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Abstract  

Social workers working to protect children face the prospect of making very finely 

balanced judgments, often on the basis of incomplete information. Based on doctoral 

research into sensemaking by social workers, this paper explores aspects of the 

tipping point, that is where the categorization of a child’s situation changes, 

potentially leading to a very different response to their needs. Those aspects include 

identifying the triggers for, and consequences of, the tipping point, and being aware 

that the tipping point being reached may be to do with changes in the internal world 

of the worker as well as changes in the circumstances of the family.  

This paper stresses the need for a more nuanced understanding of the tipping point, 

and emphasizes the need to take account of the processes of decision making, and of 

looking at both inter- and intra- personal components of those processes. Further, it 

is argued that a cautious attitude requires to be taken towards technical- rational 

solutions and that there is a real need to place professional judgment and 

consideration of the tacit dimension at the heart of the child protection process.  

Keywords: Child Protection, Risk in Social Work, Child Welfare, Empirical Research 

 

Introduction  

In November 2013, the Serious Case Review (SCR) into the death of Daniel Pelka was published 

(Coventry LCSB, 2013).  Daniel’s mother and her partner were convicted of his murder. The 

SCR and subsequent “Deeper Analysis” (Coventry LCSB, 2014) concluded that the application 

of thresholds were too high and opportunities to protect Daniel were missed. This SCR is not 

unusual in its lack of exploration of the sense-making (Weick, 1995) of the professionals, in 

particular social workers, involved (Ferguson, 2009; Preston-Shoot, 2010; Stanford, 2010). 

“If we are to have a debate about what might be done, it must start with 
some clarity about how social workers in their day to day work 'think'” 
(White, 2011, p. 183). 

 

This paper offers a contribution towards achieving that clarity. Based on one aspect of my 

doctoral research, a constructivist grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006, 2013) study of child 

protection social work (Author, 2013), this paper explores the notion of the “tipping point” 

and argues that there is a need for much more detailed exploration from the perspective of 
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the social worker of the processes by which threshold judgments are arrived at. Although 

written in a Scottish context, it is contended that there are implications for the rest of the 

UK, and possibly beyond.  

 

 

Scottish context 

It is first of all necessary to place this study in its context, which has three main aspects, 

namely child protection reform, the reform of social work and Getting it Right for Every Child 

(GIRFEC). 

 

It has been argued that reviews into the deaths of children, Serious (or in Scotland, Significant) 

Case Reviews (SCRs) have had a disproportionate, impact on policy (Hill, 1990; Manthorpe and 

Stanley, 2004; Parton, 2004). Two SCRs have been of particular influence in Scotland in recent 

times. The Kennedy McFarlane SCR (Hammond, 2001) led to a national audit, the title of which 

“It’s Everyone’s Job to Make Sure I’m Alright” (Scottish Executive, 2002) was chosen to stress 

the broader corporate responsibility for child protection. Whilst there was a clear emphasis 

on corporate responsibility, social workers and their decisions were seen as central. 

“Outcomes for children were found to be highly dependent on social work doing well” 

(Scottish Executive, 2002, p. 11). In May 2003 the review into the death of Caleb Ness was 

published, (O’Brien et al., 2003) which found a series of systemic failures and led to the 

introduction of a programme of multi-agency inspections of services to protect children 

(HMIe, 2010; Care Inspectorate 2013). A further policy strand was the issuing of guidance of 

which there has been a plethora  (Scottish Government, 2010c, 2012a, 2014), including the 

National Risk Assessment Framework (Scottish Government, 2012b) which offered a range of 

tools to be used in the assessment and management of risk.  

 

However, as well as child protection in general, social work as a profession has undergone 

significant scrutiny in its own right. The 21st Century Review (Changing Lives) (Scottish 

Executive, 2006 a, b) concluded inter alia that a new approach to risk was required (Ritchie 

and Woodward, 2009). 

 

The last strand of policy that is relevant for this paper is GIRFEC, the Scottish Government’s 

broader change agenda for children’s services, with its emphasis is on early and effective 

intervention with children and their families. The cautious view is that progress has been made 
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(Scottish Government, 2010b). However tensions remain between an emphasis on meeting the 

needs of all children and a focus on meeting the needs of the most vulnerable (Aldgate and Rose, 

2009; Buchanan, 2009). 

 

Placing this discussion in a broader, although still Scottish, context a report of inspection into 

child protection in Scotland published in 2013 found much to be optimistic about. For those 

children who were formally identified as in need of protection generally agencies were seen as 

working together effectively. However the, “overall picture in respect of children whose names 

were not on the Child Protection Register was more complex and less encouraging” (Care 

Inspectorate, 2013, p. 10).  

 

Looking at this complex policy agenda through the eyes of the front line social worker, while It’s 

Everyone’s Job argues that child protection is everyone’s responsibility, Changing Lives makes it 

very clear that risk is the responsibility of social work in particular, and GIRFEC stresses the 

importance of meeting need as a way of reducing risk. These inherent tensions have to be 

managed by front line practitioners, in particular social workers, who have to operate within a 

context of a discourse about risk that is fluid. Further, a recurring theme is the importance of 

decision points in the lives of children and their families, and the complexity of the context 

within which those decisions are made.  

 

 

Thresholds  

The issue of thresholds recurs throughout the SCR literature in particular (Vincent and Petch, 

2012) and indeed one view is that there is a, “preoccupation with thresholds” (Brandon et al., 

2008b, p. 313) in cases where children die or are seriously harmed. In a detailed exploration of 

the issues, Brandon and colleagues start with Lord Laming’s assertion in the Victoria Climbié 

report that ‘child protection cases do not always come labelled as such’ (Laming, 2003, para 

17.106). That quote reinforces the point that a case becoming child protection is a complex 

process of categorization and response, and there sometimes requires to be something of a 

struggle for a child’s circumstances to be treated as child protection. In particular, responding 

to the issue of neglect raises real challenges around thresholds (Buckley, 2003; Scourfield and 

Pithouse, 2006). Further, Horwath (2007) stresses what she calls “the missing assessment 

domain” of personal, professional and organisational factors in reaching decisions about 
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neglect. Further, thresholds are seen as having a significant organisational component. (Davies 

and Ward, 2012). 

 

As Platt and Turney (2012) argue, an overly simplistic representation of thresholds demonstrates 

a failure to understand the experience of that particular child. Further, a rationality is assumed 

that does not exist in practice and in so doing fails to address the complexity of the process. 

Building on the work of Klein (2008, 2011) they argue that attempts to define thresholds more 

accurately are unlikely to be successful and instead more likely to divert attention away from 

what is a much more important activity, that is understanding the thinking processes of those 

involved in making what they refer to as ‘threshold decisions’ in practice. Having established the 

context, and explored the issue of thresholds, this paper will now turn to the research that 

underpins it.  

 

Methodology  

The doctoral study that this paper draws was a grounded theory study of child protection social 

work and involved 22 in-depth interviews with social workers working in child protection in one 

local authority in Scotland, and detailed analysis of 20 SCRs. It is important to acknowledge that 

there are a number of variants of grounded theory that have been developed from the seminal 

text (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) and differences between them are a matter of considerable 

debate (see, for example, Wasserman et al., 2009; Birks and Mills, 2011; Urquhart, 2013). 

Constructivist grounded theory was chosen because of its emphasis on research participants as 

co-constructors of the data and its underpinning epistemological assumptions that knowledge 

is constructed, not waiting to be discovered (Charmaz, 2006, 2013). This methodological 

approach was selected with the aim of generating a theory of social workers’ perspectives on 

child protection work and because it aimed to generate theory, particularly in the mid-range 

(Oktay,  2012). 

 

Grounded theory is a methodology characterized by its iterative nature.  In particular, the 

constant comparison method is one of the key ways in which grounded theory is differentiated 

from other qualitative approaches (Flick, 2009). Indeed the title of Hallberg’s (2006) paper 

contends that the constant comparison method is the “core category” for grounded theory. 

This involves abductive reasoning, that is starting with the data, working through a process of 

open and focused coding and subsequently moving back and forwards between inductive and 

deductive reasoning but ultimately towards hypothesis formation (Charmaz, 2006, 2013; 
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Reichertz, 2007). Closely connected to the idea of constant comparison is theoretical sampling, 

the main principle of which is that the emerging categories and the researcher’s increasing 

understanding of the developing theory direct the sampling (Morse, 2007)). Charmaz (2006, 

p.100) puts it bluntly, “Initial sampling in grounded theory is where you start, theoretical 

sampling tells you where to go”. The last key aspect of grounded theory is the writing of 

memos. It is described as “a private conversation between the researcher and his/ her data” 

(Lempert, 2007, p.251). Birks and Mills (2011) describe it as a type of research log, diary or 

journal. For Charmaz, (2006, p.72) it is “the pivotal intermediate step between data collection 

and writing drafts of papers…..Memos catch your thoughts, capture the comparisons that you 

make and crystallize questions and directions for you to take”. The iterative use of the key 

steps of constant comparison method, theoretical sampling and memos incrementally led to 

the development of the theory that is presented here.   

 

In short, grounded theory aims to answer the question, “what is going on here?” and involves 

building theory from the ground up. To offer one example, a number of references in early 

interviews to cases “going child protection” led to this being explored in more detail in later 

interviews and ultimately to the emergence of “the tipping point” as a core category. 

 

 
Findings 

This paper will now turn to an exploration of one aspect of the findings, namely the tipping 

point, the point at which the balance shifts and the response to, or categorization of, a case 

changed. Tipping points included decisions about whether children should continue to live 

with their parents or legal processes should be instigated to remove children from their home.  

The course of children’s lives may be changed as a consequence, definitely in the short term, 

but also possibly in the much longer term. There can be a number of conditions or triggers for 

tipping points, which may be reached as a consequence of changes in the way the case is being 

responded to, or as a result of strategies being employed by both social workers and families.  

 

The tipping point was typified by the phrase used by a significant number of participants, 

“going child protection”, by which they meant child protection procedures being instigated. 

 

“I think that that was the thing, there wasn’t one thing… there was a real build 
up of extensive supports going into a house…..I do suppose that it was just at 
the point where I did the visit on the Friday, thought about it all weekend, 
went in on the Monday…..and I was asking how do we move this on, and it 
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was then decided that it needed to go, it needed to go child protection”  
(Interview 11). 

 

This extract illustrates this process of “going child protection”, with both external and internal 

factors. Importantly the tipping point was reached as an internal process for the worker, that 

she found difficult to dissemble, “That was the thing, there wasn’t one thing”.  

There can be a number of conditions or triggers for tipping points. A key feature was often a 

background of a growing accumulation of concerns, making judgments more complex. Rarely 

did social workers have concerns about responding to individual incidents of concern, which 

they perceived to be bounded and as a consequence relatively easy to make sense of.  Indeed, 

participants were, perhaps paradoxically, more comfortable with using the most draconian 

powers of seeking the compulsory removal of a child from their carers via a Child Protection 

Order (CPO) from a Sheriff because they saw these instances as most clear cut, as with this 

participant. 

 

“And I do appreciate that I have not had to take a CPO yet where I have had 
to wriggle or struggle to explain it, and I don’t know maybe that’s by chance, 
maybe that’s not by chance maybe I have just managed to avoid it, and no I 
think that I am very clear about when a CPO needs to be taken and when 
not” (Interview 13). 

 

This paper will now turn to a consideration of the triggers for tipping points. 

 

Triggers- external  

Agency triggers 

Some riggers for tipping points came from other agencies through concerns that they had 

identified. Sometimes this was directly, as in this example. 

“The older girl had said to the teacher that she was worried that her mum 
was using drugs, and that she was worried about going home and so that 
was obviously a child protection referral as far as I could see at that point” 
(Interview 17). 

 

Those external triggers were sometimes loaded with anxiety, as in the case of the social worker 

describing being told by a head teacher that, “this is the kind of case that ends up in the papers” 

(Interview 6). 

 

However, sometimes this was indirect, for example neighbours phoning the Police following 

a disturbance and the Police using their emergency powers. 
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“The parents were out of the game altogether, completely under the 
influence and the Police removed the child, and brought the child to social 
work” (Interview 16).  

This example was of particular significance because prior to this incident the level of concern 

experienced by the social worker had already led to a referral to the Reporter to the Children’s 

Hearing, who is the decision maker for the Children’s Hearing system, but they had declined to 

take action because for them the test for compulsion had not been met, and this illustrates the 

complexity of negotiating tipping points as well as carrying anxiety, both their own and that of 

other agencies. Again, perhaps paradoxically, the reaching of the tipping point sometimes came 

as a relief, because it allowed for the dissipation of the anxiety, “We were worried about was 

going on under the surface, but you only ever see the tip of it, until something actually happens” 

(Interview 16). 

 

Family triggers 

External triggers could also come from extended family members, for example the grandmother 

who had phoned to express concerns about her daughter’s mental health (Interview 9) and this 

underscored social workers often feeling that they were the repository of the concerns of 

others, reinforcing the above issue of workers feeling of the anxiety of others being passed on 

to them. Sometimes the triggers came from planned, or indeed unplanned contact, with families 

as in the example of participants who had changed their minds as a consequence of direct 

involvement with children or young people, for example the worker who altered his view that a 

child should be accommodated as a consequence of direct work undertaken with them.  

 

A fresh pair of eyes 

A key external trigger was a fresh pair of eyes, which could be deliberate, for example 

deliberately recruiting another member of staff to take a fresh look at a case that was viewed 

as being intractable. However, it could be unplanned, for example a new worker becoming 

involved. In this instance where a family had moved from another area it was the fresh pair of 

eyes that was the trigger, rather than anything that had changed in the family setting.  

“In this instance there was not actually a tipping point in terms of what the 
parents actually did, they were just doing what they had already been doing, 
but what had changed was that we saw it as different here, and we had a 
different threshold” (Interview 14). 

 

This was a particular issue in working with families where neglect, particularly related to 

parental substance misuse, was a significant issue, and where any progress was interspersed 
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with periods of lapse, and there was an understanding that is a pattern to be anticipated and 

worked with. However there is an important caveat, the “start again syndrome” which first 

appeared in an overview report of Significant Case Reviews (Brandon et al., 2008a), but which 

specifically entered the language of participants as in this illustration.  

“But I think as well there is that ‘start again syndrome’, from now on and 
we had said to them we will be taking into account that historical 
information” (Interview 19).  

 

Internal mechanisms 

Internal tipping points were those reached through the interior processes of the worker, some 

of which were intuitive and less deliberate, whilst some were conscious and deliberate. There 

was certainly a temporal dimension, with some tipping points having been reached very quickly, 

and some over a longer timescale.  

 

Immediate response 

Sometimes tipping points were reached very quickly, as with this worker who was 

taking a new referral and both talking to a hospital midwife and reading information 

on the computer at the same time.  

“By the end of the conversation I think that I was quite clear that this is a 
pre-birth child protection and this is going to a case conference and again 
but you don’t want to pre-empt stuff as well, because you don’t want people 
to think that you are judging and making conclusions but the information 
tells me that this is the way that this is going to go” (Interview 13). 

 

For her, the tipping point had been reached before the phone call had been ended, and this 

was representative of an almost intuitive response that she found difficult to clearly analyze.  

In other instances, the tipping point was reached intuitively, as in the data extract that opens 

this section, and where the worker found it difficult to dissemble the elements of the case that 

led her to the decision to initiate child protection procedures.  

 

 

Reading of patterns  

Developing the above issue of the “start again syndrome”, workers sought to avoid this by, 

for example, the following reference to an “informed fresh pair of eyes”, that is a fresh look 

that is informed by a detailed knowledge of what has gone on previously. 
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“And I think again from the experience of that case going back to a 
chronology, you can bring a fresh pair of eyes to a case, but it needs to be an 
informed fresh pair of eyes” (Interview 21). 

 

The construction of chronologies was a significant feature for this group of social workers. 

One example was participant 17 who described this in some detail, and for whom the 

chronology had two purposes, firstly to assist her analysis of the case, but also to challenge 

the analysis of another worker from another discipline, who was seen as having a very 

superficial understanding of the case. 

 

When tipping points were seen as approaching, particularly in relation to young children 

potentially being accommodated, one of the consequences for participants was considerable 

anxiety and doubt. A strategy adopted was to increase the level of scrutiny in terms of seeking 

more evidence, or to attempt to further engage additional services, and there were occasions 

where saturation had been reached.  

 

“It was also that we have nothing else to put in here we have….We have 
scaffolded this family, we have put everything in, and nothing has changed 
the circumstances, nothing has changed the situation, so there is nothing 
else that we could access to put in, and I felt that the kids are at daily risk, 
so I think that at that point that it went child protection…” (Interview 11, 
emphasis by participant). 

 

Formal decision making fora, for example child protection case conferences, were sometimes 

seen as helpful in gathering the information and the professionals involved with the family 

together in the same room at the same time, but this was not always the case, as in the 

example of the participant who felt that they was the only advocate for a very small baby, 

whilst the other professionals were seen as having a primary concern with the parents, who 

both had learning disabilities. “It was my job to remind them of the wee baby at the middle of 

all of this” (Interview 19).  

 

 

Incremental tipping points 

As well as the immediate, whether planned or intuitive, there were tipping points that was 

reached gradually and incrementally, and where it was often not possible to unpack the 

reasons behind the decisions having been reached. For participants this stemmed from 

processing information, sometimes using supervision, sometimes reflection. However the 
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common element was a gradual realization that things could not continue as they were, as 

this next extract indicates.  

“So what that finally tipped it for you after all of that time?” 
“What I now don’t know is why it didn’t tell us after two years that nothing 
was working  (pause) I suppose it is only when you look back, and perhaps 
that explains the silence (long pause) I think that I ran out of hope for them” 
(Interview 15). 

 

 

Consequences 

When it came to tipping points being reached, it was recognized that there were  

consequences, some intended, some unintended, and the possible consequences could not 

be extricated from the decision making process itself.  For example the structure of child 

protection processes were welcomed in that it makes organizational expectations much 

clearer.  

“But also a recognition that this is not OK, but it is not just me that is 
thinking this, and other people also think that this is not good enough, and 
the family are pulled on board, and they have to attend the meetings, 
perhaps we are much more clear cut about what our expectations of the 
family are, and what will happen if this is not achieved” (Interview 21). 

 

As well as “pulling families on board”, there is also a sense that other agencies recognise the 

priority that has been afforded to child protection, 

“I am someone who very much likes structure, and one of the good things 
because you get that child protection plan, then you have a shared 
responsibility, you have a shared accountability amongst the multi- agency 
group” (Interview 22). 

 

However, the consequences were not always benign, and the control for professionals was 

sometimes seen as a loss of control for families, where they could sometimes be 

disempowered, where the process was “taken out of their hands”. 

“But the bottom line is that they have said something or something has 
then tipped it in that direction that other people have decided that they 
are at risk, and I think that it can then get to a point where….it then takes 
it completely out of their hands,” (Interview 16). 

 

Summary 

What is suggested from this analysis of one aspect of the research is that social workers’ 

perceptions of families and the subsequent categorization or response to those families may 

be influenced by external factors, that is within the family itself or with new information 
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received form other agencies or family members. However, importantly the tipping point may 

actually come about as a result of changes in the internal world of the social worker. These 

changes may come about as a consequence of deliberate strategies, for example analyzing the 

chronology or the bringing of a fresh pair of eyes to the family but also may be the result of 

intuitive responses, either to a particular set of circumstances that require an immediate 

response, or to involvement with families over a longer period of time.  

 

Discussion  

As has already been identified tipping points had external properties, namely triggers, legal or 

procedural tipping points and consequences, as well as internal properties,  one of which may, 

at least in part, be what was happening in the internal world of the social worker. It is suggested 

that part of the reason why the tipping point is so problematic is found in Giddens’  

(1991) discussion of “fateful moments” and although he is not discussing child protection 

directly, his analysis of their difficulty is apposite here.   

“Fateful decisions are usually almost by definition difficult to take because 
of the mixture of the problematic and the consequential that characterises 
them" (p. 113- 4).  
 

The problematic in the sense of the protection of children refers to decisions being, even in the 

most favourable of circumstances, very difficult to make because of the different aspects that 

require to be considered. Further, there is substantial evidence to indicate that circumstances 

that social workers work in are often emotionally highly charged and ridden with anxiety 

(Froggett, 2002; Ferguson, 2011). Indeed, for Morrison (1997, p.196) anxiety “runs like a vein 

throughout the child protection process”. Hughes (2009), in her exploration of anxiety as an 

important aspect of the child protection process, sees it as an organizational as well as an 

individual phenomenon. She asserts that failure to contain anxiety appropriately can have a 

serious negative impact for workers and for families. In particular, where hostility and aggression 

are faced, there is a real risk that workers’ ability to reflect, make judgments and act clearly may 

well be impaired.   

“Workers can become paralysed by their own fears and anxieties, which 
can lead to the assessment process remaining incomplete” (extract from 
serious case review overview report, cited in Brandon et al., 2008a, p. 323). 

This issue of anxiety relates to the second aspect of Giddens’ fateful decisions, the 

consequential.  In the context of the protection of children this refers to the difficulty of choosing 

between options that may all have negative consequences and where there may be potentially 

very significant consequences of getting it wrong, with the risks of children be exposed to serious 

injury or worse, or on the other hand intervention being overly draconian.  
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Platt and Turney’s work on thresholds, discussed earlier in this paper is important, but this study 

develops it  in two important aspects. Firstly it was found that tipping points were less a decision 

and more of a process that has a number of factors to it, including the internal world of the 

social worker and interactions, often complex, with other professionals. Secondly, although they 

refer to power in their analysis this is not as developed as it might be, and it is argued that it is 

essential that an appreciation of power relationships is incorporated into any understanding of 

the child protection process (Tew, 2003). Tew’s differentiation between ‘power together’, that 

is power exercised co-operatively and in partnership with families and ‘power over’, that is 

power exercised in a potentially coercive manner is a useful lens through which to explore social 

workers’ interactions with families.  

 

In terms of the need for a more nuanced understanding of child protection social work, the 

importance of a naturalistic approach is reinforced by a growing body of evidence from both 

inside and outside the child protection discourse that the management of risk has within it both 

formal, i.e. procedural, and informal aspects to it, (Horlick-Jones, 2005; Broadhurst et al., 2010). 

Horwath (2007) in developing aspects of what she refers to as the “missing assessment domain” 

stresses, following Taylor and White (2001), that assessment is both a technical–rational activity, 

which depends on the application of research, theories and practice experience, but it is also a 

practice–moral activity, in short what they refer as both ‘head’ and ‘heart’ activity. 

 

A very similar conclusion is reached by Keddell, (2011, pp. 18-19) whose study, “showed that 

decisions are a negotiated process related to moral reasoning, identities, relationship and 

culpability as much as the neat application of knowledge about risk factors”, and this is 

consistent with the findings of this study. Froggett (2002) illustrates this by describing a social 

worker only realizing that she had left a child at risk when she was in the bath and had the time 

and space to reflect on what had happened, and this reinforces the finding of this study that 

tipping points are often to do with what is going on in the internal world of the worker.  

In particular, responding to the issue of neglect raises real challenges around thresholds. The 

ethnographic literature (Buckley, 2003; Scourfield and Pithouse, 2006) is characterized by 

exploration of cases “bubbling” by which is meant where concerns accumulate and a judgment 

requires to be made about the totality of what is going on in the case, and where a clear picture 

of the case has not been achieved. Dickens (2007) in his study of social workers and lawyers in 

care proceedings in England in responding to neglect, refers to ‘catapult moments’ which relates 
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closely to the concept in this study of triggers, and by which he means incidents that have a 

disproportionate impact on outcomes for children and families.    

 

Much of this is not new. Indeed, twenty years ago, Thorpe (1994, p. 38) argued that,  

“the ‘work’ in social work lies not so much in the activities involving the 

direct delivery of services, but in the ‘hidden’ tasks of moral reasoning, 

clarification, categorization and then a decision about service”. 

However, it is argued that this study adds to the developing literature on ‘practice- near’ 

research (Ferguson, 2011, Winter et al., 2015) that aims to achieve a deeper understanding of 

how social workers work to protect children and in particular a deeper understanding of social 

work as processual, rather than procedural activity.  

 

Conclusion- Implications for practice 

This study puts professional judgment at the heart of the enterprise of protecting children 

Featherstone et al., 2014) and points to an emphasis on the development of practice wisdom 

and what Carr (2011) refers to as virtue ethics, where he contends that,   

“it is the cultivation of virtues such as courage, temperance, justice and 
wisdom that  really lie at the heart of exemplary professional conduct” (Carr, 
2011, p. 109). 

 

Further, there is a need to accept, understand and explore what Polanyi refers to as the tacit 

dimension, with his emphasis on not merely looking at things, but “dwelling in them” (Polanyi, 

1966, p.18), and in this sense this reinforces and develops  Howe's (1996) argument for depth 

rather than surface explanations. The findings of the study in its totality also suggests a 

cautious attitude towards technical- rational solutions, such as assessment tools. Certainly 

they should not be viewed as a replacement for the core activity of the development of, and 

opportunities to reflect upon, key interpersonal skills such as relationship building (Ruch et 

al., 2010), effective communication (Koprowska, 2010) and in particular the importance of 

analysis in assessment (Helm, 2010). 

This study also points towards an emphasis on the process of child protection, rather than 

focusing on the individual activities that make up that process. For example, in terms of the 

phrase that has cropped up repeatedly for participants, "going child protection" it points to a 

need to emphasise and explore the going as much as, if not more than, the child protection.  
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Finally, the notion of the tipping point stresses the idea of moving away from the 

preoccupation with thresholds and playing down the emphasis on thresholds as tangible lines 

to be crossed. It encourages the adoption of an awareness that triggers for tipping points may 

arrive from a variety of sources, including other agencies, responding to specific incidents, 

information coming from members of the extended family, or a change in the perspective of 

the social worker. That change in perspective may comes from reading the case, that is 

analysing the information that was available in a different way, or indeed a planned or 

unplanned reflection upon what is happening in the family.  

 

This study proposes a more nuanced recognition and understanding of, and a more critical 

approach to, legal and processual tipping points, and of more detailed consideration of how 

they are approached, and what the precipitating factors might be. It also encourages a deeper 

level of reflection upon the possible consequences of tipping points having been reached. The 

consequences for workers may be about increased structure, more scrutiny or raised anxiety, 

for other agencies in terms of bringing about a different response, or for families and children 

potentially in terms of a loss of control. It encourages workers to be very mindful that child 

protection involvement is not, and never can be, a neutral activity. 
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