cumulative harm. So, you come from 

a place of ‘I’m struggling, because this is really hard work’. People were struggling before Nyland. I 

guess, yeah it wasn’t great, then we had Nyland, we had some hope, and then I guess we got a sense 

that things weren’t changing as we had anticipated. That cumulative harm and the difficult nature 

of the work … the let-down is actually maybe, very harmful, because we started from a position of 

being vulnerable. You are working with a vulnerable population to begin with. So, my sense was that 

the place people started at, was one of being compromised.  If (you) then layer the current experience 

on top of that, potentially staff move to a lower position. (10.3) 

The ‘indirectness’ behind the notion of ‘indirect regression’ pertains to the fact that such a missed 

opportunity does not directly influence practice, but it does so in a powerful indirect way—through 

influencing morale, commitment, willingness to stay, by generating anger, cynicism, reducing a sense 

of worth and value, a willingness to take risks, or a lowering of trust in the agency. For some it was a 

question of wondering if they could sustain any form of applied practice in this worsening 

environment. As discussed in the literature review, all of these emotions influence how practice is 

practised, leading to defensive, risk-averse, reductionist, safe, compliance-based practice delivered by 

increasingly weary, frustrated and disillusioned practitioners.  Whilst one could argue that it remains 

relatively early days in the life of the current reform, practitioners identified that after two years the 

conversation about addressing organisational challenges should have at least commenced.  That had 

not been their experience.  

 

A subset of this indirect regression relates to the idea of a ‘null effect’ which Sieber notes are actions 

which simply fail to achieve their ends. As such, Sieber considers that: 

 A finding of no-effect (or simple failure) would not qualify as a regressive outcome. (p. 10) 

However, that distinction is not borne out by the practitioners’ experience, although it was not 

necessarily expressed in that way. As noted in the findings, whilst 10 practitioners felt that their 

experience of practice had worsened as a result of the reform, 12 practitioners considered that the 

reform actions were neither making things worse nor improving things: a null effect. However, whilst 

a null effect may indeed not qualify as regression in some industries, it is proposed that it does in child 
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protection. A reform of child protection which has ‘no effect’ (in this case, on practice) cannot be said 

to be null, as it has actually failed to halt the downward trajectory identified in the inquiry. If there 

was no inquiry, it is not unreasonable to assume that the agency would continue along that downward 

spiral, with a continuation of poor recruitment, poor morale, poor practice, poor culture and poor 

outcomes, incrementally resulting in a continued worsening of these as time progresses. Therefore, it 

follows that if that trajectory is not interrupted by a reform (which in effect is all about correcting that 

trajectory) the same trajectory is maintained. Again and again these practitioners identified that, for 

them, nothing had changed when it came to those ‘resident pathogens’ discussed earlier—the culture 

was still poor, there was still micromanagement, still an absence of a sense of value, or being valued, 

still inadequate supervision and an absence of practice leadership. At best, this will continue to 

produce the same results as identified in the report (and evidenced in the literature), and potentially 

lead to a worsening of the level of the pathogenic factors and, ergo, an increase in their cumulative 

regressive impact.  

 

In summary, unlike direct regression, which is enabled by the actioning of something which has a 

paradoxical reverse impact, it was the lack of action, the inaction, the dismissing of practice enablers 

such as culture, value and being valued, which undermined these practitioners’ experience of practice 

in the context of the reform. Such inaction is not neutral, or null. The reform had created, as Sieber 

notes, an imagined future attainment, but had failed, thus far, to deliver on it. And what was telling 

was that because of this early experience, even if the department now commenced a robust process 

of addressing these issues, a) practitioners would not believe the intention, and b) they are so cynical 

and frustrated that they might not even notice it were it to happen.  

 

Such a finding can surely support the contention that the promises of child protection reform often 

fail to be realised because they fail to action critical features of the reform which profoundly influence 

the attainment of those goals.  

6.9 Accelerant regression 

The final form of regression is what the researcher refers to as ‘accelerant regression’ in that the 

regression appears to emerge from the way the reform acts as an accelerant on pre-existing features 

of the agency which are already known to cause degradation of applied practice. In other words, those 

contextual, internal and external forces that were discussed in Chapter 2, which are known to have 

played a powerful role in the degradation of applied practice, have an accelerated impact caused by 

the actions of the reform.   
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As discussed in Chapter 2, A fresh start is occurring within a context of a political and bureaucratic 

paradigm heavily influenced by neoliberalism and New Public Management approaches. Reforms in 

and of themselves do not create these contexts or paradigms, but do seem to play a role in their 

replication, in that they bear the hallmarks of these external influences in terms of the ‘solutions’ they 

offer, which ensures the DNA of the political ideologies and prevailing paradigms get  transmitted 

through the reform. This is something which Sieber himself recognised when he bemoaned the fact 

regression will ‘continue to plague us … because of the powerful social forces that lie behind them’  

(p. 204).  

 

The Royal Commission report is riddled with evidence as to the pervasive influence of bureaucratic 

administrative requirements, the socio-political expectations of risk management, and the 

predictability, detection and removal of risk to children. And critically, it spelt out the impacts these 

factors have had on practice.  To refresh the reader’s memory, some of the more powerful statements 

in the report related to the procedurally driven, micromanaged system, which promoted bureaucratic 

and technical skills over practice competency, had an overreliance on standardised tools and 

processes with multiple layers of decision making, checking and monitoring, embraced the 

simplification of complex family situations and the breaking up of that complexity into discrete 

compartmentalised elements; all of these are symptoms of contemporary neoliberal, technical 

rational reductionist service design and delivery. All have had a corrosive influence on applied practice, 

as discussed in the report, and in Chapter 2.  

 

The report was also acknowledged that, historically, reforms have played a role in exacerbating 

problems by relying on ‘more-of-the-same’ processes, and the seductiveness of simply making 

recommendations which would enable corrosive patterns to continue. Leveraging heavily off the key 

work of Munro, the report made reference to the potential for reforms to backfire: 

Temptation to impose additional layers of policy and process to achieve sustainable change 

should be resisted. (p. xv) 

 While revised process and procedural controls might provide organisational comfort, it is a 

false comfort if they serve to undermine the professional skills and competence. (p. 48) 

Representations of Sieber’s ‘powerful social forces’ (p. 204) include the pervasive commitment to 

managerialism, proceduralisation, performativity, audit, standardisation, manualisation, 

simplification, a faith in technological ‘solutions’, increased surveillance and monitoring. Inquiries 
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have, through their recommendations, acted as a platform for paradoxically escalating the 

prominence of these features. By enacting these procedural and technical recommendations, reforms 

appear to pour ‘gasoline on the fire’ (5) as one practitioner observed. Such an analysis has given rise 

to this third proposed form of regression, whereby the reform amplifies the very things known to 

cause applied practice regression. 

 

This form of regression is therefore not specifically caused by the reform but rather, the reform actions 

have an effect of amplifying regressive traits already present, with the effect that the degradation of 

applied practice is not only not addressed, but accelerated.  What has eventuated is this rather 

perverse situation whereby on the one hand there is an increasing  pattern of inquiries signalling the 

dire consequences for applied practice in continuing to proceduralise, manualise, standardise, in 

preference to say, optimising professional judgement, and yet on the other, the ensuing 

recommendations and reform ooze these very same degradative features.   

Uncovering accelerant regression  

The uncovering of this potential form of regression required consideration of two discrete processes: 

1. how these pre-existing features manifested themselves in the report’s recommendations and 

2. how the recommendations were responded to, actioned and monitored within the 

subsequent reform.  

The first consideration was to explore just how many of the recommendations the Commission made 

bore the features of the elements of contemporary political and bureaucratic forces which influence 

practice through service delivery and design proposals. A total of 69 of the 256 accepted 

recommendations lent themselves to policy or procedural actions (including new reporting 

requirements and surveillance/auditing responses). Therefore, whilst the report may well have 

intended to not be prescriptive or impose additional policy and procedural requirements, that did not 

eventuate in terms of the recommendations.  This is important, as it gives an insight into the way the 

government subsequently responded, and how the ensuing reform has been rolled out, both of which 

bear the hallmarks of a bureaucratic, managerialist, reductionist approach to the complexities of child 

protection and to the bureaucratic response to change management, by counting the changes, not 

evaluating the change.    

 

The researcher then considered the processes used to oversight the implementation of the 256 

recommendations. Key to any implementation of a reform is to demonstrate action, to show that 

things are happening, and quickly. As this practitioner noted: 
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When you are faced with 260 recommendations from the Royal Commission, any leadership or 

government is going to say ‘f**k , we have got a lot to do, we need to get some runs on the board, 

let’s smash some stuff out, the easy way to do that is policy, legislation, procedures, checklists, let’s 

get some boxes ticked’ and the other stuff, the really hard stuff, never gets done. We are so distracted 

by all the little quick wins we can do. (1.3) 

Once commenced, organisational priorities and resources are allocated to the reform activities, with 

managerialist approaches adopted to rapidly move to a place of projectising, measuring, counting and 

monitoring, something which is already embedded within the bureaucracy, but which is escalated at 

times of reform. Outputs, actions and activities are all counted and reported, and where progress is 

not perceived to be adequate, pressure is applied to achieve compliance. Previous RAG (Red, Amber 

and Green) reports are repurposed to report on ‘progress’. Attending to practice issues is replaced by 

attendance to practical considerations which the reform produces. Seeking quick hits, with simplified, 

compartmentalised activities becomes an unrelenting focus, and being able to turn recommendations 

from ‘in progress’ to ‘completed’ becomes an all-consuming aim. All of these features are already 

deeply embedded within contemporary processes for managing complex adaptive organisations in an 

era of managerialism and reductionist, risk-averse environments. The reform agenda merely leverages 

off them, with dire results.  

 

The researcher noted early on that what practitioners were sharing was their perspective on the way 

in which the reform changes were actually amplifying the regressive practice implications of these 

embedded bureaucratic processes. This practitioner summed it up well: 

What we already know with some degree of certainty is that the underlying thinking is the same 

underpinning it. So, my guess is it’s a bit like building a different house with the same sort of poor 

concrete, and kinda going, well it looks different, but why am I supposing it’s any more stable than 

the last one. I am actually fundamentally using the same building blocks. I might have bought a few 

better things from Bunnings to put on the front, so the legislation changes for example. (22.2) 

The following provides a summary of some of those pre-existing conditions and how they have been 

amplified through the reform. And because it is already known that they have had a deleterious effect 

on practice, their escalated presence can reasonably be assumed to have at best the same effect, and 

at worse, an increased worsening effect on practice.  

Measuring and counting  

Key performance indicators (KPIs) represent one element of managerialism and marketisation which 

has proliferated contemporary public administration. Whilst they have indeed been embedded in 

child protection for a number of years, practitioners identified how they have engulfed the whole 
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process of the current reform. Time spent completing forms, and engaging in activities so that the 

additional reform KPIs could be met, was a regular feature of the practitioners’ reflections, with a 

perception that the reform had actually increased the focus on KPIs. What the reform seems to have 

generated is a sense that data had become more valuable, within the context of ‘showing’ something 

was being done in terms of reporting on the achievements of the reform, and that the KPIs were seen 

as evidence of progress. Examples pertaining to case plans, supervision, Viewpoint completion and 

commercial care numbers were consistently mentioned. The following practitioner’s reflections 

resonate with this proposition:  

The negative part is that we have become so focussed on that KPI that we are losing sight of our kids. 

I am up to date with my KPIs, yah, but I don’t see my kids, I don’t get time to go out and visit my kids. 

More work, more work, more work, that’s what it equals for us. More KPIs, less time with kids. (19.3) 

Further, the way in which the reform ‘elements’ (i.e. the individual recommendations) are being 

managed, monitored and ‘counted’ also reflected a wider systemic preoccupation with projectised, 

tracked and monitored approaches to demonstrating implementation (not to be confused with actual 

change). The symbolism of ‘change’ is more important than the substance: 

I think Nyland was sort of like, you know, a batsman trying to do their best; it was a great stroke but 

lacked the follow through. We haven’t had a sense of what it is we want to be, so what we have 

actually had is an understandably fairly stressful world’s biggest task list, with 260 items, and we are 

working through them, with a sort of, you know ‘congratulations, we have now done 90’, as opposed 

to what I don’t see, which is a discussion about how the organisation is shifting. (22.2) 

Skewing priorities of work  

A known side effect of a slavish attention to KPIs is that they have led to the skewing of priorities for 

workers—the KPI ‘output’ takes precedence over the practice outcome, which in turn can influence 

which case gets attention first versus which case actually needs attention, based on the practitioner’s 

insights, experience and judgement.  Whilst again this has been a strong feature in contemporary child 

protection systems, the presence of a reform alongside business-as-usual requirements has meant 

that this re-prioritisation of work has been escalated still further. What is known from the literature is 

that all too often, process is prioritised over practice. As this practitioner identified:  

Everything which is big and bright and terrifying for the agency as a whole we get to give priority to, 

but we have got an issue in that we now have a 1000 priorities and that means we can’t do the little 

things that stress out our carers, and we can’t solve them anymore because we are not available.  

(17.2) 
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Proceduralisation  

The standardisation and mechanisation of practice over recent decades has resulted in the prolific 

production of procedures, protocols, policies, practice guides, all with the aim of ironing out any 

potential for discrepancy or discretion. Practitioners were able to point to genuine attempts by the 

agency to try and have the overwhelming and burdensome volumes of procedures reduced, but there 

was, especially in the final interview, a strong sense that these procedures and processes were re-

emerging and again taking a position of primacy over practitioner judgement, discretion and practice 

wisdom, something the report specifically warned against. This practitioner sums up this issue very 

well: 

They are bringing back the manuals of practice, and I am kinda going, look, don’t get me wrong, we 

need stuff which tells us proscribed activities, limits of our activities, our expectations, but they should 

be minimal, because anything else is superfluous, they are about keeping the agency and the worker 

safe. But they are not practice enablers. How are we enabling practitioners to think for themselves, 

on the spot? (22.2) 

Scrutiny and monitoring  

Increased surveillance, accountability and monitoring is a feature of contemporary service systems, 

with ever-increased levels of public, political and organisational scrutiny. Reforms have a habit of 

increasing these instruments in an attempt to demonstrate a bolstering of system transparency and 

accountability and, ergo, a reduction of error. Some of these can be larger-scale developments whilst 

others can be the internal formation of panels, reviewing forums or monitoring functions. 

Practitioners reflected on this issue: 

I think we are feeling questioned more and more, and challenged more and more, in terms of our 

practice, because we have all of these avenues for complaints and decision-making review, and so I 

am most days responding to them. I have never experienced that before. To be reviewed like that, 

constantly, all the time, that doesn’t make you feel valued does it? (6.3) 

One discrete example of how this reform has escalated a pre-existing condition of scrutiny and 

monitoring was cited in the feedback relating to the strengthening of the department’s carer 

complaints division. In short, the bolstering of the complaints department had eventuated in the 

perverse effect of reducing practitioner time to be out with clients which may actually prevent 

complaints in the first place:  

We are responding to them as a priority. We are not resolving these issues, just responding to them. 

About 85% of the traffic in that unit is about people not agreeing with the decisions—it takes time 

away. Most of the time it turns out that we have made attempts, for example, to return calls, but we 

are taking so much time in responding. (9.2) 
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Privileging tools of practice over practitioner discretion  

The report is replete with examples of just how mechanised ‘practice’ had become, with tools and IT 

systems dominating decision making, assessment and planning. Critically, it noted that such tools had 

a ‘primacy they did not deserve’ (p. 126). The report also noted how the ‘mechanistic’ application of 

tools had resulted in profound implications for practitioners. To remedy this, the report implored:  

Practitioners should be encouraged to depart from the tools where professional judgement 

suggests this is required. (p. 195) 

Practitioners however reported that the same slavish reliance on tools had continued to manifest 

itself, specifically where, for example, the use of the tool was being ‘counted’ and thus prioritised, as 

a reform KPI. One such example discussed earlier was the focus on Viewpoint:  

Viewpoint is more in your face I suppose. Its talked about as a KPI, not ‘why are you doing this’ … it’s 

not about good practice. I am not going to ask a kid to do Viewpoint, and ask personal and sometimes 

upsetting questions, simply because I need to meet an arbitrary KPI. (13.2) 

So, we are expected to do this with our kids, it’s another admin task really. But it should be a tool you 

choose. And also, do you then have the time to support them after? When you ask them ‘who in your 

family do you want to see?’ but then I can’t have time to do that. (11.2) 

Nothing in the practitioner feedback gave any indication that the reliance on the use of these tools 

and procedures was in any way being relaxed and professional discretion, judgement and wisdom 

being encouraged and supported.  

Privileging paperwork  

The administrative burden of practice has received much attention regarding the devastating effects 

it has on removing practitioners from practice. The traditional 80/20 rule (80% of your time engaged 

with clients, 20% with administrative work)33 has been well and truly inverted. The report was also 

highly critical of the way in which administrative responsibilities had eroded opportunities for practice: 

Some spend more time completing administrative tasks on C3MS than engaging in social work. 

(p. 59) 

Throughout the interviews, practitioners identified that rather than the reform reducing the 

administrative burden, it had increased it:  

 
33 See https://thenewdaily.com.au/news/national/2015/03/11/child-protection-driving-desks-visiting-
children/ 
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We get given more paperwork to do. It’s very difficult to do anything because there is so much 

paperwork behind everything, there is so much consulting behind everything, particularly if there is 

a financial impact. It takes so long to do anything, that you cripple your relationships with every 

service that you work with as well as the kids and the families. Everything is more protracted and 

more complicated.  We are stressed about getting out from behind our desk as we know how much 

paperwork we have to do when we get back.  I spend less time with the kids then I used to. It’s 

depressing. (17.3) 

It is noteworthy that one of the four recommendations not accepted by the government was to 

employ administrative assistants.  

Restructuring  

Another regular feature of contemporary human services is the constant restructuring and 

redesigning of service delivery; in fact, at any given time, most child protection agencies are in some 

form of restructure. Reforms have an accelerant effect on these reorganisations given that the 

majority call for some sort of organisational restructure, some wholescale, some more modest and 

discrete. The Commission was no exception, calling for the establishment of a new department, a 

‘refreshed’ leadership and ‘flattened’ hierarchy, as well as a raft of process realignments, new referral 

pathways and new system and service designs within the department and across the sector more 

generally. What is known from the research about the effects of this constant state of flux is that it 

creates significant challenges which practitioners raised in terms of the impact to their practice:  

We are never, ever settled or stable, there is no stability, nothing settled, you know, someone relaxes 

for five minutes, OK, now we have to do another restructure. (20.2) 

Managerialism  

The report identified that managerialism had dominated the delivery of services, decision making and 

risk management, with dire consequences for practitioners and, critically, for children. The 

micromanagement of the former Families SA had resulted in: 

… de-skilling workers and worsening rather than improving outcomes. (p. 49) 

This sentiment reflects the wider discussion about the role that managerialism has had in 

fundamentally undermining notions of applied practice, which is an anathema to the structured, 

measured, predictable demands of modern management.   

 

One of the report’s central recommendations was a complete ‘refreshing’ of the leadership, and a 

drive to relocate case authority back to the caseworker. This would represent a fundamental paradigm 
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shift. However, what practitioners reported was that whilst there was an initial reduction in 

management structures and positions:  

I think the biggest thing for me, that demonstrates that we are just not getting what Nyland was 

putting forward, is that we stripped away all the layers of the executive group, but we have just put 

them all back again. I think there is more than there was previously. (6.3) 

For practitioners, this not only represented a frustration regarding the culture and influence of 

managerialism in the agency, but also the consequences of that approach and its ambivalence towards 

practice and practitioners had been amplified.  

Reducing professional autonomy  

Finally, another symbol of the modernisation project of public administration has been the gradual 

but discernible whittling away of professional practitioners, replacing them with other grades of 

worker, whilst simultaneously increasing the authority of administrative and managerial personnel to 

control the work. The former Families SA, like all child protection departments, had already seen a 

shift away from the previously held position of all caseworkers being qualified social workers, not only 

in response to the inability to recruit and retain qualified practitioners, but also representing a shift 

away from a clinical workforce to a technical one, something seen both nationally and internationally.  

 

The report wrestled with the issue as to which qualifications would be best suited to the work of child 

protection. Whilst no clear decision was made, the report opened the door for consideration of other 

disciplines by noting that ‘child protection practitioners should hold a degree-level qualification 

relevant to their role’ (p. 91). Further, the shift in language, from social worker to a child protection 

‘officer’ (as cited in the new Act) was not missed by practitioners (all of whom, it needs to be declared, 

were qualified social workers). Practitioners also reflected on the move which was underway during 

the second and third interview period, to recruit non social work personnel; a ‘multiple discipline’ (as 

opposed to multidisciplinary) initiative: 

They have changed the classification of who can work in the department. I see that there are some 

advantages to bringing in a multi-skilled team approach, however what I see that response as 

primarily being is about bums on seats, ‘cos, gosh, we are churning through a lot of people here, and 

they are exiting, so we need bums on seats’; we believe these people could do that role, because they 

I guess have a particular view of what practice is, not within a social work role. That’s an example of 

not addressing what the real issues are for the field. Its tokenistic. (10.3) 

In conclusion, it is proposed that this third form of regression emerges from a recognition that whilst 

inquiries which trigger and inform reform efforts are increasingly alert to the deleterious effects of a 

raft of features that have engulfed the child protection systems and caused or contributed to a de-
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emphasising and degrading of practice, they nonetheless have a unique role in accelerating and 

exacerbating both their prevalence and their impact.  

6.10 Summary: Part 2 

Part 2 of this chapter has explored the notion of ‘regression’ and applied it to the case study reform 

to consider its applicability and utility in understanding the experiences of the participant 

practitioners. Two things can be concluded: 

• that the pre-conditions of regression, as proposed by Sieber, were met in this case study, thus 

providing some legitimacy to defining some practitioners’ experiences as regression, and 

• that regression can be best understood as a trifecta of direct, indirect and accelerant forms, 

each with shared outcomes (a worsening of the situation one intends to improve) but with 

discretely different constituents.  

By considering regression as something which takes different forms, we might be better placed to 

understand the nature, level and limits of any action that could be taken to prevent (or at least 

minimise) its impact. For example, understanding that regression can eventuate through the non-

delivery of a reform intention (what is referred to as indirect regression) is a key part in considering 

how one might interrupt it, as the approach and action taken will surely differ from interrupting 

regression caused by actually taking an action (what is referred to as direct regression). Equally, 

knowing that reforms accelerate pre-existing regressive attributes of a service system provides scope 

for understanding the potential limits of what one can actually do.  

 

Each of the forms of regression act as independent entities, caused by conversion mechanisms (see 

below). However, when they interact and combine, their regressive influence is amplified still further. 

This ‘layering’ of regression means that any attempt to respond to one element of regression, in a 

linear fashion, is unlikely to be productive and may actually worsen the situation. Understanding 

regression in this way will, it is proposed, increase the ability to firstly identify different forms, and 

secondly, strengthen any approach to working back upstream to identify what might be causing such 

regression.  

 

This final challenge brings us to Sieber’s second construct of conversion. Whilst regression is, at the 

end of the day, a descriptor of a discrete feature of reforms (the worsening of a situation one intends 

to improve), what lies at the heart of Sieber’s thesis is that, having understood the uniqueness of 

regression as a defined phenomenon, attention must turn to identifying what causes such an 

outcome. This is where Sieber proposes conversion mechanisms as being key to explaining why and 
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how regression occurs. Examining this concept is critical to responding to the research sub-question 

with regard to the contribution Sieber’s work might have in strengthening our collective 

understanding of how and why regression occurs.  

 

Part 3: Unpacking Conversion Mechanisms 

6.11 Introduction to conversion mechanisms 

The second element of Sieber’s framework is his proposition that regression is caused by what he 

refers to as ‘conversion mechanisms’. He defines these mechanisms as: 

Features of interventions that in interaction with their environment produce reverse effects 

will be called conversion mechanisms in recognition of the fact that they convert the 

intentions of the agents into the opposite outcomes. (Sieber, 1981 p. 55 author’s italics) 

Because of the way these features interact with the environment, Sieber proposes that they convert 

the intended positive outcomes into regressive ones.  

 

As part of responding to the research questions, it is necessary to consider whether, having 

ascertained that this reform shows clear symptoms of regression, our understanding of such 

paradoxical outcomes can be enhanced by applying the explanatory properties of conversion 

mechanisms which Sieber proposes. This requires two things to occur. First, there is a need to be able 

to demonstrate that the features which Sieber calls conversion mechanisms are identifiable in this 

case study. The second is to see whether, on the basis they are identified, there is any indication that 

their presence acted upon the reform in the way Sieber suggests, and therefore provide something of 

an explanation as to why regression occurs.  

 

In responding to the first matter, it became quickly self-evident that Sieber’s conversion mechanisms 

are actually all strangely familiar, not just in times of reform but critically, more generally. Any review 

of the current literature on public administration, particularly critical perspectives, will identify 

processes and actions which appear to have a remarkable resemblance to Sieber’s conversion 

mechanisms, although they are not referred to as such: 

• goals are routinely displaced and means-end inversions are commonplace; 

• there is almost always some form of imbalance between organisational needs and, say, 

professional or client needs;  

• politics and bureaucratic systems are all about placation, about lulling an anxious society; 
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• overcommitment, (and under-delivering) is routinely identifiable in planning and service 

delivery in public services; 

• perversity of diagnosis is commonplace, compounded by inadequate (or incorrect) problem 

definition, with discrepant frames of reference abounding; 

• oversimplification is the default bureaucratic stance in grappling with complexity, wicked 

problems, risk and uncertainty; 

• system overload is a byword for contemporary public service systems; 

• resources are regularly exhausted or inadequate from the outset, and 

• short-term gains over long-term planning underpins contemporary service delivery and 

reform strategies. 

It is therefore contended that these features are not specifically ‘features of interventions’ such as 

reforms, as Sieber claims, but rather they appear to be pre-existing features in most contemporary 

public administration. They are always present, and at all times act in ways described by Sieber on 

bureaucracies and systems in the ‘business-as-usual’ environment. However, at times of reform, these 

ubiquitous features take on a special vividness, which may relate to the fact that reforms, as 

structured, discrete periods of change, with clear expectations of improvement, offer greater visibility 

regarding goals and outcomes which can get blurred in the ‘business-as-usual’ context. Reforms 

appear to provide something of an amplifying arena for these pre-existing features to be more 

noticed, were one looking for them! It appears therefore that reforms do not cause them to occur, 

but rather the reform, as a social intervention, provides a platform for them to assert themselves in a 

more exaggerated manner, in which their influence is more pronounced. Reforms in effect provide 

the optimal fertile environment for these pre-existing features to interact with, thus establishing the 

preconditions for regression.   

 

In response to whether the features of interventions which Sieber refers to as conversion mechanisms 

were identifiable in this reform, it is clear that their identification could not in itself be deemed a 

surprising or satisfactory finding. Put simply, their presence was inevitable given their ubiquitous 

nature. It could be argued that Sieber’s list of ‘features’ add nothing new per se, other than perhaps 

rebadging pre-existing conditions and clustering them together to form a new framework. As Corwin 

(1981) notes in the foreword of Fatal remedies: 

None of these observations is in itself new, and of course simply inventing different labels for 

familiar events would be of little advantage. (p. xii) 
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Given this, it may well be that the key question is not if they were present, but whether their presence 

interacted with the activities of the reform so as to convert intentions into opposite outcomes. Their 

mere presence does not necessarily mean they have the conversion properties Sieber proposes. What 

then seems at stake here is the principle of conversion mechanisms. It is what they do, rather than the 

fact they are there, that seems essential to tapping into any potential explanatory value of Sieber’s 

framework. It is their properties as not simply benign, familiar features but as having the ability to 

trigger a chain reaction that makes the framework potentially explanatory as opposed to merely 

descriptive.  

 

Contextualising this into the case study at hand, there is a need to establish whether pre-existing 

features such as goal displacement, placation, overcommitment and functional disruption interacted 

with the reform environment in such a way as to convert the intention to make applied practice the 

central commodity of the agency into the opposite outcome evidenced in the previous chapter.  

 

To answer this required the researcher to engage in a form of ‘matching’, whereby the themes 

emerging from the practitioners which indicated regression were aligned to conversion mechanisms 

by way of explanation. In engaging in such a process, the researcher became aware of the ease with 

which it was possible to assign one of more of these features to any one of the emerging themes that 

indicated regression, and be confident that such an association could be used to explain that form of 

regression. In truth, any sentiment expressed about the reform’s deleterious impact on practice could 

in theory be reframed as ‘evidence’ of how these features converted the reform intentions. Such a 

process of matching was deeply unsatisfactory.  Corwin was equally unimpressed with this generality, 

noting that the proposal ‘seems capable of encompassing almost any conceivable type of reverse 

effect’ (p. xii). This brings to mind the adage that the ‘devil can cite scripture for his purpose’.34 

However, it remained nonetheless an important exercise to undertake as an integral part of exploring 

the potential relationships between the practitioners’ experience and Sieber’s conversion 

mechanisms. The following table provides an example of this matching activity.  

  

 
34 Quote attributed to Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice. 
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Table 6: Aligning conversion mechanisms with practitioners’ experiences 
 

Conversion mechanism35  Potential examples from practitioners’ reflections 

Functional disruption 

• Functional imbalance  

• Perverse diagnosis 

• Overload 

• Functional shift  
 
An emphasis on ‘a particular 
requirement at the expense of 
another’ (p. 60). 
 
‘… frustrating a system need which 
then exacerbates the very 
condition that one has undertaken 
to alleviate’ (p. 57). 
 
‘… unwarranted assumptions are 
made about the target system's 
capacity to use the prescription 
correctly … a key requirement is 
imposed by the intervention itself 
and no provision is made for 
satisfying’ (p. 73). 
 
‘The tendency to neglect 
overriding, proximate causes of 
problems’ (p. 189). 
 
 
 
 

Government promised the deliverance from the social evil of child abuse.  
 
There was undoubtedly a demand for ‘strong, immediate, definitive and 
hence simplistic’ (p. 67) solutions. 
 
Practice becomes a secondary need, despite the report goal of its being a 
primary one (the central commodity proposition). The requirement to meet 
political imperatives and departmental needs were given primacy over needs 
of practice and practitioners.  
 
Practitioners identified: 

• that the reform had escalated the focus on those departmental 
needs and continued to divert attention to meeting them, at the 
expense of practice and of children;   

• how the agency has continued to place primacy of need for 
proceduralised, manualised and rote forms of practice over the 
‘secondary’ need for judgement, discretion and practice wisdom;  

• that they had to meet all of the additional requirements and 
priorities of the reform on top of their own priorities—the 
attainment of objectives of the reform was made irrespective of 
impact, and 

• how the demand for quick fixes, for simple solutions, for the taking 
of action with the aim of trying to demonstrate something is 
happening was a greater need than taking time, exploring options, 
building consensus and engaging in partnership and consultation.  

 
Such needs are ‘antithetical’ to organisational needs. 

  
Perverse diagnosis presented itself for example through the report in terms 
of a solid diagnosis of the problem which is then aligned to a 
recommendation which fails to address the actual problem. In the absence of 
any scrutiny of the diagnosis, the ‘solution’ is enacted as proscribed which 
not only fails to respond to the challenge but makes the initial problem 
worse. 
 
The attempt to ‘treat’ something by imposing a series of work products 
which miss the underlying problem is evidenced throughout the feedback 
from practitioners. 
 
Practitioners presented a number of examples of overload. Despite the 
report identifying an overwhelmed system, the ensuing reform has 
contributed significant additional work, with little perceived recognition of 
the capacity of that overwhelmed system to meet the new imperatives. Both 
the reform as a change process, as well as discrete elements of the reform, 
have imposed significant additional demands. Aside from having challenges 
in meeting these new demands, practitioners were now struggling to meet 
the pre-reform demands. 

 
35 Please refer to Table 1 (page 23-24) for a more detailed description of each of these mechanisms.  
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Goal displacement  
 
‘an instrumental value becomes a 
terminal value’ (p. 108). 
 
‘An emphasis on technique, or the 
notion that there is one best way 
to achieve a designated objective 
and that all else, including the 
careful examination of ends, is 
subordinate to the discovery and 
realization of that particular way’ 
(p. 117). 

There are examples of goal displacement in the report, whereby the goal of 
achieving a desired, optimal state gets displaced through the process of 
‘solution forming’. 
 
Prioritisation of counting over content; the focus on KPIs rather than whether 
the terminal goal is being achieved— ‘did you do the Viewpoint’ not ‘does the 
child feel more listened to’.  
 
A central plank of contemporary bureaucratic service systems is the focus on 
efficiency over effectiveness, on means over ends, on outputs over 
outcomes; practitioners identified a range of examples where the focus has 
not been on the child, or the practitioner, or on practice, but rather on the 
process, the means and, in these situations, the actual goal (for example, 
improved safety) is dispersed and displaced. 
 
The continued wholehearted embrace of tools, processes and actions which 
uphold the powerful forces which govern bureaucracies and uphold the 
status quo was expressed quite clearly by practitioners.  

Overcommitment 
 
When ‘a new, defective layer of 
organisation is imposed on an 
already overburdened system’ 
(p. 152). 
 
‘ … when the requirement of a 
balance between resources and 
demand is violated’ (p. 150) 
 
Where ‘the symbolism of an 
intervention takes precedence over 
its instrumental value’ (p. 160). 
 
Deprivation of those ‘imagined 
future attainments as fostered by 
the intervention's promise’ (p. 
161). 

Objective overcommitment: where ‘short-run gains may cause long-run 

defeat’ (p. 160) 

• Practitioners identified a series of ‘symbolic’ changes which were 
short term gains with little attention to longer term instrumental 
outcomes; 

• They identified increasing layers of bureaucracy, management, 
monitoring and surveillance - a ‘new defective layer’.  

Subjective overcommitment: 

• Expectations were elevated by the rhetoric of transformation.  

• New horizons of expectation were opened up. 

• Creating those new horizons vividly reminded practitioners as to all 
that was problematic about working in the agency – the new 
horizon became a new standard against which practitioners could 
reflect on their current state 

• There has been an overriding emphasis on ticking boxes, being seen 
to be getting through the recommendations, and in so doing, paying 
inadequate (or no) attention to those elements of the reform likely 
to have the most profound impact on children.  

The failure to deliver on those promises has had a downstream effect of not 
only compounding the practitioners’ sense of the problematic current 
environment, but led to them reject the whole reform. 

Placation 
 
A ‘tendency to cope with the 
symptoms of problems rather than 
with their underlying causes, a 
tendency that is immediately 
conducive to reassurance that the 
problem is being dealt with’  
(p. 177). 
 
When ‘reassurance that good is 
being done is gratefully taken at 
face value, while the actual impact 
of day-to-day practices is not 
scrutinized’ (p. 180). 

The reform itself is a placatory act, seeking to lull an anxious society that the 
problem is being dealt with. 
 
Oversimplification has resulted in projectisation, manualisation and work 

product production as evidence of change—all of which practitioners 

identified.  

 

Practitioners gave examples of the symptom and not the cause being the 

focal point, leaving the underpinning culture and organisational imperatives 

untouched.  

 

Resources and time were diverted from actually delivering services. 
Because of the placatory effects of announcing new horizons, of promising to 
fundamentally address systemic, culture and operational elements of the 
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agency which were undermining practice and practitioners, this played a key 
role in the initial elevation of expectations, which were then not delivered.  
 
The placatory assurances from the agency to its staff about how well the 
reform was doing did not align with practitioners lived experience of it, 
thereby increasing rejection of the reform efforts.  
 
Practitioners identified that whilst there were a number of enhancements 
aimed at addressing specific issues, they considered that they were targeting 
the symptom, not the cause.  

 

Whilst the above table demonstrates that the assignment of conversion mechanisms to practitioner 

sentiments is possible, this does not in and of itself provide a satisfactory answer to the question: did 

their presence actually act in such a way as to convert intentions, or is this simply an expedient and 

seductive synthesis of previously discrete features which have been attached to a reform to 

demonstrate a cause and effect relationship? Given the complexity of all of the possible contributory 

factors involved, it may well be that such a direct correlation cannot be formed, and the best that can 

be attained is a descriptive framework which locates these mechanisms within the complex matrix of 

contributors to regressive outcomes.  

 

However, the researcher considers that this does not mean that Sieber’s contribution has no value 

given the lack of ‘proof’ that such a direct linkage can be formed or confirmed. As noted earlier, what 

seems to be the more valuable contribution is the principle of conversion: that reforms have a genuine 

intention to deliver on the promises, but that pre-existing organisational features interact with the 

reform environment to produce regressive outcomes. Whilst the counter-narrative to this is the school 

of thought that reforms will never achieve their stated intentions because they never actually intend 

to do so, Sieber’s concept of conversion offers an alternative vocabulary by suggesting that reforms 

are not ‘sinful by nature’ (p. 25) but go wrong because of these mechanisms, which ‘might be 

intractable, absolutely cannot be dealt with unless perceived with neither blinders nor tears (p. 25, 

author’s italics). Sieber’s proposal gives permission to consider the idea of ‘conversion’ as a process of 

transition from positive intention to regression, and allows an alternative explanation to the 

worsening of a situation being caused by wilful ignorance, deliberate sabotage, implementation 

failure, or simple predetermined failure (i.e. it was never going to work anyway). The fact that inquiries 

and reforms play a key role in lulling an anxious society is well known, but aligning that knowledge to 

the possibility that in doing so you trigger the potential for that to ultimately undermine your 

intentions through the placatory conversion mechanism is an important part of our knowledge in 

understanding the role reforms play in degrading practice. 
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In effect therefore, Sieber’s contribution is to ask social scientists to not see these features as benign, 

but to better understand them in terms of the influences they can have on a reform’s trajectory. To 

do that, you first need to acknowledge their presence and, secondly, perceive them as having the 

potential to produce such influences on the reform’s outcome. If both of these propositions are 

accepted, then the second intention of Sieber was to demonstrate how such awareness might lead to 

these mechanisms being ‘substantially tamed’ (p. 204). Sieber proposes: 

If we ruminate on the more manageable sources of these doleful occurrences, it may be 

possible to derive a set of policy guidelines that will be worthy at least of experimentation.  

(p. 204) 

By attempting to interrupt them, not only does one strengthen the evidence base as to the connection 

between their presence and reverse outcomes but, critically, it may be possible to test Sieber’s 

proposition that their impact can be tamed.  

 

Sieber’s proposals on how one might ‘tame’ conversion mechanisms is, in the researcher’s opinion, 

the weakest element of his thesis. Whilst he accepts that such attempts might be ‘foolhardy’ (p. 204), 

in the final chapter of ‘Fatal remedies’ he does propose a range of options for taming each conversion 

mechanism, either before implementation or during it (see Chapter 2 part 1). His ‘precautions’ 

however lack depth and are perhaps more aspirational than operational. Or, as Corwin eloquently 

notes in the foreword: 

I suspect that any optimism about eventually being able to control events for the better is 

more of an expression of the sociological faith than of sociological wisdom. (1981 p. xiv) 

Whilst the researcher shares Corwin’s assessment, the data analysis of this research revealed a 

potential enhancement to Sieber’s framework that may just move that expression of sociological faith 

more towards sociological wisdom. This proposed enhancement, simply put, relates to where these 

mechanisms appear, and how they then interact with different parts of a reform ‘journey’. 

 

Part 4: A Conversion Continuum 

6.12 Introduction to the conversion continuum 

The researcher’s initial focus of attention was on the way in which conversion mechanisms were 

manifesting themselves within the implementation of A fresh start, given that Sieber’s thesis lends 

itself to locating this as the main theatre for their manifestation. However, focussing on the actual 
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reform implementation, whilst valuable, was misplaced. What became clear is that it was essential to 

look not only at reform implementation, but the whole reform journey, which includes three distinct 

phases: 

• the review and report,  

• the formal response to the inquiry (in this case, A fresh start), and 

• the reform itself (i.e. the activities of implementing the recommendations).  

What became evident was that these features interact with the reform within and across each of these 

phases, creating what the researcher will refer to as a ‘conversion continuum’.  

 
 

 

 
 
Figure 6: The conversion continuum 
 
It is proposed that conversion mechanisms occur within each phase of a reform journey, starting with 

the initial ‘review and report’ phase (or similar inquisitorial and explorative forum which is 

commissioned to locate what went wrong and report on how to ‘fix’ it), through to the formal 

response to the inquiry’s set of recommendations, and then through to the actual reform itself, where 

the aforementioned recommendations and the change process articulated by an inquiry report are 

actioned.  
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The value of articulating a framework for conversion which sees these features interact with different 

elements of a reform journey is that it may then be possible to value add to Sieber’s ‘precautions’ by 

strengthening our understanding of where they occur, and how they interact. It may then not only be 

possible to be better positioned to detect their potential regressive impact, but be better at identifying 

ways of reducing it by intervening at the right points along the continuum. If our efforts to interrupt 

are more targetted, there is surely an improved chance of altering the impact.  

 

Sieber was alert to the way in which conversion mechanisms interacted. For example, he identifies 

that they can and do ‘occur in concert’, that ‘one may depend upon another for regression to be 

triggered’, that several mechanisms may be brought into play by a single intervention, and that they 

are ‘interlocking’ (pp. 185–186).  

 

However, this research proposes two complementary features that emerged from the data analysis 

and which might further contribute to the utility of Sieber’s framework: the idea of multi-positional 

mechanisms, and the cumulative properties of these mechanisms along the continuum. Both are 

explored below.  

 

The recognition that conversion mechanisms are multi positional along the continuum emerged 

because it became clear that the same conversion mechanism was appearing across the continuum, 

and that at each phase had different impacts and/or had different influences on different cohorts or 

stakeholders. One example might be the placation mechanism. First, the very act of calling the Royal 

Commission is in itself placatory: it sought to quell an anxious society and a politically precarious 

situation that needed an urgent response. Here is the media release immediately after the focussing 

event emerged in South Australia: 

PREMIER Jay Weatherill says the State Government will order a Royal Commission into the 

alleged sexual abuse of children at a government-run residential care facility, and a review of 

child protection protocols would likely prompt ‘radical changes’. (Novak & Holderhead 2014) 

Promising ‘radical changes’ had the impact of lulling an anxious public and gave political and 

bureaucratic leaders time and space to consider their next move.  

 

Next, the inquiry process played a placatory role. It allowed there to be a consistent lulling response 

when addressing the problems of child protection by facilitating a default response of ‘the Royal 

Commission is looking at that’ thus giving assurances that something is being done about the problem. 
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It also was placatory to practitioners as they were being provided with an opportunity to make 

submissions to the Royal Commission and be heard.  

 

Next, the government response to the inquiry and the subsequent launch of a reform was placatory 

through making commitments, providing assurances and injecting funding, all designed to give the 

message that the child protection system will be fixed by the actions of the reform. Here are three 

examples: 

It was an intelligent blueprint for reform, and we are getting on with the process of reforming 

our child protection system. (South Australia, House of Assembly, 2016b) 

A fresh start provides a framework for reform, leading us towards a strong, resilient and 

effective child protection system. (Attorney General’s Department 2016, p. 3) 

Outcomes for children in the child protection system will improve as a result of these reforms. 

(Attorney General’s Department 2016, p. 9) 

Finally, the way the department measures the actions of the reform is placatory, in both directions—

upwards to politicians and society at large, and downwards towards the staff, letting them know of 

the progress being made.   

 

Each manifestation of this same mechanism (placation) across the continuum plays a contributory role 

in converting the intention into the opposite outcome.  

 

The second proposal is that a conversion mechanism can have a cumulative effect, in that a mechanism 

can start at one point on the continuum and then, as a result of its impact at that point, trigger a chain 

reaction through each subsequent phase. An example is to track the way in which goal displacement 

occurred in this reform.  

 

The researcher has determined, over years of developing and learning change processes, that creating 

a pathway for that change depends, crudely, on three key elements: 

 

 
 
 

 

A clearly articulated 

‘solution’ that will 

achieve the goal 

A clear vision or goal, 

a future state 

An accurate problem 

definition  
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From reviewing the practitioners’ feedback, there was a general consensus that, in the main, the 

report’s problem definitions were robust and evidence-informed. Practitioners felt that Commissioner 

Nyland understood, had grasped the problem, and was able to articulate its complexity. Certainly, the 

problem definitions aligned with relevant contemporary research into child protection systems.  

 

Attention then turns to whether the report was able to articulate a series of goals, or outcomes, which 

it considered would be necessary as part of any genuine reform effort. In examining the report, there 

are a significant number of stated goals or outcomes, including, by way of example:  

• Professional skills and knowledge should become the central commodity of the 

organisation (p. 70) 

• Develop a workforce that is capable of delivering a high standard of care to the state’s 

vulnerable children (p. 96) 

• Cultivate a positive and supportive workplace that values and respects staff, is 

committed to learning and is able to deliver a high-quality child protection service to 

the state’s vulnerable children (p. 104) 

• Promote ‘a positive learning culture’ (p. 97) and ‘critical reflection’ (p. 194) 

• Leadership that values and promotes expertise in child protection (p. 70) 

• Tangible, supportive leadership with demonstrated confidence in the capacity of staff 

(p. 95) 

• Highly trained, skilled practitioners, who are supported and supervised to make high-

quality professional judgements (p. 126) 

• A ‘reflective child protection agency, dedicated to continual practice improvement’ 

(p. 96). 

However, these goals are not specifically or clearly set out as such, but rather are embedded within 

the report text.  It is proposed that this is where goal displacement commences.  

 

By offering up what a future state should look like, these goals provide a mandate for making 

recommendations which propose how the problem under consideration can be addressed in order to 

achieve that goal. Two things must occur for that transition to occur effectively. First, there is a need 

for the proposed ‘solutions’ (recommendations) to align to the problem definition. So, if X is the 

problem, recommendation Y needs to be able to demonstrate that it is likely to have a desired effect 

on that problem. A displacement occurs if these two become disconnected. In this case study, there 
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is clear evidence of this disconnect; in other words, in a number of examples, the solution is unlikely 

to actually address the problem, which had been clearly identified. It may address some symptoms of 

the problem, but not the sources of the problem, even though those sources were clearly identified. 

For example, the report identifies that high workloads were preventing practitioners accessing 

supervision and reflection time (p. 93). The proposed solutions involve, for example, a new 

‘supervision framework’ and additional training, both excellent enablers of supervision, but neither 

will resolve the issue of inadequate time. Practitioners in their feedback identified this disconnect.  

 

Secondly, each recommendation (or cohort of recommendations) must also be articulated in such a 

way as to make the connection clear between the action/s and how it/they contribute to achieving 

the stated goal (for example, in order to achieve the goal of A (and by so doing, respond to problem 

X) then actions B and C are recommended). So, continuing with the supervision example, the report 

identified the problem of inadequate time, and therefore the ‘solution’ should not only attach itself 

to addressing that problem, but equally be able to draw a line between that and how the action will 

achieve a stated goal. One goal the report articulated was to ensure that staff would have ‘adequate 

time to provide and engage in supervision’, providing ‘space’ for reflection (p. 99). However, when 

seeking to align that goal to a recommendation, it becomes clear that it had become displaced. The 

relationship between the proposed ‘solution’ (a supervision framework) and the goal of space and 

time to engage in supervision, is not made.  

 

The aforementioned goal ambiguity becomes amplified when one then reflects upon the actioning of 

the ‘solutions’; this is the conversion of the recommendations into specific tasks and actions. In the 

absence of absolute clarity about the intended goal of each recommendation, it becomes inevitable 

that the action disconnects itself from that intended terminal goal and takes on an importance in and 

of itself—the actual reason why the action is being undertaken fades into the background, and the 

means takes priority. Here, there is a dedication to the ‘tools’ (means); the slavish devotion to means 

paradoxically can result in the terminal goal being confounded. Continuing the supervision example, 

the focus becomes the supervision framework, the policy, the delivery of training, all of which are 

identified in the recommendations. Once they have been delivered, the recommendation is said to be 

‘completed’. What has been completed is the action, not the attainment of a goal. What is evaluated 

is the output, not the outcome; it becomes a case of ‘did we action a supervision framework?’, not 

‘how has that framework addressed the issues of workload so that practitioners and supervisors can 

have the time they need to engage in quality supervision?’ Other examples might include whether the 

new legislation was enacted, rather than whether the new legislation is achieving its intended 
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outcome of improving safety for children. Or, ‘did we close down (or reduce) the use of commercial 

care?’, as opposed to assessing whether the terminal goal of ensuring those children who were in 

commercial care placements ended up with significantly improved permanency and safety. Finally, 

has the establishment of a new department achieved the intended goal of increasing public 

confidence (as identified as a goal on page 70 of the report)? The action has been determined to be 

‘completed’ but the goal remains unachieved. Therefore, what started as a dislocation between 

intended goal and recommendation within the Commission, gets transitioned throughout each 

subsequent stage of the reform journey. And at no point is that trajectory interrupted by, for example, 

stepping back and aligning each recommendation to a specific goal so as to be better placed to know 

whether the intention and outcomes of the report were being achieved (as opposed to whether X 

number of recommendations had been actioned without any sense of whether they were achieving 

any of the intended goals). 

 

Examples of cumulative effects and multi-positional attributes can similarly be located when they are 

applied to the other conversion mechanisms.  

6.13 Summary of Part 4  

The aim of this section was to reflect on what happens when the search for explanations as to why 

regression occurs is undertaken through the prism of Sieber’s conversion mechanisms. These 

‘features’ of a reform environment are, in Sieber’s framework, responsible for causing regression. 

Whilst Sieber does not set out to offer ‘proof’ as to this cause and effect correlation, his work does 

offer a hypothesis as to how heretofore unconnected features can interact to cause a chain reaction 

towards failure. By applying these conversion mechanisms to a series of reforms that have backfired, 

Sieber proposes that acknowledging the conversion properties of these mechanisms contributes 

towards a better understanding of why such regression occurs and, importantly, what might be done 

to address it in light of this new knowledge. In this case study, the application of four of these 

mechanisms to identified regression was certainly possible, and certainly made sense, but such an 

alignment was at best fragile in its ability to fully explain the regression the practitioners were 

experiencing. What was evident is that all of the mechanisms and their sources were readily 

detectable because they are features which inhabit the day-to-day processes found within all 

contemporary human services and bureaucracies more generally. However, these features have an 

elevated vividness at times of reform given the unique set of circumstances which surround such 

periods of change.  
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Perhaps what emerged more powerfully was that the principle of conversion, the idea that processes 

act on reform intentions which cause them to be derailed, holds significant value and, importantly, 

such a proposition offers opportunities to potentially interrupt these mechanisms and thus reduce 

elements of regression. By exploring the data through the lens of conversion, it was possible to identify 

that any consideration of interrupting these conversion mechanisms required them to be 

conceptualised along a continuum, commencing in the inquiry process and continuing through to the 

implementation phase. Some conversion mechanisms only operate at discrete points along the 

continuum, whereas others feature in every phase, whilst still others start converting at one point but 

have cumulative consequences through all the other phases. Understanding this may assist in 

identifying where to intervene if one was proposing to ‘tame’ their influences. Whilst it is proposed 

that conversion being understood along a ‘conversion continuum’ contributes to advancing Sieber’s 

initial framework, such a proposal should not be seen as replacement for Sieber’s own approaches to 

detecting and ‘taming’ these mechanisms, but complementary to them. It is proposed that by better 

understanding where these mechanisms interact, and how they interact, we are potentially better 

placed to make those interruptions more powerfully effective, thus contributing to the potential for 

reforms to deliver on their promises.  

 

Part 5: Moving Forward 

6.15 Introduction to Part 5 

Having identified the key findings, applied Sieber’s framework, and proposed potential enhancements 

to Sieber’s framework, the research inexorably turns to the ‘what now?’ question. However, as Cullin 

(2010) explains, ‘the task of solving an identified problem is significantly more onerous than the task 

of explaining that problem’ (p. 177 author’s italics). Notwithstanding this onerous challenge, three 

options which have emerged from the research findings are presented for consideration. These are 

offered as opportunities rather than ‘solutions’; they represent opportunities to interrupt specific 

conversion mechanisms and thus have a potentially beneficial role in altering the trajectory towards 

the regression of practice. These opportunities are to be considered in partnership with, rather than 

instead of, the general ‘precautions’ Sieber proposes.  

6.16 Practice-focussed solution making 

There has been considerable research in to inquiries associated with child tragedies (see, for example, 

Buckley & O'Nolan 2013; Burgess 2011; Corby 2003; Cullin 2010; Devaney, Lazenbatt & Bunting 2011; 
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Fish, Munro & Bairstow 2008; Owers, Brandon & Black 1999), as have the recommendations that these 

inquiries produce, which basically form and inform the subsequent reform (Kuijvenhoven & Kortleven 

2010; Rose & Barnes 2008; Sidebotham et al. 2016). There are many consistent themes which emerge 

from these critiques, including the cost, the legalistic approach, the time taken, the production of the 

same themes and the same suite of recommendations, their lack of real influence on policy and 

practice, as well as the challenge in balancing the two horns of their function—advising what went 

wrong, and identifying solutions.  

 

Whilst inquiries have increasingly been able to provide a robust analysis of the problem, as well as 

laying out some evidence-informed approaches to imagined future states (and anticipated outcomes), 

the weak link appears to the formulation of recommendations which will both address the problem 

and achieve the intended goal. Whilst the inquiry process itself gains most of its insights from listening 

to experts and, critically, to practitioners and, sometimes, children and families, once the evidence is 

gathered, the chairperson retires to review all the evidence and then produces a report which 

responds to the question of went wrong, and what needs to be done to fix it and ensure it does not 

happen again. It is in this process where a gap opens up between the problem and the ‘solution’. The 

recommendations which eventuate appear to often not be able to truly respond to the problem, or 

create the opportunity for it to be truly solved. Rose and Barnes (2008) explored this gap, noting that 

the findings did not always translate into recommendations:  

This seemed at odds with the findings since issues of practice had been so firmly identified in 

the conclusions which might have reasonably led to more emphasis on training and 

supervision that would support knowledgeable, skilled and reflective practice in a difficult 

environment. (p. 56) 

Brandon et al. (2011) too noted it is ‘intuitive’ to expect see more recommendations focussing on 

those elements which were more frequently explored, but concluded that simply was not the case. 

This research has also highlighted the process of goal displacement between the report’s  analysis and 

the recommendations made which, of note, fulfilled two key criteria of Brandon et al.’s (2011) 

research: a) there were simply too many recommendations, and b) ‘those recommendations that were 

easy to implement rarely addressed complex matters of professional judgement’ (p. 1).  

 

This opportunity is aimed therefore at interrupting the conversion mechanisms of goal displacement 

at the point of its source – the inquiry itself. As was noted in Part 4, this conversion mechanism starts 

here, but then has a cumulative impact through all of the subsequent phases.  
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In considering viable propositions as to how the findings from this research and the application of 

Sieber’s goal displacement mechanism could be translated into an opportunity to interrupt that 

mechanism’s influence, the researcher was particularly drawn to the work of Buckley and O’Nolan 

(2013) and their analysis of the value-add of the approach taken by Lord Laming in the Victoria Climbie 

inquiry in the UK. Laming (2003b) adopted a looking-back and looking-forward approach (p. 349), with 

the latter supported through a series of consultation seminars that included key stakeholders 

(including practitioners) which Laming reports was ‘a most valuable source of ideas’ (p. 23). Such an 

approach reinforces Sidebotham’s (2012) assessment that there is a need to ‘distinguish between 

learning lessons and making recommendations’ (p. 190). In focussing-event reforms, there is of course 

an essential element of discovering what went wrong and, as appropriate, making case-specific 

recommendations which articulate how the lessons learnt can be demonstrated through discrete 

actions. But the portability of single-error situations to wider structural, operational and practice-

based ‘solutions’ presents challenges which might be best overcome by separating out the two phases, 

as Laming did. Buckley and O’Nolan (2013) cite the work of Mackie (2012) to support their 

propositions, noting Mackie’s extensive analysis of previous inquiries led to his conclusion that 

investigation and recommendation should form two separate phases. In considering his article in more 

detail, the researcher concurs with Mackie’s assessment that whilst inquiries are good at looking back, 

they: 

… may not serve so well the purpose of articulating recommendations for change or practical 

futures. Yet the ‘futures’ role of the Inquiry process is arguably of critical significance in the 

bulk of Inquiries. (2012, p. 11, author’s italics)  

Practitioners, and practice experts, are routinely engaged in the looking-back phase (by way of 

critique, research and case-specific analysis) as well as the looking-forward phase (by way of providing 

evidence about what works and on-the-ground perspectives of what needs to change) but, of note, 

they are not routinely engaged in supporting, and advising on, the construction of ‘looking-forward’ 

recommendations. 

 

Handley and Green’s (2004) work in differentiating between three different ‘types’ of 

recommendations provides a good framework:  

• resource recommendations (tangible, specific)  

• professional action recommendations (doing something), and  

• professional knowledge and skills recommendations (requiring acquisition or improvement of 

knowledge and skills).  
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Of note, Handley and Green reflect that the final type is ‘arguably the recommendations that will make 

the most difference for children’ (p. 17). It surely follows then that engagement with practitioners 

should be seen as critical for such recommendations. Mackie (2012) supports this, recommending 

different ‘tracks’ be pursued which would allow ‘iterative and sometimes oblique approaches in order 

for effective ideas and practices to emerge’ (p. 12). The consultative approach urged by Buckley and 

O’Nolan (2013) is an important approach in gaining access to those ‘effective ideas and practices’, by 

asking practitioners (and other practice experts) to support the process of recommendation 

formation. Whilst they offer a framework for how this might be achieved (p. 103), other examples 

include the approach of the recent Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual 

Abuse, which used ‘hot tubs’ (the researcher was directly involved in one such process in Case Study 

24).36 All of these processes are based on the equation ‘if X is the problem (and there is agreement 

about that), and Y is where we want to get to (and there is evidence to support this), what do we need 

to do to get from X to Y and how might we make that possible?’ In considering the specific issue of 

practice, some areas the inquiry is seeking solutions to directly relate to practice and practitioners, so 

in such instances, practitioner engagement is critical. In other recommendation areas (such as 

resources or actions), practitioners can still value add by considering potential downstream practice 

implications which may otherwise lay unseen or unconsidered. And once the inquiry officials have 

drafted recommendations, based on this consultative process, a further process of consultation 

should be undertaken to provide an opportunity for feedback from a practitioner lens as to the 

proposed changes.  

 

Buckley and O’Nolan (2013) provide a strong case for this consultative, collaborative approach, noting 

that it will create a sense of shared ownership, provide the inquiry team with localised knowledge and 

expertise and, interestingly, ‘strengthen methodological rigour’ (p. 103). It may also contribute to the 

identification of goal displacement this research has highlighted. As Buckley and O’Nolan advise: 

Consultation about recommendations would also ensure that the intention behind them is 

clearly understood and promote the likelihood that they will be feasible and realistic. (p. 103) 

Importantly, the researcher considers that this approach would also contribute to improving 

practitioners’ perceptions of organisational culture and their sense of value and being valued. All of 

these were clearly identified as critical elements for practitioners.  

 

  

 
36 https://www.childabuseroyalcommission.gov.au/case-studies/case-study-24-out-home-care 
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6.17 Practice-focussed implementation support 

The second potential opportunity to connect the practice agenda into a reform program arises once 

the recommendations have been handed to government (and/or the department). The usual process 

is that the government reviews the report, examines the findings, then pronounces its verdict with 

regard to its position vis-à-vis each of the recommendations. Those that are accepted (in full or in 

principle) then form the framework for the ensuing reform agenda.  

 

The first challenge resides in the space between the inquirer (in the case study, Commissioner Nyland) 

and the government. This, as Cullin (2010) explains, is problematic for two reasons: a) inquiries are 

not tasked with reforming the child protection department, but to ‘make recommendations for reform 

to government’, and b) given the gap, the message sent is not always the one received, meaning that 

‘important information can be lost in the passing of the baton between the conductor of an 

Inquiry and a separate agent of change’ (p. 178). One of the reasons for this is the rush to action, 

which restricts the opportunity for:  

… more space and time between completion of a review and handling its aftermath before 

beginning a more measured process of responding. (Rose and Barnes 2008, p. 80)  

Whilst the temptation to be seen to be responding quickly is overwhelming, such speed has 

downstream consequences as it establishes very early in the reform the emphasis on changes, not 

change, on counting targets and outputs, not measuring outcomes. The consequences for practice of 

such rushed, symbolic action is well evidenced in this research.  

 

The researcher is attracted to the idea of ‘slow plodding reformers’ as explored by Olsen (1996); by 

slowing thinking down, despite the overwhelming pressure to be seen to be ‘achieving’, there might 

be opportunities to prevent regression by interrupting such conversion mechanisms as functional 

imbalance, overload, placation and overcommitment. This has resonance with the same requirement 

in practice for practitioners to slow their thinking down and resist the ‘need for speed’ (Munro 1996, 

p. 795).  

 

The first approach is to see the final report of an inquiry process not as a statement of unquestioned 

fact, but as evidence to be considered. Buckley and O’Nolan (2013, citing Walshe & Higgins 2002) 

consider that inquiry reports should be understood as a form of ‘qualitative social research’ and, as 

such, should conform to qualitative research methodological requirements (p. 103). This is supported 

by Rose and Barnes (2008) who recommend seeing the findings ‘as one source of evidence’ (p. 77). 
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The researcher notes that in A fresh start (Attorney-General’s Department, 2016), the government 

signalled that it had treated the report as such:  

We have analysed each recommendation from multiple angles, drawing on the expertise of 

the child protection sector to predict what resources will be required, what benefits will be 

achieved and the potential challenges and impacts associated with the proposed changes.  

(p. 2)  

It is unclear whether one of those ‘multiple angles’ was a practice angle, given the strong emphasis of 

the report on this core element of keeping children safe. The researcher asked the department for 

clarification as to what this analysis included, but was advised that ‘this information is not publicly 

available’.37 Whilst not being privy to the machinations that occurred with regard to each 

recommendation, the researcher considers that this space, between inquirer and reform, is an optimal 

opportunity for practitioner experts to be engaged. Identifying a way that practitioners can be fully 

engaged in the analysis of the inquiry report, as a source of evidence, would not only complement the 

first ‘opportunity’ considered above, but might also prove fruitful in considering the totality of the 

recommendations to identify potential deleterious implications for practice when considered as a 

total program of change.  

 

The idea of ‘slow plodding reformers’ equally applies to the next phase, where the department takes 

up the reform mantle and proceeds to establish a reform team, reform plan, reform schedule, and 

reform reporting processes. Polidano (2001) urges reformers to proceed slowly and avoid the 

temptation to force the pace or achieve change in one leap, describing reforms as ‘less like leaping a 

chasm than crossing it on tightrope’ (p. 348). Scott (1998) also provides some sage advice to support 

slowing things down and enabling robust engagement with stakeholders (including practitioners): 

taking ‘small steps, stand back, observe, and then plan the next small move ‘, favour ‘reversibility’ to 

undo mistakes, and plan on being surprised (p. 345). However, he cautions that seeing such a process 

as something a ‘novice’ could do is erroneous: 

On the contrary, only someone with wide experience will be able to interpret the results of 

and reactions to an initial step in order to determine the next step. (p. 328) 

Practitioners with ‘wide experience’ have much to offer in this slowing-down process, as this is 

something inherent in quality applied practice. 

 

 
37 Email from Department for Child Protection, 20 December 2018. 



228 
 

The second approach is to engage practitioners throughout the process, seeing them as stakeholders 

and, importantly, contributors of wisdom, experience and knowledge. Turnell, (2004) though 

identifies this practitioner resource is rarely optimised: 

However, worker-defined, good practice with ‘difficult’ cases is an invaluable and almost 

entirely overlooked resource for improving child protection services and building a grounded 

vision of constructive statutory practice. (p. 15) 

Often, practitioner ‘engagement’ takes the shape of being invited to be part of the reform ‘team’, 

drafting them in for specific initiatives or projects, then dispatching them back to the field. Whilst 

there is some merit in this approach, practitioners reflected that this is often perceived as a symbolic, 

tokenistic approach. As one practitioner explained: 

I want a culture that says I have experience and knowledge and skills, and we want to hear that. It 

can be as simple as let me look at the procedures, for a body of work I do every day. How f**king 

rude are you, that I can’t even be given an opportunity to do that, and how sad is it that my take on 

it is that I can spend time to give comment and feedback, but know that’ll be on deaf ears. (10.3)  

One approach might be to utilise the earlier cited consultative process approach adopted by Laming 

throughout implementation: a ‘looking-forward’ process which could take the form of workshops or 

seminars on specific practice processes emerging within the reform agenda. As Hyslop (2013) reflects, 

a deeper understanding of practice ‘should prefigure or pre-structure decisions about practice 

development’ (p. 16). Further, a dedicated panel of practitioners could be engaged to provide expert 

practice advice about specific recommendations and how different approaches to implementation 

would impact on practice and practitioners. For example, if a new policy is being launched in response 

to a specific recommendation, practitioner experts can advise on whether there are potential 

downstream consequences which need to be considered (e.g. the form being proposed would have a 

paradoxical impact of increasing the administrative burden). They are well positioned to identify 

means-end inversions, goal displacements, and articulate system needs (which includes practice 

needs) to prevent functional shift and overload. 

 

A constant theme of reforms has been the approach taken to measuring and counting ‘progress’. The 

default is often a RAG (Red, Amber, Green) progress report, to demonstrate which recommendations 

have been actioned and their status. This is often accompanied by web site based ‘counters’ which 

relay a picture of progress – here is an example from the Department for Child Protection for its 

progress on the Nyland Report Recommendations (note: this webpage has since been replaced).  
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This is not necessarily something which departments choose, but is driven by the imperative to 

demonstrate progress is being made in terms of actioning specific recommendations. Whether it is 

actually working, and the feedback loop to consider whether that action actually married up well with 

the problem to which it was designed to respond, is not identified. A slavish devotion to a task-list 

approach to implementation can result in both functional shift and a means-end inversion. This is 

something to which Buckley and O’Nolan (2013) also draw attention:  

However, caution needs to be applied to the process of measuring progress. The reforms that 

are easiest to quantify are likely to be those that are most superficial. Improvements in 

practice as a consequence of new learning are not amenable to the type of review or progress 

update that has been utilised.  

An effective review of implementation will necessitate a methodological approach which 

captures the more nuanced aspects of child protection practice. (p. 105) 

The researcher proposes that practitioners are well positioned to capture these more ‘nuanced 

aspects’ and, in light of this position, contribute to improved outcomes.   

 

Sieber considers that there has been a ‘lack of serious attention to regressive effects and side effects’ 

(p. 213) in evaluations of reforms and, in response, proposes four dimensions that should be 

incorporated into reform evaluation guidelines as part of a process of systematically exploring 

whether regression is emerging:  

1. Ascertaining ‘intended versus unintended outcomes’;   

2. Reviewing ‘predicted versus non-predicted outcomes’—what results can be realistically 

predicted, and how does that actually turn out; 
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3. Assigning ‘value’ to major outcomes: positive, null, negative, and 

4. Establishing the ‘relevance of outcome to goal’. (p. 213) 

By enabling a practice lens to be added to the evaluative process, and by including these dimensions, 

it is proposed that a far more sophisticated and realistic level of evaluation can be achieved, including 

the identification of potential regression (in which case, changes can be considered). This oversight, 

or ‘reflexive monitoring’ as Sieber calls it (p. 214) by practitioner experts, perhaps through a process 

of practice audits, could move the approach from one of ‘did we do it?’ to ‘did it work?’  

 

In this regard, there is room for optimism, based on DCP’s own reflections where they have indicated 

they have ‘an opportunity to review the reform approach’ and, as a result, will be ‘developing a more 

holistic, consolidated and streamlined approach’ with a more ‘try, test and learn’38 approach. These 

are welcome developments. The nature and level of inclusion of practitioners in these approaches will 

determine if there is any attempt to revisit the report’s intended goals of practice being the central 

commodity of the agency.  

 

Before considering the final proposition, it is worth noting that in regards to both the engagement of 

practitioners in recommendation formation, as well as implementation/evaluation, practitioners are 

optimally positioned to engage one of the most critical stakeholders of any reform – children and their 

families. Rarely are those most affected by reforms consulted, or engaged, or seen as having wisdom 

to contribute to how the system might better respond to their needs. By embedding practitioners who 

are skilled in applied practice in to the reform journey, there is an opportunity to consider how the 

system can use the principles of codesign to ensure the voices of children and families can contribute 

meaningfully to reform efforts.  

6.18 Responding to ‘resident pathogens’   

Drawing on Reason’s (2000) work, Alfandari’s (2015) research into reform of child protection in Israel 

considered the reform had not achieved its stated outcomes because it had been designed to remedy 

‘active failures’ and had ‘overlooked resident pathogens’ (p. 227) which acted as powerful forces in 

blocking progress. One of those resident pathogens is culture. He concluded: 

If the reform’s lack of success in accomplishing its valuable ambitions is to be explained by 

one overall argument this is that it was designed without a realistic picture of the practice 

 
38 Email from Department for Child Protection, 20 December 2018. 
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world where it was implemented, and hence was ill-suited to the organisational working 

environment and culture. (p. 226)  

Two things emerge from this helpful analysis when applied to the case study in this research. One, it 

cannot be said that the South Australian reform was designed without a ‘realistic picture of the 

practice world’. As Brown (2004) claims, inquiry reports ‘render[] visible what are often latent aspects 

of organizations‘ (p. 97). The report painted a very realistic picture of the practice world; undervalued, 

deskilled, under-resourced, overwhelmed, unsupported, neglected, bullied, compromised, micro 

managed, undermined, blamed, questioned and criticised. Such an analysis was also most vividly 

endorsed by the participant practitioners.  

 

Second, the report’s recommendations, and the implementation approach to the reform, appears to 

have also focussed more on addressing active failures at the expense of addressing resident 

pathogens, such as culture. This is despite the government’s own recognition of the need to address 

both in its formal response (Attorney-General’s Department, 2016): 

It is also critical that we promote culture change in the new Department for Child Protection 

… building an organisation that focuses on improvement, learning and the development of its 

people’s skills. (p. 33) 

The perceived failure to commence a process of addressing culture, for example, is what this research 

has termed ‘indirect regression’, whereby the reform’s inattention to those resident pathogens, 

despite significant evidence as to their criticality to the reform’s success, has resulted in a further 

deterioration. Subjective overcommitment is the conversion mechanism which lies at the heart of this 

failure—whereby, in Sieber’s words, ‘expectations are elevated beyond the capacity of the 

intervention to meet them’ (p. 150), opening up ‘horizons of expectations that are wholly new’  

(p. 154) which creates ‘imagined future attainments’ and ‘establishes a new standard against which 

to measure one's current situation’ (p. 161, author’s italics). 

 

One of the immediate challenges to be overcome when considering issues of organisational culture is 

that although it features so strongly in the report’s analysis, it did not get transferred into specific 

recommendations. Indeed, despite the scathing assessment and the profound implications for 

practice and practitioners, it barely features.39 It is, however, acknowledged that inquiry 

recommendations are poorly suited to articulating the nuanced changes required in addressing 

 
39 It features once, in recommendation 8 where it states that a ‘refreshed leadership’ would ‘lead a major 
reform of organisational culture’. 
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cultural shifts. Walshe and Higgins (2002) reflect that inquiries routinely have a strong focus on such 

things as attitudes, culture and behaviour, but that such changes are ‘difficult to prescribe in any set 

of recommendations’ (p. 899).  What eventuates is a task list which fails to respond to the slipperiness 

of such things as culture. Preston-shoot’s (2001) analysis of regulation and policy impacts on practice 

has equal application to reform implementation, where there is a similar focus on:  

… text—the micro problem requiring resolution—rather than the surrounding context—social, 

psychological, organisational factors—that impinges on practice and people’s choices.  

(pp. 12–13, author’s italics) 

In this case study, one example of where text dominated context was in the establishment of a new 

department. Stanley and Lincoln (2016) conclude that ‘organisational changes are an effective way to 

improve culture’ (p. 202). Such a position was integral to the report’s recommendation to establish a 

new department, considering the restructure not simply as symbolic, but instrumental in changing the 

culture. Commissioner Nyland saw it as the ‘fresh start’ (p. xvi). Whilst it is true that the organisational 

restructure took place, in line with the ‘text’, the alignment of that change being key to organisational 

cultural change was lost, or certainly diminished in relevancy and importance.  

 

The proposal to have practitioners engaged in the ‘solution finding’ processes of an inquiry through a 

consultative approach, as well as a stronger practice lens in the reform implementation and 

monitoring efforts, would make them well positioned to notice potential regression, and contribute 

to offering opportunities for corrective action. However, given the overwhelming sentiments 

expressed by practitioners about the continuing problematic culture of the agency, which some 

suggested had actually worsened, a third proposition is offered as part of converting the research 

findings into viable opportunities for future reform efforts.  

 

Responding to the resident pathogens of culture, respect, value, for example, is acknowledged as 

being notoriously difficult, not least due to their liquidity and deeply subjective nature. As Smith et al. 

(2017) confirm:  

… while the need for culture change is broadly established, the means through which this 

might be achieved are far less clear. (p. 975)  

There is inadequate space in this thesis to take a deep dive into the significant literature about change 

management of organisational culture. However, what strongly emerged from the practitioners was 

not some highly aspirational but unobtainable goal, but a more grounded, practice-related aspiration 

as a start of a process of shifting the culture: start where we are at, not where you want us to be. This 
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is an approach grounded in applied practice, and its pivotal role in responding to child safety has equal 

application in starting to address resident pathogens and latent conditions which undermine reform 

efforts if left unaddressed.  

 

As identified above, a realistic picture of the practice world was writ large throughout the report, as 

were the effects, impacts and consequences for practitioners, practice and, ultimately, outcomes for 

children. It provided a strong evidence base as to the dire state of practitioners—overwhelmed, 

ignored, undervalued, disrespected. Inspiring the ‘troops’ by foreshadowing a future state which will 

eventuate from the reform efforts is a key strategy and has an important role to play in helping those 

same practitioners envision a different working environment, in much the same way that a strengths-

based, solution-focussed practice approach does in establishing hope in children and their families. 

However, believing that this would be enough to ameliorate the worse effects of an existing poor 

organisational culture, and that the staff would be motivated and inspired to respond positively 

despite how they were currently feeling, is foolhardy.  Sieber’s functional imbalance (an emphasis on 

a particular requirement at the expense of another) and overload (unwarranted assumptions made 

about agency capacity) have specific application here.  

 

Alfandari (2015) argues that the ‘systems’ underlying problems, i.e. latent conditions, need to be 

resolved in order for the practice to address the new working standards’ (p. 227). It is proposed that 

what happened in this case study was a mistaken belief that addressing the new practice standards 

(through new systems, tools, guides, manuals, structures, legislation etc.) would address the 

underlying issues. Whilst it might be that it does not require these latent conditions to be resolved 

before commencing other more tangible elements of the reform, as Alfandari (2015) suggests, there 

certainly is a case for them to be considered in parallel (again, something to which A fresh start (2016) 

committed). What this research has highlighted is that the failure to deliver on the promises of a 

reform, especially when it relates to such things as organisational culture, causes regression. Long 

before Sieber’s book, Pressman and Wildavsky (1973) advised that ‘promises can create hope, but 

unfulfilled promises can lead to disillusionment and frustration’ (p. 6). That disillusionment and 

frustration was powerfully expressed through the participant practitioners in this research. One of the 

causes was that the hopefulness about a ‘fresh start’ did not start with a grounded acknowledgement 

and acceptance of the current operating culture and climate, which would have provided a window 

into the readiness, willingness and capacity of the workforce to move forward. A runner who is 

exhausted, weary and disillusioned will not be able to run their fastest time, no matter how motivating 

a gold medal might be. Nothing from the practitioners’ reflections in this research would lead one to 
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conclude that readiness awareness was an integral part of preparation for reform. These two 

previously cited quotes articulate the problem most succinctly: 

And how can we expect practitioners to practise differently, or enhance their practice, if things were 

f**ked and broken back then, and we have just exacerbated the demands. (1.3) 

People were struggling before Nyland … because we started from a position of being vulnerable. You 

are working with a vulnerable population to begin with. (10.3) 

Importantly, practitioners saw the reform as something being done to them, not with them, especially 

with regard to issues directly related to their practice. One of the reasons for this was the 

projectisation of the reform effort. But reform is not simply another project or a series of tasks. Those 

who work in child protection, in the main, have a passion, commitment, a drive to make a difference 

which sustains them in this challenging work. The act of reforming that work therefore cuts into issues 

of professional identity, purpose, and may even redefine what it means to practise and be a 

practitioner. Yet programs of reform often fail to consider the emotionality of what it means to be a 

practitioner, or be engaged in a change process, preferring to see practitioners as passive, and the 

process as neutral. What eventuates is increased feelings of stress, dissatisfaction, and a diminution 

in that sense of purpose (see Tsang & Kwong’s 2017 review of teachers’ emotions in the context of 

educational reform). 

 

This process starts with a humble acknowledgement of the lived realities of practitioners in the current 

environment, without seeking to defend or resolve it. It involves testing out the ‘evidence’ contained 

in the report with the workforce at large, exploring meaning and making sense of the practitioners’ 

experience of practice, and being open to hearing what it is that they see as sustaining dysfunctional 

cultures that impact so profoundly on their ability to engage in and develop applied practice. It is about 

starting the conversation, about humility, and genuinely listening, acknowledging failures and ways in 

which the organisation had created a toxic environment by its own actions. In the same way that a 

statutory intervention is not neutral, and raises anxieties, fears, doubt and anger in children and 

families, so reforms create their own turbulence which, when added to existing tensions and strains, 

can tip the boat over completely (i.e. regression). Exploring how to make sure that the reform effort 

itself doesn’t exacerbate that exhaustion is critically important. Assuming that the reform efforts will 

not have an effect on the workforce is to invite disaster.  

 

Finally, it requires that practitioners be seen as experts, in the same way the organisation correctly 

expects practitioners to seek to see families as experts in their own lives when trying to understand 

what is happening in the family unit. Stanley and Lincoln (2016) suggest that improving organisational 
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culture needs to be ‘practitioner led’ (p. 200). Practitioners have experience, wisdom, knowledge and 

expertise which can contribute to a deeper understanding of what the challenges are and what they 

can bring to the table as part of addressing them. Stanley and Lincoln state (quoting Glisson, Green & 

Williams 2012) that ‘leadership is an undisputed imperative to an improved organisational culture’  

(p. 200). They are indeed correct that culture starts with leadership, and is sustained by the actions, 

messages and priorities they give.  The report equally identified the role of leaders in responding to 

the organisational cultural challenge ahead, recommending the appointment of leaders with the 

‘capacity to lead a major reform of organisational culture’ (R8). However, a move towards practitioner-

led processes is not to challenge the pivotal role of leaders, but rather, actually demonstrates 

leadership confidence by being willing to engage practitioners in a sustained process of addressing the 

problematic organisational culture that they lead. Engaging practitioners as experts sends a clear 

message of their value in co-leading a cultural shift. It is equally not enough to claim that as leaders 

they ‘understand’ the field because they used to once work in it. What is required is contemporary 

knowledge, not historical artefacts and anecdotes of times past.  

 

Ultimately, it is the parallel processes so regularly visited by practitioners which holds the key to 

commencing a process of preventing this form of indirect regression:  

It’s about a parallel process. If we expect staff to have respectful, collaborative relationships with kids 

and families, then executive and managers need to have respectful, collaborative relationships with 

staff. If we get that bit right, then everything else has a hope in hell’s chance of working out OK. (1.3) 

6.19 Closing comments   

This chapter has sought to apply Sieber’s (1981) concepts of regression and conversion to the current 

reform in South Australia’s child protection system, as a key part of responding to the research 

question about why the promises of reform not only are not achieved, but make things worse, and 

whether Sieber’s work can contribute to understanding why these regressive outcomes occur. What 

is proposed is that, based on the analysis of the practitioner participants’ reflections, the South 

Australian child protection reform meets the criteria for partial regression (in that practice has been 

regressed). As such, the undermining of practice is likely to result in the overall reform’s failing to meet 

its core goals of improving protective interventions, and thus safety outcomes for children. Whilst 

discrete elements of the actions taken in the context of the reform may well have their own unique 

positive contribution, the ‘resident pathogens’ have not only not been addressed, but have actually 

been accentuated by the reform. The establishment of direct, indirect and accelerant regression 

through the research has enabled a proposed supplementation of Sieber’s initial concept. Further, in 
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acknowledging that Sieber’s conversion mechanisms are omnipresent features of contemporary 

public administration (rather than something generated by reforms), a more structured understanding 

of where and when they occur is offered as a further contribution to Sieber’s initial framework. Three 

opportunities for strengthening the way in which a reform can become more ‘practitioner led’ are 

offered, to interrupt current trajectories towards practice failure arising from the actions of a reform.  
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CHAPTER  7:  
Concluding Comments  

 

7.1 The journey so far 

This thesis set out to respond to the following research question: 

Why do the promises of child protection reform generally fail to meet their stated goals and, 

in particular, why do the claims to strengthen practice have the opposite effect?  

This question arose from the researcher’s own extensive experience of working in child protection 

where, despite the promises and commitments of reforms to strengthen practice and support 

practitioners to be skilled, knowledgeable and confident in their work, they have singularly failed and, 

more often than not, paradoxically contributed to a worsening of the practitioner experience of, and 

opportunity to engage in, applied practice. Each time a reform commits to genuine change and then 

fails to deliver, practitioners are left to pick up the pieces of another missed opportunity.  The research 

set out to answer the ‘why’ question: ‘why does this happen, again and again?’ 

 

The researcher did not come to this research from a neutral stance. The quest for the ‘why’ was fuelled 

by decades of working in the sector. Through that experience, from frontline practitioner to executive 

leader, the researcher had formulated three knowledge claims which informed the starting point of 

the research. Those claims were: 

• that applied practice is an essential element in a child protection system’s ability to 

protectively intervene,  

• that applied practice has been systematically degraded and replaced with a mechanised, 

standardised and simplified form of ‘practice’ which fails children, and  

• that reforms of child protection, especially those which emerge from a focussing event or 

crisis, not only fail to transform but can have a paradoxical effect of worsening the system 

they claim to ‘fix’. Of note, such reforms have had a profoundly deleterious effect on practice.  

These claims then formed the scaffolding for the literature review, which considered the literature on 

reforms, the theoretical explanations as to why they have a tendency towards failure, the evidence to 

support the claim that applied practice plays a pivotal role in keeping children safe, and the contextual 

influencers which have served to undermine and degrade the critical functions of applied practice.  

  

Whilst more traditional explanations as to why practice has been de-emphasised and degraded, both 

generally and as a result of reform efforts (the powerful forces of neoliberalism, New Public 
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Management, managerialism for example) hold some currency they were, for the researcher, 

unsatisfactory and incomplete, given the researcher’s professional experience of witnessing such 

reforms over many years and the seeming contradictions which emerge when considering success or 

failure in reform implementation. One potential explanatory framework which had not been 

previously applied to child protection reforms was Sieber’s (1981) framework, which offered a 

potentially new perspective as to why the practice promises of reform not only fail to meet their stated 

goals, but have the opposite effect.  

 

The thesis did not seek to interrogate Sieber’s thesis, or in some way ‘prove’ its validity. What it did 

seek to do was apply it to a case study of reform in South Australia’s child protection system. In so 

doing, the aim to was consider whether its potential explanatory contribution improved the 

understanding as to why child protection reforms produced paradoxical outcomes for applied 

practice, and whether such application provided any new insights into how such regression might be 

addressed. The approach taken to explore this application was through directly engaging child 

protection practitioners involved in the case study reform.  

 

Permission was provided by the South Australian Department for Child Protection for the researcher 

to interview child protection practitioners during the early implementation stages of the A fresh start 

reform, in order to hear their experiences of that reform with regard to their own practice. This was 

done by interviewing each practitioner three times over a period of 14 months during the roll out of 

the reform. Such an approach provided a unique opportunity to engage in a reflective process with 

these practitioners, at different times in the reform journey, to help build a picture about their 

experience of practice at each interview phase, as well as a cumulative picture of that experience over 

time.  

 

The findings chapter (Chapter 5) sets out the rich accounts of these practitioners, which strongly 

supported the evidence that applied practice was an important element in purposeful engagements 

with children and families, and was integral to their own professional practice framework. It also 

revealed the practitioners’ profound concern about the state of such practice, and how they 

personally struggled to engage in applied practice in an organisational context where, they 

considered, it was de-emphasised, undervalued and diminished. They were equally equivocal about 

what they needed in order to try and practise well, and expressed coherently their lived experience 

of how those needs were routinely unaddressed or undermined, as well as the consequences for them 

and their practice.  
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Their deeply personal reflections echoed both the analysis of this degraded practice environment 

expressed in the 2016 Royal Commission report (as discussed in Chapter 4) and the evidence offered 

in the literature review (Chapter 2).  

 

With regard to the impacts the reform implementation was having on their practice, the researcher 

identified how the participant practitioners experienced a collective sense of hope and optimism that 

alongside all the other systemic, structural, procedural, legislative and operational enhancements 

announced within the program of reform, the challenges of practice would be finally addressed, as 

was the stated intent. 

 

The findings led to a conclusion that whilst practitioners acknowledged a number of discrete 

improvements that had occurred as a result the reform, they identified a series of challenges caused 

by the reform which, in their assessment, had either worsened their experience of practice or had 

failed to have any effect on the pre-reform challenges of practising in an applied way. Perhaps most 

illuminating was the consequences of failing to undertake a process, or processes, which would signal 

to the workforce the intention to address the ‘resident pathogens’ of culture, of practice value, and 

valuing practitioners. It was equally revealing that despite the promises of improvements to the 

enablers of practice, such as supervision, leadership and time to engage with children and families, 

the overall sense from this cohort of practitioners was that these had also failed to materialise, despite 

there being some improvements to specific components of these enablers.  

  

Whilst these findings do not lead to a conclusion that the reform is failing, there are indications that 

the reform was failing practice, and that practice was being failed by the reform. And because of the 

central role practice plays in contributing to safety outcomes for children, the proposition that it is 

being failed by this reform leads to the proposition that the whole reform has thus been compromised.  

In accepting the limitations of this study, as articulated in Chapter 3, such a finding is confirmatory of 

other research into the impacts of reform on practice (as discussed in the literature review).  

 

Applying Sieber’s concepts to the practitioner’s experiences was the focus of Chapter 6. By considering 

the practitioners’ feedback through the lens of Sieber’s two main features (regression and conversion) 

it was possible to establish how the criteria for Sieber’s regression had been met, and how conversion 

mechanisms could readily be identified, although the nature and manner of their influence on the 

reform trajectory was not specifically established. What emerged however is the value of the principle 
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of ‘conversion’ in strengthening any analysis of why reform intentions can produce the opposite effect. 

Finally, it is proposed that the data analysis led to potential extensions to Sieber’s framework, firstly 

by conceptualising regression as having different forms (direct, indirect and accelerant), and secondly 

by understanding conversion mechanisms along a continuum, which in turn may support 

improvements in the way one might identify and potentially interrupt their propensity towards 

regression.  

 

Finally, three ‘opportunities’ were presented in consideration of how a practice-informed process of 

inquiry and reform implementation may contribute to reducing the impact that crisis-induced reforms 

have on applied practice.   

7.2 Grounding the research 

Whilst it is entirely possible that the proposed ‘opportunities’ set out in Chapter 6 have some real 

value, the researcher is acutely aware that any attempt, here or in other subsequent research, to take 

corrective action by ensuring applied practice does not continue to be a casualty of reform, will be 

doomed without confronting a series of obstacles that lie ahead or, or at the very least, factor them 

into any proposal aimed at improving practice outcomes in future reform efforts. These may also 

present opportunities for further research.  

 

The first obstacle is whether those driving reform in child protection systems are firstly aware and, 

secondly, alert to whether the actions they are overseeing as part of implementing the reform are 

having a regressive impact on applied practice. For a system to invest in locating solutions to the 

regressive impacts of reform on applied practice, and allocating resources to resolving it, they have to 

a) be aware there is a problem, b) accept that applied practice is a keystone in the agency’s ability to 

keep children safe, and c) be concerned enough as a result of that awareness, to do something about 

it! It may be an uncomfortable truth, but it is erroneous to assume all of those elements are taken as 

read. This was an issue which Corwin, in the foreword to Sieber’s (1981) book, specifically highlighted: 

But his advice presumes that someone in power is sufficiently concerned about the adverse 

effects and sufficiently rational to go through the prescribed steps. It is a charming fantasy, 

but social intervention is basically a political act, a strategy that one party uses to control 

another. (p. xiii) 

The evidence in this reform and others before it is that whilst the rhetoric of reform is readily adopted, 

those in power (be they government or bureaucrats) are not sufficiently concerned that their own 
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actions may be contributing to the regression of a problem they claim to be fixing. That is not to 

suggest they are not concerned about degrading practice per se, but rather they are not concerned as 

much about degrading the type and form of practice which involves ideas of judgement, wisdom, 

intuition or discretion. One reason why this might be the case is that, as Sieber notes, the regressive 

impacts on a target (in this case applied practice) do not necessarily have regressive implications for 

the agency. As Sieber explains: 

A regressive intervention need not recoil on the agent, as is suggested by the common term 

self-defeating. What is defeated is the end-in-view and not necessarily the agent, for the 

simple reason that an array of self-protective devices is available to the perpetrator of 

counterproductive action. (p. 16) 

What is clear is that this reform is not in and of itself, self-defeating for the agency, and therefore 

those in authority are less likely to be concerned about the reform’s impact on specific aspects of 

service, given their likely focus on protecting the agency (something Commissioner Nyland identified 

was endemic in the former Families SA).  Bureaucracies can activate all of the self-protective strategies 

available to it to firewall itself against any critique of the reform by pointing to its KPIs and the task list 

of ‘completed’ recommendations. It will carry on regardless, not least because it has not 

comprehended (or chosen not to notice), or been sufficiently concerned, that applied practice is being 

regressed by its own actions. A more critical perspective might suggest that those in authority are 

actually fully aware of the impact of their actions, but accept them as a trade-off, as collateral damage 

in the friendly fire of reform.  

 

Without a shared sense of the criticality of applied practice, any intervention which seeks to place it 

centre stage in a reform implementation process is likely to be doomed.  

 

The next hurdle is considering Sieber’s following statement: 

Reverse consequences of purposive action will continue to plague us no matter what we do 

because of the powerful social forces that lie behind them. (p. 204) 

As has been discussed in this thesis, practice must be contextualised organisationally, politically and 

socially, and it is within these realms that powerful social forces push solution finding in child 

protection in a direction which is antagonistic to the very idea of applied practice. With the centrifugal 

forces of neoliberalism, New Public Management and risk aversion, what rises to the top is not (as so 

often proclaimed) a renewed trust in practice wisdom, judgement, discretion and experience, but a 

sustained belief in the safety of standardised, proceduralised, simplified and sanitised responses 
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which are often simply grafted on top of existing organisational structures, cultures and imperatives, 

in the hope they will iron out the inherent uncertainties, complexities and ambiguities of child 

protection work. It may well be, as Sieber seems to propose, that no matter what is attempted to 

(re)claim practice, efforts to reform such systems are rendered neutral by the dominant discourses 

that perpetually dislodge good intentions and, in so doing, ensure the status quo is maintained.  This 

has been manifested in what this research has termed ‘accelerant regression’, whereby features of 

these powerful practice-degrading forces were not only not reversed, but paradoxically emboldened 

and accelerated through the reform process.  

 

One of the challenges aligned to this is that within those powerful social forces are many of the 

features of Sieber’s conversion mechanisms! If these were features which were in some way 

generated or created by a reform process then it would be easier to spot them and, potentially, have 

a suite of options to address them. But … they are not. As discussed in Chapters 2 and 6, they are 

features of contemporary public and political systems and, as such, any attempt to address them in 

the context of a reform means also trying to address them more broadly in those systems. Placation, 

goal displacement, overload, functional shift, overcommitment—these are features that sit within, 

and contribute to, those powerful social forces, and have the same consequence for practice whether 

there is a reform or not. What happens in a reform environment is that their influence is amplified.   

 

Any proposition which seeks to interrupt a reform’s trajectory to reduce the impact of regression on 

practice has to factor in the prevailing paradigms and ideologies which have shaped practice over the 

past few decades. Any attempt to decontextualise ‘solutions’ to the dilemma of degraded practice 

from these powerful forces is an exercise in futility. 

 

The third significant hurdle is the inevitability that reforms will remain a default option whenever there 

is a crisis in child protection which triggers public outrage and, given that mistakes are an inevitability 

in practice (Munro 1996), it is inevitable that there will be more inquiries, which trigger more reforms. 

Buckley and O'Nolan (2013) refer to reforms as an ‘ineradicable element of the child protection 

terrain’ (p. 62) and whilst they speculate that ‘It is inevitable that the capacity of the child protection 

system to withstand the unlimited expectation of reform will soon be exhausted’ (p.102) there is no 

indication that any consideration of the systems exhausted capacity is leading to a rethink about their 

use.  
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The role that calling for a reform after a crisis has in anger management (see Jagannathan and 

Camasso 2013) cannot be underestimated and, as such, inquiries and their reforms are a powerful 

politico-legal instrument and play a key role in managing the fall out (see Gephart 1992). Alongside 

the deeply problematic consequences that crisis-induced reforms generate, such as simplified, short-

term, rushed and symbolic reactions, the main challenge to any ability to address the regressive 

consequences of such reforms on practice is the inevitability that no sooner is one reform underway 

than another crisis happens and the whole reform process starts afresh. As noted in the literature 

review, Polidano’s (2001) claims that most reforms fail because they rarely get past implementation, 

has much currency. Any attempt to address the challenges of child protection practice requires a long-

term strategy, but the role reforms play in placating an anxious society and a fragile, risk averse 

political system means such strategies are highly unlikely to eventuate.  

 

The powerful allure and anger-management appeal of reforms, discussed in the literature review, 

seem to have a dissolving effect on the overwhelming evidence that they simply do not work. Whilst 

Cullin (2010) states that reforms are ultimately ‘epistemologically flawed’ (p. 5) and therefore highly 

likely to fail, this does not appear to have dented their default status in times of crisis. The result, as 

White (2010) so eloquently proposes in a Guardian newspaper article, is a system which ‘keeps limping 

along—its feet bearing the self-inflicted gunshot wounds of trigger-happy policymakers’.  

 

One way round this obstacle would be to simply stop reforming or, at the very least, engage in what 

Roos (1982) refers to as either ‘absolute non-intervention’ or a return to a ‘state which takes action 

only in clearly specific cases and intervenes as little as possible’ (p. 494).  However, whilst calls have 

been made for there to be a suspension of reforms given their deleterious effects, they have not been 

heard. For example, Reder and Duncan concluded in 2004: 

Finally, since the findings of any next inquiry could reasonably be predicted before it has taken 

place, we would like to propose that no further public inquiries are commissioned before all 

the training and resource deficiencies identified over the last 30 years have been remedied. 

(p. 112, authors’ italics) 

Fifteen years of inquiries since then indicates that their proposal is not being heeded. Conklin (2005) 

strikes a sombre note about this phenomenon when he proclaims that ‘we have time to do it over 

again, but never time to do it right’ (p. 2). One explanation for this stubbornness might actually be 

found in a more politically nuanced analysis of considering reforms not so much as a vehicle for 

change, but a vehicle through which maintenance of the status quo becomes possible. As Little (2010) 

indicates, in all likelihood, reforms have contributed to the long life of dysfunctional systems, because 
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’the essential shape of systems and services remains largely unaltered’ (p. 35). The hypothesis is, as 

Cuban (1990) explains, that ‘recurring reforms rarely transform … because they were never intended 

to do so’; they are about strengthening a particular ideology or paradigm (p. 10). Episodic crisis-

induced reforms are integral to the maintenance of those powerful social forces referred to above 

and, ergo, play a key enabling role in the continued regression of practice. Solutions to addressing 

regression of practice in the context of perpetual reform cycles which rarely have a chance to get a 

foothold, presents a significant challenge to the viability of any proposed solution, as those solutions 

tend to get swept away when a new crisis emerges. 

 

The final hurdle is the unpalatable proposition that, no matter how research informed the idea that 

practice underpinned by knowledge, wisdom, experience, intuition, sense making and expert decision 

making is an essential element of keeping children safe, it is simply a quaint but ultimately 

unattainable, unrealistic goal in contemporary child protection service systems. One might consider 

those proposing a return to the days when practitioners ‘practised’ are seeing the world through rose-

tinted spectacles. Perhaps applied practice, with its ‘seeming incoherence and conceptual untidiness’  

(Clark 2008, p. 44) is simply a dying art. As explored in the literature review, the now predominant 

form of child protection practice, underpinned by all of its reinforcing bureaucratic and political 

architecture, has fundamentally eroded the expression, experience of and opportunity to engage in 

applied practice.  

 

Such a sustained period of erosion has fatally weakened the foundations and may have made any 

attempt to reclaim a form of practice which celebrates, nurtures and embraces experience, wisdom, 

judgement, sense making, discretion and intuition, an unattainable goal. Equally, there are academic 

debates about whether that such a practice orientated system was ever realistically fit for purpose 

(see Parton, 2014).  

 

As was evidenced in this research, and supported by the literature review, applied practice is in a 

terminal state of decline, with the consequence that child protection services are now increasingly 

being delivered by a whole generation of practitioners who understand ‘practice’ as nothing more 

than being compliant with procedures, manuals, targets, IT systems and practice tools. They have few 

if any reference points to reflect back on, or opportunities to explore, the ideas, skills and 

competencies applied practice requires. And even skilled and experienced practitioners (such as those 

in the interview cohort) acknowledge how their practice has been compromised, and how this leads 

to retreating into a self-preservation, survival mode, with limited capacity or energy to share their 
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knowledge or take time to build and nurture it. There has been a haemorrhaging of these 

practitioners, either to the edges of the service away from the front line, or out of the service 

altogether. Not only have these practitioners had their practice confidence eroded, they are now 

surrounded by those whose confidence is derived more from compliance and people processing, 

rather than insight, reflexiveness and practice wisdom.  

 

Munro (2011 a and b) rigorously asserted there is a need to reform the system to reclaim relationship-

based, child-centred practice which sees the practitioner as expert, and move away from the 

reductionist, performance-dominated and compliance-based infrastructure which manualises and 

mechanises the doing and the knowing in child protection. Such a stance is wholeheartedly embraced 

by practitioners and academics alike. However, Cooper (2011) takes a more pragmatic and critical 

approach, asking whether such a proposition, which involves reducing the role of procedures, manuals 

and practice tools, thus tearing down the ‘prison walls which we believe have impeded creativity and 

proper engagement with children’ (p. 2), is actually achievable. He poses the following questions: 

… do we have the expertise … to create the highly responsive, emotionally intelligent, 

systemically flexible and self-reflexive individuals, teams and organisations that the vision 

seems to require? (p. 10) 

and 

If the scaffolding we’ve had for some decades is to be dismantled—because there’s so much 

of it we can no longer see the house—how are we to find our way around the system with 

confidence? (p. 10) 

As Cooper (2011) notes, even if there was some intention to revert to the days of practitioner - driven 

practice, ‘too much water has flowed under the bridge’ (p. 3), suggesting that such a return is highly 

unlikely. Given first hand observations and experience of the incremental de-emphasising of applied 

practice, the researcher has regrettably much sympathy for this perspective. The harsh reality is that 

with the continued deprofessionalisation of the workforce, the homogenisation of practice, and the 

privileging of technical compliance over practice capabilities, it is inevitable that there will be fewer 

and fewer practitioners remaining who can engage in applied practice in this contemporary ‘practice’ 

environment, and thus lead or champion a reclamation process. As more and more skilled and 

experienced practitioners leave, they are replaced by newly qualified workers with no experience (or 

workers with no qualifications!) who get inducted into ‘how things are done around here’ by 

practitioners with little more experience themselves. These new and inexperienced practitioners in 
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turn are then supervised by practitioners barely past the beginning stages of their professional 

development. As a result, the organisational practice depth is hollowed out. This sentiment was clearly 

expressed by the participant practitioners in this research.  

 

It is entirely possible that child protection systems have reached a tipping point whereby the number 

of practitioners who have the experience and expertise to engage in applied practice has been 

overtaken by those with little and limited experience, not only in frontline practice, but also in 

positions where they are directing practice. This echoes Sieber’s claim that the regression of the target 

(in this case, practice) not only influences the target at that point but, critically, makes it less likely 

that future efforts will be able to improve the situation.  

7.3 A lost cause, or a cause for hope?  

Such an analysis of the prevailing obstacles could readily lead to the inextricable conclusion that 

unless, and only if, there is a revolutionary shift in the ideological, bureaucratic, political and 

paradigmatic influences of practice, there can be no hope that focussing-event reforms will ever truly 

address the practice challenges they claim to do.  It may well be that adopting such a stance places 

the researcher into the category that Payne (2016) refers to as ‘failurist’: those who see government 

as a ‘dysfunctional failure’, believing that it cannot be fixed and who are pessimistic about the future,  

yet paradoxically ‘believe we must continue to look to government to address national problems’ 

because of a ‘bedrock assumption: that government is—or at least can be—an effective and 

responsible problem-solving machine’ (p. 125). 

 

It is not surprising that the upshot of Payne’s (2016) analysis of a dozen books which look at failure of 

government reforms is that failurists have extremely limited hopes for any reform going forward—at 

best, there is tinkering at the edges—no fixes, no silver bullets, it is all too little, too late. Reforms, he 

claims, are like ‘a perpetual toothache that we simply have to get used to’ (p. 125). If it was a simple 

matter of these regressions being inconvenient, somewhat irritating, then the toothache analogy 

works. The problem is that with each reform, we are gnawing away at the gum, the very foundations 

which hold up even a failing system.  

 

The researcher, whilst accepting some of Payne’s (2016) criteria, diverts away from his proposition in 

two critical ways. 
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First, Payne (2016) claims that those who subscribe to the contradictory position of pronouncing 

failure on one hand whilst clinging to the sanctuary of governments’ being able to fix it eventually, do 

so not based on ‘reasoned analysis’ but due to ‘unexamined, culturally transmitted prejudice’ (p. 125). 

The researcher’s practice experience and this research endeavour is testament to a hunger for a 

reasoned analysis of the problem, and an exploration of any hopefulness for the future, despite 

seemingly incontrovertible evidence to the contrary. The aim of this research was to work within the 

boundaries of the possible, within the restricted limits of government engagement in wicked 

problems, without abandoning all hope that the only solution is to privatise public sectors such as 

child protection, or simply resign ourselves to a lifetime of meaningless perpetual reforms. What is 

needed is a continued focus on what’s possible. This research is part of informing, alerting, 

disentangling, in believing that there is no intention to deliberately sabotage the safety of children 

and, on that basis, interventions such as focussing event reforms can make a difference if the evidence 

is increasingly strengthened and more visible. Practice, like politics, is about the art of the possible!  

 

Second, Payne (2016) also suggests that failurists are ‘resistant to any evidence of bad outcomes’  

(p. 129). One of the key aims of this research has been to demonstrate that bad outcomes—regression 

—the worsening of the very thing intended to be improved, happens, and it is our alertness to this 

that may, just may, provide opportunities to rethink how we ensure crisis-induced reforms do not 

induce their own crisis by confounding the very thing that might prevent it in the first place. Sieber’s 

whole angst is based on how there had been a resistance, a blindness, an inability or unwillingness to 

comprehend, the potential for bad outcomes. This research has contributed to the evidence base 

about the essentiality of acknowledging that regression happens, about why it happens and how it 

may be tamed.  

 

However, we cannot wait for a ‘come the revolution’ approach, not least, as Cullin (2010) poignantly 

reflects:  

The real cost, however, is in the continued suffering of the children who these systems exist 

to protect. In Australia at least, the solution to this problematic cycle of perpetually redundant 

child protection reform has been evasive. (p. 15) 

Sieber himself considered that trying to find solutions to the challenges of regression might be 

‘foolhardy’ and ‘doomed to be as hit-and-miss as the prognostications of a fortune-teller’ (p. 204). 

Corwin agrees, noting that being able to take corrective action is ‘more of an expression of sociological 

faith than of sociological wisdom’ (p. xiv). 
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This does not stop Sieber proffering ‘precautions’ in the shape of a ‘set of policy guidelines that will 

be worthy at least of experimentation’ (p. 204), and calling for there to be a willingness to ‘change the 

system as we learn from experience, and to remove barriers that hinder progress’ (p. 8). Despite the 

overwhelming odds, Sieber is not defeated:  

But even the forlornness of a hope should not discourage all hoping when the stakes are 

staggeringly high. (p. 216) 

The researcher agrees. Whilst it is easy to simply say ‘it can’t be done’, Gillon (2001) argues that our 

deepening insights into how previous efforts have failed should ‘produce humility, not despair’ (p. 55). 

Cooper (2011) expresses the need for hope and humility in a grounded, reflective manner: 

Does this mean that all our efforts to improve our practice, make it safer, protect children 

better, are somehow doomed? No, it simply justifies us—and everyone else—being more 

realistic about what we can achieve. (p. 8, author’s italics) 

On such occasions, when our efforts unintentionally result in paradoxical outcomes, ‘we must look 

again at the maps and the charts with fresh eyes and try to plot better and wiser courses’ (Gillon 2001, 

p. 55). It is hoped that this research has contributed to the plotting of a more realistic, wiser course.   

 

Perhaps the most critical thing about which to be realistic is that, left as they are, focussing-event 

inquiries and their attendant reforms are unlikely to ever produce the type of practice transformation 

environment so urgently needed; whilst they make claims to the contrary, there are just too many 

factors conspiring against them ever achieving their practice-reform goals. That does not mean 

technical aspects of practice cannot be strengthened through system, structural and process 

enhancements which inquiries and their reforms can put in place, but the fundamental  shift required 

to make applied practice the ‘central commodity’ of an agency is going to require a completely 

different approach to the one currently adopted. It also does not mean that we should diminish the 

role the inquiries and reforms can play in scrutinising and holding to account child protection systems 

when there has been an error or ‘failure’. But notions of ‘reframing’ (Mansell et al. 2011), ‘remaking’ 

(Garrett 2003) or ‘reshaping’ (Lonne 2013) of child protection by strengthening practice and 

practitioners appear improbable, if not impossible, if we remain wedded to repeating the errors that 

perpetually emerge from crisis-induced reforms. Such remaking, reshaping and reframing is only ever 

likely to be achieved outside of the context of a focussing-event reform. Where departments have 

driven the paradigmatic shift in focus towards practice outside of the stranglehold of a crisis-induced 

reform, there have been some significant shifts (for example, the Reclaiming Social Work model in the 
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UK, the New Zealand practice framework developments, and the various Signs of Safety initiatives in 

Australia and internationally). 

 

The next thing about which to be realistic is that any approach in moving towards strengthening 

practice will take time and patience, and that small steps are the order of the day. Polidano (2001) 

expresses this in his reflections: 

Under most conditions, reform is less like leaping a chasm than crossing it on tightrope. 

Stopping midway is not an option: one has to press on. But forcing the pace can lead to 

disaster. One has to proceed slowly, pace by pace, all the while watching one’s step very 

carefully indeed. This does not mean giving up all hope of making major change: an 

incremental process of change can add up to a radical transformation if it is sustained long 

enough. It does mean, however, that any hopes of doing it all at once should be discarded.  

(p. 348). 

However, such an approach is the antithesis of focussing-event reforms. Simple, standardised, quick 

solutions are the order of the day. Only those reforms which have a self-initiated and defined program 

of practice reform can hope to have the time and space to take incremental, trial-and-error steps 

towards improvement and, even then, they remain vulnerable to the oppressive whims of a new crisis 

reform which demands that everything is thrown out to make room for a new ‘era’. And given that 

focussing-event reforms are highly unlikely to be dispensed with any time soon, the challenge is to 

consider how we can realistically interrupt the worst effects of these processes. It is absurd to simple 

resign ourselves to the inevitability of failure.  

 

There are grounds for some hope on the focussing-event reform tightrope. There is, for example, an 

undeniable shift in the narrative of inquiries, away from a name, shame and blame paradigm, to one 

which, whilst still holding practitioners and bureaucracies accountable and locating specific failures or 

errors, is adopting a far more critical approach to the role of past inquiries and reform efforts in 

contributing to systemic and practice malfunctions. The South Australian Royal Commission report 

joined the growing call to step back from the allure of prescription and approaches which undermine 

practice:  

 … while revised process and procedural controls might provide organisational comfort, it is a 

false comfort if they serve to undermine the professional skills and competence. (p. 48) 

Whilst this lesson does not appear to have been heeded, there is a mounting body of evidence 

emerging from such inquiries which will eventually reach a tipping point (whether it will be too late 
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by then is another matter). There is also much more consideration about the role applied practice has 

in keeping children safe; again, the South Australian Royal Commission report called for ‘professional 

knowledge and skills’ to be the ‘central commodity’ of the agency, (p. 70), and thus joins a growing 

chorus of inquiry voices which are urging greater diligence towards growing and enabling this element 

of protective interventions. There is also a much more identifiable tone of realistic expectation 

management emerging from the inquiries. For example, notions of ‘fixing’ were dispensed with by the 

report:  

The reforms recommended in this report will not completely fix the system. Child protection 

is not a problem with an easily identifiable ‘fix’ or an end point at which the problem can be 

assessed as solved. The best that can be hoped for is that the proposed reforms improve the 

system and mark the start of a process of continuous evaluation and improvement. (p. xiv) 

However, whilst these are indeed welcome developments, and cause for hope, the powerful forces of 

placation and the bureaucratised approach to reform implementation mean that these opportunities 

still get drowned out. And for so long as that happens, the promises of reform will persistently be 

broken.  

7.4 Contributing to current knowledge and future opportunities  

At the commencement of this thesis, a number of claims were made which reflected the current 

knowledge about child protection reform. It was known that reforms, especially those which emerge 

from crisis, rarely achieve their stated practice intentions and goals. It was also known that they can 

have perverse outcomes, making the situation worse, not better. Further, it was known that one of 

the casualties of such reform efforts has been applied practice, despite it being known that this plays 

a critical, if not the critical role, in keeping children safe. Finally, it was known that by applied practice 

being defeated by efforts which claim to strengthen it, outcomes for children, their families and the 

practitioners are negatively impacted. 

 

What has this research added to these claims, other than to provide further evidence as to their 

validity?  

 

Perhaps most centrally, it has contributed to a new perspective, a new narrative, to help grasp what 

might be happening and why it is happening, where we are getting stuck and what opportunities might 

exist to extricate ourselves from this perpetual reform rut. It has demonstrated that regression is not 

simply a convenient label, but provides a way of describing the lived reality of practitioners who are 
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engaged in a reform effort. By applying Sieber’s (1981) framework, it has been possible to set out a 

way of describing, and explaining, these knowledge claims with perhaps increased vividness which 

may in turn contribute to improvements in strengthening implementation processes of reform to 

capture regressive tendencies earlier.  

 

The principle of conversion, it is claimed, further builds on our knowledge base, as it provides a way 

of reconceptualising the process whereby well-intentioned reforms, undertaken by (in the main) well-

intentioned people, end up making a situation worse. Whilst such an explanation does not blindly 

dismiss the fact that reforms fail due to incompetence, bureaucratic malaise and political interference, 

or remove the potential for them to be simply inherently flawed, or just ‘sinful by nature’ (Sieber, 

1981, p. 25), it does offer some hope that by recognising the functions of these conversion 

mechanisms it may indeed, as Sieber claims, be possible to tame the worst effects of them. The 

application of Sieber’s concepts provides an approach which directly speaks to the how and the why 

of reform failure. That approach enables a new map to be drawn, which could be utilised at various 

points along the continuum, from inquiry through to implementation and evaluation, to provide 

options, a change of direction, an opportunity to break the pattern of failure and regression. It has the 

potential to offer a new compass, by providing a new frame, as Colander and Kupers (2014) advise.  

 

Further, this research plays a confirmatory role to the current body of research undertaken in a similar 

vein with regard to how practice is being failed by reforms. It complements the body of work regarding 

the perversity of focussing event reforms and how they play a significant paradoxical role in weakening 

one of the proclaimed goals of reform (strengthened practice) which in turn undermines the whole 

reform itself. Combining this research with, for example, Cullin’s (2010) exceptional system analysis 

of reforms in Queensland, Alfandari’s (2015) research in Israel, or the Munro Review in the UK (2011), 

helps build a consensus of the problem, despite remaining challenged as to the ‘solution’. What is 

unmistakably clear through this building of the knowledge base is that commitments to 

transformation, to redesign, to strengthening practice are highly unlikely to be achieved in the context 

of a focussing-event reform; the outputs from such processes may contribute, but cannot be relied 

upon, as the vehicle of practice reform. Such reform needs to be organic, bottom-up, practice driven, 

evidence informed, long-term and resilient in order to ward off outward pressure to abandon it when 

something goes wrong. This is not to suggest that inquiries should not continue to explore what went 

wrong, and make case-specific or organisational enhancements which may reduce the likelihood of a 

similar ‘error’. Claiming fundamental redesign, reorientation, cultural shifts and high-quality practice 
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as an outcome from focussing-event reforms is an exercise in futility and, as this research has 

demonstrated, plays a significant role in the regressive outcomes of the reform.  

 

The research also contributes to a consolidation of the research evidence about the central role of 

applied practice being able to support child protection agencies to achieve their purpose. In this 

regard, Cullin’s work on the organisational purpose of child protection is most germane: 

A child protection departments purpose is achieved only through the competent decision 

making and actions of these frontline workers in each ‘case‘ in which they are involved. A 

department cannot decide and cannot act; only individuals can do so. (2010 p. 237). 

One of the ways this research has contributed to the discussion about purpose is by engaging with the 

voice of frontline practitioners, to hear their experiences and consider the impacts a reform was 

having on their being able to achieve their purpose. Their voice has, it is proposed, reaffirmed that 

practitioners have a practice purpose, and see purpose in their practice. They confirmed that the 

safety of children who are at risk of harm can only be achieved through the engagement of 

practitioners using applied practice skills. They demonstrated the very nature of ‘heroic’ practice 

(Whittaker 2014, p. 292) with its sense making, intuition, judgement forming and reflectiveness. When 

these are undermined, so too is the core agency function. When the purpose is confused with system 

maintenance, political symbolism and protecting technocratic ideology, then the core functions will 

remain unattainable and error inevitable.  

 

Whilst it may be possible to have this small group of practitioners’ perceptions ‘relegated to a realm 

of methodological controversy where they can be dispatched with little ceremony’ (Sieber 1981,  

p. 48), they should not be dismissed. We need to take them seriously, in the same way that the Royal 

Commission took them seriously. That includes accepting the finding in the report which confirmed 

the ‘indispensable role of practical knowledge, informal processes, and improvisation in the face of 

unpredictability’ (Scott, J 1998, p. 5). What the practitioners did through their engagement in this 

research was to shine a light on the processes through which the report’s acknowledgement of 

practice being the central commodity became translated into a series of tasks and measured activities 

which not only undermined these practitioners still further, but contributed to the degradation of this 

indispensable element of keeping children safe.  

 

Four potential future research opportunities may emerge from this research. 
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Firstly, the ‘opportunities’ discussed in Chapter 6 could provide options for further research into how 

we can create opportunities for inquiries and reform efforts to be truly ‘practice informed’, not simply 

by the act of evidence giving, but in the analysis and development of potential options for responding 

to identified practice challenges as well as in practice-informed implementation. Each of the 

opportunities provides fertile ground for further exploration.  

 

Second, further opportunities to walk alongside practitioners during reforms should be considered an 

integral part of reform implementation and/or evaluation. One of the research implications, however, 

is that unless the researcher/s are what Milligan (2016) refers to as a knowledgeable outsider, doing 

this sort of research is challenging. Engaging practitioners who at the start of the research are known 

to be frustrated, anxious, weary and defeated, requires the researcher to be both credible, and highly 

experienced and skilled themselves, so as to manage the sensitivities involved and the complex 

emotional behaviours which inevitably arise, whilst at the same time, remaining objective. 

 

Thirdly, a more longitudinal exploration of reform impacts could shed further light on whether the 

perceptions garnered in the early stages of a reform effort are fleeting and transition over time, or 

whether they are enduring and/or actually are exacerbated as the reform period goes on. It is 

acknowledged that this research is based on perspectives in the early stages of a reform; as more of 

the reform is undertaken, other perspectives may emerge which either consolidate these findings, or 

provide insight into the changing nature of how reforms influence and impact practice over a longer 

period of time.  

 

Finally, opportunities to broaden the cohort of practitioners engaged in reform should be considered. 

This research was based upon a cohort of practitioners who may well be atypical of the wider cohort 

of frontline staff, who are increasingly comprised of less-experienced practitioners with a reduced 

level of practice experience and depth. Their experiences of reform may well be entirely different from 

this cohort, not least given their propensity towards more structured, standardised and manualised 

forms of practice to guide the early stages of their career. They are less likely to have experienced 

exposure to applied practice, or have been supervised in such a way as to grow and nurture it and so, 

for them, the discrete actions of the reform may well reveal a different perspective than the one 

presented here.  
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Irrespective of whether one or all of these might be pursued, what is clear is that there needs to be 

sustained level of research into the whole area of practice and its troublesome relationship with crisis-

induced reforms.  

7.5 The last word(s) 

This thesis ends with two discrete reflections – one from the researcher, and the other, from the 

practitioners engaged in this study. 

 

Firstly, in returning to the substantive research question: 

Why do the promises of child protection reform generally fail to meet their stated goals, 

and in particular, why do the claims to strengthen practice have the opposite effect? 

Most child protection reforms promise to strengthen a system’s ability to protect children from harm 

and abuse and in so doing, improve outcomes for children.  Such promises were made in the case 

study reform which has formed the central focal point of this research: 

… an improved child protection system in South Australia should aim not merely to respond 

better to child maltreatment, but to prevent it in the first place. (Child Protection Systems 

Royal Commission p. 152) 

and 

 … outcomes for children in the child protection system will improve as a result of these 

reforms. (Attorney-General’s Department p. 9) 

It is proposed that central to any child protection systems ability to achieve these goals is through the 

applied practice skills of its workers. As Reder and Duncan (2004) note: 

… it is likely to be the attributes, skills, thinking capacities and working conditions of staff 

within the organizations which will bring critical improvements to everyday child protection 

practice. (p. 103)  

It is of course acknowledged that technical, operational, system and organisational enhancements are 

a critical component of any change agenda, and further, it is acknowledged that these changes, 

individually and collectively, play an important role in enabling a child protection agency to meet these 

goals. However, this research has considered the proposition that the promises of reform rarely 

eventuate because they fail to respond to the specific requirements which enable and facilitate 
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applied practice. Reforms which focus on practical, and not practice, changes ultimately fail to deliver 

on their promises.   

 

What the research was able to establish is that considering such a proposition through the work of 

Sieber (1981), it is possible to improve our understanding as to how a confluence of factors - some 

inherent within agencies, and others embedded within reforms themselves - conspire to ensure that 

despite the resounding evidence as to the critical role practice plays in improving safety for children, 

practice is undermined and as a result, the whole reform effort it confounded. Further, reforms not 

only fail because they fail practice, such a failure leaves the situation in a greater mess.  

 

It only seems fitting to give the last word to the true ‘heroes’ of this research, those 22 practitioners 

who contributed so much of their wisdom, insight and experience, without whom this research would 

have remained a desktop analysis devoid of the richness that can be tapped into when one takes the 

time to listen. Of the thousands of words in the transcripts across 61 interviews, for the researcher, 

this reflection perhaps sums up the central hypothesis of the research: 

The reform said to listen to us about practice change, and practice change means encouraging us to 

have professional discretion, and trusting our assessments, not giving it to others to do. Trust in us, 

believe that we can do a good job. Because that will create morale, people will say ‘God, you’re 

listening to us’, it will be slow, it will be tiny, it will be timid, it will be fragile. (13.2) 
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APPENDICES 
 

Appendix 1: Expression of interest 

Invite to participate in practice research! 

  

Hi I’m Anthony Kemp, a PhD student from the University of Tasmania and I am writing to 

invite you to become part of a research study in to the impacts of reforms in child protection 

services on front line practice. 

  
The purpose of this research is to explore how reforms of child protection systems impact and 

influence front line child protection practice. We know from research and experience that 

quality practice, undertaken by well supported, knowledgeable and skilled practitioners, is 

critical to improving safety outcomes for children. However, research also indicates that 

despite the well-intentioned efforts of reform, the implementation of actions emerging from 

them may actually result in increasing the challenges practitioners face in being able to 

undertake quality practice.  It is essential therefore that we better understand how, and in 

what ways, practice is influenced by the process of a reform, and by doing so, identify ways 

to reduce these emerging practice challenges. 

  

As a front-line child protection practitioner senior or supervisor, you have a unique 

perspective on the central theme of this research – practice. In order to ground this research, it 

is essential that we understand the lived experiences of you as a practitioner involved in a 

reform process, to better understand how these reform efforts are impacting on day to day 

opportunities to engage in quality practice. Your reflections and unique perspective on 

practice in the context of a live reform provide valuable evidence for this research. 

  
As a participant in this research I am seeking to conduct three semi structured interviews with 

you, spread out over the coming 12 months, where we will engage in a process of reflection 

and discussion about how your practice is being influenced by the implementation of the 

recommendations from the South Australia Child Protection Systems Royal Commission 

Report, “The Life They Deserve”. 
  

The researcher is very conscious of your work demands, so meetings will be conducted with 

the least amount of intrusion and disruption as possible, and at a time and venue which best 

suits you. The research has been approved by the Department. Please contact me 

at: anthony.kemp@utas.edu.au, if you are interested in participating in this research. 
  
  
Distributed for Tony: 
Julie Petersen 
Principal Research Officer 
Department for Child Protection 
PO Box 1072 or 31 Flinders St, Adelaide  5000 
t (08) 8124 4150 e julie.petersen@sa.gov.au w www.childprotection.sa.gov.au 
Facebook | Twitter | LinkedIn 
  

mailto:anthony.kemp@utas.edu.au
http://www.childprotection.sa.gov.au/
https://www.facebook.com/ChildProtectionSA/
http://departmentforchildprotection.cmail19.com/t/d-l-kjkhpd-nddildlut-jl/
https://www.linkedin.com/company-beta/16159645/
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This email may contain confidential information, which also may be legally privileged. Only the intended recipient(s) may access, use, 
distribute or copy this email. If this email is received in error, please inform the sender by return email and delete the original. If there are 
doubts about the validity of this message, please contact the sender by telephone. It is the recipient's responsibility to check the email and 
any attached files for viruses. 

Please consider the environment before printing my email. 
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Appendix 2: Participant information sheet 

 

 

Participant Information Sheet 

Practice in Child Protection – an unintended casualty of reform.  

This information sheet is for the research participants – front line child protection 

practitioners and senior practice leaders and or supervisors.  

Invitation. 

I am writing to invite you to become part of a research study in to the impacts of reforms in child 

protection services on front line practice. This short Information Sheet aims to provide information 

about the research in order to support your decision making about participation.  

This study is being conducted in fulfillment of a PhD for Anthony Kemp, under the supervision of 

Professors David Adams and Rob White, University of Tasmania.  

What is the purpose of this study? 

The purpose of this research is to explore how reforms of child protection systems impact and 

influence front line child protection practice.  

We know from research and experience that quality practice, undertaken by well supported, 

knowledgeable and skilled practitioners, is critical to improving safety outcomes for children. 

However, research also indicates that despite the well-intentioned efforts of reform, the 

implementation of actions emerging from them may actually result in increasing the challenges 

practitioners face in being able to undertake quality practice.  It is essential therefore that we better 

understand how, and in what ways, practice is influenced by the process of a reform, and by doing so, 

identify ways to reduce these emerging practice challenges. 

Why have you been invited to participate? 

As a front-line child protection practitioner, you have a unique perspective on the central theme of 

this research – practice. In order to ground this research, it is essential that we understand the lived 

experiences of you as a practitioner involved in a reform process, to better understand how these 

reform efforts are impacting on day to day opportunities to engage in quality practice. Your reflections 

and unique perspective on practice in the context of a live reform provide valuable evidence for this 

research, which will not only consider how reforms impact practice, but also propose a framework 

which could detect and minimize any negative implications for practice from well-intentioned reform 

efforts.  

What will you be asked to do? 

As a participant in this research I am seeking to conduct three semi structured interviews with you, 

spread out over the coming 12 months, where we will engage in a process of reflection and discussion 

about two central practice considerations: 



259 
 

• How you have experienced the changes activated through the reform in terms of specific 

practice skills identified in the “The Life They Deserve”, such as professional judgement, clinical 

expertise, expert knowledge, practice wisdom for example, and 

• How you have experienced the changes activated through the reform in terms of specific 

practice enablers, such as organizational culture, leadership, time to practice, support, learning 

and development, and supervision.  

The researcher is very conscious of your work demands, so meetings will be conducted with the least 

amount of intrusion and disruption as possible, and at a time and venue which best suits you.  

The interviews will be electronically recorded, with a transcription drawn up immediately afterwards, 

and shared with you for your consideration.  

Are there any possible benefits from participation in this study? 

As noted above, research which considers the impacts and influences on practice and practitioners of 

reform must engage those best positioned to provide critical practice based reflections– the 

practitioner. Your participation in this study will add real value to the evidence base of research about 

how reforms directly and indirectly influence practice.  

By participating in the field research, you have an opportunity to share you real time, lived experience 

of the impacts of a current reform process on your practice, and reflect on how the implementation 

of recommendations are influencing your engagement in professional, quality practice. 

This evidence will help us contribute to the knowledge base about how we optimize reform efforts to 

truly deliver on practice enhancements, and, if there is evidence to indicate that reforms might be 

contributing to making practice more difficult, we can identify opportunities to predict how we 

minimize this happening.  

Given that this research is going to spread across a year, a further benefit of your participation is that 

through the researcher’s periodic thematic feedback to the Department, there will be opportunities 

for the Department to consider how the reforms are influencing practice and whether adjustments 

need to be made if challenges are identified.  

Are there any possible risks from participation in this study? 

There are no identifiable risks associated with your participation with this research. Your participation 

is entirely voluntary, completely confidential and deidentified.  

What if you change my mind during or after the study? 

You are free to withdraw at any time, and you can do so without providing an explanation. 

What will happen to the information when this study is over? 

As this field research is part of a PhD thesis, there are specific requirements about the retention of 

information obtained. These are also supplemented by specific requirements of the Department. All 

information obtained will be held securely by the University of Tasmania in accordance with their strict 

data retention requirements, for a period 5 years, and thereafter destroyed.  

How will the results of the study be published? 

This research is being conducted to contribute to a PhD study. The information gathered in the 

interviews will form an integral part of the thesis submission, which will be publicly available on 
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completion. Prior to any finalization of the relevant sections of the thesis which considers the case 

study material, the researcher will present de-identified summary findings to the Department for Child 

Protection and offer to make a formal presentation to the Department to outline the core findings.  

The final document (thesis) will include only de-identified information, thus maintaining your 

confidentiality throughout your participation.  

The Department may utilize its internal communication channels to disperse the thematic findings of 

this research.  

What if you have questions about this study? 

If you wish to discuss this proposed research further, please contact: 

1. Anthony Kemp on anthony.kemp@utas.edu.au  

2. Or the Department’s involvement please contact Julie Petersen 

This study has been approved by the Tasmanian Social Sciences Human Research Ethics Committee. If 

you have concerns or complaints about the conduct of this study, please contact the Executive Officer 

of the HREC (Tasmania) Network on +61 3 6226 6254 or email human.ethics@utas.edu.au. The 

Executive Officer is the person nominated to receive complaints from research participants. Please 

quote ethics reference number H0016256 

This information sheet is for you to keep. If you are interested in being part of the case study, then 

we can proceed to discuss more specific details regarding consent, time table and other 

considerations prior to final ratification.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:anthony.kemp@utas.edu.au
mailto:human.ethics@utas.edu.au
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Appendix 3 : Consent form 

 

  

Participant Consent Form 

Child Protection Practice – an unintended casualty of reform 
This consent form is to be signed by practitioners in the Department for Child Protection.  

I agree to take part in the field research study named above. 

1. I have read and understood the Information Sheet for this study. 

2. The nature and possible effects of the study have been explained to me. 

3. I understand that the study involves three semi structured interviews with the 

researcher so as to provide reflections about the impacts and influences of the current 

Reform (A Fresh Start) on front line practice.  I understand that the researcher will be 

taking notes of the interviews, and that I will be afforded an opportunity to review these 

records as part of quality assurance and fact checking.  

I further understand that these interviews will take approximately one and a half hours, 

but that there is flexibility to extend or contract these sessions by mutual agreement.  

4. I understand that all research data will be securely stored on the University of 

Tasmania’s premises for five years from the publication of the study results, and will 

then be destroyed unless I give permission for my data to be stored in an archive. 

I agree to have my study data archived.  

Yes   No   

5. Any questions that I have asked have been answered to my satisfaction. 

6. I understand that the researcher(s) will maintain confidentiality and that any information 

I supply to the researcher(s) will be used only for the purposes of the research and will 

be deidentified. 

7. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I may withdraw at any time 

without any effect.  

8. If I so wish, I may request that any data I have supplied be withdrawn from the research 

until [date].  

 

Participants name:  _______________________________________________________  

 

Participants signature : ____________________________________________________ 
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Date :  ________________________ 

Statement by Investigator  

 I have explained the project and the implications of participation in it to this 

volunteer and I believe that the consent is informed and that he/she understands 

the implications of participation. 

If the Investigator has not had an opportunity to talk to participants prior to them participating, 

the following must be ticked. 

 The participant has received the Information Sheet where my details have been 

provided so participants have had the opportunity to contact me prior to consenting 

to participate in this project. 

 

Investigator’s name:  Professor David Adams  
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Appendix 4: Practitioner participant table 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Age Gender  Qualification Time post qualifying Number of 
interviews 

40+ F MSW 10+ 3 

40+ F MSW 10+ 3 

40+ M BSW 10+ 3 

40+ F BSW 10+ 3 

40+ F BSW  5–10  3 

40+ M MSW 10+ 2 

<30 F MSW <5 3 

40+ F MSW  5–10 3 

40+ F B. Soc. Sc 10+ 3 

30–40 F BSW  10+ 3 

30–40 F MSW  10+ 3 

40+ F B. Soc. Sc 10+ 2 

30–40 F MSW <5 3 

<30 M BSW <5 3 

30–40 F BSW <5 3 

40+ F MSW 10+ 3 

40+ F BSW 10+ 2 

40+ F BSW 10+ 2 

40+ F BSW 5–10 3 

40+ F BSW 10+ 2 

<30 F MSW <5 3 

40+ F BSW <5 3 

 19 F 
3 M 

  61 
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Appendix 5: Interview guide 

Type of question Definition Purpose Baseline example Second and third interview  

Grand Tour 
questions  
(Spradley 1979) 

Overarching 
questions  

Opening / establishing rapport 
Clarifying process 
 
Enabling the practitioner to start 
to share their insights and 
experiences at a general level  

• Tell me a little about your 
practice experience in child 
protection, what you do, where 
you work, what you love about 
the work you do. What presents 
the greatest challenges for you?  

• Why did you express an interest 
in this research?  

• What do you hope might be 
achieved by participating in the 
research? 

• Is there anything you need 
explained, or you want to 
discuss, about the research?   

Can you share what has been happening 
since we last met in regards to the 
Reform actions under A fresh start? 
 
What have been the major milestones 
that have been achieved in your opinion 
in 2018? 
 
How connected and engaged are you to 
this reform? What has happened since 
we last met to either strengthen your 
engagement / commitment to the 
reform, or weaken your sense of 
connectedness?  

Core questions A series of questions 
which act as “coat 
hangers” to hang 
specific elements the 
research question to 

To answer the research question  
 
Develop flow and engagement 
between researcher and 
practitioner 
 
To check / recheck / clarify 
specific elements of the 
practitioners experience of the 
reform in terms of impacts on 
their practice.  
 
To establish a baseline of critical 
topics regarding practitioner 
experiences of practice.  

• What is your understanding of 
the term “practice”? 

• What do you feel are the most 
important features of your 
practice? 

• What do you consider you need / 
require / enables you to practise 
well? 

• What in your opinion stops you / 
prevents you from being able to 
practise well? 

• What are the activities which 
take up most of your time as a 
practitioner? 

• What are your general 
perceptions and thoughts on the 
RC Report? 

• What do you think were its 
strongest contributions? 

In what ways has this reform made your 
ability to practise more attainable?  
 
In what ways has the reform assisted 
you to practice more effectively? 
 
Can you share your thoughts on any 
specific reform actions which have 
resulted in unintended or unforeseen 
consequences for you as a practitioner?  
 
There are a number of specific themes 
which emerged from the Commission 
and were adopted by Government as 
part of the reform. Can we discuss each 
of them in terms of your perspective on 
how those themes are being actioned 
through the reform: 
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• As a Report in to your service, 
how would you rate its ability to 
truly capture the key challenges 
and issues of CP? 

• What are your observations 
about the promises this reform 
has made regarding practice?  

• In what ways have you been 
engaged in, or feel connected to, 
or have been communicated 
with, about the reform 
underway? 

• What impacts, if any, have the 
initial reform actions had on your 
practice – either directly, or 
through changes to the things 
that you have identified help you 
practise well? 

• The implementation of the 
reforms is in its early days. Over 
the coming year/s what do you 
hope these reforms will do  

• for you as a practitioner  

• your team 

• your agency 

• Professional judgement, 
practice wisdom, knowledge, 
skills  

• Being valued as a practitioner 

• Practice being valued 

• Organizational culture 

• Leadership 

• Learning and development 

• Time and workload  
A number of specific tools or activities 
arising from the reform to date were 
identified – new documents, templates, 
directives, policies, new structures and 
systems (based on DCP activity register 
for the reform). How / in what ways / 
have these changes aimed at practice 
had influenced and impacted your 
practice? 

 
The Royal Commission referred to the 
central commodity of the agency being 
practice knowledge. What in your 
opinion has happened, or is happening, 
to realise that through this reform?  
 
The Commission provided a line in the 
sand point for us to assess whether 
practice has improved. What is your 
assessment about how your practice has 
been influenced, impacted or changed 
as a result of the current reforms? 
 
What have been the consequences for 
you in terms of the being part of this 
reform in regards to your own morale, 
and your own practice?  
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Reforms offer hope. What is your hope 
about this reforms ability to deliver 
opportunities to address the challenges 
of practice? 

 
If you had the opportunity to sit with 
executive, or the minister, what would 
you say about this reform or what would 
you recommend they do in regards to 
this reform going forward? 
 
What do you think needs to happen to 
actually truly address practice in CP? 

Follow up 
opportunities  

Clarifying and 
explorative question  

To enable specific elements of 
the research question to be 
considered 
 
Capturing more insight and detail 
To build a sequential platform for 
the next question 
 
Dependent on practitioners’ 
responses  

• You mentioned X in your response to that question. Can you please share a 
little more about that insight?  

• Would you mind expanding on the point you just made about Y 

• In your opinion, why is that the case?  

• What does that actually look like for you on the front line? Can you give an 
example?  

• In our first interview, you mentioned X and Y. I wonder if you might share 
what has happened specifically in regards to those observations now some X 
months in to this reform?  

• How does your response then marry to our earlier discussion about Y?  
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Appendix 6: Royal Commission: Summary 

FEATURE SUMMARY 

THE FOCUSSING EVENT 
The sexual abuse of children by a Families SA employee. Shannon McCoole was arrested in June 2014 after SA Police were alerted to 
McCoole’s publishing and sharing images of children, some of whom were later identified as being in the state’s care. He was 
subsequently charged, convicted and sentenced to 35 years’ imprisonment. This key focussing event coincided with increasing 
disquiet about the functioning of the state’s child protection service following a number of high-profile cases coming to the public’s 
attention. A Child Protection Systems Royal Commission was formally established to consider this matter in August 2014.  

TERMS OF REFERENCE  
The terms of reference required the Commissioner to inquire and provide a report on the following matters: 

1.  The adequacy of existing laws and policies relevant to the State’s child protection system for children at risk of harm. 

2.  Improvements that may be made to existing laws, policies, structures and allocation of resources relevant to the State’s child 
protection system for children at risk of harm. 

3. The adequacy of existing practices and procedures adopted by Families SA and other relevant agencies, including entities licenced by 
the Minister, in implementing the State’s child protection system for children at risk of harm. 

4. Improvements that may be made to the practices and procedures of Families SA and other relevant agencies, including entities 
licenced by the Minister, to provide for the best practical and financially achievable implementation of the State’s child protection 
system for children at risk of harm. 

5. The inquiry into the above matters should include consideration of, but is not limited to, the following matters:  

a) The means by which a child who may be at risk of harm is brought to the attention of relevant authorities. 
b) The assessment, by relevant authorities, as to whether a child is at risk of harm. 
c) The assessment, by relevant authorities, about whether to remove, or not to remove, a child from the custody and care of their 

guardians and to place the child in the custody and/or under the guardianship of the Minister. 
d) Whether the environment into which a child is placed, either on a short-term or long-term basis, is safe. 
e) The assessment, by relevant authorities, of persons who work and volunteer with children in the custody and/or under the 

guardianship of the Minister. 
f) Management, training, supervision and ongoing oversight of persons who work and volunteer with children in the custody and/or 

under the guardianship of the Minister. 
g) The reporting of, investigation of and handling of complaints about care concerns, abuse or neglect of children cared for in the 

custody and/or under the guardianship of the Minister. 
h) The staffing of the State’s child protection system to ensure the safety of children at risk of harm (p. xi) 

 



268 
 

THE COMMISSION’S 

REPORT 
In August 2016, Commissioner Nyland submitted her report to government, titled The life they deserve, spanning two volumes over 
700 pages. Volume 1 included analysis of a) the system’s challenges, b) the child protection processes, c) out-of-home care,  
d) children with special and diverse needs, and e) system-wide changes to improve child safety in South Australia. Volume 2 
contained a series of case studies, exploring four specific children’s cases as well as forensically examining the chain of events in the 
‘case’ of Shannon McCoole. The four case scenarios included a young child, a high-risk family case, a young person leaving care, and a 
child with complex needs in out-of-home care. 

KEY FINDINGS  
This Inquiry reveals a system overwhelmed by the volume and complexity of work, with notifications received every day relating to 
children living in dire circumstances who desperately need someone to take action on their behalf. (p. xiv) 

The report identified a ‘system in disarray’ (p. vii), which was fundamentally ‘unsafe’ (p. xvi), with many ‘children in the care of the 
state … abused and neglected … by the system that was supposed to protect them’ (p. xiv), a system which did not ‘always operate to 
secure what is genuinely in the best interests of the child’ (p. 242). It was a service ‘unable to respond to the needs of the state’s 
vulnerable children’ (p. 92), which ‘lacked the capacity to respond appropriately to children in need of care and protection’ (p. xiv) 
and was ‘ill equipped to respond to the needs of many at risk children’ (p. xv). It was a system that could respond to ‘only the most 
serious and critical cases’ (p. xvi), with a response which was ‘so late that there is little choice to do anything other than to remove 
the child from their family’ (p. xiv), thus creating a service in crisis, responding only to crises. It was a service based on ‘an outdated 
model’ and that ‘[s]imply investigating and responding to specific incidents is no longer adequate’ (p. xiv). As to the wider systems to 
protect children (the primary and secondary service systems) the report’s key finding was that ‘prevention and early intervention 
services in South Australia are fragmented and poorly coordinated’ (p. 159). 

RECOMMENDATIONS  
The Life they deserve report made 260 recommendations, including four recommendations the Commission made in June 2016 which 
needed immediate actioning, including the decoupling of the child protection service from the Department of Education and Child 
Development, the appointment of a new CE for this new agency, with proven credibility in child protection, a flattening of the 
management hierarchy and a ‘refreshed’ leadership. The department has clustered the recommendations into the following 
categories:  

• Universal services (7),  

• Early intervention (19),  

• Addressing child safety concerns (40),   

• Children with diverse needs (20),  

• Out-of-home care (57),  

• Transitioning to adult life (12),  

• Agency reforms (53), and  
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• Advocacy, oversight and accountability (52) 

OUTCOMES  
The reforms recommended in this report will not completely fix the system. Child protection is not a problem with an easily 
identifiable ‘fix’ or an end point at which the problem can be assessed as solved. The best that can be hoped for is that the proposed 
reforms improve the system and mark the start of a process of continuous evaluation and improvement. (p. xiv) 

The Commissioner identified a series of outcomes that should eventuate from the endorsement and implementation of the 260 
recommendations. Nothing short of the system being ‘completely overhauled’ (p. 70) would suffice, requiring the agency to 
‘transform itself’ (p. 69) through a ‘reorientated’ (p. 47) system which was ‘forward - thinking and proactive’ (p. 70) where child 
protection was its ‘primary focus’ (p. xvii). The main outcomes (specific to the child protection service) included: 

• The cycle of abuse and neglect would be broken, through early intervention which would ‘interrupt painful, adverse 
experiences for children’ (p. 152). 

• The service would ‘identify and respond to family problems much earlier than is currently possible’ (p. 220). 

• Children would be diverted away from the child protection system through alternative intervention strategies and referral 
pathways, which would result in fewer children requiring a protective response. This would increase capacity in the child 
protection system to respond to those children who needed protective intervention.  

• Those in care would have nurturing, consistent, safe and responsive care, to support healing and growth, through increased 
responsiveness and choice in Out of Home Care, wrapped around by supportive and therapeutic services which together 
would improve their outcomes across a range of life domains. 

• Child protection services would be delivered by ‘trained, experienced practitioners under ongoing clinical supervision and 
supported by clear organisational policy as to the importance of responding to protect children from all types of abuse and 
neglect’ (p. 200). Workers would be skilled, confident and capable, using professional judgement, discretion and expertise to 
safeguard children. There would be greater investment in decision making and clinical expertise (p. 100).  

• The public would have restored confidence (p. 70) that children and young people are in ‘experienced, safe hands’ (p. 50), 
which can be achieved through increased monitoring, checks and balances, transparency and accountability.  

• The service delivery framework would be adaptable, flexible, integrated and properly resourced, the organisation would be fit 
for purpose and structurally sound. 

• The agency would have increased capacity to deliver a needs-led service to all children screened in for protective 
intervention, with improved workflow, notification and responding approaches and capabilities.  

• The agency would be culturally responsive, appropriate and aware.  

• Legislation would be fit for purpose, robust, and have the balance right between protection and family support. 

• Support services would provide an evidence-informed and value-for-money intervention.  
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Appendix 7: A fresh start: the South Australian Government’s formal response to The life they deserve report 

FEATURE SUMMARY 

GOVERNMENT 

RESPONSE 
In November 2016, the South Australian Government released its formal response to the Nyland report, titled A fresh start: 
Government of South Australia’s response to the Child Protection Systems Royal Commission report: The life they deserve. In it, the 
Government accepted the Commissioner’s findings that the system was ‘failing too many children’ (p. 2) and had been ‘pushed 
beyond capacity and with critical matters slipping through the cracks’ (p. 6) and acknowledged that the Commission’s report 
described a system in ‘urgent need of reform’ (p. 6).  

The life they deserve left no question that there were serious deficiencies in the child protection system and that Families SA, the 
previous child protection agency, was overwhelmed by both the quantity and complexity of their cases. (p. 18) 

POSITION ON 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
All but four of the 260 recommendations were accepted, in full or in principle. The implementation of the remaining 256 
recommendations formed the architecture for the proposed reform of child protection. 

INTENTIONS AND GOALS  The number of South Australians who have had previous contact with the child protection system whose children also enter care 
should fall over the next 10–20 years, as we do more to prevent child maltreatment, support children leaving care and break the cycle 
of abuse and neglect … outcomes for children in the child protection system will improve as a result of these reforms. (p. 9) 

Other key child protection goals include: 

• a reduction in intergenerational experiences of child protection by ‘being on the front foot’ (p. 15). 

• ensuring children did not ‘slip through the cracks’ (p. 24). 

• ensuring that the child’s long-term outcomes were at the centre of all decision making (p. 16), giving prominence to the 
child’s voice, and ensuring that children and young people were involved in the decisions that affected them (p. 16) by 
providing a needs-led response (p. 22). Specific consideration for improving outcomes for Aboriginal children are identified.  

• The workforce would be skilled, ‘supported to make decisions using their professional judgment’ (p. 8), ‘knowledgeable and 
trained in understanding risk factors, family dynamics and appropriate decision-making’ (p. 22) and would practise in a ‘child- 
inclusive’ (p. 17) manner with an emphasis on ‘restorative practice and alternative responses to removal’ (p. 18). 

The whole service system would be ‘founded in cooperation’ (p. 20), to build an ‘effective, transparent and highly skilled statutory 
department’ with ‘respected and strategic leadership’ (p. 21), services would be ‘assertive, consistent and flexible’ (p. 26), with robust 
governance and stable organisational structures. Such a service would require the system to be ‘streamlined, efficient and aware’  
(p .22), delivering a ‘swift and effective’ response (p. 7). For those children who needed care, they would become ‘thriving citizens 
and future parents’ (p. 26) with increased foster and kinship placements, and carers who felt ‘supported, respected and empowered’ 
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(p. 24). Improved data sharing, data linkage and data analytics would support the child protection system and build a foundation for 
evidence-based policies and services. 

The final outcome would be a transformation of the organisational culture: 

It is also critical that we promote culture change in the new Department for Child Protection and across government, building an 
organisation that focuses on improvement, learning and the development of its people’s skills. (p. 33) 

ADDITIONAL FUNDING  $432 million additional funding was allocated by the then state government.  

IMPLEMENTATION  A fresh start proposed a ‘system wide change’ (p. 7), by engaging in an integrated and coordinated plan for reform, requiring a ‘change 
in thinking and a reorientation towards a broader child development system’ (p. 14). A fresh start recognised that:  

Implementing new systems and driving change can be a challenging process, requiring long-term commitment and focus. Reform will 
not happen overnight, and it is essential that we remain disciplined over the years to come. (p. 18) 

The reform process would adopt a rigorous, outcomes-focussed and holistic approach, would involve testing and piloting initiatives 
(p. 9), evaluative processes, an acceptance that there would be backward steps before progress can be made, and ongoing 
adjustments as the reform unfolded. A fresh start identified the inter-connectedness of the recommendations, noting many were 
‘interdependent’ and, as such, implementation would be rolled out with ‘patience and in sequence’ (p. 8), optimising current 
implementation principles such as ‘evidence-based decision-making and a commitment to engaging with key partners’ (p. 8). The 
reform process would ensure there was an ability to predict the required resources, identify what benefits would be achieved, and 
identify challenges and impacts associated with the changes (p. 2). 

The reforms would be managed by a dedicated reform implementation team, who would ‘identify and manage risks to successful 
implementation’ (p. 28) with an acknowledgement that as implementation occurs:  

… unintended consequences, interdependencies and other considerations may require recommendations and projects to be re-
prioritised. (p. 33) 

Reform oversight would be undertaken by a newly established ‘Child Safety and Wellbeing Advisory Panel’ and a Reform 
Implementation Team, who will ‘work closely with government and non-government agencies to drive reform’ (p. 28).  

In conclusion, A fresh start reflects that: 

Only through integrated and brave reform will we create the dramatic change our system needs. (p. 9) 

PROGRESS REPORTS 
The Department has released three follow up progress reports (2017, 2018 and 2019), each setting out information regarding the 
progress against the implementation of the Commission reports recommendations.  In the September 2019 progress report, the 
department noted: 
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• 164 recommendations were completed 

• 67 recommendations were being implemented 

• 24 recommendations were in the planning stage and 

• 1 recommendation is yet to be commenced (p. 6) 
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