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Abstract

Research in the late 1990s and early 2000s raised concerns that the safeguarding implications of domestic abuse (DA) were not being sufficiently accounted for in child contact cases in England. Since that time reforms have been introduced, which sought to emphasise the importance of safety in this context. Despite these developments, there is concern that problematic management of DA cases may have persisted. This article presents findings on the management of DA in supported child contact centres in England [PUBLISHER – THE PRECEDING UNDERLINED WORDS ARE FOR THE MARGIN]. The findings suggest that supported contact services continue to facilitate DA cases, although the service is not designed for this purpose. Using the systems thinking concepts of ‘local rationalities’ and ‘goal conflicts’ the article explores how problematic safeguarding practices made sense to those on the ground. The findings suggest that supported services are inappropriate for cases involving DA concerns, not just because they lack the resources to safely manage these cases, but because their perceived organisational goals can present a conflict for staff and volunteers in safely managing them. Ultimately, the article asserts the potential for perceived organisational goals to impact on practice and thus the importance of considering them in the design, commissioning or use of services.

Key Practitioner Messages

· Supported child contact centres are inappropriate for cases involving DA concerns but continue to be used to facilitate such cases. 
· Perceived organisational goals can impact on practice[PUBLISHER – THE PRECEDING UNDERLINED WORDS ARE FOR THE MARGIN]. It is therefore important of consider them in the design, commissioning or use of services. 
· Systems thinking concepts, including ‘local rationalities’ and ‘goal conflicts’ can provide a useful framework for investigating the root causes of problematic practice
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Introduction

By the 1990s, a firm body of literature evidenced the importance of child safeguarding in domestic abuse (DA) cases (Holt et al., 2008). It has been established that DA presents a child protection concern since witnessing the abuse of a parent can be considered a form of emotional abuse [PUBLISHER – THE PRECEDING UNDERLINED WORDS ARE FOR THE MARGIN] (Holt et al., 2008; Wolfeet al., 2003) and domestic abuse is correlated with physical and sexual child abuse (Holt et al., 2008; Radford et al., 2011). However, research in the late 1990s and early 2000s raised concerns that the safeguarding implications of DA were not being sufficiently accounted for in private law child contact cases in England. Research suggests that until the early 2000s those working in the family justice system emphasised the benefits of contact while largely discounting the potential for children’s safety and welfare to be compromised in DA cases (Radford & Sayer, 1999; Smart, 1991). Since that time, efforts have been made to encourage practitioners and the courts to account for the safeguarding implications of DA in child contact cases [PUBLISHER – THE PRECEDING UNDERLINED WORDS ARE FOR THE MARGIN, i.e. ‘Efforts have been made... to account for the safeguarding implications of DA in child contact cases’] (c.f. CASC, 2000, 2001, 2002; President of the Family Division, 2008). However, there are concerns that problematic practice may persist in the courts (Hunt and MacLeod, 2008; Perry and Rainey, 2007) and among Cafcass Officers (Trinder et al., 2010). Both groups of professionals are involved in referrals to child contact centres. This article uses systems thinking concepts to explore how volunteers in supported child contact centres (CCCs) experienced the practice of safeguarding children in the context of facilitating DA cases. 

Child contact centres are predominantly voluntary sector services, which facilitate contact between children and parents where there is concern about the parent and child meeting alone. Families can be referred through the courts or through solicitors and in some cases self-refer (Aris et al., 2002). In theory, cases involving a risk to the child should only be facilitated at “supervised” contact services [PUBLISHER – THE PRECEDING UNDERLINED WORDS ARE FOR THE MARGIN] (Cafcass, 2009; NACCC, no date ). These are provided by paid staff who closely monitor contact with one worker allocated per family to listen in to conversation, observe behaviour, and report back to the referrer (NACCC, no date ). However, the author’s analysis of the National Association of Child Contact Centres’ (NACCC)  2010 survey of child contact centres in England suggested that only around a quarter offer supervised services, and the findings of the current and previous (Aris et al., 2002; Thiara and Gill, 2012)  research demonstrate that in reality, cases involving DA concerns are routinely facilitated at supported services. Supported contact is run by volunteers and multiple families have contact together in a large room(s); behaviour and conversation are not closely monitored and there are no routine reports to referrers (NACCC, no date).

In keeping with the findings of previous research (Aris et al., 2002; Thiara and Gill, 2012), the current study identified problematic practice around the management of DA cases in supported CCCs. It was found that because conversations were not closely monitored emotional abuse could easily occur [PUBLISHER – THE PRECEDING UNDERLINED WORDS ARE FOR THE MARGIN]. In some centres behaviour was constantly monitored but in others families were left alone in rooms in the centre for periods of time. In addition, volunteers were often unaware of information about case histories, including concerns of DA, which centre managers had received from referrers. This was in contrast to practice in supervised services. 

The wider research identified multiple, interacting factors contributing to problematic management of DA, including barriers to accessing supervised services, inadequate training and problematic inter-professional working between centres and referrers. In this context, this article provides an in-depth look at how one factor, organisational focus, contributed to the management of DA. Specifically, it seeks to explore how volunteers’ understandings of organisational goals influenced the meaning they attributed to their actions [PUBLISHER – THE PRECEDING UNDERLINED WORDS ARE FOR THE MARGIN], with implications for child safeguarding in DA cases. The rationale for this approach asserts that in order to address the persistence of problematic practice surrounding DA and child safeguarding, it is vital to understand how practice made sense to those on the ground. 

Methodology

The data are part of a larger study using a systems approach to examine child safeguarding in CCCs [PUBLISHER – THE PRECEDING UNDERLINED WORDS ARE FOR THE MARGIN] (see also Caffrey, 2013) and were collected between December 2011 and December 2012. The wider study included quantitative analysis of the NACCC annual survey of child contact centres from 2000-2010; 58 hours of observations of practice in six case study child contact centres; qualitative interviews with 27 individuals working in these centres and with 20 referrers to child contact centres (9 solicitors, 8 social workers and 3 judges). 

The data presented below focus on a sub-set of 20 interviews with individuals working in four of the six case study centres [PUBLISHER – THE PRECEDING UNDERLINED WORDS ARE FOR THE MARGIN, i.e. ’Focus on a sub-set of 20 interviews with individuals working in four... case study centres']: 3 centres providing only supported contact and one providing both supervised and supported contact. The fifth case study centre is excluded in this analysis as it only provided supervised contact and the sixth is excluded because what the centre termed ‘supported’ contact was in fact individually supervised and so did not match the definition of supported contact set out by NACCC. Essentially this was supervised contact without reports to referrers.

The six case study centres were selected using data from the NACCC 2009/10 survey to represent a range in terms of the service they provided, their source of funding, the level of cost per family, their profit status and the mix of staff to volunteers in the centre. The characteristics of the four centres discussed in this article are presented below. Table 1 further presents some additional information from the survey on characteristics of staff in each of the four centres. It should be noted that some data were missing: not all Centre 2 or Centre 3 staff are represented in terms of age or ethnicity and the cost per family was not derived for the centre offering both services as it was not possible to break down the cost by service. The number of families per week is derived from three observations of contact sessions in each centre.

[INSERT Table 1]


Interviews ranged between 42 and 103 minutes long and were semi-structured. Written informed consent was received from all participants who took part in interviews and the research was approved by the London School of Economics (LSE) Research Ethics Committee.
The study adopted a systems-thinking approach [PUBLISHER – THE PRECEDING UNDERLINED WORDS ARE FOR THE MARGIN]. While an in-depth description cannot be provided within the constraints of this article, two key concepts, which informed the collection and analysis of the data presented below, are outlined here. A core concept in systems thinking is that human behaviour is understandable (Dekker, 2008; Reason, 1990; Woods and Cook, 2002; Munro, 2005; Munro, 2010). People are likely to have been doing what they were doing because they believed it was the right thing to do, in that particular context. The ‘local rationality’ principle (Woodset al., 1994) expresses this idea, asserting that ‘people’s behaviour is rational, though possibly erroneous, when viewed from the locality of their knowledge, attentional focus and strategic trade-offs’ (Woods et al., 1994, p. 93). Therefore the focus in this study was on understanding why people do what they do (Rasmussen and Svedung, 2000; Reason, 1990; Woods et al., 1994). In the search to understand local rationalities systems thinking asserts the social construction of practice and the importance of understanding what meaning people attribute to their actions (Dekker, 2007; Helmreich and Merritt, 1998). In investigating ‘local rationalities’ there is a focus on the creation of rationality within groups, not just on their eventual presence (Dekker, 2005, p. 200).

[bookmark: _GoBack]The study also adopted the systems emphasis on the importance of exploring the conflicting goals that workers may need to manage (Dekker, 2002; Reason, 1997). As Woods and colleagues point out, ‘multiple goals may be relevant, not all of which are consistent. It may not be clear which goals are the most important ones to focus on at any one moment in time’ (Woods et al., 1994, p. 94). It is not assumed that organisational goals are necessarily explicit in written documents or that the messages received by workers about the organisation’s goals will be those that management acknowledges (Woods and Cook, 1999). The semi-structured approach to interviews incorporated the systems approach by asking participants how they understood the goals and purpose of their centre and their responsibilities [PUBLISHER – THE PRECEDING UNDERLINED WORDS ARE FOR THE MARGIN]. The approach also involved probing throughout to explore participants’ rationale for their practice. The themes presented below were developed through thematic analysis of the data (Spencer et al., 2003) these particular themes were not pre-determined or hypothesised. 

Findings

The findings suggest that workers in supported services were aware that child safety and protection was ‘everyone’s business’ and they were knowledgeable about their responsibility to refer child protection concerns to Children’s Social Care and the procedures for doing so. However, supported services also placed heavy emphasis on other goals: they emphasised the need to provide a ‘welcoming’ service, to be ‘non-judgemental’ and ‘neutral’ [PUBLISHER – THE PRECEDING UNDERLINED WORDS ARE FOR THE MARGIN]. Workers’ ‘local rationalities’ on these issues are explored below. It is argued that the simultaneous emphasis on these goals could present a goal conflict (Woods et al., 1994, p. 94) for workers, influencing the meaning they attached to their actions, with implications for child safeguarding. 

A ‘welcoming’ service 

The findings suggest that the focus in supported services was principally to enable contact to take place and volunteers emphasised their role in creating a welcoming environment. The findings suggest that for some, this emphasis could in practice stand in tension with their safeguarding commitment. As the extracts below demonstrate, across the supported services, practice that risked jeopardising the aim of creating a welcoming environment for non-resident parents was positioned negatively by some workers and avoided [PUBLISHER – THE PRECEDING UNDERLINED WORDS ARE FOR THE MARGIN, i.e. 'Practice that risked jeopardising... creating a welcoming environment for non-resident parents was positioned negatively by some workers and avoided'].

‘[The aim of the centre is to provide] a warm welcoming, neutral and impartial venue where people can come and feel comfortable and reassured and not feel that they are being judged or spied upon. So that’s what we do as volunteers on the day really.’ 
[Manager, Centre 2]
 
‘We are not trying to run a police state there. We are trying to make a happy environment so we don’t want to make people feel that all the time they are being watched, every moment of the time they are there.’ 
								[Volunteer 2, Centre 1] 

If we were going to watch everything, listen to everything and record everything, we would need a lot more staff. And it’s literally sold to people that it’s just a safe environment and nobody is watching you or listening to you… I think a lot of dads like that fact that we are just there to be a presence.’
[Volunteer 2, Centre 4] 

As the extracts above indicate, while there was some sense that close watching, listening and recording was not possible due to resource constraints, these practices were also experienced by these workers as negative or even destructive. This is captured in the suggestion that such practice is variously analogous to ‘a police state’ and ‘being spied upon’. By contrast, practice which does not include close watching, listening and recording was positioned as ‘a happy environment’, ‘welcoming, neutral and impartial [PUBLISHER – THE PRECEDING UNDERLINED WORDS ARE FOR THE MARGIN]… comfortable and reassured’ and ultimately what ‘a lot of dads like’. 


A ‘non-judgemental’ service

Previous research on contact centres suggested that the frequent failure of centre managers to pass on information about case histories to volunteers was ‘less understandable’ than other aspects of practice (Harrison, 2008, p. 395) or due to ‘time pressure’ (Thiara and Gill, 2012, p. 128). However, based on the examination of workers’ ‘local rationalities’ the findings of the current study demonstrate that this practice was not an accident due to resource constraints but rather intentional, based on the meaning workers attached to the process of exchanging information about families.

Practice that was interpreted as ‘judgemental’ was experienced negatively by many volunteers. Across all supported services, the avoidance of judgement was the explanation given for volunteers’ often limited knowledge about family case histories [PUBLISHER – THE PRECEDING UNDERLINED WORDS ARE FOR THE MARGIN] and identified risk factors, including DA. For example: 

‘Maybe if we discussed this a lot within the group, you might have preconceived ideas about families before they arrive and be a lot more judgmental whereas if you don’t know a great deal about them, you’re not sort of pre-determining what you’re likely to think about them… I think that’s quite good for the families to feel that there’s a fresh slate with somebody.’ 

[Volunteer 1, Centre 3]

‘ Unless it’s relevant to the centre in a way it’s better if we don’t know all of the ins and outs because it can colour your judgement you know, if you know all the details’

[Volunteer 1, Centre 2] 
Across supported services many volunteers articulated the concern referred to above, that if they were given ‘too much’ information about families they may have preconceptions about families that could  ‘colour [their] judgement’. It was often suggested that this could make them ‘a lot more judgemental’, ‘take sides’ or be ‘biased’ against parents. The preference, as articulated above, was to give non-resident parents a ‘fresh slate’ and to ‘enable’ contact. [PUBLISHER – THE PRECEDING UNDERLINED WORDS ARE FOR THE MARGIN, i.e. 'The preference... was to give non-resident parents a ‘fresh slate’ and to ‘enable’ contact']  Again, it seems evident that these workers experienced the possibility of judging families, or coming to conclusions about cases as potentially destructive.

By contrast, five of the twenty participants felt that volunteers should receive all of the information about families because it would enable them to better understand parents’ concerns. Interestingly, the manager of Centre 1 was of this perspective and made a folder with all the information available to volunteers during contact session. However, it was observed that most volunteers did not look at it and interviews evidenced that volunteers were often unaware of case histories. This would seem to support the argument that it was not only the availability of resources that influenced practice, but people’s perspectives.

A ‘neutral’ service

As Cobb (1997) suggests, our capacity to witness and to recognise abuse is dependent on the discourse we use to identify, classify, and evaluate it. Some volunteers took parental concerns and accusations of abuse seriously [PUBLISHER – THE PRECEDING UNDERLINED WORDS ARE FOR THE MARGIN]. However, the evidence presented below suggests that the emphasis on the importance of ‘neutrality’ in supported child contact services was, in other instances, associated with a minimisation of child maltreatment risk. This seemed to be because it was sometimes assumed that services needed to be ‘neutral’ because families’ use of the centre was due to parental conflict [PUBLISHER – THE PRECEDING UNDERLINED WORDS ARE FOR THE MARGIN]. In this way, the discourse of neutrality could legitimate a diversion of workers’ attention away from the child and onto the relationship of the child’s parents. Protection could then be reconstituted as the need to protect children from bi-directional conflict between parents with less focus on the need to protect children from uni-directional abuse. Simultaneously, abuse itself could be reconstituted as parental conflict and in this way actual or potential maltreatment could be ‘disappeared’.

Across supported services many volunteers positioned the necessity for the service as a means to enable children and non-resident parents to meet in cases where conflict between the parents led the resident parent to deny contact. This was sometimes taken further, to explicitly suggest that the service was required because resident parents resented their children having contact with their ex-partners. The focus on parental conflict at times seemed to ignore the possibility that the resident parent was objecting to contact due to legitimate child safeguarding concerns. 

Ironically, despite the emphasis on neutrality in the service, some interviews with volunteers seemed to imply that the anxiety regarding judging parents was reserved only for non-resident parents; some volunteers made judgements about the motivations of resident mothers who objected to contact arrangements [PUBLISHER – THE PRECEDING UNDERLINED WORDS ARE FOR THE MARGIN], and did not seem to experience discomfort in doing so. Moreover these judgements were made in the absence of evidence to validate them:


‘I: Do you ever get cases in supported contact where the resident parent will make allegations against the contact parent?

R: Yeah, oh yeah… em I would say usually it’s them trying to find every single opportunity to break the relationship between the parent and the child, you know, it’s to stop the contact from happening.’ 
[Volunteer 3, Centre 4]
I: ‘Do you ever see cases where the resident parent really doesn’t want contact to happen, where they are objecting to it?

R: Oh yes.

I: And why would they be objecting to it?

R: To keep the child on their side should I say, by letting the other parent see the child they feel they are letting go and they use the child as a pawn I suppose really.’ 
									[Volunteer 5, Centre 2]

In these extracts the volunteers seem to express a construct of resident parents who object to contact that is in keeping with the notion of ‘implacably hostile’ mothers, identified previously in the legal arena (CASC, 2000 ). However, the assumption that mothers are likely to unnecessarily obstruct contact has been challenged by empirical research (Jaffe et al., 2003; Murphy and Caffrey, 2009) and legal guidance since 1999 suggests that mothers should not be branded ‘implacably hostile’ where they resist contact because they fear non-resident fathers’ aggression [PUBLISHER – THE PRECEDING UNDERLINED WORDS ARE FOR THE MARGIN] [Re K (Contact: Mother’s Anxiety) [1999] 2 FLR 703]. This construct therefore remains despite evidence and guidance challenging it. As the extract below demonstrates, this construct of resident mothers could at times effectively erase child safeguarding concerns:

‘R: [The boy] has been coming, he’s four now, he’s been coming since he was one… The father can’t afford [a solicitor] and I tried to tell him that he must get one because he needs to move things forward; he needs to be able to take the child out after all this time. He did behave very badly towards the mother before the child was born and she’s very bitter about this and can’t forget it… I think she just doesn’t want to let contact move beyond the centre and she will complain about… she thinks we’re on his side; we’re always on the father’s side and not on her side so I think she feels we’re not neutral.

I: Okay. Was it him that you mentioned had a conviction or was that somebody else?

R: He did. He was on probation. He was obviously charged for domestic violence, I don’t think he’s been in prison but he was on probation.’

[Manager, Centre 3]

In this extract the mother’s concerns regarding her former partner’s abuse are positioned as ‘bitterness’ [PUBLISHER – THE PRECEDING UNDERLINED WORDS ARE FOR THE MARGIN], despite the fact her ex-partner was convicted for DA. Indeed, the manager related that the father previously pushed the mother down the stairs while she was pregnant with their son, suggesting, it can be argued, a simultaneous attack on the child. 

Hester (2011) has argued that the perceived implications of DA for child safeguarding are viewed so differently across DA (those working in refuges and perpetrator-oriented interventions), child protection and child contact work [PUBLISHER – THE PRECEDING UNDERLINED WORDS ARE FOR THE MARGIN, i.e. 'The perceived implications of DA for child safeguarding are viewed so differently across DA... child protection and child contact work'] that they can effectively be viewed as three separate ‘planets’ (Hester, 2011). She suggests that the focus on the domestic violence  and child protection ‘planets’ is on the risk of further violence and harm to an adult (on the ‘domestic violence planet’) or to a child (on the ‘child protection planet’). These planets are therefore concerned with past behaviour. By contrast, on the child contact ‘planet’, there is an assumption that all children should have two parents, even if they don’t live with both. The focus is on the parents’ relationship and on the future rather than the past. On this ‘planet’, DA in the parent’s relationship can be deemed in the past and so irrelevant to child contact arrangements. 

In keeping with Hester’s (2011) ‘three planet thesis’ the focus in this extract is very firmly on the present and the future rather than the past, which is deemed of no concern.  The suggestion that the mother ‘can’t forget about it’ can be said to imply that the abuse is minimised through a process of ‘historicisation’ (Trinder et al., 2010, p. 13), which characterises the abuse as ‘relating only to the past and with no on-going or current relevance’ (Trinder, et al., 2010, p. 13). The suggestion that her concerns are a symptom of ‘bitterness’ would seem to further evidence a process in which abuse is ‘mutualized’ and reformulated as ‘dispute’ (Cobb, 1997, p. 416). In keeping with research on CCCs collected more than a decade ago (Aris et al., 2002) the findings of the current research suggest that in some cases, volunteers continued to disassociate domestic abuse from potential child abuse [PUBLISHER – THE PRECEDING UNDERLINED WORDS ARE FOR THE MARGIN].  Concern for children’s safety in this context was therefore not necessarily mobilised, even in cases where there was clear evidence of DA. 

Previous research reported that mothers felt their experiences of DA were disbelieved by contact centre workers, but workers’ perceptions were not themselves reported (Aris et al., 2002; Thiara and Gill, 2012). In the current research, two contact centre workers explicitly articulated the assumption that mothers would fabricate claims of abuse in order to obstruct contact. For example:

‘Without being disrespectful to the parents for whom this is a serious concern… [DA] can be used can’t it, it’s something else that can be alleged… and parents will say to me “you don’t know what he’s like, he might be like this at the centre as sweet as pie but you don’t know what he’s done at home” and they’re right I don’t, who knows what he’s done at home, is what she said the truth?’ 

[Manager, Centre 4, both services]

As the extract above suggests, this view could minimise child safeguarding concerns [PUBLISHER – THE PRECEDING UNDERLINED WORDS ARE FOR THE MARGIN]. Here the accusation of abuse is reconstructed to position the potential victim as equally accused: ‘who knows what he’s done at home, is what she said the truth?’ In the process the manager’s focus is directed onto the parent’s relationship rather than to protection of the child. Simultaneously, it is the parental relationship that is positioned as the problem, rather than the potential abuse of the child and in the process, the accusation appears to lose credibility. 

As the cases above demonstrate, direct knowledge of abuse or potential abuse did not always lead to concern to protect the child. However, the analysis also demonstrated that in some cases, the absence of a child safeguarding concern was associated with volunteers’ limited knowledge about case histories and identified maltreatment risks [PUBLISHER – THE PRECEDING UNDERLINED WORDS ARE FOR THE MARGIN]. Indeed, in the absence of access to concrete information about families, volunteers at times incorrectly assumed that if there were concerns about DA the case would not be at a supported service and so assumed that resident parents were objecting to contact based on other issues. In this sense, volunteers’ lack of knowledge could also colour the assumptions they made about families, with implications for the meaning they attached to their work.

The findings of this study did not suggest differences in perceptions among staff based on the characteristics listed in Table 1 above. However, the small number of case studies in this study is a limitation in this regard. 

Conclusions
The findings of this study suggest the potential for organisational goals to impact on practice and thus the importance of considering them in the design, commissioning or use of services. Given the potential risks involved, this is particularly pertinent in the management of services for families affected by DA.  The systems-thinking concepts adopted in this study - of focusing on ‘local rationalities’ and ‘goal conflicts’ - were integral to the development of these findings. Future research seeking to understand problematic practice might usefully adopt these systems concepts as a framework for investigation.

As discussed, supported child contact services are not designed to deal with cases involving maltreatment risks. The findings of this study support previous research (Aris et al., 2002; Thiara and Gill, 2012) in suggesting that the referral of such cases to supported contact is inappropriate and can place adults and children at risk of harm. The current research develops this contention by suggesting that supported contact is inappropriate, not just because the service lacks the resources to safely facilitate such cases, but also because perceived organisational goals can present conflicts for staff and volunteers in safely managing such cases [PUBLISHER – THE PRECEDING UNDERLINED WORDS ARE FOR THE MARGIN]. Indeed, as the findings demonstrate, problematic practice such as not listening into conversations, not closely monitoring behaviour and not ensuring volunteers were informed of case histories was not accidental or simply due to resource constraints. Rather it was intentional based on the meaning workers attributed to these acts in the context of organisational goals. These findings suggest an urgent need to ensure that families who require supervised services can access them [PUBLISHER – THE PRECEDING UNDERLINED WORDS ARE FOR THE MARGIN]. The wider findings of the current research suggest that both geographical gaps in the provision of supervised services and a lack of public funding to cover the fees, which are usually levied for supervised contact, contribute to the difficulties families face in accessing them when required. In addition, the study raises questions about the appropriateness of referrals made to supported child contact centres. 

More broadly, the findings of this study arguably suggest a need for further research to investigate the impact of recent developments in the family justice system on the safety of current provision in private law cases. Section 11 of the Children and Families Act, 2014 now suggests a presumption of continued parental involvement and the Act encourages attendance at mediation sessions and separated parenting programmes. Meanwhile, since April 2013 availability of Legal Aid has been restricted to cases with evidence of DA. These developments may have influenced the ‘local rationalities’ of professionals working in the wider family justice system in potentially unexpected ways and create the potential for ‘goal conflicts’ to occur.  Further research could investigate their impact using a systems approach. 
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