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Abstract 

Social workers carry much of the frontline authority to define risk to children and 

discuss it with families. Assessment reports and other institutional documents record 

professional views about family information, and also have the potential to convey 

the ‘voice’ of the family to institutions. Social workers have responsibility for sharing 

these documents with families, yet little is known about how they do this. This paper 

focuses on episodes when social workers introduce institutional documents in home 

visits, and on the family responses elicited. These are high-stakes encounters which, 

when they go seriously wrong, emerge in the press as tragedies and scandals. For 

families, these documents carry an emotional depth-charge as intimate, potentially 

shaming, and sometimes inaccurate details of their lives are inscribed in them by 

and for others. Latour’s (1996) concept of interobjectivity sheds light on the use of 

documents, while concepts of epistemic authority (Heritage and Raymond, 2005) 

and epistemic injustice (Fricker, 2007) are employed to examine how social workers 

respond to parental testimony about themselves and their children. Learning how to 

present institutional documentation in ways that reduce the risk of emotional 

reactivity and treating family perspectives with epistemic justice may enhance social 

work practice. At a policy level, the design of documents warrants review, so that 

they facilitate rather than obstruct social workers’ efforts to build what are already 

fragile relationships with families. 
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Social workers operate at the boundary between families and other professions and 

organisations. They collate information into assessment documents and ‘translate’ 

and convey the views of other professionals to families. The purpose of child and 

family assessments is to build a comprehensive picture of children’s needs, including 

the nature and level of any risk or harm being experienced by the child (Department 

for Education, 2018). Home visits are a core component of the assessment. Initial 

visits to families are a uniquely challenging social situation: information is uncertain, 

families may be reluctant to work with social workers, and time is limited (Turney et 

al. 2011). Triggered by concerns about risk to children’s welfare, these are high-

stakes encounters from the perspective of both family and social workers. They take 

place within a “context of ineliminable tensions involving the rights of parents, of 

children and of the right for the state to intervene in family where there are serious 

concerns” (Cossar et al., 2014: 103). Social workers are charged with managing 

these tensions by working in partnership with family members while exercising their 

institutional authority to protect the child.  

Child protection investigations in England have tripled in the last 15 years, from 

65,000 in 2005 to 201,000 in 2019 (Bilson, 2021), a picture repeated in North 

America, Australia and New Zealand. A fifth of all children in England were referred 

to children’s social care (CSC) before their fifth birthday and a sixth of all children 

required a social work assessment (Bilson and Martin, 2016; Bilson et al., 2017). 

This has been described as the ‘investigative turn’ (Bilson et al., 2017: 416), with 

major reports on child welfare systems in England and Scotland condemning over-

reliance on assessment and investigation at the expense of family support 

(Independent Care Review, 2020; Independent Review into CSC, 2021). 

Most qualitative research into child and family assessments relies on post hoc 

interviews or surveys, which show that parents report the process as predominantly 

negative: adversarial, and often focused on family weaknesses rather than strengths 

(Clapton, 2020; Ghaffar et al., 2012). It is not experienced as a joint process, rather 

one characterised by forced compliance for the duration of social work involvement 

(Devine, 2015). Parents have different views to professionals about what needs to 

change in their family but nonetheless feel compelled to comply (Buckley et al., 

2011). Harris (2012) found that social work strategies to seek parental compliance 
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were experienced as intrusive and sometimes coercive. Coercive assessments are 

associated with poorer relations between families and social workers (Corby et al., 

2002; Dumbrill, 2006), undermining the potential for creating a working alliance 

between professionals and parents to effect change for their children. 

A number of studies have explored interactions between social workers and family 

members during assessment visits to the home, giving glimpses of how the 

investigative turn manifests in direct practice. Ferguson (2011, 2016, 2018) takes an 

ethnographic approach, observing home visits and evaluating how social workers 

communicate with parents and children. He finds that social workers who build 

relationships with playfulness, creativity and warmth can work effectively with 

families, despite the organisational and policy constraints of time-limited 

assessments. Ferguson (2018: 68) observes that this requires “practitioners to act 

much more on the basis of knowledge, skill, intuition, ritual and courage than 

bureaucratic rules and to be craftspeople and improvisers. Social workers have to 

‘make’ their practice”. 

A second body of knowledge focuses on direct observation combined with audio 

recording of child welfare home visits to evaluate social work practice (Bostock et al., 

2017; Forrester et al., 2019; Forrester et al., 2020). In contrast to Ferguson’s work, 

these studies applied a coding framework of pre-defined skills to evaluate the quality 

of social work communication (Whittaker et al., 2017), with the analysis of hundreds 

of social work home visits (Lynch et al., 2018; Forrester et al., 2020) finding a 

predominance of poorer practice. The visits tended to lack clarity of concern, child 

focus and empathy as measured using the coding framework. Lynch et al. (2018) 

analysed 110 of these recordings to identify features of empathic communication. 

They found that where communication skills were rated highly, social workers used 

more open questions and reflections of parental speech. While the analytic method 

paid attention to interactions between social workers and family members, only 

social workers’ talk was analysed and rated for quality of practice. Understanding 

how social workers and family members made sense of one another’s perspectives 

during these difficult conversations was necessarily limited. Similarly, while a strand 

in the wider project was the reduction of unnecessary form filling, social workers’ use 

of documentation was not part of the remit. 
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The study reported here was drawn from the above body of work that evaluated 

social work communication skills quality using a pre-defined coding framework. 

Initially, the current study explored a subset of 10 home visits undertaken within the 

child and family assessment service of one local authority. Taking a fresh look at the 

subset, this paper draws on conversation analysis to explore how “institutions are 

enacted and lived” (Drew and Heritage, 1992:5) in home visits. The paper focuses 

on occasions where social workers introduce institutional documents into the 

conversation, bringing their ‘bureaucratic rules” into the private space of the family 

home. Analysing these episodes turn-by-turn uncovers “seen but unnoticed” 

(Garfinkel, 1967: 36) elements of interaction, and sheds light on how “the particulars 

of the talk inform what actions are being done and what sort of social scene is being 

constituted” (Schegloff, 1992: 104). 

Methods 

The data  

The current study is drawn from an evaluation of systemic social work practice with 

72 families across five children’s services departments in England (Bostock et al., 

2017). Home visits by social workers with family members, primarily parents, were 

observed and coded for practice quality. Home visits were for child protection, child 

in need and child and family assessment, with data collected between May 2015 and 

March 2016. The coding framework (Whittaker et al., 2017) aimed to capture the 

holistic nature of the social work task. It evaluated both “relationship-building” skills 

(collaboration, autonomy and empathy) and use of what Ferguson (2011: 39) 

describes as “good authority” skills (purposefulness, clarity of concerns and child 

focus). Higher-rated practice was more exploratory, curious, child and family-centred. 

Lower-rated practice was more directive or fact-finding, assessed as driven by 

agency objectives (Bostock et al., 2017). 

Sampling 

This paper selected a sub-sample of 10 home visits from a single local authority, all 

undertaken by social workers within the child and family assessment service. In the 

original study, 13 home visits were observed within this service. Some visits were 
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joint with another worker, while one worker was observed several times. To capture 

a range of practice quality as measured using Whittaker et al.’s (2017) coding 

framework, 10 visits by single workers to different families were selected for re-

analysis. Five visits were rated highly for relationship building skills and use of good 

authority and five rated poorly. Nine were second assessment visits, one was the 

first. Visits lasted between 31 and 81 minutes. 

Analytic approach and concepts 

The audio recordings were transcribed, and analysis entailed immersing ourselves in 

the dataset and becoming intimately familiar with the content by listening to the 

recordings, examining the transcripts and in-depth discussion. The paper focuses on 

two home visits to different families where each social worker orients to institutional 

paperwork to structure the visit. The first visit was rated poorly in the original study, 

the second was rated highly. 

To explore how social work practice is communicated and institutionalised via 

documents and how this affects the relationship, the analysis uses two concepts 

concerning epistemics. The first is Heritage and Raymond’s (2005) concept of 

epistemic authority by which a speaker claims the right to knowledge about a topic. 

This right may or may not be acknowledged and deferred to by a conversational 

partner, and the balance of power about who has greater epistemic authority can 

shift as conversation unfolds. The second is Fricker’s (2007) concept of epistemic 

injustice, specifically testimonial injustice. This occurs when one person undermines 

the epistemic authority of another based on their identity, rather than on a 

reasonable evaluation of their claim to this knowledge. Fricker identifies, for 

example, the testimonial injustice that the police can deliver to Black people because 

of cultural prejudices based on skin colour. In child protection, social workers may 

treat parental testimony with injustice based on cultural prejudices such as 

assumptions about their deceitfulness, poor judgement, or incompetence as citizens 

(see Wilkins and Whittaker, 2018). Research into initial child protection conferences 

using these concepts revealed two distinct approaches to families (Koprowska, 

2021). The first required the family to listen to professionals discussing their 

shortcomings and treated their protests with epistemic injustice. The other accorded 
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them epistemic authority and justice as valued informants and participants in the 

process of planning for the future well-being of their children. 

The current study is inspired by conversation analysis of institutional talk. In contrast 

to everyday conversation, “institutional interactions are characteristically 

asymmetrical” (Drew and Heritage, 1992: 47), so that, for example, professionals ask 

questions and clients provide answers, or clients seek help and social workers offer 

advice, assuming the reciprocal institutional roles of social worker and client (Juhila, 

2003). In children’s services, the parents visited by social workers are often 

involuntary clients (Rooney and Mirick, 2018) whose parenting has been reported as 

deficient, and who may not therefore play a consensual role as client. Juhila (2003: 

83-4) designates instances where “there is no alignment of institutional identities” as 

“deviant cases” and highlights how clients who refuse the role of client can be 

“constructed” as “bad”. 

To shed light on how clients are constructed in institutional terms, the paper also 

draws on Latour’s (1996) concept of interobjectivity, which surfaces the role of 

objects in mediating social interaction. This refers to how the meaning ascribed to 

material objects – in this case institutional documentation – influences social 

relationships. Talk becomes text in the form of social work documents, and 

“institutional texts mediate or – re-present – the ‘client’ … in order to carry out a 

specific institutional task” (Mäkitalo, 2005: 434). These documents therefore inscribe 

“clienthood” (Hall et al., 2003) and are in turn “performed” in new conversational 

arenas: “in effect, a social work report does not exist when it is in the file cabinet. 

Only when it is read at the case conference or in the duty room can it be said that it 

is brought into being through its performance” (Urek, 2005: 454). 

 

The paper focuses on instances where such documents are brought into play by 

social workers during home visits. It uses conversation analysis to identify the “sort 

of social scene” where the introduction of documents embodies epistemic authority, 

and issues of epistemic injustice come into view. 

  



 8 

Ethics 

Ethical approval was granted for the wider study via the Research Institute’s ethics 

committee from the first author’s university (reference number IASR 25/14). Families 

consented verbally to participation prior to the home visit observation and in writing 

afterwards when they were fully aware of the information they were consenting to 

share. They consented to their data being retained for up to 10 years for use in 

future studies related to improving social work practice. Although the study predated 

General Data Protection Regulations (GDPR), the purposes of the original and 

current study are aligned, hence data retention and re-analysis are permissible. 

Study limitations 

The written material used by social workers during the visits was not available to the 

researchers, and recordings were audio only. Video recordings would have provided 

opportunities to examine visual aspects such as gaze, gesture, facial expression, 

and the handling and presentation of documents.  

Funds for re-analysis were limited and hence, Jeffersonian transcription was beyond 

the current study’s budget. Transcription captured hesitations and pauses but the 

Jeffersonian system would have enhanced analysis by providing a more detailed 

version of the complex nature of interaction during home visits. 

 

Analysis 

This session examines extracts from two home visits to two different families. In Visit 

1, two documents come into play: a police report which the social worker cites, and a 

written agreement that the social worker has brought for the mother to complete. In 

Visit 2 the social worker’s assessment report is shared with the parents. Both visits 

raise notable issues about poverty, austerity and racism, but these are beyond the 

scope of this paper. 

Turns rather than lines are numbered, without Jeffersonian transcription.  
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Visit 1  

This first visit by the social worker (SW), a Black Caribbean woman, takes place in 

the home of a young white British mother (M) whose child is about a year old. The 

child’s maternal grandmother (GM) is also present. The young Black British father is 

not present, having been remanded to prison for drug-related offences, which are the 

main topic for discussion. The couple had lived together until a previous Child in 

Need assessment regarding the father’s drug use, after which the mother moved into 

her own flat with their child and the father visited daily. CSC closed the case, but a 

recent police raid when the father was present found drugs in the home, triggering 

the social worker’s visit. 

 

Extract 1.1 

1. SW: Why, why have we, why are we back on this road again? 

2. M: Yeah, I know 

3. SW: That is my query also with you. 

4. M: Yeah of course, yeah. 

5. SW: What- why are we back on this, er, road again?  Because it’s the same 

scenario, it’s the same, erm 

6. M: It’s- 

7. SW: the same 

8. M: -it’s actually, it’s not. Because last time there was nothing, was there.  He’s, 

he’s a smoker, he smokes, my partner smokes, and this is the reason I moved 

here, I moved out, this is the reason why we’re not- I love him, he’s my baby’s 

dad, but I’m not with him.  I can’t be with him while he’s smoking because of 

last time.  I learnt my lesson last time.  He comes to visit every day, like I’ve 

said all this before that I’ve go-, I don’t have to hide anything, he comes here 

every day to see- He’s a fantastic dad, he’s a really good dad.  The downfall to 

him is he smokes.  That is his downfall.  And he can’t be here while he 

smokes. 

9. SW: Okay.  Okay.  Okay.  Um, let’s- okay that’s, that’s clearly at risk- 

10. M: Yeah 
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11. SW: -because I need a- we’ll come to that into order, because I need to read, 

er, especially, er, the police raid- 

12. M: Yeah 

13. SW: -because we got a raid from police 

14. M: Yeah, yeah.  Of course, yeah I know 

15. SW: And, er, I have to- We have that, isn’t it.  I have that, yeah.  Okay. [Long 

pause] I think I’ve missed- yeah, I think this is it.  You see you have the, the 

old address still there. 

16. M: Yeah, that’s the old address 

In line 1 the social worker introduces the topic as if they both know what she is 

referring to: ‘why are we back on this road again?’. ‘Why’ questions superficially ask 

for explanations, but this one implies that it is the wrong road to be back on – 

something or someone has failed. She softens this effect by using ‘we’ rather than 

‘you’, mitigating the implication of blame. ‘We’ appears to include the mother and 

CSC collectively, rather than being an institutional ‘we’ that refers only to children’s 

services (Lerner and Kitzinger, 2007; Dall and Caswell, 2021); she and the mother 

are in it together, and in lines 2 and 4, the mother makes a preferred ‘Yes’ response. 

In line 5, the social worker repeats the question, adding, ‘it’s the same scenario, it’s 

the same’. In lines 6 and 8, the mother interrupts with a dispreferred response, ‘It’s, 

it’s actually it’s not’, and describes the differences between this incident and what 

happened before. She recognises her partner’s problem identity by saying ‘he’s a 

smoker’, and then employs extreme case formulations (Pomerantz, 1986): ‘He’s a 

fantastic father, he’s a really good dad’. She speaks with clarity and volume, 

indicating heightened emotions.  She aligns herself as a good mother in CSC’s 

terms, prioritising her child’s needs over her partner’s and her own as a woman: ‘I 

love him, he’s my baby’s dad, but I’m not with him. I can’t be with him while he’s 

smoking because of last time.’ She also rebuts the implied charge that she is to 

blame for being ‘on this road again’ by saying, ‘I’ve learnt my lesson’. 

The social worker does not accord the mother’s account epistemic justice, simply 

saying ‘okay’ three times (line 9) before adding ‘that’s clearly at risk’. The mother has 

spoken out of turn and the social worker displays her institutional authority to 

structure the meeting – they will ‘come to that into order’ (line 11). The social worker 
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orients to an institutional document, the police report, which she has read but seems 

to need to reacquaint herself with, saying ‘because I need to read, er, especially, er, 

the police raid’ (line 11), taking a long time to identify the right papers, eventually 

saying in line 15 : ‘I have that, yeah. Okay. [Long pause] I think I’ve missed- yeah, I 

think this is it.’ The conversation only proceeds when this document is found – as 

Urek (2005) suggests, the report comes into being when it is interactionally 

performed by the social worker. 

The social worker’s search through documents, the ambiguity about her knowledge 

of the police report and her use of the report as a framework for the encounter 

suggest she is only partly prepared, which in turn raises questions about her 

individual working methods or speaks to a larger (dis)organisational norm. Once she 

finds the report, she orients first to a factual error in the address recorded for the 

mother and then repeatedly asks about the drugs and drug-related equipment 

described in the police report. The mother repeatedly replies that she knows nothing 

about these issues. The police have noted that the child is well-cared for with plenty 

of food and toys, and the social worker accepts their testimony that the mother is a 

good mother. This goodness remains contingent on the father’s failings, however. In 

the next extract, mother and grandmother offer an alternative view of the father. 

Extract 1.2   

1. M: Do you know what, if you was to meet him. I know how it sounds on paper to 

you, obviously you’re a social worker, you’re looking at it and it looks so terrible. If 

you was to meet him and know him as a person and see even [father] with him 

[baby], you’d understand where I’m coming from, why this has made me so angry 

because now he’s where he is and he’s missing his dad.  He’s missing out. 

2. SW: Hmmm 

3. GM: He’s, he’s a very sort of like, um, he is very caring, loving, he’ll play with him, 

and you know like a lot of dads don’t actually do that. 

4. M: He did everything. When I- Like when I first had him [mother was seriously ill. 

Details removed for anonymity]. 

5. GM: He used to feed him and everything. 

6. M: He got up in the night with him, he did bottles, he washed my clothes, he 

washed me. Like he’s not a bad person. He’s just made a mistake, that’s what it 
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is. He’s not a bad person. That man did everything. When I, like when I couldn't 

physically bath my own child he bathed him. 

7. GM: Yeah. 

8. M: When I couldn't get out of bed he got up every two hours with my baby. 

9. SW: Yeah.  Yeah, that’s- I think that, er, that’s what really, er put me- because I 

read opinions and- 

10. M: He is fantastic.  You ought to see him. 

11. SW: -I read the previous assessment and there was nothing, no, no one foot, foot 

wrong. 

12. M: No, it wasn’t. 

13. SW: So I say I’m happy- 

14. M: Apart from the smoking.  That’s the problem, the smoking. 

15. SW: Yeah. But because there is, it’s still around you drugs and a baby involved 

that really make me really a bit angry to say why should you go and jeopardise 

that? 

16. M: Yeah. Exactly. I do understand what you’re saying, I do.      

In line 1 the mother refers directly to the documents and the judgements they contain 

about the father – ‘I know how it sounds on paper’. She contrasts this with real-life 

knowledge – ‘If you was to meet him and know him’ – adding in line 10 ‘you ought to 

see him.’  The grandmother says she knows the father well and confirms his 

goodness as a father, claiming authority for her testimony as the mother of three 

daughters with several grandchildren.   

The mother and grandmother make a case that the father is a better person than his 

portrayal in the police report; if the social worker could see him for herself she would 

realise that ‘he is fantastic’ (line 10). The social worker makes a single unmarked 

‘Hmmm’ response (line 2), without according their point of view epistemic justice. 

She acknowledges that they have a case, but not by recognising their epistemic 

authority. Instead, she refers to the written professional authority of institutional 

documents: ‘I read the previous assessment and there was nothing, no, no one foot, 

foot wrong’ (lines 9 and 11). She gives the police report greater epistemic authority 

than the mother’s authority to know her partner as a person. 
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By contrast, the social worker responds actively when the mother’s concedes the 

father’s failing in line 14: ‘Apart from the smoking’. The social worker says ‘that really 

makes me really a bit angry’, both upgrading and downgrading her anger and 

finishing with a rhetorical question: ‘why should you go and jeopardise that?’ (line 

15). 

The smoking sweeps away the case for the good father. It recalls Garfinkel’s (1956) 

analysis of “degradation ceremonies”, where a complex identity as a citizen or 

member of a social group such as the military is reduced to a single derogated 

identity. Becoming a criminal is the index event. No amount of changing nappies, 

filling bottles and getting up every two hours can redeem this young father. 

Consequently, the young mother’s love and respect for him as a partner, a man, her 

child’s father, are rendered incomprehensible. 

The final extract from this interview occurs almost immediately after this exchange, 

following some information-gathering about health professionals and permission to 

contact them. The social worker requires the mother to complete and sign an 

agreement stating what she will do if the father’s behaviour threatens the safety of 

their child again. 

Extract 1.3 

1. SW: Yeah, yeah. Because this is just for us to, to say that, to mention that mum 

you not expose, er, [child] to anymore- even though-  

2. M: I have written the first space. I’m sorry 

3. SW: Yeah, that’s fine 

4. M: I thought I’d done it wrong because I haven't exposed him in the first place 

5. SW: Yeah, that’s fine 

6. M: But you’ve got to sign to say that- 

7. SW: That is fine 

8. M: I never done it before so I don’t see why I’m signing something to say that I’ve 

already not done it. I’ve really not done it 

9. SW: I will explain here 

10. M: Is it child name, date of birth, yes? 
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11. SW: Yeah. [Long pause] You haven't done it when, er, for instance, er, like, er, 

you said you didn’t know about it 

12. M: No 

13. SW: But just imagine you knew about it 

14. M: Yeah, but I wouldn't 

15. SW: This is- 

16. M: I, I can’t imagine I knew about something I didn’t, ‘cos that would be admitting 

to something I haven't done 

17. SW: Miss [last name], er, just listen to what I’m explaining.  This agreement is for 

me and for the record- 

18. M: Yeah.  To say that would- 

19. SW: -to say that if it happens and [father] was here then you will call the police.  

That’s all that it is 

20. M: Oh that’s fine then, yeah that’s fine. I agree with that, yeah that’s fine 

21. SW: That’s all what it is, you know. And I can’t, I can’t go and say that, I have to 

tell my manager that oh, er, take your word for it 

22. M: That’s fine, that’s fine, but- 

23. SW: There is, er, evidence, I have the evidence to say that we have put in the 

agreement that if this happen again you are the protective mother- 

24. M: Yeah 

25. SW: -who will do the right thing. That’s all that’s what this is 

26. M: Yeah, that’s fine [Pause] 

27. SW: Yeah, it say domestic abuse. Domestic abuse stand for-    

[108 lines about the child’s age, health, diet, toys, play]    

135. M: And do I write [First name Last name], the father? 

136.  SW: Yeah, yeah. You know the thing is if he comes and having the gadgets 

and whatever, whatever- 

137.  M: Yeah, but this is saying violent or threatening. He’s never been violent or 

threatening     

138. SW: Yeah, it’s domestic abuse can be- this is emotional, it can be anything  

139. M: Okay, yeah   

140. SW: And this is, er, is, er, mainly around drugs 
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141. M: Okay. So it doesn’t mean- ‘cos he’s never been violent towards me or the 

baby and never even raised his voice  

142. SW: No, no. That’s fine, that’s fine. We know that, we know that yeah. 

 

This excerpt shows how an institutional form constructs the parents as bad parents 

by precluding factual recording. The mother is required to sign this form, which 

confirms the father’s new degraded social standing. At each step, the mother points 

out the lack of fit between the form and her situation – and then concedes. She 

queries whether she has filled the correct space about risk to her child ‘because I 

haven’t exposed him’ (line 4), in line 8 she says, ‘I don’t see why I’m signing 

something to say that I’ve already not done it,’ and in line 16 ‘I can’t imagine I knew 

about something I didn’t, ‘cos that would be admitting to something I haven’t done.’  

In line 137 she again attempts to have her testimony and knowledge recorded, rather 

than signing what is in effect a false statement. ‘Yeah, but this is saying violent or 

threatening. He’s never been violent or threatening,’ ‘’cos he’s never been violent 

towards me or the baby and never even raised his voice’ (line 141). 

Without acknowledging that the form does not accord the mother or the father 

epistemic justice, the social worker offers, ‘Yeah, that’s fine’ and ‘if it happens and 

[father] was here then you will call the police. That’s all that it is’ (line 19). She 

simplifies and downgrades the significance of the written agreement. She presses 

her point in two further turns, 21 and 23, explaining that her manager needs 

documentary proof, while the mother echoes the social worker’s reassuring: ‘That’s 

fine, that fine’, although her ‘but’ in line 22 suggests she is still troubled by the form. 

The social worker defends the form and downgrades the power of the actual words: 

‘this is emotional, it can be anything…and this is…mainly around drugs’ (lines 138 

and 140). Finally, she reassumes the refrain of ‘That’s fine’. 

The social worker brings the institution into the room by defending the form’s 

importance and simultaneously downgrading the details it contains. Her ability to 

adopt both these positions results in the mother’s agreement to complete and sign it. 

This meets institutional needs at the expense of the mother’s epistemic authority 

over her own experience and her experience of her child’s father. 



 16 

 

Visit 2 

This is a second visit by a white North American social worker to an Indian family 

with three children, two girls and one boy. The family has previously had support 

from CSC in relation to one of the girls, but recent concerns revolve around the boy. 

The social worker has written an assessment report about the family and has come 

to share it with the parents who are both present. She gives each a printed copy and 

gains their agreement to her reading it aloud and explaining her thinking as they 

proceed. She tells them that some of the historical information may be emotional for 

them, undertaking to record their feedback in the assessment. The speakers are the 

social worker (SW), the mother (M) and the father (F). A single square bracket 

indicates overlapping speech, round brackets indicate a pause. Italics indicate that 

participants are reading aloud or adding to the report. 

Extract 2.1 

1. SW: So this is the presenting issues that we, the reason we became involved, 

and then, erm, also I’ve, I’ve briefly outlined the history. Okay? So, so this, er, this 

assessment was started after a new referral was received from [son]’s school, 

[name] Infant School. This initiated a joint Section 47 investigation with the police 

due to the below concerns reported by the school. Section 47, do you know what 

that means? It’s erm- 

2. F: Child abuse 

3. SW: Child protection – concerns 

4. M: Um 

5. SW: That’s, that’s sort of the legal term that we refer to.  Okay? erm, so this was 

on [date X]. [Son] was absent from school yesterday. So this is the, this was 

referral information we got from school 

6. M: Uh 

7. SW: Okay?  The first day of term for children because of an ear infection.  Mr [last 

name] brought him, erm today, which is unusual 

8. F: Unusual but it’s, it’s completely wrong 

9. SW: Sure. This is, [what you’ve- 
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10. F: [Unusual () I, I don’t know why they, she told me, but I, I [inaudible] go there 

and fight with them, but I told it is no point 

11. SW: Sure. So- 

12. F: [inaudible] people 

13. SW: So- 

14. F: You can ask, er, my daughter how many times I dropped them there 

15. SW: Sure. What I’m gonna do- 

16. F: I don’t know why the point is that unusually Mr [last name] brought [son] 

17. SW: Yeah 

18. F: You can ask [daughter] or [daughter] how many times I dropped them 

19. SW: Yeah. Okay. That’s something that in your, your points of view I’m gonna 

write down, okay, because that can be noted in the assessment. So if I put Mr 

[last name] disagrees that, um, he, it’s unusual- 

20. F: Hmmm 

21. SW: -to take the kids to school? the children to school. Yeah? 

22. F: Yeah 

23. SW: Is that fine if I have that?  Along, along the way you’re probably gonna have 

comments and I’ll write them down 

24. F: But mostly see someone because, er, in five days I only take, um, morning off 

Monday and some other day 

25. SW: Okay 

26. F: Only that day only I’ll drop them.  On a, on a if I work morning she always- 

27. SW: So you recognise- So maybe- I, I’m just wondering from an outside 

perspective the school might just see, they just see her more often and they’ve, in 

their opinion it seemed unusual that you dropped them off.  But you, you are 

saying actually you do drop them off maybe once or twice a week.  Yeah? Okay 

[Pause] 

The social worker’s preamble switches from institutional ‘we’ to ‘I’ as she transitions 

to read her report. The language is typical of such reports, with passive voice – ‘a 

new referral was received’ – and formal language with legal references – ‘initiated a 

joint Section 47 investigation’. She then switches register to clarify the parents’ 

understanding of ‘Section 47’. The father replies ‘Child abuse’ (line 2), which the 
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social worker revises to ‘Child protection - concerns’ (line 3). This revision uses the 

language of contemporary guidance, and softens and downgrades the term ‘abuse’. 

In line 7 the social worker reads out that the father had brought the child to school 

‘today, which is unusual’. The father reacts to the word ‘unusual’ and refutes it 

strongly in line 8: ‘Unusual but it’s, it’s completely wrong’, repeating ‘unusual’ and 

overlapping (line 10) with the social worker’s ‘what you’ve’. The social worker drops 

out, and the father declares a wish to defend himself with the school but ‘I told it is no 

point’. The social worker twice responds with ‘Sure’ and ‘So’ (lines 9, 11 and 13). 

The father’s next two turns (lines 14 and 18) indicate that these responses do not 

adequately acknowledge his testimony, as he recruits his daughters as witnesses. In 

lines 19 and 21 the social worker begins to write the father’s disagreement into the 

report, speaking the words aloud. She explicitly accords his view epistemic justice, 

after which he volunteers further information about taking the children to school (line 

24). The social worker voices the school’s point of view in line 27: ‘I’m just wondering 

from an outside perspective the school might just see… in their opinion it seemed 

unusual that you dropped them off.’ Here she both aligns and disaligns with the 

school, downgrading what had been a reported fact (‘which is unusual’, line 7) to the 

school’s opinion. Finally, she repeats the father’s testimony and upgrades it with the 

word ‘actually’: ‘you are saying actually you do drop them off maybe once or twice a 

week.’ 

This example highlights how much turns on a word, in this case, ‘unusual’. The 

father refutes the term as misrepresenting him, revealing his emotional sensitivity. 

While the social worker does not solicit a factual account, she takes action by writing 

his version into the report. This leads him to supply more facts, which she accords 

testimonial justice.  

Extract 2.2 

1. SW: So this is the historical information. Historically on [date Y], the first day back 

on, er, school from the summer holidays, Mrs [name] was bringing [son] up to 

school at the end of the day to collect his sisters. They were a little late, erm, it 

was three-twenty-five when they were going to the gate. Two teaching assistants 

were closing the windows close by and observed them. Mrs [name] was holding 
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[son] by the left wrist and, erm, with her right hand, and he was pulling away and 

dragging behind. She reached over with her left hand and took him, er, holding 

his left ear, and continued to drag him in the playground by hi-, er, ear and wrist.  

Does this sound like- 

2. F: What? 

3. SW: -something that ...? [This is, this is 

4. M: [What, what is this? 

5. SW: This is information that we’ve, we’ve got from school that they have 

observed this 

6. F: They are, they are, I’m telling you, sorry for this word, they are stupid idiots 

7. SW: Okay 

8. F: I don’t know about this story.  What, what, what, what-? 

9. M: What is this? 

10. F: What, what is this? 

11. SW: This was, erm, something that they gave, that they gave us as historical 

information, erm, that happened on [date Y] 

12. M: [Inaudible] 

13. SW: So this is, they were giving us information about concerns that they’ve had in 

terms of observations they’ve made 

14. M: [Inaudible] 

15. SW: So that was- 

16. M: [Inaudible] school, isn’t it? 

17. F: [Pause] By the ear, ear and wrist? 

18. SW: So shall we-? 

19. M: No, [son] didn’t start the school that time 

20. SW: Okay 

21. M: Always, er, reception starting late, doesn’t it, all the year 

22. SW: I don’t know. (2) What I can put- 

23. F: Okay, this is 

24. SW: What would you like-? 

25. F: This is I need to take a further action, because they had a flooding, that’s why 

26. M: Yeah, yeah 

27. F: They start the reception- 

28. M: Er, two weeks later 
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29. F: [date Z] 

30. M: Yeah 

31. SW: Okay 

32. F: How come this has happened on [date Y]? 

33. M: Why are they lying like this? 

34. SW: Okay. What we can do, I’m gonna write down that you disagree that this 

happened. You don’t recall anything like that happening? 

35. M: No. They started, er, later, isn’t it, two weeks later because of flooding 

36. SW: Do you, um, do you recall-? 

37. F: And [son], all the time [son] [inaudible] time as well 

38. M: Yeah (3) I collect him earlier than this 

39. SW: First day back at school. Do you think that it could have happened-?  Do 

you-?  I guess regardless of the date, do you recall something like that 

happening? 

40. M: No. 

In line 1 the social worker reads testimony from the school about alleged 

mistreatment of the son by the mother outside the school gates when going to collect 

his older sisters. This is written in factual language, giving the school epistemic 

authority: the teaching assistants ‘observed’ the mother and child, and this is echoed 

by the social worker in line 13: ‘concerns…in terms of the observations they’ve 

made.’ The parents’ surprise and shock, shown in their repeated reactions of ‘what, 

what is this?’ (lines 2,4,8,9 and 10) indicate disalignment with this version of events. 

The parents state (lines 19, 21, 25, 27 and 28) that this could not have happened 

because the son had not started reception class on that date, culminating in the 

father asking ‘How come this has happened on [date Y]?’ and the mother, ‘Why are 

they lying like this?’ (lines 32 and 33). This time the social worker’s offer to record 

their view makes no difference (line 34). They continue to rebut the school’s case by 

saying, ‘I collect him earlier than this’ (line 38). The social worker shifts the focus to 

the behaviour rather than the date: ‘regardless of the date, do you recall something 

like that happening?’ and the mother replies ‘No’ (lines 39 and 40). High emotion is 

generated by the allegation and the parents go on to describe a history of conflict 

with the school and their belief the school is racist. 
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Both extracts come from the first 11 minutes of the visit. The father leaves the room 

at 13.27 and does not return. The social worker apologises many times, repeatedly 

acknowledging that they are upset and that she bears some responsibility for this. 

After 19 minutes she turns to their ‘strengths as a family’, reading out her largely 

positive assessment of the parents’ behaviour and relationship with their children. 

These efforts at repair are not successful. 

 

Discussion 

As information is read, checked, written and presented by social workers, different 

views emerge, along with heightened emotion and conflicts over truth and accuracy. 

This paper highlights interaction as object-mediated through the use of institutional 

documents that have the power to provoke strong reactions in families under 

investigation. It reveals how social workers “perform” the reports and forms that are 

mediating “actants” within the social work-family system.  

Social workers carry authority to define risk to children and must manage tensions 

between institutional expectations, pre-prescribed documentation and relationship-

building with family members. Assessment reports and other documents constitute 

an interobjective boundary between social workers and family members and 

represent institutional authority to reconstitute the identity of parents (Garfinkel, 

1956), re-presenting and constructing parents in ways which may fail to 

acknowledge their epistemic authority. Such interobjectivity is consequential for 

parents, potentially inscribing their degraded social status in official reports. 

Documents and their use can elicit emotional reactions in both social workers and 

family members from which it can be difficult to recover. The content of the 

documents may be disputed by families, or the way that social workers perform the 

documents may incite conflict. 

The social worker in Visit 1 was rated poorly for relationship-building skills and use of 

“good authority”, as defined by Whittaker et al.’s (2017) coding framework. Her 

orientation to institutional concerns gives more weight to previous paperwork (prior 

professional opinion) than to family testimony and knowledge. While the mother 



 22 

accepts that her partner has a problem with drugs, in agreement with the police 

report, she challenges the two-dimensional representation of him as a drug user. Her 

efforts to bring her knowledge of her partner to the attention of the social worker are 

ignored, and the social worker accords her no epistemic justice. The social worker 

requires the mother to complete a second document, a ‘one size fits all’ agreement 

that is not fit for purpose, its terminology failing to reflect either the family’s previous 

experience or present risks. The mother cannot substitute her own words to define 

the risks accurately and is made complicit in a documentary degradation ceremony 

of the father. Once again, the social worker fails to accord the mother epistemic 

justice, instead reassuring her that the form will not be misinterpreted – a power she 

can scarcely possess.  

The social worker in Visit 2 was rated highly in the original study, particularly for 

empathic communication, reflected in her according epistemic authority to family 

testimony and incorporating it in her report. Despite her sensitivity to the likely 

emotional impact of the report on the parents, she accords greater authority to the 

structure of the report than her own emotional intelligence. She is performing the 

report she has herself compiled and accords the father’s views epistemic justice by 

altering her report. However, by ‘telling the story’ of the report and presenting 

information chronologically, the social worker starts with school testimony about 

parental failings, which rapidly results in parental rebuttals. By the time she reaches 

the section on family strengths, the father has departed the scene. The social 

worker’s efforts to redeem the situation by repeatedly apologising for upsetting the 

parents come to nothing. This interaction calls into question the design of the 

assessment form. While the social worker could have made an individual choice to 

foreground family strengths, the format for the report could be designed to highlight 

family strengths at the start. 

One of the goals of reanalysing a subset of the original study sample was to shed 

light on the ratings scale – were there elements in the interaction that would 

distinguish between the poorly rated and highly rated home visits? In purely task-

oriented terms, Visit 1 could be deemed more successful – the agreement completed 

and signed, job done. By contrast, Visit 2, fails to complete its purpose of sharing the 
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assessment report with both parents, being derailed by the conflict over the 

testimony in the report. 

The central difference that has emerged lies in whether social workers treat family 

testimony with epistemic justice. The poorly rated social practice of Visit 1 features a 

social worker who acknowledges family testimony only where it fits with her 

preconceived ideas, and matches prior professional judgements enshrined in 

documentation. The social worker with highly rated practice in Visit 2 offers 

apologies and recognises the epistemic rights of the parents to their own view of 

events, formalised in changing her written report. Additionally, she accords justice to 

the testimony of their feelings about being, in their view, misrepresented. 

This paper illustrates how sensitive and emotionally charged assessment home visits 

can be, with the language of both proformas and written reports being triggers for 

conflict. The skills required of social workers are complex, involving both 

relationship-building and the use of institutional records. In response to criticism that 

child protection systems focus on compliance with processes at the expense of 

building relationships with children and families, there has been a shift toward 

therapeutically-informed practice approaches (Bostock et al., 2017). Establishing an 

effective relationship swiftly is essential to assessing need and risk to children. 

Acknowledging family perspectives and utilising family knowledge to find solutions 

and effect change for children are key. Hence, understanding the degree to which 

social workers accord epistemic authority to parental testimony is critical to our 

understandings of how social workers build relationships with family members. 

Parental testimony can be acknowledged in two ways. First, during interaction, social 

workers can respond with reflections and acknowledgements, and second, in writing, 

where parental testimony is inscribed in official documents. Institutional 

documentation is shaped by government policy and guidance, and produced locally 

by children’s services, following their own procedures. Social workers may receive 

training and guidance about how to complete such documents, but have little 

discretion to alter them. Assessment reports and other documents are written for 

multiple audiences. Typically, the language register is professional, to pass muster in 

multiagency settings or even the family courts, while at the same time transparency 

and social work ethics require social workers to share these assessments with the 
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families about whom they are written. Social workers, like families, are expected to 

comply with these processes. 

When it comes to bringing such documents into play interobjectively, social workers 

do not routinely receive training in how to present and use documents in face-to-face 

encounters with families. The social workers in this paper had recourse to 

improvisation. The first did her best to downplay the gravity of the language, and the 

second issued warnings about hearing unfavourable evaluations. These efforts 

achieved compliance in the first case, and in the second compounded distrust of the 

school. These findings suggest that while social workers can use their expertise to 

make choices about how to use documents in interaction, they are constrained by 

the documents available to them.  

Conclusion and implications 

Conversation analytic approaches can reveal the ‘seen but unnoticed’ elements of 

interaction, and there is further work to be done in interrogating the minutiae of 

conversations in child assessment home visits. These are freighted conversations 

where social workers mediate between institutional concerns and families, delivering 

‘bad news’ or ‘hard truths’ that challenge families’ own view of themselves. This 

paper suggests that according family perspectives epistemic justice may be a key 

element of relationship-building. These are rich areas for further analysis. 

Furthermore, the social work education curriculum should include the concepts of 

epistemic authority and epistemic justice, with opportunities to put them into practice. 

Yet more than social work skill is needed – the design of documents also deserves 

review. Thoughtfully designed institutional paperwork can facilitate social workers in 

their performance of them, supporting relationship-based practice in these highly-

charged visits rather than creating obstacles that require social workers to rely on 

their own ingenuity. 
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