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Abstract

The child protection process has been characterised by some commentators as being primarily concerned with the scrutiny of mothering. For a variety of reasons, social workers tend to spend relatively little time working with men in families where children are considered to be at risk. Even where men are considered to be the primary abuser in a family, the usual approach is to concentrate on the mother’s ‘failure to protect’ the children. This paper presents an analysis of data from an ethnographic study in a child and family social work team in the UK, which set out to explore this concentration on mothering and avoidance of men. The paper outlines some discourses of masculinity in the occupational culture of child protection social work: men as a threat, men as no use, men as irrelevant, men as absent, men as no different from women, and men as better than women. The author’s contention is that if injustice to women in social work provision is to be addressed, these gendered constructions of clients have to be made explicit and their implications understood.
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That says it all really: immaturity, isolation. The men in their lives were at best an impediment, and almost always a negative influence. Either there was domestic violence or they ruined the household, through spending the money on drugs or by being in prison. There was not one of the fifteen (cases) where the man was a positive role model (social services manager, from fieldnotes).

These words raise some of the key themes of this paper; in particular the interrelation of social workers’ constructions of men and women, and the portrayal of problematic masculinities. The paper will discuss some of the findings of a recent ethnographic study of a statutory child and family social work team in the UK.  The research set out to explore the gendered construction of clients, and the paper will focus in particular on one aspect of this investigation, namely the social construction of men in child protection work. 

The paper will be structured as follows. The research methods and perspectives will be explained, before summaries are given of two relevant aspects of social policy in the UK: trends in child protection and the recent attention to the ‘problem of men’. Then, after some introductory comment, six different discourses of masculinity in the social work office are described. There will then be some comparative discussion of these discourses, and, finally, some suggestions of implications the research may have for social work practitioners.

RESEARCH METHODS

The ethnographic study (Scourfield, 1999) was conducted during 1997 in a local authority children and families team in the UK, ‘The Uplands’. The population covered by the Uplands team, their ‘patch’, was founded in the last century around a specific industry that barely now exists, except in its cultural significance. It is an area of social deprivation according to all the standard indices. I spent three months based in the social work team’s office. Because of sensitivity of access I did not observe worker-client interaction, but did observe collegial talk around the office, conduct an in-depth interview with each team member and analyse in detail the files on all cases on the ‘child protection register’ (14 in number). Opportunities for observation included routine case discussion between colleagues in the office, more formal case discussion in individual supervisions with the team manager, telephone conversations with clients and with other professionals, and regular team meetings. The data were analysed though a grounded theory approach, and analytic induction was used to check the validity of emerging themes. A computer software package, NUD*IST 4.0, was used to facilitate coding of data.

The social work team comprised of six women and three men social workers, and a woman team manager, all of whom were white. The population of the Uplands is 99% white, and during the fieldwork all the child protection cases I studied were white and were all poor working class families. The picture of the construction of men is, therefore, a partial one. A clientele of poor working class families is typical of child protection practice (Lindsay, 1994), but an all-white research setting is only typical of this geographical region. Research in such a setting cannot explore constructions of people of colour which are a crucial dimension to the processing of child abuse in multi-ethnic districts (see, for example, Swift, 1995). Representations of gay men and disabled men are not discussed either, because all the men clients referred to during the fieldwork were able-bodied and ostensibly heterosexual. In the analysis of research findings later in the paper there will not be discussion of any distinction between men and women social workers. This is because I found that in general occupational culture overrides differences in the gender identities of the workers. Where a gender discourse has power in the workplace culture, it seems to affect the work of men and women alike.

PERSPECTIVES

The research set out to deconstruct the occupational culture of social work and explore the gendering of the child protection process. This exploration was not intended to be an evaluation. The aim was not to comment on whether or not the social workers were constructing gender correctly. I took for granted that organisational life is suffused with gender, and aimed to study the detail of this in the social work office through ethnography. At the same time, such research cannot be value-free. Inevitably the researcher brings assumptions which frame the design and the process, and a reflexive approach demands that these should be made explicit. In the case of this research, there are inherent assumptions both about gender and about statutory childcare.

Fox-Harding (1996) has outlined the main paradigms in considerations of childcare policy: laissez-faire and patriarchy, state paternalism and child protection, the modern defence of the birth family and parents’ rights, and children’s rights and child liberation. Inevitably researchers position themselves somewhere on this continuum. The issue that inspired my research was the concentration of child protection investigation and intervention on women, as an issue of justice to women in that they bear the brunt of scrutiny, rather than as an injustice to men because they are left out. In fact, as the discussion below will show, the picture is a little more complex than that. This is, though, a concern about parents’ rights. That is not to say, of course, that children’s rights have not been an issue in the research. I am, however, choosing to study aspects of the system that put pressure on women as parents or carers rather than on men.

The term ‘social construction’ needs clarification. It is a disputed term that has been the target of criticisms from several directions. It will not be used here to suggest either that social workers’ beliefs and practices are completely socially determined, or that any version of social reality is an equally valid one, without any recourse to material reality and the actual bodily practices of men. The term is a useful one because there is considerable scope for different ways of understanding and responding to men in relation to child welfare and child abuse. It is these interpretations and responses that the paper focuses on. There are many dimensions of gender construction in occupational culture that could be explored, including ethnomethodological study of talk about men, and detailed analysis of how accounts of clients are constructed for particular audiences. In this paper I am choosing to present an overview of social workers’ expressed opinions about men in collegial talk, research interviews and case records.

Whilst the paper will focus in particular on constructions of men, clearly these cannot be considered in isolation from constructions of women as mothers and of children. There has been plenty of comment in the social work literature on the relative failure of social workers to engage men in the child protection process (for example, Farmer and Owen, 1995; Milner, 1993; O’Hagan, 1997). There has not been qualitative research focusing on what social workers say and write about their male clients, with the exception of the work of Edwards (1998), who interviewed and observed a wider group of health and welfare service providers, rather than focusing on child protection. Social workers’ own gendered identities are clearly relevant to any study of the gendered construction of clients. Young (1996, p.15) writes that ‘seeing the Other is a form of self-reproduction. Looking at or for the Other (the criminal) we represent ourselves to ourselves’. However, this dimension of gender in child protection work will not be discussed in this paper. It is tackled elsewhere by, amongst others, Featherstone (1997) and Christie (1998).

The concept of discourses of masculinity will be used in this paper. Middleton writes that ‘to speak legitimately of a discourse of masculinity it would be necessary to show that a particular set of usages was located structurally within a clearly defined institution with its own methods, objects and practices’ (Middleton, 1992, p.142). It can be argued that child protection social workers do have to negotiate discourses of masculinity according to Middleton’s definition. Knowledge about men is located in institutional practices such as case conference decisions, use of the law, reference to social scientific concepts and research evidence.

THE CONTEXT OF CONTEMPORARY CHILD PROTECTION IN THE UK

Whilst this paper cannot attempt to summarise the major debates that are current in the child protection field, it does seem important to briefly introduce some key recent critiques of the operation of the system. Several commentators have described the current style of child protection work in the UK as a socio- (or psycho-) legal approach (Parton, 1991: White, 1998a). Although the proponents of these labels disagree about the extent of the demise of the ‘psy’ complex, they agree that the current emphasis is more on the gathering of evidence than on finding ways to help people change, as in traditional social work. Parton et al (1997) argue that the defining feature of child protection systems in the West is its emphasis on risk. Certainly, recent research in the UK shows an emphasis on investigation of alleged abuse at the expense of support for families (Dartington Social Research Unit, 1995). This emphasis on investigation of families, at the expense of family support, in response to a mushrooming of referrals alleging abuse, has similarly been recorded in North America and Australia (Lindsay, 1994; Parton et al, 1997). It seems there has been an explosion of child abuse referrals, with very many being unfounded or unsubstantiated, or found to be concerns about parenting style rather than harm to children (Parton et al, 1997).

The key legislation that frames childcare social work in the UK is the Children Act 1989. This holds the ‘welfare of the child’ (inevitably loosely defined) to be paramount. This concept is crucial in the occupational culture of social work, and is often used as professional justification where the interests of parents and children are seen to conflict. Susan White’s ethnographic study (1997) found that social workers displayed scepticism about parental accounts and made reference to the child’s ‘precariously endangered body’ to accomplish professional competence. There are ambiguous messages about masculinity in the Children Act 1989. Williams (1998) claims it draws on a relatively new discourse of shared parenting. The term ‘parent’ is used, providing an apparent gender neutrality which obscures the reality of the gendered division of domestic labour in most households. However, the central concept of parental responsibility on which the act is based is only available as an automatic right to married fathers. The unmarried father has to apply for legal parental responsibility.

MASCULINITIES IN SOCIAL POLICY DISCOURSE

There has been some recent attention to the intersection of masculinities and social welfare in the UK (Cavanagh and Cree, 1996; Pringle, 1995). Hearn (1998) has written that masculinity is now, ‘just about’, on political and policy agendas. A recent example is this comment from Jack Straw, the UK Home Secretary, when in discussion with an ex-offender.

I have seen plenty of examples on estates like yours where it’s the women, the mums, who’ve had enough and are setting up homework classes and so on. Trying to get men more involved in community action is important. In so many cases of young men who get into serious trouble there is a problem with their dad or their father figure (Jack Straw in Turner, 1998)

This excerpt is interesting in many different respects; the important ones here being that it raises two substantial concerns about men and masculinity that have come to the fore in the UK in recent years and have featured to differing degrees in academic, political, media and popular discourse. The two concerns are dangerous young men and dangerous fathers. Interesting overviews of these debates are provided by Hearn (1998) and Williams (1998). The issue of fatherhood is particularly pertinent to the ethnographic data described below. Williams’s chapter outlines the debates about fatherhood that form the context to social workers’ constructions of men as clients.

She divides social policy discourse on fatherhood into concerns about absence and concerns about distance.  The concern about absence is often accompanied by fears about the ‘dangerous’ masculinities of socially marginalised men who are leaving women with delinquent children; Charles Murray’s ‘underclass’ (Murray, 1990). The concern about distance is expressed by a wide range of different commentators, but is usually sympathetic with the feminist goal of reducing sex inequality through men spending more time on childcare. Williams divides this group according to whether they seek to achieve their goal by increasing men’s rights or by challenging men’s lack of active involvement in childcare. These and other debates on men and parenting are reflected in the occupational culture of social work that I shall now go on to discuss.

DISCOURSES OF MASCULINITY IN THE SOCIAL WORK OFFICE

To set the context for a typology of constructions of men, some introductory comments about the profile of the client group are needed. The male clients of childcare social workers either come into the category ‘children’, or the category ‘parent/carer’. This paper will not discuss how boys are constructed. My concern is with the construction of men as parents or carers. With a few exceptions, these men have a socially and economically marginal class status. They are usually unemployed or working very casually and probably illegally. Most live in stigmatised social housing estates which are relatively remote from public services and shops. A high proportion seem to have criminal records. Because I chose to focus on ‘child protection’ cases (not all clients are thus categorised), inevitably there is a high proportion of men in this system that are suspected of, or found to be responsible for, some form of child abuse or neglect. As might be expected, therefore, a dominant discourse that influences much of the representation of men in office talk, interview and case files is that of dangerous masculinities.

As observed earlier, one would not expect an infinite number of different gender constructions, since social workers are responding to material reality, or men’s actual bodily practices. However, notions of masculinity, femininity and childhood are socially constructed. Child protection is inherently contested territory. As Corby (1993) puts it, the only definition of child abuse possible is that of a conclusion reached by a group of professionals at a given point in time. The material realities of poverty and men’s bodily practices feed into wider discourse about dangerous underclass men. As Lupton and Barclay (1997), in their discussion of discourse on fatherhood, have pointed out, the ‘dangerous’ father, who has become a figure of moral panic, is a poor, working class, perhaps non-European father. Collier (1995) tells us that the notion of the ‘good father’ in family law is set against the idea of the unrespectable men of the dangerous classes.

There are exceptions to the class profile of men clients summarised above. It was explained to me early on that within the children and families service the place where middle class men were most often encountered was in advocating, often in highly articulate fashion, for their disabled offspring. Also, it seems to be accepted wisdom on sex offending that it goes on across class boundaries. Other types of abusive behaviour are understood as being more class-specific in the sense that they can be responses to social stress. The discourses of masculinity that will be outlined below are as follows: men as a threat, men as no use, men as irrelevant, men as absent, men as no different from women, and men as better than women.

Men as a threat

There is not one unified discourse on men clients in the social work office. There are some tensions and contradictions. However, the discourse of men as a threat is a particularly powerful one. Men are seen as a potential threat to children, social workers and women clients. Social workers are very frequently faced with reports of men’s violence against women, and, less often, with tales of their violence towards children. The possibility of sexual abuse is also a very important influence on the discourse of men as a threat. A woman social worker explained her general expectation that men clients would be a threat to the well-being of women and children:

I find that working in the area I am working in, which is usually sexual or physical abuse, emotional abuse, and at the high end of the scale as well, most of my mothers are victims in their own lives and have been targeted by manipulative men with their own agenda that would target vulnerable women. So my experience of working with men is probably tainted by that; the fact that their agenda for being there is not conducive for the best for the children or for the mother (interview with woman social worker).

The discourse of ‘men as a threat’ will be discussed in two parts: firstly discourse on sexually abusing men, and secondly discourse on violent men.

Sexual abuse

The ‘discovery’ of sexual abuse in recent years has been a major influence on the culture of social work (Parton et al, 1997). It has been so all-pervasive that the general terms ‘abuse’, ‘abuser’ or ‘abused’ are sometimes used to refer to specifically sexual abuse. Popular discourse on sexual abuse in the UK can be summarised in two main strands: the predatory ‘paedophile’ and the abusing male relative. Social workers make reference to both. The former has been particularly prominent in the British media in the last couple of years, with many stories of offenders being hounded from communities. The predatory paedophile is seen as coming into families from outside, preying on children in public spaces, or inviting them into his home.  The discourse of the male relative as abuser is less rooted in the popular imagination, but its acceptance as mainstream social work knowledge demonstrates the success of feminism in convincing the profession of the ordinariness of child sexual abuse. In social services there is the added dimension of recent scandals of abuse by staff in residential homes for children, some of which, it is alleged, may have been organised through sophisticated networks. These men are both predatory, in that they seek out positions where they can abuse vulnerable children, and ‘familial’ in a sense, because they are part of the organisation.

There was experience within the team both of cases of fathers, stepfathers or other male relatives sexually abusing children, and also cases of child victims of abuse by an ‘outsider’. The potential for discovering sexual abuse is thought to be ever present. This became vivid to me during negotiation of research access, when a gatekeeper expressed his concern that I might be a ‘paedophile’ wanting to make contact with like-minded people through my research. His concern is based in the predatory paedophile discourse, but also illustrates the extent to which the threat is seen to be close at hand, and potentially within the organisation. It also illustrates the extent to which the ‘discovery’ of sexual abuse has influenced organisational constructions of masculinity in general. This gatekeeper’s concern was triggered by a one page summary of my research questions that simply stated I was interested in studying work with men. There had been no mention of sex offenders.

Unlike other men responsible for abuse of children, sex offenders are constructed as a homogenous group.  As Featherstone and Lancaster (1997) have argued, there is an agreed set of assumptions about offenders which has achieved hegemonic status in social work. The Faithfull Foundation (formerly the Gracewell Clinic) has been a particularly influential UK organisation in reaching social workers with these messages. During my fieldwork, a social worker presented to the team a summary of one of their courses that he had attended, and the ideas were clearly very familiar to them. There were several references to the same concepts during the rest of the fieldwork period. The key concepts are as follows: an offence is ‘never a one-off’, but is deliberate, and planned; the offence is committed as part of a ‘cycle’ which involves fantasising about the child and self-justifying beliefs; the child is ‘groomed’, that is, gradually introduced into abusive situations and persuaded to keep quiet; abusers will minimise and deny their abuse, so are generally not to be believed, whereas children are always to be believed if they apparently disclose abuse; abusers are often clever and charming; you would not expect them to change their behaviour, at least not without intensive therapeutic input such as that provided by the Faithfull Foundation. The following extract is from a social worker’s summary of the Faithfull Foundation course he had attended. The passage illustrates many of the main tenets of faith in sex offender work. It was not transcribed from a tape, but consists of notes written during a team meeting. The passage is, in a sense, a summary. All the words quoted are the worker’s own words, but inevitably some of his words were also missed. All of his main points are recorded.

Brian began to speak about his Faithfull Foundation course on sex offenders. ‘I’ll need to set the context for people who weren’t here last time. I’ll talk in particular about assessment. We’re not into treatment as much. It comes up from time to time, but we do have to do assessments (list of examples of when as per last time). We’ve got a number of cases at the moment that are quite relevant. In Joan’s case, a older girl was groomed. When we go out to do assessments, we must have some assumptions in our minds. There’s a cycle of offending - accepted wisdom of how men offend. The course looked at males. As far as we know most are men. The first assumption to make is that it is never a one-off. You know, she came past the bathroom and I touched her. The second assumption is that quite a lot of planning has gone into it. If there’s a conviction we’re obliged to operate on the assumption he did it. I had a case where there was a good video but the court case fell down and he moved home again. I was interested in how he did the grooming. We all groom children. There was an exercise on the course about getting a child to take medicine. Persuading them to do things when their better instincts say not to. In school I was told ‘all good boys tell the truth’ and if you told the truth you got a smack (laughter). We all groom children. In sexual abuse the grooming is as sophisticated as that and probably more so. The offender has to think about how to stop the child telling people. You need to look at the grooming process when you’re doing assessments. It’s a horrible thing to say but I’ve heard it said that wherever there are groups of children there will be paedophiles: schools, scout clubs. There are different family dynamics’ (he went on to describe four family structures in which abuse can thrive) (from fieldnotes taken at a team meeting).

Social workers do not expect to spend time working with sex offenders. The only acceptable strategy, if it is decided that abuse has taken place, is to get the man out of the home. In practice, the social workers testify, this is done either through imprisonment or by pressure being applied through the threat of legal action if he does not leave. In many cases this involves the woman having to ‘choose’ him or the children. 

There is only one strategy really to start with and that is him leaving the home….. so really you are talking of separation then. It is very difficult to work with a family when there are children in the family when you know about the abusive cycle (interview with woman social worker).

Imagining seems particularly important in constructing sexual abuse. There is often a suspicion that secrets lurk in families; possibly secrets about men’s dangerous sexuality. Social workers will talk of having strong suspicions that a man is abusing a child, even in the absence of any evidence.

I’m 99% certain that he is abusing this girl. (interview with woman social worker)

It’s only when there’s a smell of sexual abuse, you get a feeling about it (from fieldnotes, male social worker at team meeting)

Talk of this kind of suspicion is specific to sexual abuse. There is not the same discussion of lurking secrets in relation to other forms of abuse. This must be in part due to the hidden nature of the abuse. There is also, perhaps, a perception that sexual abuse is more traumatic to children than other forms of abuse, a perception that would be supported by research such as that undertaken by Kelly et al (1995). It also seems that sexuality has cultural power in the organisation (Hearn and Parkin, 1987). Stainton Rogers and Stainton Rogers (1992) have observed that the topic of sexual abuse creates a profound emotional reaction in people, what they call a ‘visceral clutch’.

Violence

Violence against women is regarded as dangerous to women and children alike. Again, the message of feminism that it is serious and damaging has become accepted in mainstream child protection knowledge. If a case is categorised as a child protection case because of a man’s violence towards the children’s mother, it is typically labelled as a situation of likely physical or emotional abuse of the children. It is often stressed that the risk of physical abuse is not direct, but that the children might get ‘caught up’ in the violence towards their mother. Although it is regarded as damaging to women and children, ‘domestic’ violence is also seen as fairly routine, and is often not the target of intervention if there are thought to be other problems in a family. Neither is there the consistency in explanations of violence that we find with constructions of sexual abuse. Social workers’ explanations reflect the diversity of academic discourse on violence in the home.

Featherstone and Trinder (1997) have claimed that the feminist explanation that men’s violence is a tactic for gaining control over women (they label this ‘radical feminist’) has attained hegemonic status in the culture of social work. This assertion is not supported from the Uplands team data. Violence as men controlling women does form part of the repertoire of explanations in the social work office, but alongside this, sometimes as part of the same assessment of a family, run other interpretations. These include the notion of a cycle of violence that the woman is trapped in, the idea that alcohol is a causal factor, and the idea that in some families the man and woman are ‘both as bad as each other’. Below is a data extract which illustrates how more than one theory of domestic violence can be employed at once. The social worker references both ideas about the origins of domestic violence in men’s social power and also, switching the focus to the woman as cause, more psychological ideas about her learning to have a low self-esteem.

In my previous job, not so much here, alcohol and domestic violence were rife. If we look at the mother, look at the parents, what I see is the man having control, power, being in charge, perhaps drinking quite a lot of the income. The mother has low self-esteem, a poor self-image. She’s grown up with a father who’s violent (interview with woman social worker).

Usually, however, the responsibility for the violence is attached to the man. Violent men are variously described as possessive, controlling, heartless, obsessive, resentful of women, and not safe to look after children. Responsibility for the children’s safety, however, is firmly with the mother. It is children that are the priority.

Mullender’s recent article (1997) is interesting to note here. She describes the shift from social workers trying to keep families together in the 70s and 80s (see Maynard, 1985) to the current orthodoxy, which is to expect the woman to remove a violent man from the home. The approach has changed as the man’s violence has come to be seen as a threat to the children’s safety, rather than a threat to the stability of the relationship. So a successful outcome is the woman ‘choosing’ the children rather than the man, and leaving home, or insisting that he leaves. If she does not do this she is ‘failing to protect’ the children. 

‘Well, failing to protect is usually around where there is another in the household. The mother is not putting the child’s needs before her own basically. She wants a relationship; she therefore is blinkered to the fact that the man in the relationship could pose a threat. (interview with team manager)

Men clients who are known to be violent towards women partners are also assumed to be a threat to women social workers. In such situations, male social workers are seen to provide protection. Interestingly, both these assumptions are questioned by recent research. O’Hagan and Dillenburger (1995, citing research by Rowett and by Norris) point out that most assaults on social workers are in fact from women clients. Balloch et al’s recent research (1998) into assaults on social workers found that men were much more likely to be assaulted than women.

Unknown men are thought to pose a potential threat to children if they have some kind of negative connection, or suspicious history of their own. An example is the case of the children accommodated by the local authority because of risk of physical abuse (an infant’s leg had been broken, apparently by the stepfather) when the father of the violent boyfriend was willing to take them instead. Use of the extended family is standard procedure in these situations, but this man was not trusted because he was unknown and had a violent son. Another man, who had not been met by social workers because he had been in prison, was assumed to pose a risk to a child because of reports of his violent and controlling behaviour in the recent past, was well regarded when he was actually met. In discussing him with a colleague, one of the social workers said

It’s the same pattern. All the women hooked up with men at a young age. Her sister is with a dominating man but it turned out OK. If Dave could cool his head it could be OK. If he didn’t get into trouble it would be OK (woman social worker, from fieldnotes).
The discourse of men as a threat rests on images of embodied masculinity. On one occasion a senior manager used the expression ‘hairy beast’ to describe a hypothetical violent man. This is a stark image, and does not accurately represent the manager’s visual construction of the client, but it does perhaps indicate the importance of the visual imagination. Physically and sexually violent men conjure powerful embodied images.

Men as no use

Another powerful discourse of masculinity in the social work office is that of men as no use. Some women clients are described as viewing the men in their lives as no use to them if they are unemployed. Whilst this view is not shared by the social workers, there is a trend of regarding men as contributing very little to the family. Men are described by social workers as not contributing to childcare, not helping with work around the house, and spending all the money. Men are often described as being always away from the home. Their time tends not to be taken up with legitimate working, which might be considered an acceptable absence from home, but with either looking for work, working illegally or socialising. The implication is that these activities, since they are not core masculine tasks such as earning legal money, are probably excuses for avoiding family responsibility.

I mean in some cases the male is out of the house either working on the alternative economy or legitimately. And that again is quite a cultural thing around here that the male is the person that goes out and earns or is the first name on the claims. Unless it is child benefit in which case it’s the mothers’ name that appears first. I know that is nationally common, but it is considered very much that the woman is at home looking after the children while the man, even if he is not employed, is out and about with his friends (interview with male social worker).

There is a certain exasperation expressed about men’s incompetence as carers and as clients. They are variously described as unable to cope, childlike, deluded, obsessive and stubborn. They are seen as difficult to work with. It is said that they refuse to take responsibility for problems that are of their own making, blaming instead their partner or the social worker. They are also said to lack commitment to the social work plan, which means they lack commitment to their children. They are regarded as of little practical use in terms of family life, and it is also then thought to be difficult to talk to them about problems with their behaviour, because they only want to talk about practical matters, such as housing. ‘Hopeless’ men can be the butt of office humour and irreverent comment. The discourse of men as no use reflects Lupton and Barclay’s (1997) finding that the ‘expert discourse’ of the family health and welfare literature portrays fatherhood as a fundamentally problematic experience.

Men as irrelevant

There is a sense in which men can be non-clients. The concept in the Children Act 1989 of parental responsibility is a crucial one for the organisation’s definition of who is and is not a client. It seems that many of the men that the social workers encounter do not have this status in law, because they are not married to the children’s mother. In this situation, they will not necessarily be involved in the child protection process. There seem to be occasions where it does not occur to a social worker to involve a man without parental responsibility, and also occasions where it is convenient to have recourse to this legal concept to avoid involving a man who is, for whatever reason, undesirable. Social workers also spoke of situations where a man was not relevant to their work because the children’s mother did not want him involved.

There were various ways in which it was explained that working with men is not always part of the job. If a man is in prison, it is not part of the job to go and see him. Pragmatic considerations can mean that men are not worked with. For example, in the case of a man who is violent to his woman partner, it is not considered part of the job to work with him to change his behaviour, but rather to pressurise the woman to leave him, thus protecting the children.

I mean you have got to be working with a woman to say do you want to, why are you staying with this man, do you want to stay with this man, do you want help in moving away from this man. I have yet to meet a social worker who would say let’s you and me and your husband or partner look at the violence that is going on between you. I don’t think a social worker is actually trained for that, I don’t think that they have got the resources to do that, in terms of time and I think that you know, there are too many other demands (interview with team manager, woman)

The priority is child safety, and that can mean deciding to concentrate on the children’s mother, because it is her that spends time with them and does most, perhaps all, of the work of caring.

Sometimes we work with the woman to get to the children quicker. If you can’t change the actual childcare you work with the women because they’re the actual providers of childcare (woman social worker, from fieldnotes)

Men as absent

As well as men whose legal status or behaviour renders them non-clients, there are men who are potential clients but are thought to avoid engaging with social workers through their absence. They are seen to often absent themselves when social workers come to call. They may well either not live with the family full-time or at least not declare themselves as living there because of their assumption that a reduction in welfare benefits would follow. Men are also absent through imprisonment, and moving on to new partners and new families.

In some families, the stable figure is the mother who is there with the children, and over the years there have been several partners. I suppose you can’t generalise. Or you just have the mother figure, and he has left, and she is on her own, battling with everybody; battling to get any kind of support and that kind of thing with the benefits agency, battling with us, battling for the kids in school. There are quite a few where the father is actually living at home but where the father will always attempt to go out when he knows that you are coming (interview with woman social worker).

Despite the negative constructions of men as a threat and as useless, their absence is usually considered to be a bad thing (see also Edwards, 1998). It is thought that men should be there for the children, and to help the mother with the work of caring. A man’s abdication of responsibility can contribute to a neglect categorisation. There is general sympathy with women clients who are left to do the work themselves. It is said that absent men can ‘make themselves look good’ as prospective parents, without having the daily struggle of caring work. There are echoes here of the concern in social policy discourse about father absence described by Williams (1998).

Men as no different from women

Constructions of men are not uniformly negative. There are cases where the man and the woman are to be ‘as bad as each other’, and there is also a notion of equality in the social work culture that involves viewing men as no different from women.

As mentioned above, the social workers’ explanations of violence in the home reflect the diversity of academic discourse on this topic. There are certain cases where domestic violence is understood as to some degree the responsibility of both partners. This construction seems to be particularly strong where the problems are long-standing and the case has been active for many years. Typically the children are described as ‘pulled all ways’ between warring parents. This construction of a violent household tends to be linked to the presence of a woman who is seen as aggressive. As this interview excerpt shows, aggressive women are seen to be part of everyday social work.

I can think of a bloke who had me pinned up against the door once but I can also think of a seventeen year old girl who had me pinned up against a wall once so I don’t automatically look at blokes as being the aggressive ones. I can think of very aggressive women, screaming down the phone. In fact I think women are probably more aggressive down the phone than men actually, but then again there are more of them (interview with woman team manager).                   

There are tensions in the interpretation of concepts of equal opportunities and anti-discrimination. These can be seen in the mixed reactions to my stated research topic, social work with men. There was general interest, rather than hostility, but some people immediately made reference to feminist critiques of masculinity, whereas others wondered whether men are being disadvantaged in the social work process. These tensions relate to different emphases in social work knowledge, as well as the range of perspectives on masculinity outlined by Clatterbaugh (1990). As Jordan (1991) explains, in his critique of the UK social work training council’s summary of social work competences (Central Council for Education and Training in Social Work, 1991), there are tensions between an appreciation of structural inequalities and an emphasis on the individual’s right to dignity, privacy, confidentiality, choice and protection.

Men as better than women

Men are constructed as better, or as surprisingly good, where the mother is seen to be deficient in some way. This might mean failing to cope with the tasks of mothering: housework, nurturing, and the servicing of the child’s body:

She makes an effort in that her clothes are clean and her personal hygiene is good. The home is also clean and tidy. Tony undertakes all of the cooking and possibly all of the cleaning …. Diane has some insight. The participants reiterated that Tony is more in tune with the baby. He is less egocentric and immature than Diane (case file).

Men tend to be identified positively in relation to women’s failings. These positive constructions are more easily explained in relation to ideologies of mothering than in relation to any particular discourse of masculinity. A bad mother case does not necessarily involve positive constructions of men, but gendered constructions of parent clients are always relational in some respect. Women who are failing as mothers are also seen as victims of oppressive men, weak or unnatural in refusing to leave such a man ‘for the sake of the children’, or ‘as bad as he is’ in cases of mutual hostility.

The child welfare industry has historically focused on mothering rather than parenting. O’Hagan and Dillenburger (1995) summarise the ideas, including those from social work theory, that have contributed to the concentration on women in childcare social work. Particularly prominent have been the enduring legacies of Freud and  Bowlby. Their writings on, respectively, the psychodynamics of the mother-infant dyad and the quality of maternal attachment have been interpreted as an argument for the necessity of women being primary carers. These ideas form the context to what Davies and Krane (1996), amongst others have called the culture of ‘mother-blaming’ in child welfare work.

DISCUSSION

Munro (1998, p93) writes that the scrutiny of mothers in child protection work is ‘surprising …… since men are considerably more likely than women to be violent and so, one would think, professionals would give them more, not less, attention than women in assessing danger to children’. The ethnographic data described above go some way towards addressing this surprise. The study found that in the occupational culture of child protection social work, men are constructed as a threat, as no use, as irrelevant, as absent, as no different from women, and as better than women. These are constructions of socially and economically marginal men. The dangerousness of rough working class men is implicitly contrasted with the respectability of other men (Hearn, 1990; Edwards, 1998). Male social workers themselves are among the respectable men. In general, men clients seem to be constructed as a negative influence unless there are bad mothers with whom they can be contrasted. Where they are a negative influence, it tends not to be seen as part of the job to work with them.

In many ways constructions of men are strongly influenced by some particular feminist accounts of masculinity. There is frequent reference to men’s power over women and children, and the inequality of domestic labour. It is interesting to note, however, that this feminist influence does not seem to have reduced the scrutiny of women. Abusive men are seen as a danger to women and children and should be removed, but it is the responsibility of women to do this, and not doing so constitutes ‘failure to protect’, so it is women’s actions and attitudes that are scrutinised. There is a feeling that women clients would be better off without these particular men (although not necessarily without men at all), and little empathy when they do not wish to be.

It is interesting to compare constructions of violence against women and constructions of sexual abuse. The most striking aspect of the constructions of men and sexual abuse is the homogeneity; the view that they are all like that. There is a marked difference between the way the social workers respond to sex offenders and the diverse ways they respond to other men clients, including those who are constructed as a threat. Sexual abuse is seen to warrant an extraordinary response (Scott, 1998). It is not considered possible for children to remain in a household where a man has sexually abused unless the mother rejects him absolutely. Men who are abusers are only engaged on the cynical basis of the need to get them talking to find out their ‘grooming’ tactics. As Featherstone and Lancaster (1998) point out, these men are seen as exempt from entitlement to the ‘universal respect’ said to be a core traditional social work ethic.

The discourses of men as a threat, men as no use, men as absent and, to an extent, men as irrelevant relate to the increasingly powerful discourse of the ‘problem with men’ alluded to (in a social policy context) earlier in the paper. Collier (1998), amongst others, reminds us that in relation to a range of issues, including crime, parenting, working with children, child support, sexuality, marriage and divorce, the behaviour of men has been called into question in media, academic and political discourse. The fact that the topic of masculinity seems to be considered ‘good copy’ in much of the media, and not just in the intellectual press, is an indication of its currency and accessibility. The Uplands social workers’ constructions of men as clients should not be seen as simply a straightforward reflection of the material practices of the men they encounter. Nor should they be taken to reveal a tightly bounded occupational culture of social work. Rather, the process of constructing men in child protection work ought to be understood as rooted in a wider discourse of masculinity as problematic.

CONCLUSION

Whilst masculinity discourse in the social work office should not be crudely understood as reflecting directly what men clients are ‘really like’, it must also be remembered that the range of constructions available to the social workers is limited by the actual bodily practices of the men they work with. No study of the culture of child protection can forget that there is a material world beyond the social work rhetoric; there are actual embodied children out there and real men and real women (White, 1998b). There needs to be at least a mention at this point of possible implications of the research findings for practitioners who have to make important decisions about families on a daily basis. I do not believe there should be any overly prescriptive conclusion to a paper of this kind. The intention was not to crudely pass judgement on whether constructions of masculinity are right or wrong. The research can, however, potentially speak to practitioners.

Gendered tacit knowledge is unavoidable in any organisation. What perhaps can be avoided is an unquestioning acceptance of workplace culture. If injustice in social work provision is to be addressed, gendered constructions of clients have to be made explicit and their implications understood. Social workers need to be reflective about their own practice and the gendered discourse of their office culture. Training can encourage this process of reflection. O’Hagan (1997), writing on what he terms the ‘avoidance’ of men in child protection, concludes that training for social workers in three areas is needed: self-awareness, widening the theoretical base and confidence-building. Making gender explicit at every stage will also aid reflection and changes to practice. This has implications for language used. As Edwards (1998, p277) puts it, ‘in the pursuit of gender-neutral language, the role of men is minimised’.

The discourses of masculinity in the Uplands team represent a range of ways of conceptualising gender, from the rigid one-dimensional model of understanding sexually abusive men through to the diversity of psychological and sociological explanations for domestic violence. An attempt to think though the implications of these various different models for other areas of the work may prove fruitful. So, for example, the social workers’ theories of sex offending emphasise the need for constant awareness of the possibility that men will minimise the severity of behaviour and the intent behind it. This may be a useful insight into other types of behaviour, such as physical violence or avoidance of domestic work. Equally, the belief in the importance of an individualised approach (see ‘men as no different’) may be challenging to the blanket assumptions made about men who sexually abuse. What is perhaps needed is gender theorising that can encompass both the material reality of the relative power of most men over most women and also the nuances of gender relations and gender identities, and the complications of multiple and sometimes contradictory discursive practices.

O’Hagan (1997) stresses the need for widening social workers’ theoretical base to more fully incorporate feminist perspectives. Equally, there have recently been calls for the broadening out of the theoretical base of feminist social work (Graham, 1993; Featherstone and Lancaster, 1997; Featherstone and Trinder, 1997). These authors stress the need for acceptance of diversity, fluidity and the multi-dimensional nature of power relations. Neither a liberal theory of anti-discrimination as equal treatment, nor anti-oppressive theory based on a monolithic notion of men’s oppression of women, can capture the subtleties of gender identities and power at the micro level. Equally, a post-modernist deconstruction of the intersection of gender and power can leave us totally cut off from any notion that most men are, if not actively involved, at least complicit (Connell, 1995) in the oppression of women. The complexity of the social work role and the complexity of gender relations suggest the need for a sophisticated conceptual framework for understanding men and women as clients in child protection work.
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