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Australia has lagged behind some other 
countries, notably U.S.A. and the U.K., in 
its recognition of child abuse as a growing 
social problem. In our efforts to catch up, 
we have not always taken account of the 
competing preoccupations around the 
high value we place on the rights of 
parents to bring up their children in the 
way they prefer without interference in our 
liberal society. In most States we have 
introduced mandatory reporting of child 
abuse, resulting in a flood of notifications. 
Unfortunately, as one might expect in a 
time of budgetary restraint, there has been 
no commensurate increase in services to 
support and assist those families who are 
the subject of the notification. Further
more, what is even harder to accept, is the 
fact that children have suffered recurring 
maltreatment, and in some cases died in 
spite of being known to the protective 
services authority. Thus there is in
creasing scepticism about the effective
ness of protective services. Our society 
wants it both ways. We prize our family 
privacy and autonomy, yet we are out
raged when a child is abused. This is the 
central dilemma faced by child protection 
workers. 

Dingwall, Eekelarr and Murray's book 
is a "must" for those engaged in child 
protection work, and for anyone whose 
work brings them into contact with child
ren and families. It is a very readable 
analysis of the process of identification of 
child maltreatment. The authors make no 
apology for not addressing causes of child 
abuse or possible management and nor 
should they. Their book makes a very 
important contribution to the literature on 
child maltreatment and raises questions 
that are at times disturbing. While it is 
primarily concerned with the British 
system, and there is the occasional use of 
irritating acronyms, the study is clearly 
applicable to the Australian scene., in 
spite of differences in legislative provision. 

The authors followed an evolutionary 
approach to the study. This enabled them 
to modify and adapt, as new issues 
emerged from their analysis. Originally 
they intended to concentrate on court 
hearings as a means of examining the way 
decisions were arrived at in matters of 

child maltreatment. However, the authors 
soon recognised that the processes of 
identifying or defining child maltreatment 
begin long before the matter is brought 
before the court. They decided that the 
way in which cases passed between 
agencies, particularly health and social 
services, also required analysis, particu
larly since the latter had discretion about 
accepting referrals. To examine the way 
screening of cases took place, the authors 
painstakingly tracked candidate cases of 
child maltreatment from the point of 
referral. They took account of those 
making the referral as well as those 
receiving, and analysed the process of 
sifting which took place. They examined 
case records, observed front line and 
middle management and visited three 
hundred and twelve households with 
either social workers or health visitors. 

It has become fashionable to view pro
tective services workers as intrusive and 
as paying too little attention to individual 
and family rights. The picture of decision 
making which emerges from this study 
stands in stark contrast to that view. The 
findings of this research indicate that not 
only do protective workers seek the least 
coercive course of action, but they seem 
to operate under what Dingwall, Eekelaar 
and Murray call the "rule of optimism". 
They tend to define as maltreatment only 
those cases where "no excuse or justifica
tion can be found", and to seek court 
intervention where there is no room for 
voluntary action. The authors are quick to 
point out that by so acting, the protective 
workers are operating within the charter 
granted to them by the society. A society 
which prizes family life and jealously 
guards the values of family privacy and 
autonomy. 

How to find the point of compromise 
between those values and the right of a 

child to protection is addressed in the last 
chapter of the book. The authors suggest 
some legislative and administrative reform 
and stress the importance of competent 
workers in the front line. Interestingly, they 
do not recommend mandatory reporting, 
seeing this as a haphazard way of 
protecting "the smallest and least socially 
visible children". The authors conclude 
that a definitional process based on 
multiple definers e.g. the community, 
social services, health services, and the 
courts, results in an interdependence in 
the kihds of criteria used, and enables an 
adjustment to the often conflicting 
interests which are intrinsic to the problem 
of child maltreatment - those of parents, 
the child and community. 
Protective workers will find much in his 
book to help them make sense of the maze 
of ambiguities they face as they carry out 
their very complex responsibilities on 
behalf of the community. Furthermore, 
there are lessons here for the protective 
services critics and not only those who 
have taken upon themselves the civil 
liberties watching brief. This analysis also 
contains very clear messages for those 
who complain of bureaucratic delay in the 
event of the protective service appearing 
to fail to protect a child. While community 
outrage is fitting at such times, to engage 
in the inevitable witchhunting and 
posturing from the moral high ground, is to 
ignore the fact that "child protection 
raises complex moral and political issues 
which have no one right technical solution. 
Practitioners are asked to solve problems 
every day which philosophers have 
argued about for the last two thousand 
years." 

Robin Clark, 
Department of Community Services, 
Melbourne, Victoria. 
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