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Abstract 

This thesis explores the social construction of the problem of child abuse in the 

aftermath of the death of a child.  It examines the problem representation, the solutions 

proposed, its political context and value assumptions and inter-play between political 

debate and the media.  Using a case study approach, I focus on a five-month period in 

Western Australia when a scandal erupted following the findings of a Coronial Inquiry 

into the death by drowning of a toddler previously known to the child protection 

agency.  Newspaper reports, transcripts of debates in the West Australian Parliament 

and interviews with a small number of journalists constituted the data for analysis in 

which I foregrounded how the solution and the problem were framed.  From the 

analysis of the texts I identify frames driven by emotive, moralising language and 

rhetoric, heightened risk perception, neo-liberal ideology and a moral panic.   

By exploring what is said as well as what is left out in the discourse, this 

research stepped into the nexus between complex social problems, emotive and 

moralising language and politics.  Making ideology and the language of policy creation 

visible it suggests that it is possible to identify the stories being told about families and 

children who are excluded through disadvantage and inequality and find an explanation 

for the more harsh and unhelpful interventions to which some families are subjected.  

Stories embedded in policy making privilege a certain way of seeing and talking about 

the causes of complex social problems and how they can be solved.  They activate 

certain feelings about the problem and toward those to whom the policies are directed.  

This research envisions the potential for child protection practitioners and policy makers 

to form strategic partnerships with the media and other stakeholders and cultivate the 

craft of story-telling.  Alternative stories of complexity vulnerability and inequality told 

in a way that they are heard may result in more nuanced policy responses.  
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Introduction 

Over the past four decades, child abuse and child deaths at the hands of 

caregivers have created a crisis and triggered intense media and political scrutiny and 

major reforms in child protection systems across the United States, Australia, the United 

Kingdom and New Zealand.  In Western Australia, over a period of five months in 

2006, coronial inquests into preventable deaths of infants, a media campaign, political 

attention, public outrage and politicized policy making debates all converged to produce 

what is referred to in this thesis as a scandal.   

I was a senior social worker, team leader and then Head of Department of Social 

Work at a major maternity hospital, the King Edward Memorial Hospital for Women 

(KEMH), Perth, Western Australia over a period of nearly twenty years from 1993 till 

2012.  And over the decade 2001-2010, child death reviews conducted in several 

Australian states and internationally drew attention to the risk of fatal child abuse in 

infancy.   These inquiries recommended that the social circumstances of pregnant 

women attending maternity hospitals for their antenatal care be assessed to determine if 

their child, when born, could be at risk of abuse or neglect (Harrison & O'Callaghan, 

2014). 

During the period of my work at the maternity hospital, risk based assessment 

dominated and in 2007-2008, 225 infants entered care (Department for Child Protection, 

2008).  The upward trend of infants entering care has continued, the 2011-2012 Child 

Protection Report by the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2013) shows that in 

the previous twelve months the rate of children aged under one year who were the 

subject of a maltreatment substantiation increased from 12.0 to 13.2 per thousand 
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children.  Data from a number of sources appeared to show that the first twelve months 

of life posed the highest risk of death from homicide or of harm from abuse or neglect 

being substantiated (AIHW Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2005; Australian 

Institute of Health and Welfare 2013).  The Victorian Child Death Review Committee 

(2008) reported that of all the deaths of children known to child protection services 

between 1996 and 2007, 33% were under six months of age and a high proportion of 

these infants had siblings who had been notified previously to child protection 

authorities, suggesting that the circumstances that led to abuse or neglect may have been 

pre-existing and identifiable before the birth of that child.   

The rising level of concern about risk to infants based on conclusions drawn by 

inquiries into child abuse matters and media coverage gave impetus to the development 

of guidelines, protocols and agreements for assessment between maternity hospitals and 

child protection services to enable the child protection agency to intervene immediately 

after the birth of the baby  (Calder, 2003; Department for Child Protection and King 

Edward Memorial Hospital, 2008; Department of Communities, Safety, & Disability 

Services, 2007; Department of Human Services, 2011).   Pregnancy was seen as a 

window of opportunity to engage pregnant women in the process of assessment, 

provision of early support and for child protection based input if the circumstances were 

problematic enough to suggest that there could be a risk of harm to the baby (Child 

Deaths and Critical Reports Unit, 2006; Child Death Review Committee, 2007; Report 

of the Queensland Ombudsman, 2003; Victorian Child Death Review Committee, 

2000).  The target of intervention became the pregnant woman if her circumstances 

suggested that there could be a risk to the infant when born.   

When I submitted the proposal for the thesis in 2014, I had emerged from nearly 

twenty years of working in a maternity hospital.  I had frontline experience of the issues 
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confronting child protection workers, maternity hospital social workers, midwives, 

pregnant women and their families.  In my role as Head of Department I was involved 

in developing the policies, guidelines and protocols that governed practice and the 

relationship between the hospital and the child protection agency.  In so doing I 

discovered a synergy with Stone (2012, p. 2) who describes such policies as full of 

paradox, ‘nothing but trouble … an impossible situation’.   

1.1 Rationale for the Study  

1.1.1 Media-a catalyst for change 

I was aware that intense and critical media coverage and crisis ridden policy 

creation have negative consequences including the effect of blaming individuals, 

diverting attention from a more nuanced and supportive understanding of the problem 

of child abuse and leading to risk averse practice (Lonne & Harries, 2013; Mendes, 

2000).  In an early study of the reporting of child abuse in the media in the Australian 

state of Victoria, Mendes (2000)found that some reporting notably in the broadsheet 

newspaper identified structural deficits and such coverage also put forward the need for 

more socially equitable reforms, on the other hand,  tabloids tended to be more socially 

conservative.  Mendes noted the ideological biases in the reporting, he, nevertheless, 

advocated for professionals to become engaged with the media and work towards more 

constructive reporting.  McCosker, Lonne, Gillespie, and Marston (2014) in their 

Australian study of feature articles, the majority of which were in broadsheet 

newspapers concluded on a positive note about engaging with the media about child 

abuse and neglect issues.  Their research found that media coverage brought to the 

attention of the public the complexities of child protection service delivery, and the 

critical analysis conducted by journalists can lead to increased transparency and 

accountability.  In the United States, Gainsborough (2010) in her detailed case studies 
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of media coverage of child abuse scandals also suggests that the study of policy 

processes and the interaction with the media is worthwhile because external events such 

as media coverage, public and political attention can be a catalyst for policy change, 

break up a policy monopoly, change beliefs, and open up a policy window.    

This research examines the interplay between political debate in the West 

Australian Parliament and reporting by the daily newspaper, The West Australian of the 

perceived failures of the statutory child protection department (Department for 

Community Development, DCD) in the aftermath of the critical findings of the Coronial 

Inquest
1
 into the death by drowning of an eleven month old toddler, Wade Scale.  From 

the first newsbreak, reporting in the daily tabloid was highly critical of the child 

protection agency and the government of the day: 

These battered and bruised faces belong to three tiny Perth children who fell 

victim to a monster "the system" failed to stop. …Mr Hope
2
 was scathing of the 

department for failing to act on the concerns of Wade's grandparents about the 

unsafe environment in which he was being raised and accused the department of 

misleading the family over the supervision Mr Scale and his partner (Adshead, 

2006, 12th August, pg 1). 

Following four days of saturation media coverage the then Minister for Community 

Development, Mr David Templeman, made a statement in Parliament: 

I rise to make a statement about the tragic death of Wade Scale. This is a horrific 

case and, like all Western Australians, I am upset and angry. I am appalled that 

the department tasked with caring for children could fail a child in such dire 

need of protection.  I am stunned and outraged that a man who had such a 

                                                 
1
 The Coroner has responsibility for investigating all reportable deaths; if the deaths are unexpected, from 

an injury or accident, a violent or unnatural death, as a result of an anaesthetic a doctor is unable to sign a death 

certificate or if the person had been held in care.  Children who had been in the care of the child protection agency 

fall within the definition of held in care.  

https://www.legalaid.wa.gov.au/find-legal-answers/...your.../autopsies-and-inquests 

 
 
2 Mr Hope was the Sate Coroner conducting the Inquest into the death of Wade Scale. 

https://www.legalaid.wa.gov.au/find-legal-answers/managing-your-affairs/wills-and-estates/autopsies-and-inquests
https://www.legalaid.wa.gov.au/find-legal-answers/managing-your-affairs/wills-and-estates/autopsies-and-inquests
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horrific history of violent assaults against young children, and who apparently 

had a lack of parenting skills, was permitted to retain custody of a helpless 

young child (West Australian Parliament. Record of Proceedings, 15th August 

2006, p. 4656b-4656b). 

In their study of the aftermath of the media coverage of the death of baby Peter 

Connolly in the UK, Elsley (2010) and Warner (2013) describe a similar level of blame 

and outrage as expressed in the above extracts.  These researchers argue that it was the 

ensuing media outrage and political aftermath that has led to defensive and risk averse 

practice and increased the numbers of children being notified to child protection 

authorities. 

1.1.2 Damaging impact on mothers 

As a social work practitioner in the maternity hospital working alongside my 

midwifery colleagues I found the process of having newborns removed from their 

mothers deeply challenging.  Everitt (2013) described the experiences of midwives 

attending to the labour and delivery of a healthy child and then having child protection 

workers entering delivery suite to remove the newborn from the mother who had just 

given birth as similar to the professional grief they feel when caring for a woman 

experiencing a stillbirth.  What the mothers experience has been documented by other 

researchers.  Broadhurst and Mason (2013) and Novacs, Paradis, Brown, and Morton 

(2006) found that mothers who have had infants removed from their care, experience 

acute grief, an increase in clinically significant mental health symptoms, increase in 

drug use, feel stigmatised and feel that their exposure to poverty and violence related 

concerns are ignored.  The following quote from a parent, in a report by Harries (2008) 

describing the experiences of families of children in care, captures the essence of what 
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happens when the problem of child abuse is framed against a backdrop of scrutiny and 

the blaming of parents: 

I was in a bad way and I really needed someone to help with money and food 

and somewhere to go and, like, I had been in care and I thought they might help 

me out and I went to see this lady who once helped me out and she wasn’t there 

no more but then it all went turkey and instead they just took the kids. I tell 

people now, “you never go near that department, don’t listen to those ads, they 

don’t help they just take our kids” (Interview 21) (pg. 15).   

Observing a similar effect, studies by Dowdell, Fenwick, Bartu, and Sharp (2007) and 

Phillips et al. (2007) illustrate that when the story line is blaming, the stigma attached to 

vulnerable women jeopardizes their seeking health care and place theirs’ and their 

infants’ health at risk increasing the potential for harm.  As a social work practitioner, 

the cascading negative effects on women and their families of what was perceived to be 

punitive action were pivotal to my focus in this thesis.  The literature review (presented 

in more detail in the next chapter) augmented the rationale for the research that evolved 

out of my professional background and gives greater clarity to the objectives for the 

research.  These in turn gave form to the research questions and methodology. 

1.2 Aims and Objectives 

The primary objective of this doctoral research is to understand and describe the 

social forces and contexts that underpin the complex interrelationships between news 

print media portrayals of infant deaths, political debates and policy development in a 

subset of child welfare policies addressing women, pregnancy and infants.  The data for 

analysis were newspaper stories, transcripts of political debates of preventable infant 

deaths and interviews with a small number of journalists. 
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1.2.1 Methodological gap 

This research addresses a major gap and an under-studied area.  I was unable to 

identify empirically based Australian studies over the twelve years prior to the start of 

my research of the relationship between the media portrayal of infant child 

welfare/protection and policy. The last in-depth published works related to a scandal   

followed the death in 1990 of a Victorian toddler, Daniel Valerio killed by his stepfather 

(Goddard & Liddell, 1995; Mendes, 2000; Scott, 1995; Wilczynski & Sinclair, 1999).  

In addition, although in recent years there has been much detailed study and 

commentary on the relationship between media coverage of broader child abuse related 

harm and policy-making, thus far none have focused in detail on political debate, the 

interplay with the media and its ensuing discourse.  Furthermore, I could find no studies 

that included speaking with journalists to gain insight into their news gathering and 

reporting processes and motives.  Also innovative in the context of this research is the 

use of a large corpus of data and a long time-frame which enabled the tracking of 

dynamic changes in the parliamentary debate as it responded to the changing political 

and social landscape. 

As a methodology, the social constructionist approach which I adopt has been 

less evident in the existing research literature on child abuse.  Analytic focus on 

language and emotion specifically in relation to identifying underlying ideology and the 

discourse of policy-making has been evident in research into other complex problems 

such as climate change, asylum seekers, the homeless and payment of welfare benefits 

but less so with the problem of child abuse.  The in-depth analysis employing concepts 

such as agenda setting and framing of parliamentary debates around the complex and 

chronic problem of child abuse and related policy creation is relatively new.   
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1.2.2 Framing, language and values  

 Frame analysis set within a social constructionist paradigm is the method 

commonly used to study media and policies across a number of disciplines, but its 

application to make sense of how the problem of child abuse is socially constructed is a 

relatively recent development.  One such example is the analysis of media coverage of 

mandatory reporting conducted by Gillespie, McCosker, Lonne, and Marston (2014) in 

which they investigated news frames in child abuse stories specifically where they 

covered mandatory reporting in major Australian newspapers over a period of 18 

months.   

 Scholarly studies from sociology, media and communication studies and policy 

analysis provided the structure and form to the design of my research.  This research 

interrogates discourse and framing weighted to the politics of policy making to 

understand how policy making is political.  By studying discourse and argumentation, I 

aim to focus on what is being talked about as the problem, how it is spoken about, and 

who is doing the talking.  In their book, Talking Policy: How Social Policy is Made, 

Bessant, Watts, Dalton, and Smyth (2006) articulate most cogently the theoretical basis 

for this thesis, in summary: 

In the process of discovering social policy problems and determining policy 

solutions, it is important to emphasize the central role of talk–and especially of 

political talk…. Talking Policy refers to the way we talk to each other to 

interpret and understand things….  Policy making is based on persistent 

practices of sense-making and ‘reality construction’ in which words and talking 

are central (p. 18 & 19).  

 An objective is to explore, understand, and make visible the political, emotional 

and moral dimensions in the framing of the problem of child abuse in the aftermath of 

serious harm to a child or a preventable child death.  The social constructionist 
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orientation gives scope for the analysis to peel back conceptual layers related to political 

communication such as rhetoric, how language framed ideas and ideology and how 

emotion and blame act as vehicles to drive the processes that govern the lives of those 

vulnerable and disadvantaged people.  The analysis additionally explores the myths, 

story lines and metaphors used to socially construct this problem of child welfare.  In so 

doing this thesis includes another aim, it maps what Lens (2005) calls the `figurative 

ground’, the values, the so-called facts and claims about what is right and wrong and 

what feelings should be attached to these representations and how these are 

communicated. 

1.2.3 Telling a different story   

 Stone (2012) describes problem representation and the making of public policy 

and its politics as story-telling and this conceptualisation opens the door to another 

objective which is to gain insight into how vulnerable women and their families are 

portrayed in public discourse and use this insight to develop alternative strategies to tell 

a more nuanced and humane story.  In her book Policy Paradox. The Art of Political 

Decision Making, Stone describes story-telling, as a way of connecting to our fellow 

human beings, to elicit emotions, capture our imagination and attention and influence 

behaviours.  Other studies about media coverage and policy creation have raised some 

ideas about what alternative stories might achieve, options include: (i) a more nuanced 

public understanding of child abuse, (ii) engaging policy makers in broader, structural 

and systemic change to influence decision making in relation to child protection service 

delivery and (iii) forging a more productive alliance between professionals engaged in 

child protection work, the media and the politicians (Jagannathan & Camasso, 2011; 

Kitzinger, 2004; Warner, 2015).  Gainsborough (2010) in a very detailed study of media 

coverage, child deaths and the impact of scandal on policy making in the United States, 
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concluded that alternative voices of stakeholders and practitioners are needed to counter 

the political agendas of those driving the discourse and the policy making process.   

 The next section introduces the research process.  Punch (2005) suggests a 

continuum for thinking about research questions, methods and data collection.  At one 

end, the questions are specified in advance and pre-structured and at the other end only 

general questions are set up in advance and further questions unfold.  This research sits 

in the middle of this continuum where Brennan (2013) states, the key concepts are ‘used 

to suggest key issues and questions for researchers to address in their research’ (p199).  

It is possible that other lines of inquiry might emerge as the research progresses.  

Against the background to the research, the rationale and the objectives described in the 

preceding section, I briefly introduce the research process. 

1.3 The Research 

 This research is located in one state, Western Australia (WA) which occupies 

the entire western third of Australia; it has a population of approximately 2.6 million, 

about 11% of the national total; and more than 90% of the population congregates in the 

south-west corner of the state and mainly in the capital city, Perth.  The study period 

covered was five months in 2006 when there was intensive media attention, triggered by 

the findings of the Coronial Inquest of a cluster of ‘preventable’ deaths of infants. There 

were three strands of data.  The first were one hundred and twenty-six transcripts of 

political debates that occurred in the West Australian Parliament (downloaded from the 

Hansard website) and secondly, 117 newspaper stories, in the monopoly newspaper, the 

daily tabloid The West Australia, these constituted the primary data set.  Thirdly, to 

supplement the text analysis I interviewed a number of print journalists to explore what 

a story about Wade Scale might look like today, the decisions that they might make, 

how they might find and use sources, what constitutes effective source activity and the 
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frames that are likely to be activated.  The objectives of the research as introduced 

above are summarised here: 

1. To address a gap in studies on the relationship between media coverage and 

policy making by focusing on politicians and the politics of policy making; 

2. To identify the dominant frames through a focus on language, rhetoric and their 

mental representations from psychological, social and political dimensions; 

3. To map the figurative ground and identify the values, claims, argumentative 

structures and storylines;  

4. To explore how different stories could be told and to add to the knowledge base 

for more nuanced problem representation and child welfare service delivery. 

 

The internal logic of the objectives and the concepts drawn from a cluster of 

social, behavioural, communication and political sciences collectively point to an 

understanding that an inquiry into how policy is made is subjective and the approach, 

interpretative.  Consequently, the approach suggested by Bacchi (2009) guided the 

crafting of my research questions.  Bacchi proposes that problems are constructed and 

defined in the policy proposals that are offered as solutions, and that the way problems 

are framed affects what can be thought about and acted upon.  The following five 

research questions correspond with this concept of social constructionism as an 

approach to policy analysis: 

1. How was the problem of child welfare represented in the aftermath of this infant 

death scandal? 

2. What causation was being attributed and what were the assumptions of this 

problem representation? 

3. What solutions were being proposed and what themes were reflected in the 
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policy solutions? 

4. What were the silences? 

5.  Could the problem of child abuse be thought about differently? 

 

The questions listed above explore how the problem of child abuse is framed.  

Framing studies have become popular in mass communication and policy studies; most 

begin with the description by Entman (1993, p. 52), that a frame contains four features, 

and covered in the first three questions listed above: ‘problem definition, causal 

interpretation, moral evaluation and/or treatment recommendation’ (these are intended 

to meet Objectives One and Two).  The question about silences is included to uncover 

underlying ideologies, its myths and values (Objective Three).  The last of the research 

questions detailed above: “Can the problem be thought about differently?” is an 

important one and linked to the question on silences.  It relates to the possibility of the 

development of alternative frames and how to present them to the public and politicians 

in a way that makes visible and promotes the principles of social justice, equity, 

compassion, the prevention of harm, the strengthening of relationships within networks 

and between child protection service providers and families (Objective Four). .  

This research is a study of public policy, an important area of research.  

According to Haigh (2012) public policy provides the guidelines, rules, regulations and 

the norms that shape the things we do; provides citizens with access to resources and a 

safety net for those in need; and is involved in decision making and solutions across 

problem areas.  This research is based on the well-argued premise that the mass media 

has the power to shape short-term public opinion, affect proposals for policy reform in a 

particular political or ideological direction, influence how priorities are set and how 

resources are allocated at the micro-practice level.  A contribution to the child 
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protection sector is to build on the scope for human service and child protection 

practitioners and policy makers to engage more actively in the public discourse.  I note 

that much of the scholarship on child welfare and child abuse matters analyses the 

issues from the perspectives, values and practice of social work.  The interplay between 

the profession of social work and the analysis of policy creation does feature in this 

thesis to the extent that the literature does and that the research problem had its origins 

in my profession as a social worker.  One reason for not giving the social work 

profession a central role is that in the West Australian child protection agency child 

protection workers need not be social workers, although some have a social work 

degree.  Another reason is that the conceptual basis for this thesis cuts across a number 

of disciplines and additionally, my intention in this thesis is to move beyond the 

individual and the issues for the profession of social work. 

 

1.4 Structure of the Thesis 

This introductory chapter signposts the conceptual and practice-based rationale 

and objectives for the research, establishes the overall field of the study and constructs 

the research problem.  I introduce some pivotal research on media and policy studies 

and child welfare and identified areas on which I will focus.  

Chapter 2. This chapter includes a discussion of what exists in the literature 

about the ideologies and discourses that dominate child welfare policy.  The literature 

review provides coherence to the approach taken to data collection and the analysis.  

The chapter explores in more depth the concepts that were introduced in Chapter One. 

Chapter 3.  This chapter explains the methodology in detail and the 

methodological decisions that were taken and which set this thesis apart from other 

studies.  It describes theoretical concepts that influenced the structure, the method of the 
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research, research process and the design of the questions.  The methodology is 

primarily qualitative analysis, although there is a small quantitative description of the 

data.  The key approach to the analysis is social constructionism and an interpretive 

paradigm.  

Chapter 4.  This chapter describes the process undertaken to structure and 

organize the primary data sets and foregrounds the analytic phase of the research.  As 

this chapter primarily describes the results of the early stages of the analysis, the 

discussion does not include interpretation.   

Chapter Five.  In this chapter I present the results of the analysis that emerged 

out of the second cycle of coding and interpretation.  I coded the political debates 

between 2004 and 2005 and describe the main policy solutions that were being 

presented in Parliament in the years 2004-2005.  During these two years there were 

major policy initiatives that were debated in Parliament, however the key components 

of a scandal which underpinned this research question were found not to be present.  

The transcripts for these two years were subjected to an initial level of coding and these 

codes were further refined to form the final coding frame for the transcripts of 2006. 

Chapter 6.  Two hundred and seventy news articles from 2001-2010 were 

downloaded and reviewed.  The Inquest findings into the circumstances of the death of 

Wade Scale were a focusing event and the spike in both media coverage and political 

debate were contiguous, consequently out of the original 270 media articles over the 

decade, 117 stories from August 10
th

 2006 till December 31
st
 2006 were retained for 

analysis.  The approaches to this analysis were agenda setting, framing and a description 

of topographical and rhetorical features of the media coverage.   

Chapter 7.  In this chapter I focus on the events in Parliament of 2006 and 

explain how I analysed 126 transcripts of debates that occurred between August and 
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December of that year.  I identify key themes and a deeper level of interpretation 

identified the discourse; the use of rhetoric as an argumentative strategy and the 

dominant frames.   

Chapter 8. In this chapter I propose that what happened in those five months in 

2006 when media coverage, political debate and structural and policy reform were at 

their most heightened was the result of a moral panic.  I chart the features of a moral 

panic in what happened and address the interplay between the media, political debates, 

the policy creation process and the relationship between communication strategies and 

political ideologies. 

Chapter 9.  This chapter provides the rationale for the need to understand the 

media as a viable and accessible forum for telling alternative stories and reframing the 

problem of child abuse.  It includes what came out of the interviews with journalists and 

their insights into how practitioners and policy makers can engage with them in order to 

promote a more nuanced understanding of the problem.  The key question that I seek to 

answer is `How could the problem be thought about differently?’  This chapter lays the 

groundwork for the next to consider how alternative stories could be crafted with 

persuasive argumentation strategies 

Chapter 10.  This penultimate chapter makes visible the politics and gives shape 

to the silences and considers their role in future framing of the problem of child abuse.   

Chapter 11.  This final chapter is a bookend that reiterates the research goals, 

captures the methodology and highlights the findings. It also describes some of the 

limits of the research and points to possibilities for future research.  
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2 Literature Review-Laying the 

Groundwork 

The central research questions in this thesis relate to how policy is created in the 

aftermath of a child abuse scandal such as a preventable death of an infant.  The 

introductory chapter makes reference to my professional and practice history as key 

factors influencing the choice of the research problem.  The literature was the second 

springboard for the direction for my research.  It shaped the framing and the design of 

the research questions and the strategy for analysis.  The relationship between the 

review of the literature, decisions about methodology, data collection and analysis are 

not linear, instead it is recursive.  I return to the published literature as the data was 

being analysed so that other research and scholarly commentary formed a concurrent 

presence throughout all the stages of the research bringing fresh insights, clarifying and 

refining my thinking. 

2.1 Search Process for the Literature Review 

The initial phase of the literature review was prompted by my professional 

experience as a social work manager in a maternity hospital.  The preventable deaths of 

infants led to practice guidelines that called for assessment of pregnant women, 

exchange of information about these women’s lives between the maternity hospital and 

child protection authorities, the stated aim being early intervention and prevention.  

However, child death reviews, Coroner’s inquests and widespread media coverage, 

arguably constructed the pregnant woman as a risk, and led to maternity services 

becoming a site for scrutiny and regulation by child protection authorities.  I was 

immersed in this policy activity and the knowledge I acquired and research I had 
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undertaken as a practitioner and manager in developing the practice guidelines for the 

hospital and the reciprocal agreements with the child protection agency, the Department 

for Community Development (DCD) provided the context for my initial literature 

search.  

2.1.1 Method for sourcing literature 

In the initial stage of the search I was interested in what is documented about 

infant deaths and child protection matters.  The search sites are what are referred to as 

grey literature, these are Google Scholar, Google, government websites such as the 

Coroner’s Office, the Australian Institute of Family Studies (AIFS), Australian Institute 

of Health and Welfare (AIHW) and the National Child Protection Clearing House.  For 

the purposes of this study, infants were defined as those children aged twelve months 

and younger.  The initial time frame for this search was 2001-2010.   

In order to retrieve relevant documents and papers, the search terms were: 

 “Wade Scale”; 

 (child* OR infan*) AND death;  

 (coroner OR “coronial inquest”) AND “child abuse”; 

 (pregnancy OR maternity) AND guidelines AND child* protection; 

 “child protection” AND “inquiries”; 

 (“maternal substance abuse” Or “addiction) AND “newborns”; and 

 “child welfare policy”. 

AIHW and AIFS are both government agencies that research and publish 

statistics, commentary and articles about policy and service delivery on social issues.  

The Coroner’s website provided me with the names of infants who had died.  I cross 

checked identifying details, such as the names of the infants who were known to me 

against transcripts of the coronial inquests which were available online and the general 
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search terms generated the names of other infants who had died and who were not 

previously known to me.   

The Hansard
3
 website is publicly available, using the above search words and 

the names of the infants I was able to access debates in the West Australian Parliament, 

about the deaths of these infants and about child protection matters.  The search for 

news stories published in The West Australian were accessed through Factiva, a news 

data base held at the library at the University of Western Australia.  Using the above 

search terms and the names of the infants I downloaded the transcripts of political 

debates and the media stories.   

A second search for articles and academic research papers on media coverage of 

child deaths and child abuse related matters was performed through EBSCO, JSTOR, 

MEDLINE and Google Scholar with the search words   

 “child protection” AND media AND policy;  

 media AND “child welfare”; and 

 media AND “child abuse”.   

The third search of the same data bases focused on social policy analysis based 

on the following terms  

 “maternal” AND “infant death*” AND “child protection” OR “motherhood”  OR 

“child abuse”; 

 “framing” OR “frames” AND “social policy”; 

 “framing” OR “agenda setting”; 

 “social policy analysis”; and 

                                                 

3
 The primary task of Reporting Services is to provide a clear and independent record of all the 

proceedings of the Legislative Council and the Legislative Assembly. Reporting Services publishes 

Hansard, the official record of parliamentary debates. 
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 “moral panic” OR “scandals” 

The time frame for these sets of searches was 2000 till the present.  The final 

search about research methods of policy analysis, framing and its theoretical concepts 

covered a longer time frame, with literature dating from 1980s to incorporate original 

scholarly works on framing, moral panics and child welfare scandals.  I downloaded the 

articles into NVivo Pro 11, the computer software for qualitative analysis in order to 

manage the volume of papers and to structure and easily retrieve them for review and 

citation accurately.  I read through the articles and then coded those sections, which 

bore a conceptual relationship to my study, examples are: agenda setting, framing, child 

protection models, media effects, blame, scandal, silences, uncertainty and judgement.  

One hundred and nine categories of codes were created.  

2.2 Key themes on how the problem is represented when there is a 

scandal 

2.2.1 Conceptualising a scandal 

 Analysis about changes to child protection policy and practice when there has 

been a child maltreatment event usually describe these reforms as scandal driven 

(Parton, 2016).  Butler and Drakeford (2012) observe that not every child abuse tragedy 

becomes scandal:  

Scandals need to be discovered; they need to be pursued, often with press 

support.  In the case of public policy scandals, they frequently need to be 

mediated by a public inquiry, where the ‘facts’ are connected with the operations 

and interests of the state and with the broader political and social currents that 

flow in and around the underlying events out of which a scandal is constructed 

(p.7). 

 

Two other texts gave me a way of conceptualizing the policy making aftermath of a 

child abuse related critical event as a scandal.  The first is by Gainsborough (2010) in 
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which she analysed how high-profile incidents of child abuse and neglect shaped policy 

making in the United States, her book is titled, Scandalous Politics. Child Welfare 

Policy in the States.  The second is a book by Warner (2015) titled The Emotional 

Politics of Social Work and Child Protection, based on hostile media coverage and 

political reaction in the UK to the death of baby Peter Connolly in 2008. 

Gainsborough (2010, p. 4) argues that a child welfare event becomes a scandal 

(i) when the story is about the maltreatment of an innocent child-the ‘sympathetic 

victim’ and a ‘hateful culprit’, making it a compelling human interest story; and (ii) 

more critically when a public agency is implicated in the harm to the child.  

Gainsborough (2010) conducted an analysis of fifty states and identified deaths in three 

states between the years 1999-2003.  Using both quantitative and qualitative analysis of 

the news coverage in the aftermath of these events she conducted detailed case studies, 

analysed reports by state agencies and watch dogs and interviewed politicians, 

bureaucrats and journalists in each of the states.  She focused on both the macro and 

micro aspects of child protection service delivery and showed how scandals played a 

role in shaping child welfare policy.  Importantly she drew attention to the politics: 

Liberals deploy it to build popular support for child protection interventions 

while Conservatives see it as a way to lay blame squarely on the shoulders of 

deviant individuals, rather than looking for the structural or social roots to the 

problem  (Gainsborough, 2010, p. 8).  

Gainsborough (2010) concluded that scandal driven politics of child welfare policy 

making encourages a narrow view of what needs to be done and regulates bureaucratic 

functioning using administrative rule-making.  

Healy (2011) in her review of the Gainsborough book, cites two examples in 

Australia where politicians used child protection scandals as key platforms in their 

election campaigns.  Firstly, in 2004 Premier Beattie, the Premier of Queensland used 
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the inquiry into the foster care system to introduce dramatic reforms including a stand-

alone child protection department.  Secondly, in 2007, facing a general election, the 

Prime Minister John Howard, ordered the Northern Territory National Emergency 

Response to take over the administration of Indigenous Affairs from the Northern 

Territory government.  He claimed this action would reduce high rates of child sexual 

abuse of Aboriginal children.  Healy draws parallels between Gainsborough’s 

suggestion of the relationship between child protection intervention and government 

campaigns for re-election by Jeb Bush in the state of Florida and the timing by Premier 

Beattie and Prime Minister John Howard of their respective interventions and election 

campaigns.  Healy’s review of this book concludes with the observation that the 

analysis and conclusions shed light on an understudied area of social policy. 

Stone (2012) says these critical events that become scandals are represented as horror 

stories, atypical, distorted and amplified.  This amplification it is said is critical and as 

observed by Warner (2015, p. 10) ‘as if a particular story could be seen to represent 

other similar stories’. 

Greer and McLaughlin (2017) observe that scandal as a concept has received 

little attention from criminologists and sociologists.  Their reason for studying scandals 

highlights the importance of this research:  

scandals can have a corrosive impact on the reputational standing, credibility 

and legitimacy of institutions and contribute to a pervasive climate of suspicion 

in institutional and political elites (p. 113).  

 

Having concluded that scandals draw attention to the problem of child abuse and 

sometimes affect child protection service delivery both Gainsborough (2010) and 

Warner (2015) conclude with a call for professionals, practitioners, stakeholders and 

service users to engage in the public and political debate, to make evidence available, to 
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represent fearlessly the interests of vulnerable children and their families, and to form 

meaningful alliances and create alternative discourses.   

2.2.2 In what way does scandal affect child protection service delivery? 

In Australia as in other Anglophone countries there has been an extension in 

child protection oriented systems representing a shift in responsibilities for children 

from families and communities to government and culminating in a sharp increase in 

children residing in non-parental care, prompting Scott (2006) to describe child 

protection systems as unsustainable, potentially harmful to families and children and 

demoralising for those who work in them.  One of the reasons is as Hansen and 

Ainsworth (2013, p. 104) suggest, a ‘zero tolerance of any imperfections in parenting 

practices which are defined as child abuse and neglect regardless of their severity’.  

Goldsworthy (2014), Parton (2007), Lonne, Harries, Featherstone, and Gray (2016), and 

Fernandez (2014) observe that one consequence is that reforms have a 

legalistic/forensic approach resulting in legislative changes such as the introduction of  

mandatory reporting.  Lonne, Gray, and Harries (2013) draw a correlation between 

these reforms and the 42 national public and formal inquiries over a 16-year period from 

1997-2013, 32 inquiries of these inquiries occurred between the years, 2004-2013.  

In particular, child protection systems have been subject to continual change and 

reform, often in the wake of major child abuse scandals, usually where a child 

has died and where a variety of health, welfare and criminal justice agencies are 

seen to have failed to intervene appropriately….every Australian state and 

territory has embarked upon a major reform and restructuring…(Parton, 2007, p. 

275). 

Bilson, Cant, Harries, and Thorpe (2013) in their longitudinal study of reports, 

investigations and findings of maltreatment of children in Western Australia found that 

disadvantaged and marginalised families were subjected to high degrees of surveillance, 
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with a focus on risk and blame.  Overall studies emphasize the negative impact on child 

protection service delivery, however most scholars also observe that if not for media 

coverage (albeit only of horror stories), child protection and service delivery would not 

have received attention in the public domain (Goddard & Liddell, 1995; Goddard & 

Saunders, 2001; Harrison, Harries, & Liddiard, 2014; Hove, Paek, Isaacson, & Cole, 

2013; Jagannathan & Camasso, 2011; Kitzinger, 2004; Lonne & Parton, 2014).  Thus 

far the literature provides the rationale for conceptualising and describing what the 

politicians and the media were promoting as solutions to the problem of child abuse.  

Themes from the literature are that the solution and the definition of the problem of 

child abuse are mediated by media coverage and politicised policy debate, an additional 

theme needing further research and alluded to in child protection literature is to make 

visible how these solutions and the problem of child abuse are talked about and framed.  

These themes from published research and commentary influenced how I developed the 

codes and analysed and interpreted the data. 

2.2.3 Blame, individual failure and a child centred focus 

Published empirical research usually conceptualise systems of child protection 

service delivery as dominated by a child rescue orientation and neoliberal forms of 

governance that construe the problem of child abuse as an act of commission, arising 

from parental deficits and a failure in professional judgement to exercise more control 

over families by removing children.  Warner (2015), Clapton, Cree, and Smith (2013b) 

and Lonne, Parton, Thompson, and Harries (2009) express the concern that the child 

rescue approach diminishes preventative and supportive social work, creating, as 

Clapton et al. (2013b) suggests an us and them attitude between service users/families 

and those working in child welfare.   
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In a paper drawing attention to sensationalist media coverage of child abuse 

scandals through the 1970s,1980s, and 1990s in Great Britain, Ayre (2001) identifies 

problems for child protection policy and service delivery which are also described by 

other researchers  (Elsley, 2010; Gainsborough, 2010; Healy, 2011; Hove et al., 2013; 

Mendes, 2000, 2001; Munro, 2010; Parton, 2011).  These authors include the following 

problems with how the media functions in relation to child abuse events.  The problems 

are that the media: 

 misrepresents and distorts the problem of child abuse;  

 devotes coverage to horror stories;  

 demonizes individuals when apportioning blame;  

 gives no emphasis to societal and structural causes and solutions; and  

  are hostile in the depiction of social workers, resulting  in ‘the creation of the 

climate of fear, blame and mistrust which seems to have become endemic within 

the field of child protection’ (Ayre, 2001, p. 887). 

 Other scholars of the media call for a broader understanding of how media works, they 

argue that ‘…accusations of “media sensationalism” obscure rather than clarify the 

processes which influence media coverage.  Such accusations are themselves 

indiscriminate and exaggerated’ (Kitzinger, 1999, p. 56).  Similarly, Wolfe, Jones, and 

Baumgartner (2013) are critical of simple and linear cause and effect arguments, 

describing instead that media attention and policy making are intertwined with complex 

and multiple feedback systems with competing information, interests, ideas and limited 

information processing capacities.  These contested views about cause and effect of 

media coverage suggest that a social constructionist methodology and an analysis that 

pays particular attention to context might clarify the differential impacts, that is whether 

media coverage is helpful to the types of policy that were created or harmful.  Arguably 
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such insights might answer one of the questions in this research, that about finding 

alternative discourses to the ones that currently prevail in the aftermath of a scandal.  

2.2.4 Risk and emotion 

The concepts of risk and emotions are a significant backdrop to this study.  Beck 

(2013) provides a way of understanding risk: 

Risk is not synonymous with catastrophe.  Risk means the anticipation of the 

catastrophe.  Risks concern the possibility of future occurrences and 

developments; they make present a state of the world that does not (yet) exist…. 

Risks are always future events that may occur, that threaten us (p. 9). 

 

The above description highlights the need to make visible perceptions, sense making 

and emotions in order to also understand the role of risk.  Warner (2015, p. 2) in her 

exploration of the way emotion in the wake of the death of baby Peter Connolly was 

generated and experienced collectively suggests that ‘Emotions are hereby relational, 

cultural and deeply political…embedded in the entire child protection system’.  The 

death of baby Peter Connolly was described as horrific; he died at 17 months of age and 

was found to have sustained injuries over several months.  Reaction to his death led to 

reform ‘on an unprecedented scale’ (p.3).  Warner describes how the newspaper, The 

Sun and the politicians mobilised intense feelings about the case, compassion for Baby 

P’s suffering and anger at social workers and their managers whom both politicians and 

the media held to be responsible for his death.  She said: 

…the cycle of crisis and reform in child protection is driven by collective 

emotions that do political work…Emotions are reflected and activated through 

political rhetoric, the media and official documents (Warner, 2015, p. 157). 
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Kearney (2013) suggests that the focus in the media on individual past events 

distorts perceptions about the probability of future events and leads to highly risk averse 

social work practice ‘it is more concerned with a fear about what might possibly happen 

in the future, rather than learning about the past’ (p. 59).  In the aftermath of the Baby P 

death discussed previously, risk averse practice is reported to have led to an increase by 

11% of referrals to social services in an already overloaded system and an 

unprecedented increase in children being taken into care (Elsley, 2010; Munro, 2010).  

Bromfield (2014), Bilson et al. (2013); Scott (2006)  and (Lonne, Featherstone, & Gray, 

2015) note similar effects in the Australian child protection scene.  Kearney (2013, p. 

64) argues that:  

the possibility of a child dying non-accidentally dominates both policymaking 

and the frontline practice of child welfare services even though the probability of 

such events is very low… by focusing on individual and specific children and 

reconstructing and ‘predicting’ the past, fuel the “hindsight bias”  that each death 

should and could have been prevented, promulgating the myth of total 

prevention, the “utopian bias”  that society can prevent all children from dying 

non-accidentally.  

2.2.5 Language, rhetoric and ideology 

Baumgartner (2013) proposes that in order to understand policy change, one 

must also accept that ways of thinking and ideas matter.  Moral choices are an inevitable 

component of these ideas and as Lens (2002, p. 143) argues, the ‘construction of social 

problems also includes construction of moralities…invoked by the selective use of 

language that can encapsulate in a word or phrase an entire ideology’.  On the same note 

Shaw (2010, p. 201) observes that ‘policy is inherently ideological and policy making is 

based on strategically crafted arguments’  
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 Gottweiss (2006) argues that a study of political communication and 

argumentation is also study about rhetorical devices and persuasion and when policy 

making is politicised, it becomes a contest over which form of reasoning will construct 

the frame that will prevail.  Still focused on language and ideology, in her analysis of 

political discourse in the aftermath of the death of baby Peter Connolly, Warner (2015) 

makes reference to political speeches in which binary discourse and reality are 

construed in simple either/or categories.  She observes that binaries are likely to be used 

as a central organizing concept to mobilize action around categories that are presented 

as mutually exclusive; such binaries in discourse evoke a moral stance especially when 

there is such a visceral reaction to child abuse by the public.  She explains that 

identifying binary discourse in the policy creating activity forms a coherent link to the 

notions of risk, moral panic and ideology.   

 In a stock take of the reforms in Queensland in the wake of the Crime and 

Misconduct Commission Inquiry into Abuse of Children in Foster Care, Tilbury and 

Mazerolle (2008) concluded that political expediency and differences in ideology and 

not best practice featured significantly in recommendations for policy reform.  In this 

context a frequently referenced ideology is neo-liberalism.  The relationship between 

risk and neoliberalism as central and interlocking concepts that infuse practitioners’ 

interactions with those whose lives are made difficult because of complex social 

problems has been extensively chronicled for its excessive bureaucracy and regulation, 

the sidelining of professional judgment and the relationship component of service 

delivery and neglect of wider social factors (Bessant & Broadley, 2016; Deeming, 2014; 

Featherstone, Broadhurst, & Holt, 2012; Featherstone, Morris, & White, 2014; Hyslop 

& Keddell, 2018; Keddell, 2017; Liebenberg, Ungar, & Ikeda, 2015; Marston & 

McDonald, 2012).  Haly (2010) equates the negative effects of the politics of 
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economically conservative governments with neoliberalism calling it a “deadly mix”, 

with more families slipping into poverty and increase in child abuse notifications.  

Similarly, Broadhurst and Mason (2017), in their paper about the consequences of 

court-ordered child removal, state that the neo-liberal ethos that has shaped policies in 

England, the United States and Australia has resulted in a forensic gaze on children and 

families and devolving responsibility for social issues on to parents, and that: 

Neoliberal child protection systems tend towards high thresholds for family 

intervention, concerned primarily with the mitigation of serious risks to 

children’s health and safety, offering limited family support (p. 44). 

Risk, moralising and stigmatising of certain target populations and the effects of neo-

liberal economics on inequalities dominate much of the literature on how child welfare 

policies are conceptualised (Featherstone et al., 2014; Lonne, 2013; Parton, 2016).    

Gillingham (2014, p. 9), writing about the outcomes of the Queensland Corruption and 

Crime Misconduct Inquiry 2004 was critical of the reforms, pointing out that it was 

important to understand how ideology can influence reforms and in the case of 

Queensland he found that  ‘allowing ideology, more than research based evidence  to 

shape service reform can lead to a wrong turn’.   The wrong turn Gillingham was 

referring to was associated with neo-liberalism: increased training of staff; structured 

tools that focus on investigation; an extensive procedures manual to ensure consistent 

decision making; and bureaucratic forms of management which did not target children 

most in need of services.  An ethos associated with neoliberalism and which affects 

whether family support programmes receive attention as a reform is that ‘neoliberal 

experts see inequality as the unavoidable outcome of economic progress’ (Beland, 2016, 

p. 741). 
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2.2.6 The vulnerable child 

 Discussions about child abuse policies and their developments in the past two 

decades often include an analysis of the social construction of the child.  According to 

scholars such as  Clapton, Cree, and Smith (2013a); Lonne et al. (2015), Parton (2014) 

and Picot (2015) the social construction of the child and the dominance of the principle 

of the paramountcy of the best interests of the child has shifted the focus of policies 

from the family to the individual child.  The child versus the parent theme has justified 

increased surveillance, reporting, removal, rescuing from parents, permanency planning 

and forced adoption.  The word child is usually prefaced with the word vulnerable, 

arguably, evoking the child as a victim, innocent and precious.  Harm to a child is 

intensified by the use of the word vulnerable.  Keddell (2017) observes that 

vulnerability, when translated into policy in a neo-liberal political context, does not 

recognize the interrelated nature of children and adults.  The vulnerable child becomes a 

compelling rhetorical device and as Meyer (2007) observes:  

…childhood has become a moral rhetoric that can legitimize anything without 

actually having to explain it... When a discourse becomes ‘natural’ it becomes 

powerful: it gains the status of an irreversible, natural fact and obliterates its 

origin as a social idea (pp. 98 & 100). 

2.2.7 Moral Panic 

Warner (2013) applied the concepts of moral panic, moral judgment and risk to 

good effect to explain the media coverage of the death of Baby P.  Following qualitative 

analysis of media coverage, she came to the conclusion that what was at work was, 

‘extreme moral disturbance about an expanding and contagious underclass’ (p230).  

Warner explains the vicious attacks on social workers by the media, that they were 

‘constructed as folk devils in the bureaucratic cold-hearted form in which they were 
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represented as detached and inhumane’ (p.231).  It is not possible to embark on any 

analysis of scholarship about child abuse and the media without encountering the 

concept of moral panic. 

A search on Google Scholar resulted in 48,000 hits with the word moral panic in 

the title of articles or books.  Since the forty years of its inception in the sociological 

canon, this concept has undergone much critique and transformation.  The two basic 

models are Stanley Cohen’s processual and Goode and Ben-Yehuda’s attributional 

model.  In my thesis, I foreground the original theory as expounded by Stanley Cohen 

(Cohen, 2011), and adapt it to include more explicitly, concepts such as risk, language 

and discourse, emotion and ideology (Crichter, 2015a).  According to Critcher (2008) 

moral panic is a valid framework to explain the public debates and reforms in the 

aftermath of a child abuse crisis because: (a) moral panic analysis enables an 

examination of whether the issue was distorted and exaggerated and led to a massive 

overreaction; (b) the media are central in creating this overreaction; and (c) that it can 

uncover the status of a social group or social problem in relation to their construction 

with stigmatizing or demonizing labels. 

The moral panic concept was launched by Stanley Cohen in the 1970s based on 

his thesis of the study of sensationalist media coverage of the clash between two youth 

subcultures, the Mods and Rockers, at a British seaside (Cohen, 2011).  In Cohen’s 

thesis, what he saw as minor skirmishes between the Mods and Rockers were 

sensationalised by the media, disproportionately to what happened and depicted as 

violent threats thus legitimating coercive state intervention.  The label Cohen gave for 

how the youth were represented was folk devils.  An alternative American model of 

moral panic was developed by Erich Goode and Nachman Ben-Yehuda which Crichter 

(2015a) labelled attributional, in which social context, language and rhetoric are the 
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defining characteristics of  a moral panic, with particular attention to those who make 

the claims and reasons for doing so.  In both versions, Goode and Ben-Yehuda (2011) 

suggest that the usefulness of the moral panic concept and its durability lie in the fact 

that: 

Far from representing exotic, marginal, atypical, uncharacteristic events, moral 

panic much as the canary in the mine, indicates a dimension of social reality that 

would otherwise have remained concealed… focuses attention on fundamental 

social process… allows for varying interpretations…enables the analyst to read 

symbolic meanings into claims making, rhetoric, discourse to understand 

cultural manifestations on any array of fronts (pp. 33 & 34). 

2.2.8 Judgement, uncertainty and decision making 

Kearney (2013) observes that judgement under conditions of uncertainty is an 

ongoing issue for those working in child protection especially under the conditions of 

heightened anxiety and fear such as those likely to be generated by blame and public 

vilification following the death of a child.  The result according to researchers such as  

Lonne and Gillespie (2014) and Ray, Coon, Leibeschuetz, and Costoli (2013) is that 

fears or risk are heightened leading to policy reforms that are presumed to prevent the 

probability of future adverse events such as the non-accidental death of a child.  A suite 

of studies about probabilities, emotion, uncertainty and judgement by Kahneman 

(2003); Slovic, Peters, Finucane, and McGregor (2005) make an important contribution  

to understanding how a range of heuristics can affect emotions, perceptions, judgements 

and decisions.  These scholars point out that people have difficulty understanding the 

complexity of probabilistic reasoning and so the tendency is to reduce complex 

reasoning about future uncertain events to simpler and more manageable judgements so 

as to make the situation seem more coherent.   
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2.3 Approach to the study of child welfare policy making 

The above review suggests that context and interpretation are fundamental to 

understanding governing and the policy creation process of the problem of child abuse.  

This section explains the conceptualisation of the researching process by drawing on the 

literature, although the data gathering method itself is discussed in more detail in the 

next chapter.  Drawing on scholarship by Bacchi (2000, 2009, 2016); Shaw (2010) and 

Brennan (2013) I provide a thumbnail sketch of the paradigms in which policy research 

is situated.  The question I ask is: What can I draw from contemporary literature about 

the theoretical perspectives that underpin the policy research process itself?  Three 

approaches to analysing the policy making process are identified, rationalist approaches, 

interpretivism and policy as discourse. 

2.3.1 Rationalist approaches 

According to the positivist tradition policy making occurs when a problem is 

objectively identified and measured; policy is developed to solve the problem in an 

objective, neutral and technical process.  Policy and politics are seen as separate.  

Colebatch (2014) suggests that this has been the dominant discourse in policy making, 

and is rooted in the demands for evidence-based policy and evaluation techniques based 

on the natural sciences.  The research questions are usually aimed at assessing the 

impact of policy by measuring outcomes and potential costs and benefits.  The data 

collection and its analysis are primarily quantitative, although a mixed methodology 

may be employed.  The researcher’s philosophical orientation is not relevant; the 

analysis is presumed to be conducted at a distance from the research process.   

2.3.2 Interpretivism 

The primary attention in social policy analysis utilising the interpretivist 
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approach are the key players’ beliefs and intentions. The making of policy arises out of 

social interactions, and the interplay between complexity, politics and the policy 

process.  The agenda setting model developed by Kingdon (2003a) arose out of an 

interpretivist approach, describing policy making as generated by three streams which 

function independently and come together when there is a focusing event, the attention 

to which suggests the need for a new policy.  The three streams described by Kingdon 

(2001) are the problem stream, the policy or ideas stream, and the political stream.  

Politics is relevant at the stage when a condition becomes defined as a problem; and the 

solutions emerge out of the activities of politicians, the media and advocates.   

The multiple streams approach has been a key influence on the study of public 

policy and according to Cairney and Jones (2016) had been cited over 12,000 times at 

the time this thesis was written.  However, there are assumptions embedded in the 

multiple streams approach that do not apply in the child welfare domain: that the three 

streams are separate; that a condition exists and its definition as a problem follows a 

focusing event; and the event opens a window of opportunity through which pre-

prepared proposals are tabled for debate.  Kingdon (2003) suggests that the politics 

comes in once the problem which exists is taken up for attention.  In spite of the 

ubiquity of the multiple streams approach in the analysis of the policy process there 

were limitations about its application with respect to this thesis.  Arguably, the 

construction of child welfare as a problem does not follow the trajectory described by 

Kingdon (2003), because child welfare as a problem is fluid and its existence and 

definition are contested and political, although sometimes taken for granted.   

2.3.3 Policy and discourse 

The third approach is that of discourse analysis.  There is a growing body of 

literature demonstrating the applicability of discourse analysis to the policy making 
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process and policy analysis.  The premise is that policy and politics are intertwined and 

solutions that are produced in this process define the problem (Bacchi, 2012; Bessant et 

al., 2006; Colebatch, 2014; Provis, 2007; Scott, 1995; Shaw, 2010).  Discourse analysis 

uses conventional qualitative methodology and data collection techniques, usually 

interview transcripts, newspaper articles, documents or visual images.  There are many 

complex versions and theoretical arguments about discourse analysis.  Discourse 

analysis usually includes an analysis of language and its social, political, cultural and 

historical contexts.  Shaw (2010) describes discourse theory as opposite to positivistic 

and naturalistic epistemology, and conceptualising policy as discourse is particularly 

useful for multifaceted problems and:   

In doing so they can explicitly embrace the political realities in which such ‘big’ 

problems are grounded (and that a rationalist framework tends to obstruct), 

incorporate the complex (and ultimately inescapable) sets of questions regarding 

the construction of policy and the role of emotions and morals and ease the 

process by which a range of political values are translated into changes in 

society (p.14). 

2.4 Conceptual Themes to Make Sense of Media and Political 

Debate 

  Agenda setting, salience and framing are the key dynamics that feature in studies 

explaining media stories and their effects and policy debates.  McCombs and Shaw 

(1972) originally conceptualised agenda setting as an effect of the media.  In a more 

recent book, McCombs (2014) updated his description of agenda setting and salience: 

…the news media do considerably more than signal the existence of major 

events and issues.  Through their day to day selection of the news, journalists 

focus our attention and influence our perceptions of what are the most important 

issues of the day.  This role of the news media in identifying the salience of 

these issues and topics on the public agenda has come to be called the agenda 

setting role of the media (p. 1). 
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Formatting devices such as placement of a news article on a page, the layout of 

the text, the numbers of words and pictures are ways a newspaper directs attention and 

prominence and a measure of salience of an issue (Van Gorp, 2010).  Concepts such as 

agenda setting, saliences and framing according to Blaszkiewicz (2013) show how the 

press construct and shape the audience’s understanding of events and knowledge of the 

world. 

2.4.1 Frames and framing 

A conceptual analysis of framing as having cognitive and affective features was 

articulated and demonstrated in numerous experiments by Tversky and Kahneman 

(1974) and co-researchers(Slovic et al., 2005).  Illustrating that framing matters, they 

contrast different ways in which a patient might consider the same information framed 

in two ways:  

A patient is suffering a gruelling heart disease, the doctor says: Of one hundred 

patients who have this operation, ninety are alive after five years” or “Of one 

hundred patients who have this operation ten are dead after 5 years (Tversky & 

Kahneman, 1974).   

 

They found that people reacted very differently to the statements, those who 

were given the first statement were more likely to agree to the operation, even though 

the outcome is exactly the same with both descriptions.  Kahneman (2011) gave another 

illustration of framing effects: ‘cold cuts described as “90% fat free” are more attractive 

than when they are described as “10% fat” ‘(p.88). 

Framing research is most commonly found in research about media effects. 

Much research about framing has been conducted with respect to welfare recipients, 

health policy, obesity, homelessness, asylum seekers and climate change, most 

commonly the research focus on how audiences process information and ideas that are 
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communicated by the media.  Marston and McDonald (2012) specifically looking at 

how certain marginalised groups are constructed and framed suggests that professions 

as such as social work need to be sensitised and become politicised to how policies that 

emanate from particular forms of framing can be narrow and inward looking.  Causal 

stories in policies are encapsulated in the frames, for instance, framing those on 

government benefits as dole bludgers, scroungers and welfare dependent  works against 

an understanding of their state as the consequence of structural, externally imposed 

disadvantage and  government policies, instead they are subject to punitive policies 

(Kusenbach & Loseke, 2013; Lens, 2002).   Examining the welfare reform in relation 

to unemployed people and those on low incomes, Marston (2008) related the story on 

how the term ‘dole bludger’ entered the discourse in Australia in the 1970s and goes on 

to say that the effect was to move the problem of unemployment away from the 

structural failure of government to create jobs and to blaming the individual.  This is a 

significant illustration of the pervasiveness of this discourse and the potency of this 

framing of parents who are considered to be a risk to their children, especially because 

these parents are likely to be on a low income or on government benefits and possibly 

homeless as well. 

Entman (1993) has been cited in most of the literature on framing as well as 

several times in this thesis and his frequently cited definition remains the clearest and 

provide the contours for my analysis:  

Framing essentially involves selection and salience. To frame is to select some 

aspects of a perceived reality and make them more salient in a communicating 

text, …Frames, then, define problems, determine what a causal agent is doing 

with what costs and benefits, usually measured in terms of common cultural 

values; diagnose causes, identify the forces creating the problem; make moral 

judgments, evaluate causal agents and their effects; and suggest remedies, offer 

and justify treatments for the problems and predict their likely effects (p. 52). 
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Stone (2012) expands on the above definition to include how alternatives are 

kept on and off the agenda.  She states that how one frames the alternatives depends on 

conceptions of the causation.  Another approach to policy and framing analysis belongs 

to Bacchi (2009, p. 263).  The word she uses is problematization to refer to how one 

frames the policies and solutions and creates a particular understanding of the problem; 

therefore ‘it becomes crucially important to scrutinise the ways in which problems are 

represented in public policies…we are governed through problematizations’. 

The much referenced Gamson and Modigliani (1989, p. 384) and Gamson, 

Croteau, Hoynes, and Sasson (1992) offer a way of thinking about frames as a ‘central 

organising principle that holds together and gives coherence and meaning to a diverse 

array of symbols’ and as a storyline, interpreting and making sense about an issue.  

Andrews (2013) argues that it is a device that operates in every act of communication 

and serves the functions of rhetoric.  The significance of understanding the role of 

rhetoric is argued in Chapter 7 which describes the analysis of the political debates.  

Reese (2007, p. 152) captured the rationale for according frames conceptual centrality 

for tackling the questions in this research project: 

The framing project opens up more room for interpretation, captures a more 

dynamic process of negotiating meaning, and highlights the relationships within 

discourse (p. 152). 

2.5 Summary 

The literature review was an explicit aspect of my learning and design of the 

research questions.  Importantly, it opens a window to an intellectual tradition from 

sociology and communication studies, discourse, social constructionism, language, 

rhetoric, risk and moral panic.  These concepts had not previously featured in my 

professional life and have now come to occupy a core aspect of my thinking about how 

my profession can manage to wrest control over the public debate of a complex 
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problem.  This chapter integrates an initial exploration of the existing scholarship, 

allows me to situate the arguments for my thesis and supports the decisions about what, 

how and why I am doing this thesis.  In the rest of the chapters I continue to apply the 

literature to provide coherence to my findings and set them within the wider knowledge 

base. 

  



39 

 

3 Methodology 

This chapter and the next belong together.  Both deal with the intellectual and 

technical foundations of data gathering and its management as well as how decisions 

were made about data analysis.  The primary sources of data are Parliamentary debates 

and stories from The West Australian, interviews with a small number of journalists 

constituted a secondary data source. When examining political debate about the policy 

making process it is political argumentation and persuasion through language that come 

to the fore and as Illie (2010) observes this political debate becomes a concrete struggle 

for power, is competitive and adversarial.  Parliament itself is a performative site and 

the arguments are not value neutral.  Additionally, emotion and persuasion are seen as a 

fact of political life and as Gottweiss (2006, p. 240) adds,  ‘doubts are few that emotion 

and persuasion matter in politics’.  In the light of the observations above about the 

nature of policy creation the methodological approach was designed to foreground 

language, talk and its politics (Bacchi, 2012; Colebatch, 2014; Maddison & Denniss, 

2009).   

The following sections of the chapter map the theoretical origins of the research 

methodology and the link to the research questions.  I explain how I adopted and used 

framing analysis, the rationale for the data collection, the role of the researcher and the 

steps taken to establish rigorous scholarship.  My methodological approach was based 

on a mix of primarily qualitative approach with an emphasis on language and framing 

and a smaller quantitative component of descriptive statistics.  The analytical process is 

addressed in the following chapter (Chapter Four). 

3.1 The Research 

The trigger points for this research were the coronial findings into deaths of 
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infants who were previously known to the child protection agency, the subsequent 

media coverage and its political and policy repercussions.  The death of one infant in 

particular, Wade Scale, dominated both the media coverage and the political debates.  In 

the period under examination the stories in the newspaper, The West Australian made 

frequent references to parliamentary debates.  Similarly, during the same period, 

politicians speaking in Parliament repeated the headlines in The West Australian to give 

their arguments emphasis.  This suggested an inter-play between these two institutions, 

the media and politicians.  The questions are loosely based on the ‘what is the problem 

represented to be?’  approach developed by Bacchi (1999) and adapted to the scope of 

this study.  In the development of research questions and planning the design of the 

research, subjectivist methodology is the unifying theme throughout these iterations. 

The following section signposts the methodological foundations, the paradigm, and 

theoretical framework used to make sense of the data and the steps taken to establish 

rigor and trustworthiness. 

3.2 Research paradigm  

According to Patton (2002) decisions made about design and the methods 

applied to answer a research question reflect one’s paradigm.  He says that ‘Paradigms 

are really about epistemology, ontology and the philosophy of science’ (p.72); and 

represents: 

 a worldview, a coherent way of thinking about and making sense of the world; 

 deeply embedded social and cultural milieu of the researchers; 

 what is important, legitimate and reasonable; 

 normativity, provides rules and sometimes taken-for-granted assumptions which 

could lead to biases. 

Each paradigm has its own epistemology, which Gringeri, Barusch, and Cambron 
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(2013) describe as a mental schema of how knowledge is constructed and guides the 

decisions made about the research question, the theories, methods, analyses and 

conclusions. The following sections illustrate the tradition on which I based my research 

paradigm (illustrated in Table 1). 

Table 1 

Research Paradigm 

Ontology Social Constructionism-that social phenomena and their 

meanings are produced through social interactions and 

continually changing 

Epistemology Knowledge-gathering process= Interpretivist and subjective; -

Data was unstandardized; had multiple meanings; bound by 

history, context and researcher’s worldview 

Methodology Qualitative -Case Study 

Method Agenda Setting 

Framing 

Discourse Analysis 

 

3.2.1 The basis of the research design: ontology and epistemology 

3.2.1.1 Ontology 

  In general terms, ontology is one of the building blocks of research, it is what a 

researcher thinks can be researched and its starting point: ‘the image of social reality 

upon which a theory is built’ (Grix, 2002, p. 177).  The ontological position for this 

thesis is social constructionism as opposed to realist ontology.  According to Patton 

(2002) the basis of social constructionism is that our understandings of social reality are 

contingent because they are embedded in context, forged by one’s personal experiences 

and values where the meanings are derived and collectively generated.  Patton (2002, p. 

97) defines what he calls ontological relativity by stating that, ‘…knowledge is viewed 

as relative to time and place, never absolute’, and revised through social interactions.  

Ontologically, child abuse can be understood as a problem that has been constructed 

over time and in different cultures. 
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3.2.1.2 Epistemology 

 Epistemology is the theory of knowledge.  How one might gain knowledge of 

social reality underpins the knowledge-gathering process (Gringeri et al., 2013).  The 

aim of the exploration in this thesis is to understand a complex social problem in which 

there are multiple perspectives constituting the epistemology (Bishop & Dzidic, 2014).  

The schemata used to develop knowledge and the epistemology in this research is post-

positivist because the analysis pays special attention to language and the social 

processes of argumentation (Gottweiss, 2006; Van Djik, 2008).  The research aim is to 

describe and make inferences about what the policy creation process means in the 

context of intense media and political activity, using social, psychological and 

sociological theories.  Given the basic characteristics of the research problem and 

questions, it was clear I needed to adopt a qualitative research approach underpinned by 

social constructionism which applies multi-disciplinary frameworks in the analysis.  

There was a numerical component to the analysis.  I counted frequently occurring words 

and use pie-charts and graphs to illustrate their impact.  These numerical data are one 

way to represent interpretations, track trends and patterns of themes and arguably add 

credibility to the predominantly interpretive nature of the research. 

3.3 Approach to the method 

This section makes the link between the epistemology, social constructionism 

and the research question.  The method that I chose was guided by what I wanted to 

know.  I drew on text to understand how infant deaths, the mothers of the infants and 

their families and the professionals delivering services were talked about and “made”.  I 

focused on what was said, and on what was not said, the silences, gaps and omissions, 

how the ideas developed, the arguments used to present these ideas and how the texts as 

a whole were integrated to hold these ideas together.  Adopting techniques suggested by  



43 

 

Bacchi (2012) I asked:  what are the assumptions in these texts?, ‘why this way of 

looking at this issue and not another? and then, how can alternative frames enter the 

public discourse?   The answers to these questions required more than just description; 

they sought not just to uncover what was in the text, but also interpret and question what 

was not there.  The description by Stone (2012) that policy analysis is about political 

argument and telling a story underpinned the premise for this thesis that policy making 

is a social and political activity, about ideologies and alliances between the politicians 

and the media.  The main tool in this research to identify the frames was qualitative 

content analysis. 

3.3.1 Framing and frame analysis  

Frames are communication strategies that are constructed in the discourse to 

provide a perspective on a policy problem so that it can be made sense of and acted on.  

An understanding of frames in social policy is particularly valuable and is at the core of 

this thesis.  Gormley (2012) makes this argument for studying framing:  

It’s the frame that acts as a lens or prism to view the world. It’s the frame that 

connects a specific policy proposal to a wider rationale for action (p. 147). 

3.3.1.1 Problem representation 

The practical purpose of the study is to provide social workers and other service 

providers in the child welfare field with a framework with which to understand policy 

creation and its link with media coverage of a child abuse scandal, such as an infant 

death.  Arising from the work of Foucault, policy analysis that focuses on the nature of 

the problem and possible solutions is called problematization; some call this policy 

activity, problematizing activity or problem representation (Bacchi, 2009; Colebatch, 

2014; Maddison & Denniss, 2009).  The ‘what is the problem represented to be 

approach’(WPR) developed by Bacchi (2009)  and influenced by Foucault poses 
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questions that focus on the way problems are framed or represented based on the 

solution being discussed. 

Shaw (2010, p. 201) provides a useful summary of how one might see the policy 

making as a discursive event and the reasoning behind an interpretive approach: 

 Problems are never innocent but are framed within policy proposals with 

power playing an integral role in the policy process; 

 How problems are framed affect what can be thought about and acted 

upon; 

 Policy is ideologically driven; 

 Policy making is based on strategically crafted arguments; and  

 It assumes diverse value positions. 

In general, discussions about method are largely absent in discourse analysis 

literature.  When I make reference to discourse analysis, I adopt the thinking of Schreier 

(2012) that it is as an approach rather than a specific method.  The data for the analysis 

was text based; I made some inferences about the influence of the social and political 

context and the analysis drew on multi-disciplinary concepts. 

While approaches to discourse analysis also differ widely, they share some 

common characteristics.  These characteristics are the use of naturally occurring, 

unedited text or talk as data, attention to the significance and structuring effects of 

language, and a focus on the local and global context of discourse.  Discourse is 

conceptualised as social practice, how discourse users enact or resist social and political 

structures.  It involves attention to the ways in which social members interpret, 

categorise and construct their social experience and so the analysis is interpretive and 

reflexive (Ainsworth, 2001). 

I conducted a discourse analysis which was descriptive and drew on theoretical 
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explanations derived from social, cognitive and psychological theories.  The technical 

tools for the analysis were derived from framing and frame analysis.  Primarily the 

discourse analysis was to produce descriptions of how certain social groups, for instance 

children, parents and families and child protection professionals were socially 

constructed and to forward some tentative explanations for the discourse.  The 

following section describes the design and the method of gathering the data. 

3.4 Method 

The method chosen was consistent with the commonly held conceptualisation of 

the problem of child abuse as multi-facetted and ambiguous:  

good social science is problem driven and not methodology driven in the sense 

that it employs those methods that for a given problematic, best help answer the 

research questions at hand (Flyvbjerg, 2006, p. 242). 

In the study for this thesis it was the methodology which made it distinctive.  I 

provide a brief overview of some of the key studies in the area of child abuse and the 

media and illustrate how they shaped my methodological decisions.  Figure 1 (p. 46) 

illustrates the overview of studies listed by the methodology. 

3.4.1 Early studies and the methodological gap 

As can be seen in Figure 1, research studies focusing on policy process and the 

media were typically qualitative or of the mixed methods variety; most took an 

interpretive perspective.  

3.4.1.1 Single Case Studies 

The key limitation of single case studies has been the sampling and type of  
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analysis.  Ayre (2001), Hove et al. (2013) and Wilczynski and Sinclair (1999) point out 

that research that uses one case/death/event as the focus of study are more likely to 

conclude that the media coverage is framed episodically rather than having a thematic 

frame.  Wilczynski and Sinclair (1999) state that case studies with selective samples had 

concentrated on the most extreme and sensational instances and this does not facilitate 

an analysis of the broader social and systemic circumstances of abuse.  Consequently, 

these studies usually report that the media tend to distort causality by emphasizing 

individual behaviour as responsible for child abuse and ignore the contribution of 
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Figure 1 -Overview of studies by methodology 
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structural factors.  It is suggested that such findings may in fact be an artefact of the 

methodology.  This thesis was designed to avoid that problem and so looked to studies 

conducted over a longer period of time to allow in-depth analysis across a range of 

contexts over time. 

3.4.1.2 Mixed methods and longer time frames 

In their study Wilczynski and Sinclair (1999) analysed a complete and 

representative dataset of all 1302 reports on the subject of child abuse coverage of all 

forms of child abuse in a quality and tabloid newspaper in New South Wales (NSW) 

over a specific and relatively long time frame, the year 1995.  They argue that a longer 

time frame would appear to provide the most reliable form of data; they used a 

combination of qualitative methodology (thematic analysis) and quantitative 

methodology (the statistical package SPSS).  More recent Australian studies have also 

covered longer time frames and a large sample of news reports across a number of 

publications and in different States.  Lonne and Gillespie (2014) analysed 2,710 stories 

published over an 18-month period (2008-2009) using quantitative methodology to 

identify representation of key variables such as ethnicity, types of abuse, the details of 

the victim, offender and the event and system involvement.  The key themes were 

identified based on descriptive statistics.  In another paper, using the same database of 

news stories, McCosker, Lonne, Gillespie, and Marston (2014) focused on ideational 

functions of language, culture and how social discourse represented the problems and 

the reforms; the methodology was qualitative content analysis.  The study by Tilbury 

(2005) analysed departmental annual reports, budget documents, policy statements and 

child protection administrative data to examine the policy directions, service provision, 

client trends and performance indicators during the period of the inquiry between 1998 

and 2005.  This study was conducted to identify policy changes that occurred against 

file:///D:/Documents/Theses%20Framework%20and%20draft%20chapters/Lit%20Review%20%20Draft%204.docx%23_ENREF_11
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the backdrop of public debate and the subsequent Commission of Inquiry into the Abuse 

of Children in Queensland Institutions.  

Hove et al. (2013) used what they termed a diachronic approach over a long 

time-frame, 2000-2008, their final sample was 225 news stories.  Using content 

analysis, they investigated how newspapers covered the issue of all forms of child 

abuse, and whether the issue was framed episodically or thematically.  Given the time 

frame of the study they were able to track changes in coverage, frequency and news 

frames over time.  They used mixed methods of deductive and inductive approaches.  

For the deductive component they drew on operational definitions of frames used in 

empirical communication studies, using pre-structured categories is a feature of 

quantitative methodology.  The assumption in this as in other quantitative content 

analysis was that the content and its significance could be interpreted by measuring 

column inches, the number of words, the frequency with which certain words that 

denote themes and ideas appeared, the placement of the reports, the headlines and the 

visuals that accompanied the article.   

3.4.2 Case study 

My research is a case study, presented diagrammatically in Figure 2 

(Composition of the Case Study) below (p. 49).  It focuses on policy making by 

politicians in the area of child welfare, about the problem of child abuse, in one State, 

Western Australia, over a ten year period 2001-2010, with data drawn from the West 

Australian Parliament and from the daily, monopoly newspaper, The West Australian.  

Cresswell (2009) describes case studies as a strategy of inquiry.  The initial time period 

was ten years, so that the media reporting and policy making could be contextualised 

(Bertrand & Hughes, 2005; Punch, 2005; White, 2008).  Four studies assisted my 
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Figure 2  Composition of the Case Study 
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planning with respect to the epistemology and methodology.  They were (a) the study 

by White (2008) which was not about child abuse scandals but about the profiling of 

children’s representation  in the monopoly newspaper, The West Australian; (b) the 

study by Gainsborough (2010) with its detailed analysis and mix of child abuse scandals 

and policy making over a period of time and across the different states in the United 

States; and (c) the work of Warner (2015) and her emphasis on ideology and emotion 

and the interweaving of conceptual frameworks from sociology, politics and 

communication studies.  Similarly Butler and Drakeford (2012) in their book about the 

Maria Colwell case took a case narrative approach with detailed chronology of the 

events and the dynamics of the inquiry itself.  These case studies provide a compelling 

analysis about the politics of social policy production and a sampling and analytical 

strategy highlighting the relationships between child abuse scandals and policy making. 
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3.5 Data Collection  

3.5.1 Parliamentary debates-Hansard transcripts 

Parliamentary debates are appropriate for discourse analysis because what 

happens in Parliament, its physical setting and the ideological stances of Government, 

Opposition and other minor parties represent the social and political structures that are 

involved in the reproduction of governance and argumentation of ideas.  For instance, 

Bowrey and Smark (2011) analysed text generated by the Senate Legislative 

Committees in the Australian Parliament to give insight into how dominance and 

inequality were produced in the discourse.  Another reason to use parliamentary 

transcripts is that it is contained in a large volume of easily and publicly accessible data 

and text.  In addition, parliamentary transcripts represent naturally occurring talk and 

are unedited text, a point made by Diarmond (2009) who included a case study of the 

parliamentary debate of the Children and Community Development Bill 2003 as part of 

her doctoral thesis and gave this rationale:  

The parliamentary debate provided clean data uninfluenced by the researcher, 

reflected the views and priorities of a range of participants-including expert 

Government and Opposition views-…Inclusion of this case study provided 

additional rich data and detail in understanding how the roles and responsibilities 

of the State are conceived at the highest political level (p.137). 

Mackieson, Shlonsky, and Connolly (2018, p. 7) used Victorian Parliamentary 

records for their study of the introduction of the bill related to Permanent Care Orders, 

arguing that as official records they are of a high quality, validity and trustworthiness 

and ‘reflect the nub of contemporaneous discourse in relation to policy making on a 

wide range of issues of interest to social workers’. 

Illie (2010) argues that it is important to study parliamentary debates to examine 

political agendas, argumentation strategies, motivations and goals of political actors and 
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public institutions.  van Djik (2003) analysed the speech by the Prime Minister Tony 

Blair to the British House of Commons on the occasion of the September 11 attacks on 

the USA.  The researcher analysed the role of knowledge and he found that: 

although shared knowledge in principle is presupposed and hence need not be 

expressed, it often happens that MPs often explicitly say they “know” 

something, when in fact they are only believing that something is the case, but 

want to emphasize that such beliefs are shared by others… the most interesting 

dimension of an epistemology of political discourse is to show how implicit 

knowledge and beliefs actually control much of political discourse (p.127). 

Rheault, Beelen, Cochrane, and Hirst (2015) analysed all available Hansard 

transcripts of the British House of Commons from 1909 to 2013 to test the hypothesis 

about politicians’ emotional reactions to economic recessions.  In Australia, Every 

(2006) examined Parliamentary debates in the Federal Parliament of Australia on 

asylum seekers in the wake of the arrival in 2001 of the Norwegian ship, the Tampa; the 

captain rescued asylum seekers and tried to enter Australian waters.   

 In my research, parliamentary debates held in the West Australian Parliament 

were chosen because policy development and service provision in the area of child 

protection is a state government responsibility and this responsibility is enacted within 

Parliament.  The transcripts as data related to discussion and debate in both the 

Legislative Assembly and the Legislative Council, although given the respective roles, 

the majority of the transcripts were derived from the Legislative Assembly.  The 

transcripts provided the texts and data from which to identify and clarify the problem 

that was implicit in the policies being proposed, the argumentation strategies and the 

interpretations that might be made about the underlying assumptions.  The purpose of 

the third question in the list of four questions (shown in Figure 2) was to investigate and 

describe how the taken for granted assumptions originated and became embedded in the 



52 

 

discourse.   

3.5.2 The West Australian newspaper as a data source 

Among the range of options for media, television, radio and social and digital 

media I chose newspapers.  Media reports from The West Australian were the secondary 

texts in this study and the rationale provided by White (2008, pp. 36-40) apply to my 

study and is summarised here: 

1 The hard copy format of the print medium …. creates a permanent and official 

record of events…and [is] defined as “official” publication… 

2 ... [it has a] substantial share of the news consumer market, and a 

corresponding potential for social influence… 

3 ... [there has been] a general increase in newspaper circulation in recent 

years… 

4 … [it is] a monopolistic high circulation metropolitan daily that provides the 

sole source of locally-produced daily print news; and 

5 ... [there is a] strong local connection between the sample publication and its 

audience, in this case the bureaucrats and policy makers. 

Another argument for studying print media coverage of critical events was made 

by the Australian Press Council (2007), that 54 percent of the national population over 

14 years of age read the papers for the Monday to Friday editions and 63 percent and 65 

percent for the Saturday and Sunday editions respectively.  Using Roy Morgan research, 

the Press Council reported that The West Australian was the only daily tabloid in 

Western Australia.  At that time, it was independently owned, and the circulation in 

2006 was 205,610, Monday to Friday and 372, 608 on Saturdays.  The fact sheet 

published by Parliament illustrates the importance attached to the relationship between 

the media and political activity (Parliament of Western Australia, 2014).  They state 
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that: 

Our knowledge and understanding of Parliament and politics in Western 

Australia…is mostly conveyed by the media….  A community survey 

commissioned in 2006 showed that newspapers were the primary source of 

information according to 68.8 percent of the responses. 

It is beyond the scope of this thesis to speculate on the relative influence of the print 

media on the politics of policy creation in the current climate of multiple media, digital 

and online platforms.  As some of the above rationale is based on the readership of The 

West Australian, it is interesting to note that the most recent survey conducted by Roy 

Morgan (2019) shows that The West Australian grew its digital and cross-platform 

audience to 1,095,00.  

3.5.3 Data collection steps 

Data were collected within these parameters: (a) in Western Australia; (b) during 

the period 2001-2010; (c) about suspicious and reviewable infant deaths; that were 

alleged to be the result of abuse and neglect and preventable and the infant or the family 

were known to the child protection agency; (d) transcripts of debates in the West 

Australian Parliament and (e) news stories in The West Australian  about these infant 

deaths, the family and the professionals involved and issues to do with child and family 

welfare.  These were the units of analysis that made up the case study.   

 Step One.  I was aware of two cases of infant deaths and I used their names as 

search words to retrieve news stories covering these events.  The deaths of infants were 

chosen because of their particular salience and agenda setting potential.  In July 2003 

Wade Scale an 11-month old infant was found drowned in the bath, the child protection 

agency was involved with the family because of concerns for his welfare and a known 

history of abuse of children by the child’s stepfather.  In January 2005 11-day old 

Tamsyn Newby was found dead next to her mother in a hotel room, her mother had a 



54 

 

history of drug addiction.  Tamsyn Newby was born at the tertiary maternity hospital in 

Western Australia, King Edward Memorial Hospital for Women (KEMH), and the 

social work department was involved.   

Step Two. The initial reading of news articles yielded some themes from which I 

extracted key words to conduct a further search of The West Australian within the ten-

year time frame.  The key words were (child* death* OR infant*) AND (coroner* OR 

coronial inquest”) AND (“child abuse”) NOT (“hospital”) NOT (“sex*”).  The purpose 

was to develop the database of news reports for analysis as well as to identify themes 

from which further key words could be used in the next stage of text selection of 

debates in the West Australian Parliament.  The results were key words that included 

the names of additional infants whose deaths were featured in the news stories; they 

were “Garvey”, “Anderson”, “Sturt”, “Scorchmer”, “Morley” and “Basanelli” and 

findings of the Coroner and the reports of the Child Death Review Committee. 

Step Three. This stage of data collection was of transcripts of the political 

discussion and debates in the West Australian Parliament.  Hansard, the official record 

of proceedings in Parliament, is a combined record of the Legislative Assembly and 

Legislative Council and was accessed online and downloaded as PDF documents 

(http://www.parliament.wa.gov.au/webcms/webcms.nsf/content/hansard).  The key 

words generated from the previous searches of Factiva were both general, such as “child 

death” and very specific, all were used. The date range was 2001-2010.  The search 

words were (child* death* OR infant*) AND (coroner* OR “coronial inquest” AND 

“child abuse”), Garvey, Anderson, Sturt, Scorchmer, Morley and Basanelli, “Child 

Death Review Committee”, (“Department for Community Development” AND “child* 

death*”) and (“Department for Child Protection” AND “child* OR infant* death*”).  

The transcripts ranged in length from half a page to fifty pages and each had a header 

http://www.parliament.wa.gov.au/webcms/webcms.nsf/content/hansard
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containing the date, the speakers, title of the proceedings such as “Department for 

Community Development-Workload Issues” and, if a motion was put and a vote taken, 

the result.  All transcripts were retrieved and stored electronically.  From the initial 

reading of all the transcripts, I identified the key administrative and legislative proposals 

and added the titles of these to a further search of The West Australian.  The database of 

the transcripts totalled 382.  How these transcripts were organized and structured for 

data analysis will be discussed in the next chapter.  

Step Four. The search of The West Australian was repeated with search words 

generated from an initial reading of the Hansard transcripts.  The key words for the next 

and final stage of data gathering used all the search words listed in Step Four as well as 

those associated with policy proposals.  The dominant ones were “mandatory 

reporting”, the “Commissioner for Children”, (“Department for Community 

Development” AND “inquiry”) OR (“staffing” OR “budget”).  The result of this search 

constituted the final and complete dataset for the research. The total number of 

newspaper articles retained for analysis totalled 270 articles.  These were stored 

electronically as well as in hard copy.  Based on the assertions already established by 

the literature review that media is a key influence in policy making the data set of news 

reports were analysed to trace their contribution to the representation of the problem.  

3.6 Data Organisation and the Use of Software 

The first stage of the mechanical tasks associated with handling and organizing 

the data was achieved using Microsoft Access.  However, there were limitations with 

Microsoft Access.  In order to uncover themes, meanings and interpretations and a focus 

on language that went beyond word frequencies it was necessary to move to a computer 

assisted qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS), NVivo. 



56 

 

3.6.1 Use of Microsoft Access to structure data 

The Hansard transcripts were stored in a pdf format in My Documents folder on 

my computer.  A table was created in Microsoft Access database and each of the 

transcripts was stored in rows.  The columns listed the date of the debate, the number of 

the pages and the Speaker (Opposition or Government) and a further 30 columns of 

descriptive labels describing some of the key messages in the texts.  This grid enabled 

me to visualise the chronological pattern and explore the patterns related to the length of 

debates during specific days and weeks, its intensity such as when there were more than 

two transcripts on a single day and some of the key themes in the texts.  Based on 

patterns and relationships I decided which transcripts to retain for level one coding and 

analysis.  What this meant for agenda setting is discussed in the next chapter. 

Transferring the transcripts to Microsoft Access data base allowed for a summary to be 

developed and some of the emergent characteristics to be described.   

3.6.2 Use of NVivo to assist analysis 

Historically, the debate in methodological literature regarding the use of 

CAQDAS in discourse analysis is that it is the antithesis of processes that have as their 

aim to detect ideological meanings in texts and that CAQDAS is more useful in 

quantitative content analysis.  MacMillan (2005, p. 15) in a case study designed to 

evaluate the CAQDAS for discourse analysis concluded that it restricted the scope of 

the study, that it was time consuming to learn how to use the software and that with 

discourse analysis the researcher ‘should be in charge of the analysis from the moment 

the first document is read’.   

As I had a strong grasp of the conceptual frameworks that were relevant for this 

study and I had read and re-read the texts several times, I was confident that the task of 

interpreting the material would not be subsumed by the software and that I would be in 
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charge of the analysis.  Schreier (2012)  lists the software’s advantages: support in 

building a coding frame, either concept or data driven codes; segmenting the texts, 

focusing on selected dimensions; and changing and ordering the categories and 

developing hierarchies.  This is consistent with recent commentary which more 

commonly highlights the merits such as ability to support the creation of an efficient 

data management system enabling large amounts of unstructured evidence to be 

systematically organised.  Carcary (2011) makes a convincing argument about 

CAQDAS being a support tool; it enables the researcher to be reflexive and concentrate 

on the conceptual work of analysis: 

For interpretivist researchers, the principal issues in ensuring high quality 

research are consistency and integrity in the study ‘s design. Qualitative 

researchers emphasise the importance of reflection on the body of evidence, the 

ability to make critical assessments of informants’ statements, and the 

importance of producing convincing arguments and explanations.  CAQDAS 

software facilitates this by supporting efficient management, reflexivity and 

interrogation of a large body of evidence (p. 13). 

All 382 Hansard transcripts were downloaded to NVivo11, a folder was created 

for each year of the decade 2001-2010 and the software recognised the format in which 

it was saved on my hard drive.  All transcripts were transferred to the folder named 

Hansard Transcripts. 

3.6.3 Organising media reports 

The task of transferring the news report texts was more complicated, as the 270 

pieces of text were downloaded from Factiva as one document with each news report 

containing headers such as the date, the headline, the by-line, the number of words and 

the page.  These media texts needed to be split into the individual stories, the header 

deleted from the document and each document was renamed.  The filenames of each of 
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the stories contained the year, date, the page on which the story appeared and the 

number of words so that the file name looked like this: 20060810pg5 453words.  In this 

way all the transcripts were downloaded in chronological order, and it was also possible 

to sort the text in any other pattern such as by the length of the story (number of words) 

or the page number of the newspaper in which the story appeared. 

Figure 3 below is a screen shot in NVivo; Sources refers to the individual news 

reports, Nodes refers to the number of codes applied to the text and References to the 

number of times the codes were applied in the single text.  20060810+pg 5 453words 

means that the date of this news report was 10
th

 August 2006, it appeared on page 5 and 

the length was 453 words.  The initial coding of the text of the newspaper article was 

conducted on the Factiva version.  Factiva only provided a Microsoft Word version of 

the article and not the visual image of the newspaper and the articles; the size of 

headlines, if the articles took up a whole page, spread across two pages or if it was 

accompanied by an image.  I subsequently found a full digital version of The West 

Figure 3.  Screen Shot of NVivo.  Articles from The West Australian. 
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Australian in the library at the University of Western Australia which greatly assisted 

my analysis.  

3.7 Interviewing journalists 

Once the analysis of the Hansard debates, the media stories from The West 

Australian was completed, I conducted a further literature review, and I made the 

decision to interview journalists.  I based my decision to include interviews of 

journalists to my data set based on observations made by other media researchers that 

such a step is necessary to add depth and credibility to media research.  The rationale 

was that interviews with the journalists would provide additional data, add to the 

robustness of my interpretations, and fill a gap.  The literature identified the need to 

understand media coverage of critical child abuse events by asking journalists about 

how they work and how news is constructed (Kitzinger, 2004). 

I submitted an application to the Human Research Ethics Committee for 

approval to interview print journalists who report social affairs and health stories with 

circulations in Western Australia (Appendices A, B, C and D).  I had made a decision to 

exclude journalists who were reporting for The West Australian at the time of the 

coverage of the Wade Scale death in 2006; my intention in this phase of the thesis was 

not to understand the rationale for the way they reported on the story at that time.  Out 

of the four journalists that I contacted, two responded.  The data provided by the two 

journalists was rich in detail.  Trying to recruit more journalists would have added 

further depth, however, the main focus and primary data sets for the thesis were the 

texts of debates and news stories and recruiting more journalists was beyond the scope 

of this research.  Both the journalists whom I interviewed had a long career in 

journalism spanning more than 13 years and had written extensively on family and child 

related matters and social issues.   
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As Perth is small city and there is just one daily tabloid, The West Australian, 

one weekend paper, The Sunday Times, and a national broadsheet, The Australian, the 

journalists requested that there be particular care taken to maintain their anonymity.  My 

discussion with them is set out thematically in Chapter 9.  Each journalist was given a 

short case study describing the Coroner’s findings about Wade Scale’s death and then 

asked about the news room routines that might lead to the story being written, the key 

triggers that might determine the angle, their use of sources, how they might judge a 

story to be a scandal and how they might respond to alternative ways of thinking about 

child protection matters.  In keeping with the concerns of the journalists about any risks 

that they may be identified through the comments that they make, I attribute quotes to 

Journalist 1 and Journalist 2.  The interviews were recorded with their permission and 

uploaded into NVivo, transcribed and coded. 

3.8 Establishing rigor 

Thus far in this chapter I show how I selected and managed the data and made 

the research process more visible.  The terms for establishing rigor in research derived 

from positivist research are reliability, validity and generalizability.  In qualitative 

research the terms dependability, credibility, transferability are used to refer to criteria 

for establishing trustworthiness (Morse, 2015).  I established an audit trail so as to 

satisfy one of the goals of trustworthiness; other strategies were required to establish 

credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability (Cope, 2014; Morse, 2015; 

Nixon & Power, 2007).  Wesley (2014) draws on work done by Guba and Lincoln 

(1985) to make suggestions about the establishment of trustworthiness and comes up 

with a list of guidelines for establishing rigor and the worthiness of this research.  I list 

these here with evidence on how I applied them in relation to the preparation of the data 
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and the decisions that were made and which set the course of the more in-depth 

analysis. 

3.8.1 Researcher bias and reflexivity 

Within the interpretivist perspective it is possible to use subjectivity creatively 

while at the same time controlling the bias.  Reflexivity according to Bigby (2015, p. 

386) demonstrates ‘the capacity to understand how one’s own experiences and location 

affected how the data were constructed and interpreted’.  Through an ongoing process 

of self-observation, reflexivity strengthens the validity of the claims made in this 

research.  By accounting for myself and my tacit knowledge throughout this research I 

aim to minimize the risk that my vision would be clouded, and so, biased.   

The research choices, the scope of the material for study and the discourses that I 

proposed to study were underpinned by my professional life which gave me a prior 

relationship with the issues that I was investigating.  My disciplinary training and 

professional occupation as a social worker placed me on the inside of the field I 

researched.  I was motivated by my professional experience as a social worker involved 

with and observing at first hand the increasing numbers of infants removed from their 

mothers; and my concern that much of the social and psychological factors that 

triggered such a catastrophic outcome seemed to be unacknowledged or acted on.  I was 

concerned that the dominance of risk in policy and practice guidelines sidelined the 

possibility of a supportive, relationship-based form of casework with these families.  

This research utilised discourse analysis of the debates and media coverage, in effect it 

was partially a critical review.  In the following sections I address the issue of how I 

guarded against my personal bias. 

Hewitt (2009) portrays discourse analysis of policy making as being about 

dialogue, power and marginalisation.  The argument is that such questions require the 
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researcher to examine the research material in a way that narrows the boundaries 

between the researcher and the researched.  Such an approach eschews objective 

distancing, but does not deny the need for rigorous scholarship and a continual process 

of developing insight into this thesis as a researcher.  How I pursued the balance 

required for rigorous scholarship is described in the latter part of this section. 

In the main this research was discourse analysis.   Cheek (2004, p. 1149) 

suggests that discourse analysis ‘offers us the possibility for a heightened reflexivity’.  

Nevertheless, the concept of reflexivity was built into the methodology to mitigate 

problems associated with subjectivity.  This reflexivity was achieved through constant 

reference back to the literature, discussion with and critique by my supervisors, 

discussion at regular intervals with my former colleagues who were expert practitioners 

in the field and two presentations at a national conference on research, evidence and 

social policy, the Australian Institute of Family Studies Conference 2016 in Melbourne.  

In these ways I was exposed to alterative explanations and in addition, having a ten year 

period for the data range increased the likelihood of identifying  instances of the 

“negative case” against which to broaden my analysis (Patton, 2002).  In addition I 

published three papers in peer reviewed journals and the comments of the reviewers 

were a check on the credibility and trustworthiness of the research and analysis 

(Harrison et al., 2014; Harrison, Harries, & Liddiard, 2015, 2018).  The abstracts are 

appended (Appendix E). 

Generalizability was not an aim of this study as the circumstances and the case 

being studied are unique.  The ontological assumption of this study is that the human 

behaviour in this case would not conform to universal, predictable and quantifiable 

norms.  However, this assumption did not rule out being able to make sense of more 

general aspects of how other policies are made.  For instance, it may be possible to 
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apply some learning from this research about policy creation to other complex social 

problems such as homeless people, asylum seekers and those with drug and alcohol 

problems.  In the forthcoming chapters I use the rich quotes from the speeches and 

media reports extensively as evidence to support my interpretations.  An ongoing 

literature review added plausibility to these interpretations.  The data, the analysis and 

the literature had a reciprocal influence on each other and shaped the study.   

3.8.2 Triangulation 

Using a combination of methods, data sources and looking at the same 

phenomenon through multiple theories and concepts added to the quality of the 

frameworks, explanations of pattern and themes and propositions that were produced.  

Such a process is called triangulation; for instance, when I was demonstrating that a 

particular theme was dominant, I located and presented the manifest content; I counted 

the number of times words such as appalled and tragic were used as a way of 

illustrating the role of emotion in the discourse.  I also applied quantitative analyses to 

present indicators of the intensity of the issue.  These data related to number of debates, 

length of debates and how many debates were conducted on any one day.  Such 

quantizing bolstered my interpretation of salience.  The inclusion of the graphs (Chapter 

4, Figures 4 and 6) demonstrated these findings.  Illustrating the intensity of debates and 

media coverage visually is a way of leaving a decision trail with a clear rationale for the 

choice of texts.  I constantly interrogated the literature and drew on theoretical 

understanding about agenda-setting and salience as concepts and these guided the 

choice of data for further in-depth analysis.  While the methodology was predominantly 

qualitative and text based, the inclusion of some quantitative component does, 

according to Denzin and Lincoln (2011), add rigor, breadth, complexity and depth. 
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3.8.3 Negative case analysis as a process of comparison 

By studying a case that seemed to contradict the pattern that was emerging from 

the majority of the data, I was able to confirm the dominant pattern; in common 

language it is the exception that proves the rule.  This negative case comparison 

(sometimes called the deviant case) can be seen as a “control” and added credibility to 

the propositions that I suggested at the conclusion of the final level of analysis.  In this 

research, there was the one instance of media coverage of the death of an infant, the 

circumstances of which were reported in the media in a way that did not generate a 

scandal.  I took this to be a deviant case and I analysed the stories and the language.  

The analysis is presented in Chapter Eight. 

3.8.4 Peer debriefing 

Peer debriefing is meant to be a check against bias and to have others point out 

any biases, or alternative explanations and conclusions.  As stated above, my 

presentation at a National Conference, the Australian Institute of Family Studies 

Conference July 2016 attended by social policy makers and researchers from academia 

and the public service, allowed me to evaluate the coding frame and my interpretation 

of the texts and the chain of reasoning.  The questions and feedback allowed me to 

assess if the frames that I developed were sufficiently abstract to be applied to other 

complex social issues.  As stated previously, I published three papers based on the 

analysis for this thesis and the comments by the reviewers gave me some substantive 

feedback on which to reflect, in particular on the methodology and if the conclusions 

drawn were valid.  

3.8.5 Intense exposure and thick description  

I immersed myself in the data and conducted an extensive reading of the 
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literature on policy studies, media and communication studies and child welfare policy 

making, and conducted an initial open-coding process in a systematic way across a large 

number of texts.  The volume of text that was retained for analysis was large and 

equally a large corpus of data was quoted in the thesis to support the claims that I made.  

I suggest that the inferences that I made from my analysis are clearly observable in the 

Hansard Extracts so that readers are able to readily examine my assertions.  The size of 

the data constituted an adequate sample with sufficient variation and depth and this 

opened the way for the data to be saturated.  A purpose of this thick description is 

transferability, and one compelling illustration occurred at the Australian Institute of 

Family Studies Conference referred to above, when a senior policy advisor from the 

Department of Transport in New South Wales spoke to me about how my presentation 

of scandal and the role of rhetoric in policy debates resonated with her experience with 

policy making for road safety.  

3.8.6 Member checking 

The primary reason for interviewing journalists was to gain insight into their 

practices, routines and motivations, such as being accountable to their readers and 

seeking accountability from public servants, how an issue evolves into a campaign, 

decisions about what constitutes socially useful news, as well as their constraints in 

meeting story deadlines or their access to sources.  Providing the journalists with a case 

study description of Wade Scale’s death and asking them how they might report it 

allowed me (a) to establish credibility of the interpretations that I had made and (b) to 

gain insight into how media work so that I could meet another objective of the research, 

which was to provide practitioners and policy makers with added tools with which to 

engage in public debate.  However, interviewing the journalists had the added advantage 

of checking that my perspectives adequately represent the underlying themes in 
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newspaper coverage. 

3.8.7 Ethical considerations 

This was a study of discourse; the study explored and described the deaths of 

infants and the implications for child welfare service delivery.  This study did not 

involve active participation of human subjects (except for the interview with the 

journalists) and all the data were available in the public domain.  The starting point, 

death of infants and associated media coverage, is a sensitive topic for the families of 

these infants and their ongoing grief is acknowledged.  Reference is made to these 

infants and the text includes media coverage and photographs of the infants and their 

families.  Notwithstanding the fact that the stories and pictures of these children and 

their families were taken from the newspapers, so they were in the public domain, as a 

social worker with a long professional career working with grieving families, I was 

sensitive to the fact that there is the potential for inadvertently triggering emotion 

related to loss and grief.   With this in mind, and being aware that my analysis and 

narrative were risky and possibly provocative, no commentary is made about the actions 

or opinions of family members.  I make no judgment of them and the risk that anything 

said in this thesis could cause harm to the family is negligible.  

3.9 Limitations  

I found what Moezzi, Janda, and Rotman (2017) said about discovering truth 

gave me perspective: 

 Truth is a matter of degree and perspective. As the parable of the Blind Men and 

the Elephant suggests, multiple interpretations readily exist in many 

circumstances. Even if several blind men touch one elephant, they can reach 

different, seemingly objective conclusion about how the animal relates to its 

parts (p.1). 
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There are inherent limitations in all research projects and extensive efforts were made to 

limit those that risk affecting the findings and worth of this thesis.  Some of the 

limitations can be used to strengthen future research addressing the same research 

problem.  However, addressing the limitations makes more explicit the issues to do with 

the representation of the findings.  The research data was confined to text analysis of 

Parliamentary debates and media stories.  While analysis of text is a legitimate way of 

conducting discourse analysis, not including the perspectives of politicians, policy 

makers and practitioners may be considered a limitation.  I would argue that there may 

be more value in incorporating the perspectives of policy makers and practitioners than 

politicians.  Obtaining the views of policy makers’ and practitioners’ and exploring with 

them the effects of public discourse on their decision making, and reflecting with them 

how alternative stories could be created would expand the scope of the research and 

develop a knowledge base with a more applied focus. 

This thesis critiqued the discourse with respect to the ideology and the policy 

talk from which emerged the subsequent frames.  It may be argued that such critique 

needs to be treated with caution because the coding and analysis was conducted by one 

researcher.  A related caveat is that, the methodology did not include interviewing those 

politicians, bureaucrats and journalists involved in the discourse in 2006.  Similarly, not 

including an analysis of letters to the Editor excluded consideration of one feature of the 

figurative ground, how other sources sponsored the claims made by politicians and the 

media.  In this light a criticism and one frequently directed at moral panic analysis is 

that it is one-sided, with the researcher imposing a judgment on events and how they 

were covered by the media, even though in this thesis this criticism was partially 

mitigated, by interviewing the journalists.  

The sole data base with respect to the media was the daily tabloid, The West 
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Australian.  The justification for this is provided in other parts of this thesis.  It is a 

limitation that Letters to the Editor was not included as this may have provided some 

insight into the effect of the media; however if the newspaper in question was 

ideologically motivated or conducting a campaign as stated by the newspaper, then it 

may be possible that the letters may not cover the full spectrum of media effects.  Other 

media, such as broadcast journalism, television and radio may also be considered as 

sources of influence.  However, it is the digital platforms, social media and the internet 

that is currently being considered as a major source of information and influence, and 

recommendations based on the findings in this research will need to be reviewed in the 

light of future research that includes this new media.  These issues are discussed in 

Chapter 11, Conclusion. 

3.10 Summary  

This is a thesis about discourse and its methodology is a hybrid using discourse 

analysis as a perspective and qualitative content analysis as the method to identify 

frames.  The tool that I used was based on framing theory which has its origins in 

cognitive psychology, anthropology and communication studies, with more recent 

applications in the fields of sociology, linguistics, economics, policy research and 

political and health communication (Van Gorp, 2007).  The next chapter introduces the 

concepts which formed the inventory of frames drawn from the content of the text, the 

literature review and those ideas reflexively derived from my personal and professional 

stance.  In this way, the analysis was both inductive and deductive, that is data driven 

and concept driven.  The concepts transformed the mass of text and talk into 

manageable chunks of data for further abstraction and theorizing through an 

interweaving and iterative process.   
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4 Getting To Know the Data: 

Transitioning to Analysis 

This chapter focuses on the steps taken to make the data more manageable and 

foreshadows the analytic phase of the research.  The aim of this initial phase was to gain 

familiarity with the 382 transcripts of debates that I had downloaded from the Hansard 

website.  I describe how I familiarised myself with the data, made decisions about 

which data to retain for analysis, how I organised and commenced the first cycle of 

analysis. When encountering the data, Saldana (2013) suggests that the first list of 

questions to ask of oneself are: what struck me? what surprised, intrigued and disturbed 

me? why did I include these? and, what is going on?  From this step, I began the process 

of developing the coding frame, the bridge between the data and the themes.  The 

process of interpretation that elicited the themes was both inductive and deductive and 

took shape gradually. 

4.1 Making sense of the data 

The literature review about the relationship between child abuse scandals and 

policy making, communications theories and media studies informed the key concepts 

which influenced the structuring of the Hansard transcripts.  In this initial stage of the 

research the key organising principles were focusing events/scandals, salience and 

agenda setting.  These concepts directed what texts would be retained for further in-

depth analysis and structure of the coding frame.  

4.1.1 Focusing events and scandals   

It has been observed that a compelling story of harm to a child and any 

implication that child welfare authorities may have failed have the power to set the 

policy agenda and shape policies (Ayre, 2001).  These events are usually referred to in 
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the literature as scandals, and the term I adopt (as discussed in Chapter Two).  In the 

following section I map the social and political context in which my case study is set 

and demonstrate how one infant death in particular triggered a scandal. 

4.1.2 Infant deaths and the making of a scandal  

Table 2 below presents the list of the preventable infant deaths which 

determined the initial temporal parameters for the study.  The dates when the Coronial 

findings or Court hearings were reported and became public determined the initial 

period of the study, 2001-2010.  There were a cluster of four infant deaths that were 

subject to Coronial investigations which came to attention of the media in 2006.  

 

Table 2 

Preventable Infant Deaths 2001-2010 
 

Name of Infant Date of Death Findings Made 

Public 

Outcome 

Scotchmer 1994, 1996, late 

1990s 

22/03/03 Murder-jailed for 

life 

Warwicker  20/3/02 21/10/03 Accident  

Shaw 16/6/99 27-29/1/04 Natural Causes   

Garvey 07/2003 03/11/04 Manslaughter-jailed  

Visser 09/11/2004 24/08/05 Accident 

Bassanelli  31/10/2002 03/05/06 Open finding  

Scale 31/10/2002 08/05/06 Open finding  

Newby 28/01/2005 26/05/06 Open finding  

Sturt 02/07/2005 23/03/2007 Natural causes  

Morley /06/2008 18/05/09 Infanticide-

smothering; 

supervision order 

15-week-old 

Kelmscott baby 

/05/2005 /06/09 neglect 

West 04/05/2006 11/01/10 Co-sleeping, 

smothering 

accident- 

Ariyaratnam 2009 03/09/10 Drowned twins-3 

years in psychiatric 

institution 

 

The deaths of babies Wade Scale and Olive Sturt triggered the critical scrutiny 
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of the child protection agency, Department for Community Development (DCD) by the 

media and politicians.  There were other infant deaths that did not receive the same 

attention, and they were the deaths of babies Garvey, Scotchmer, Newby, Morley, an 

unnamed 15-week-old Kelmscott baby and the Ariyaratnam twins.  The death of the 

Kelmscott baby was associated with neglect.  Baby Newby was an inpatient in the 

children’s hospital being treated for drug withdrawal when her mother, who had a 

history of substance abuse, discharged her against medical advice.  She was later found 

dead alongside her sleeping mother who had booked them both into a hotel.  In this 

case, the Coroner made an open finding.  In the case of Garvey, Morley and Scotchmer, 

the mothers pleaded guilty to smothering their infants and causing their deaths; in the 

case of the Ariyaratnam twins, their mother pleaded guilty to drowning them.   

There was some media coverage of these events, they were reported as news 

without additional editorialising or commentary.  The mothers’ trials in the Criminal 

Court received no more media attention once they were concluded and rated almost no 

political commentary.  The media coverage about the death of baby Garvey and her 

mother’s trial was not politicised.  This case will be discussed later in this thesis and 

analysed as a deviant or negative case.  The death of Wade Scale by accidental 

drowning whose death the Coroner’s Inquest concluded with an open finding became 

the scandal and the trigger for the majority of the media attention and political debate.   

4.1.3 Death of Wade Scale  

The circumstances of Wade Scale’s death had a salience and agenda setting 

function.  On 9
th

 August 2006, the Coroner, Mr Alistair Hope released his findings.  In 

summary: 

 Wade Scale was an 11-month toddler who was left unsupervised in a bathtub at his 

home and drowned on 30
th

 July 2005; 
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 Toxicology tests showed a small amount of diazepam in his blood; 

 His mother, Angela Jakins and his father Kirsten Scale had a history of drug abuse; 

 Four years previously Mr Scale had been charged and jailed for the assault of two of 

his children from a previous relationship; 

 The extended family had repeatedly raised concerns to DCD about parental drug use 

and neglect of the children; 

 DCD was involved with the family. One case worker was attached to the family and 

DCD had removed the children previously and placed them in care but had returned 

the children to the care of the parents just three months prior to Wade Scale’s death; 

 The Coroner, Mr Hope criticised DCD for failing to follow up on concerns 

expressed by extended family, increase supervision or enforce a drug testing regime 

on which the parents were placed when the children were returned to their care. 

4.1.4 Convergence of media reports and political debates 

A search on Factiva using the term “Wade Scale” generated 116 results for 

reports in The West Australian.  The first mention was in May 2006 and the more 

intense coverage began on the 10
th

 August 2006, following the Coroner’s findings and 

continued in its intensity till the end of 2006.  A similar search on Hansard was 

conducted using “Wade Scale” and the names of all the other infants who had died 

during that period; other search words were “child death” And coron* and “Department 

for Community Development” AND “child deaths”. 

4.1.4.1 Salience and setting the agenda  

Figure 4 following, (p. 73), shows the distribution of Hansard transcripts and 

media coverage.  According to researchers the media  use cues such as formatting 

devices to communicate salience (Temony, 2008; Van Gorp, 2010).  The frequency of 
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Figure 4:  Salience-Convergence of Media Coverage and Political Debates 

the media coverage corresponded closely with political attention in 2006, demonstrating 

that the issue was salient and therefore was seen as a problem that required policy 

change  (Birkland, 2006b).   

 

 

The intensity of media stories and political debates scaled down after 2006, with 

some convergence between political debate and media coverage till 2009.  This finding 

established that one infant death, Wade Scale’s acted as a focusing event.  What 

followed was discourse about a causal story, argumentation that suggested plausibility 

propelled this death and the other infant deaths to the policy agenda.  As observed by 

Butler and Drakeford (2012)  not every tragedy becomes a scandal.  For there to be a 

scandal it has to be discovered and then pursued by the press so that pressure for change 

builds.  Arguably, Figure 4 (above) demonstrates the correspondence between media 

coverage, political attention and a scandal.  A similar description on what media reports 

were included for more in-depth analysis is included in Chapter 6.  In the rest of this 

chapter, the focus will be on how the Hansard debates were organised. 
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4.2 Setting the boundaries of the data-set  

The time frame for the case study was scaled back from the initial decade (2001-

2010) to 2004-2010.  Hansard transcripts and media reports showed little media and 

political interest during 2001-2003, so these were excluded from further analysis.  The 

years 2004-2005 were included for analysis even though there were no child abuse 

events to trigger interest from politicians or the media.  They were included to identify 

and develop a taxonomy of what policy matters in relation to child welfare were 

discussed away from the heat of a scandal.  In this way ideas and arguments that came 

to the fore following the events of 2006 could more logically be linked to the scandal. 

In the first instance I organized the texts chronologically.  The transcripts of 

debates and the newspaper reports were stored in their unedited form electronically as 

well as in hard copy. All the transcripts were downloaded using Microsoft Access 2010 

which acted as a spreadsheet to handle the large bodies of text.  The screen shot, Figure 

5, shows how the profile of the transcripts looked in the Microsoft Access data base and 

how the manifest features of the text could be drawn from it. 

 

Figure 5: Screen Shot from Microsoft Access showing transcripts 
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In the early stages of handling the data I read the hard copies of all the Hansard 

transcripts, making annotations about the initial ideas that emerged and that might 

provide answers to the research questions.  What was included were motions for debate, 

debates, speeches, questions and answers, proceedings and votes related to the 

introduction of legislation and tabled reports.  Deciding what data to retain for analysis 

crystallised my thoughts.  The features that determined the initial structure of the 

Hansard transcripts were the first level of coding set out below in Table 3 below. 

 

Table 3 

Descriptors of Text Signifying Salience 

Initial Coding Rationale 

1.  Date of debate Assists with establishing a temporal order, context, other 

events and link to media coverage 

2.  Who is Speaking? 

     -Opposition 

     - Government 

Representative of a particular set of beliefs, vested 

interests and ideologies about role of government and 

service provision and ideas about macro-structural 

components 

3.  Length of Debate 

     -No. of pages 

Debates longer than 3 pages were seen to contain an 

argumentative structure 

4.  Multiple transcripts on 

the same day of 2 pages 

or more 

Suggestive of emotiveness; the debates were heated, 

repetitive; questions without notice and about statistics; 

generally did not develop into a longer argument. 

5.  Title of Debate What is the assumed problem or the attention getting 

issue, related to salience? 

6.  Texts Development of coding frame for next level of analysis-to 

identify themes and frames 

 

In addition to setting the boundaries of the case study with respect to the time 

period 2004-2006, some attributes of the texts stood out.  These were (a) transcripts that 

were three or more pages in length; and (b) those transcripts less than three pages of 

which there were multiple transcripts, more than two on the same day.  In 2006 the 

number of Hansard transcripts and stories in The West Australian with references to 

child abuse and welfare matters more than trebled.  Apart from the sheer volume of 

texts, Figure 6 (pg.76) shows why the events of 2006 had salience and agenda setting 
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potential. 

 

Figure 6.  Hansard transcripts demonstrating salience  

 

As can be seen in Figure 6 there was a contrast between the length and number 

of debates between 2004-2005 and 2006.  For instance, in 2004-2005 there were more 

debates that were longer ranging from 2 pages to 54 pages, these long debates suggested 

that there were more detailed arguments about policies in the two years preceding the 

cluster of infant deaths.  In the wake of the child death related events of 2006 the talk by 

the politicians changed, the transcripts were shorter and there were multiple transcripts 

on the same day.  In these shorter transcripts what struck me was a way of talking that 

was emotive.  The bursts of questioning were about statistics that seemed not to be 

woven into any further discussions.   

On further reading of these shorter transcripts and a search in the literature I 

found words, phrases and a way of talking in these debates which Gormley (2012) and 

Gottweiss (2006) refer to as rhetoric.  Typically, according to these scholars, rhetoric is 

commonly used in political arguments to promote certain value assumptions and moral 

judgements and usually characterised by words such as would, should, ought.  I also 

found words expressing anger, fear and outrage; examples are horror stories, sit back 

and allowed and Captain of the Titanic.  I created codes that might capture features of 

argumentation and rhetoric and applied them to the texts that contained words such as 
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those listed above.  Based on the number of debates in one day (more than 2) and the 

length of each of the debates, (longer than 3 pages), 247 transcripts of Hansard debates 

over the years 2004-2010 were retained for coding.  The next section describes how the 

codes were developed for the next level of analysis so that the dominant discourses 

could be identified. 

4.3 Developing the Coding Frame and Categorizing the Data Set 

Figure 7 shows the steps that led from the data to codes and themes. Coding is 

the critical link between data collection and interpretation as a social construct (Saldana, 

2013).  While coding is sometimes described as data reduction (Schreier, 2012),  

Richards (2009) suggest that coding provides for reflection and opens up the data and 

therefore more about data retention than data reduction.  In interpreting and developing 

the first level of codes, I started with concepts drawn from the literature review 

(deductive), then added the data driven codes, the inductive phase.   

 The labels that I gave the texts were devised from conceptual frameworks 

drawn from the discipline of social work and related to family and child welfare 

services.  I identified patterns in the talk and conceptualised them as themes, turning the 

texts into a level of abstraction which led to meaningful conclusions, a process 

Figure 7: From text and literature to codes, themes and frames 

Themes 

Codes 

Literature 

Hansard Transcripts 

Frames = Research Questions; definition of 

the problem of child abuse, causes and 

solutions and moral evaluation  

+ 
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Sarantakos (1998) terms discourse analysis.  Choosing what texts to code and the 

meaning attached to them is inevitable, some of the texts are not included and as 

Schreier (2012) points out, making choices with respect to data and conceptual 

frameworks is inevitable because one can never include everything in an analysis.  The 

research questions, the literature and the goals of this research guided the iterative 

process of analysis.  Existing scholarship on policy analysis and problem representation, 

agenda setting and policy analysis and framing directed me to how the research 

questions may be addressed and constituted a working plan from which to commence 

coding (Bacchi, 2009; Birkland, 2006a; Entman, 2007; Gainsborough, 2010; Graham, 

2005; Maddison & Denniss, 2009).  Analysis of the debates of 2004-2005 (presented in 

Chapter 5) was conducted based on the coding frame developed and described in this 

chapter, the analysis of 2004-2005 enabled me to me to test and refine the coding frame 

(Appendix. F). 

The plan for identifying the way political talk named, framed and explained the 

problem of preventable infant deaths and the solution for child welfare were drawn from 

a list of trigger questions and they are described in Table 4 (p. 82).  The text that 

represented the answer to the question about the definition of the problem (Question 1) 

could also have fitted into the category describing causality and solution.  The overlap is 

consistent with an earlier discussion on problematization that an interrogation of the 

solution or remedies provides insight into how the problem is being thought about.  

Saldana (2013) recommends starting with InVivo coding; based on my research 

question and because this was a qualitative study, I also utilized Descriptive coding, 

Affective, Values coding, and Emotion coding.   

4.3.1 Descriptive coding 

Table 3 (p. 75) was the result of descriptive coding and assisted me to establish 
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salience and an index of the content of the data and laid the foundation for setting out 

the transcripts for further analysis.  The dates, the speakers, the topic of the debate and 

attributes such as length and number of debates on the same day were tangible attributes 

that corresponded to salience and included for further analysis.   

Descriptive coding identified the themes that address the first question: what is 

the problem?  The death of a child was the initial trigger for attention.  Description of 

other events embedded in the texts were reports of abuse of a child in care, stories about 

child sex abuse, data and statistics of incidence of harm to children as reported in 

reviews such as the Child Death Review Committee.  Even though sexual abuse and 

abuse in care were not directly relevant to the research question a reading of the texts 

showed that these events were aggregated as indicators of a failed system.  Descriptive 

and InVivo coding were the first levels of coding. 

4.3.2 InVivo coding   

In Vivo coding is also called “literal coding” or “verbatim coding”.  It is based 

on the words, phrases or metaphors that are in the text (Saldana, 2013).  These codes 

were applied to the transcripts when certain words and phrases stood out and seemed to 

be given emphasis; some examples were words such as tragic, dysfunctional, common 

sense and how many, department in crisis, negligent, incompetent and culture of the 

department.  The texts with these words were coded under the question ‘What was the 

moral talk?’  They became the codes which in a pattern formed themes linked to 

theoretical concepts such as risk, moral panic or blame.  What emerged out of InVivo 

coding formed themes that also fitted into the question about how the cause of the 

problem was conceptualised.  For instance, texts about the budget, resources and 

staffing of the child protection department were coded.  The cause of the problem was 

ascribed to a lack of resources to undertake removal of children from families rather 
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than the provision of support to families 

4.3.3 Affective coding  

This group of codes is derived from the text and similar to InVivo coding.  

Policy discussions that were reactive, alarmist and blaming were coded as affective 

(Ayre, 2001).  The empirical literature draws a link between public attention to child 

deaths and its aftermath, typically, exaggeration of threat, scrutiny of motherhood, 

children and infants and child protection services, blame and controlling regulatory 

practices (Clapton et al., 2013b; Hier, 2011; Jagannathan & Camasso, 2011; Keddell, 

2011; Parton, 2011).  To capture this discourse, codes were developed that could 

identify talk about risk, uncertainty, stigma, danger, blame, outrage and emotion 

affective responses.  In support of the study of documents, Warner (2015, p. 113) says 

that ‘Documents also implant feeling and framing rules into the rationalities of practice, 

particularly in processes of risk and blame’.  Hence the coding frame incorporated codes 

which carried a particular emotional, moral and feeling tone.  From this talk, I 

developed themes around mothering, children and families, adverse social conditions 

and care, and service delivery components.   

In a cluster, texts coded under emotive talk, anger and outrage connected the 

texts to problem representation, causation and solutions  (Lupton, 2013b):  

Both risk and emotions are intersubjective, produced through social relations. 

They are ways of making sense of situations, naming responses, part of the 

diverse cultural meaning systems that we use to try and understand the world. (p. 

638) 

 

4.3.4 Whose Voice? 

This code allowed me to identify who was speaking.  In addition to a focusing 
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event, salience is extended by the input of policy advocates, those with power to set the 

boundaries on what comes to be said and how the problem is thought about.  For 

instance, in a study of hospital planning in England, (Jones & Exworthy, 2015) 

described how the doctors in management roles drew on their authority to present their 

plans as politically neutral and associated with “truth”.  The researchers labelled these 

doctors “political elites’”.  Similarly, Kingdon (2003a) used the term “policy 

entrepreneurs” to describe people who may have concerns about a problem, wish to 

protect or expand their own bureaucracy’s budget, or aim to promote their own policy 

values.  This code sought to track these groups of people and their role in the discourse, 

as players in the process of problem recognition and construction, agenda setting and 

the construction of the solution.  Policy entrepreneurs or policy elites include elected 

officials, public servants, lobbyists, academics, journalists, self- help groups and 

sometimes family members of those affected by child welfare interventions. 

 

In Table 4 (p. 82) the categories correspond to the research questions about 

problem definition, assumptions about causality, preferred solutions, moralizing and 

silences.  In order to maximize exhaustiveness, the coding frame was built from the data 

as well as from the concepts derived from the literature and which matched my own 

research and professional priorities. The final coding map had 55 codes (Appendix F).  

These 55 codes were derived from the first cycle of coding and the literature review and 

finalized after I had analysed the debates of 2004-2005 in greater depth.  Table 4 (p. 82) 

below describes the connection, the research questions in the left column and the right 

column which lists the questions that generated the codes. 
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Table 4 

Policy Analysis Foci 

Research Question 

(Categories) 

Focus Questions (Codes) 

1. How was the problem 

of child welfare 

represented in the 

aftermath of an infant 

death scandal? 

What references were made about harm to children? 

What type of harms dominated the talk? 

What were the triggers for the talk of harm to children? 

What events sparked outrage? 

What was the focusing event? 

What were the indicators of a problem? 

2. What causation was 

being attributed? And 

what were the 

assumptions? 

What was said about the institution and system of service delivery, the culture, 

beliefs, structure, resourcing and climate of the organisation, the 

individuals/professionals delivering the service? 

What references were there to broader social structures and the role of the state in 

people’s lives? 

What was said about the nature of relationships between service providers, the state 

and bureaucratic and other institutional mechanisms and individuals and families? 

What characteristics of the child and the key individuals such as family were 

highlighted? 

How were the problems faced by vulnerable families and those requiring remedies 

described as complex or easy to fix, requiring `common sense’? 

What was the balance between the individual and the context? 

3. What were the policy 

solutions? What were 

the themes and the 

evaluative component 

of the talk? -the 

emotional tone and 

assumptions. 

What State regulatory mechanisms were proposed? 

Mandatory reporting  

Children’s Commissioner 

More power in legislation 

What was proposed as scrutiny? 

Children’s Commissioner 

Parliamentary Inquiry 

Royal Commission 

External/Internal reviews 

What models of care were favoured? 

Regulation and increased statutory power to child protection workers 

Partnerships with families 

More resources to agencies 

Remove children  

Early intervention and supportive care to preserve families & ameliorate adversity 

What administrative mechanisms were promoted? 

Censure of public officials such as the Executive/Minister/individual worker 

More resources- increase budget, increase staffing 

Restructure department 

More practice direction 

Focus on training qualifications 

What emotions were expressed? 

Anger, disgust, shock, condemnation 

Sadness, tragic 

Fear that the problem will escalate out of control 

What legitimating practices were deployed? 

Use of statistics 

Communication of affinity & sentimentality- ‘we’ 

How was the child represented? 

Everyone’s responsibility, shared failings 

Vulnerable, innocent, precious 

4. What were the 

silences? 

Was ideology named?  

What values were named? 

Did the debate incorporate principles related to relationship-based models of care, 

hope, empathy, needs related to disadvantage? 

Were there references to support, human rights? 

Was there evidence of adversity, social suffering, understanding the stresses of 

mothering and caring for families under adverse conditions? 

What was said about promotion of wellbeing and context in which the child lives 
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Table 4 

Policy Analysis Foci 

Research Question 

(Categories) 

Focus Questions (Codes) 

5. Whose Voice?   

Who was speaking; 

what were the 

sources? 

 Government/Opposition 

 The West Australian 

 Other media 

 Expert individual 

 Research 

 Review/report 

 Interest group 

 Family campaign 

 National/International practice 

 

4.4 Summary  

This chapter describes the stage of making sense of the data and preparing it for 

analysis.  This initial phase was underpinned by four key theoretical concepts emanating 

from social constructionism and discourse analysis. The concepts, focusing events, 

salience, agenda setting and framing gave form and structure to the data.  The final 

number of Hansard transcripts was 247, from the original number of 382 because these 

247 transcripts were identified as having features that demonstrated salience.  An initial 

reading of these transcripts led to the establishment of codes and a coding frame and 

this coding frame formed the basis of the next level of analysis.  I analysed the 

emotional and moral tone applied to the representation of the problem, the assumptions 

underlying these constructions and how they influenced the solutions.  The primary 

focus in this chapter and the next, Chapter 5 are the parliamentary debates of 2004-

2005.  Their ideological and rhetorical context that emerged in this initial analysis was 

integral to the analysis of both the newspaper reports and the political debates in 2006, 

presented in detail in Chapter 6 and 7.  
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5 Hansard Debates in 2004-2005 Key 

Themes, Solutions and Problem 

Representation 

This chapter focuses on child welfare policy making in the two years prior to the 

scandal of 2006.  I present the analysis of the transcripts of the debates in 2004-2005, 

and explore the social construction of the problem of child abuse and its remedies when 

policy change is not triggered by a crisis.  I base this analysis on the preliminary codes 

that I developed and described in the previous chapter.  In the following sections I (a) 

describe the events that focused attention and policy changes that were debated in 

Parliament, and (b) present the baseline of themes that represent ideology and 

argumentation in this context.  Following these steps, I refined the coding frame 

(Appendix F) and analysed and created the frames that best described patterns of the 

debates and media coverage of 2006.   

There was a progression from the work described in this chapter to analysis of 

the interplay between politics, media and child abuse scandal in the following two 

chapters.  The triumvirate of Chapters 5, 6 and 7 comprise the heart of the analysis.  As 

this is about policy making, politics and the media, a synopsis of the political parties 

and the composition of Parliament over the decade are included in the next section.  The 

composition of the Parliament is an important context that adds to the interpretive 

element of my findings. 

5.1 Composition of the West Australian Parliament. Context for 

Analysis of Debates in 2004-2005. 

From 10
th

 February 2001 until 6
th

 September 2008 the party in government was 
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the Labor Party
4
, loosely identified as centre-left with social democratic perspectives on 

service delivery.  When elections were held on the 6
th

 September 2008,  the centre-right 

Liberal National Coalition Party won government.  Mendes (2001)  provides a broad 

generalization of where the conservative Right and the progressive Left (also known as 

social democratic or liberal) political parties may stand on the child protection debate: 

Historically, views have ranged from structuralists on the radical Left who view 

child abuse and neglect as closely linked to broader social disadvantage, to 

behaviouralists on the conservative Right who attribute child abuse solely to 

individual pathology.  The former view generally holds that the provision of 

concrete support services such as housing, food and payment of bills to relieve 

the immediate stresses of poverty will directly prevent harm to children. The 

latter view suggests that individuals need treatment and/or punishment to 

prevent them further abusing their children.  Far less attention is paid to 

prevention or support services (ABC Religion and Ethics 24
th

 November 2014). 

The above description reflects the ideological landscape of the West Australian 

Parliament during the decade 2001-2010 to the extent that the Liberal National Party 

would describe themselves as conservative and the Labor Party as social democratic. 

5.2 Coding and Analysis 

Search words relating to child protection matters elicited 87 transcripts of 

debates during the years 2004 and 2005.  Fifty-six transcripts were retained for in-depth 

analysis.  During 2004-2005 there were no infant death scandals.  The criteria for 

inclusion for analysis was described in the previous section and in Table 3 (p. 75), 

transcripts were either three pages or longer or they were part of a set in which there 

were more than two on the same day.  Altogether 448 pages of transcripts were retained 

for analysis.  

                                                 
4
 In standard Australian English, the word "labour" is spelled with a ⟨u⟩. However, the political 

party uses the spelling "Labor", without a ⟨u⟩ 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Liberal_Party_of_Australia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Australian_English
https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/labour
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Applying the question: ‘What is going on here?’  I was interested in what was 

contained in the text, as well as how it was being told.  The analysis of the data of 2004-

2005 was the start of gaining access to how the problem of child welfare was defined 

and represented and gave me an opportunity to generate, refine and check my analytical 

hunches.  I was able to test drive the codes that I derived from the ideas and themes that 

emerged in the literature (this process started earlier and was described in the previous 

chapter); I identified patterns and applied these to the analysis of debates in 2006 

(NVivo screen shot Appendix H shows an example of text with coding ). 

The software that I used to store, organise and manage the 56 transcripts for 

analysis was NVivo Pro 11.  I downloaded the Hansard transcripts chronologically into 

what NVivo Pro 11 terms Sources and created folders for each year.  By clicking on 

each folder all the transcripts appeared and I could view each transcript with a right 

click.  The screenshot, Figure 8 below shows a typical screen.  The nodes are the 

Figure 8:  Screen shot: InVivo 
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storage area for coded texts.  

The analysis was an interweaving and circular process with elements of both 

induction and deduction.  The development of the coding frame was discussed in the 

previous chapter and can be found in Appendix F.  Examples of texts and how they 

were coded are shown below. 

Western Australia is the only
12

 State in 

Australia that does not have mandatory 

reporting of child abuse. That means that 

at least 
3
1 000 children in Western 

Australia are being abused each year and 
4
no-one is hearing their cries ( 20040820; 

p 5352-5370). 

1. National/International 

comparison 

2. Only-creates a moral 

binary 

3.Emotive-use of numbers, as 

fact and truth; condemnation- 

4 vulnerable, precious child, 

sad 

 

12
people all over Australia are 

 concerned about children who are abused 

while in foster care 

(Hansard 30 March 2004] p1189b-1229a). 

1. National/International 

Comparison 

2.Creating binary- caring 

about children (everyone 

else) and then there is the 

Department-Us and Them 

The next screen shot (Figure 9) shows how the summary of the analysis looked 

in NVivo Pro 11.  The column labelled Sources refers to the number of transcripts in 

Figure 9:  NVivo Screenshot: Summary of Coding 
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which the texts attracted a code and the column, References describes the number of 

times the texts attracted the codes, so for example, there were a number of texts in 

which I repeatedly used the codes child centred, numbers and review report. 

5.3 What focused attention? 

Kingdon (2003b, p. 197) asked the question, ‘Why do some problems come to 

occupy the attention of government officials more than other problems?’  The answer, 

he suggests is, when there is a change or a focusing or powerful event.  An initial 

reading of the transcripts suggested that Abuse in Care, Child Sexual Abuse, Death of a 

Child, and Child Death Reviews were focusing events and these became the code labels.  

Figure 10 below illustrates the distribution.  In 2004 and 2005 what got the attention in  

Parliament as a problem was child sexual abuse, reports of the Child Death Review 

Committee and reports about abuse in care.  Death of a child (in relation to one 

particular death) only appeared in one transcript.  Child sexual abuse and reports of the 

child death review committee had historical roots, most significantly in the aftermath of 

the death by suicide of Susan Taylor. 

 

 

Figure 10:  What got the attention? 

0 10 20 30

death of a child

Review Report

Child Sexual
Abuse

Abuse in Care

No. of Transcripts 

What got the attention -2004-2005 
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5.3.1 Child sexual abuse 

Fifteen-year-old Susan Taylor was found hanged at the indigenous
5
 Swan Valley 

6
Noongar Community in 1999.  Susan Taylor was also the victim of sexual abuse.  The 

Coronial findings chronicled stories of sexual abuse and solvent use by Aboriginal 

teenagers and was the catalyst for a further inquiry which was conducted by Magistrate 

Sue Gordon; her report, completed in 2001, became known as the Putting the Picture 

Together: Gordon Inquiry into Family Violence in Aboriginal Communities (Gordon, 

Hallahan, & Henry, 2002). 

5.3.2 Abuse in care 

On 10
th

 March 2004 reference was made in Parliament to a newspaper story 

about a child previously known to DCD was a victim  sexual abuse (West Australian 

Parliament. Record of Proceedings, 10th March 2004, p. 14b-724a ).  On the 30
th

 June 

2004, The Opposition Member of Parliament, the Hon. Dr E. Constable passed a motion 

for the establishment of a Select Committee to Inquire into Children in the Care of the 

Department for Community Development.  She cited her reasons: 

…Over the past 10 years, 253 children have been harmed while under the care of 

the Department for Community Development. Since July 2001, 88 children in 

care have been harmed. That has been during the life of the Gallop Government 

(West Australian Parliament. Record of Proceedings, 30th June 2004, p. 4640-

4663). 

In addition, a number of inquiries and reports of abuse in foster care and 

                                                 
5
 The Swan Valley Nyungah (Noongar) Community was an Indigenous Australian community 

of Noongar people at Lord Street, Lockridge, Western Australia.  It was closed down by the government 

in 2003 following the coronial inquest into Susan Taylor’s death  
6
 Noongar means ‘indigenous person of the south-west of Western Australia; It is the name for 

the original inhabitants of Western Australia and one of the largest Aboriginal cultural blocks. 

https://www.noongarculture.org.au/noongar/ 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indigenous_Australian
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Noongar
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lockridge,_Western_Australia
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residential care facilities set the agenda for some of the debates in Parliament.  They 

were: 

 A report by Social Systems and Evaluation Consultancy, otherwise known as the 

Cant Downie Report, made recommendations regarding assessment and recruitment 

of foster carers following a review of DCD’s responses into allegations of abuse of 

children in care.  This report was called Protecting Children in Care: A Way 

Forward for Foster Carers (Cant & Downie, 2004). 

 Murray Report:  In 2005, consultant and independent reviewer Gwenn Murray was 

commissioned to examine the circumstances surrounding 59 substantiated abuse in 

care allegations involving 57 children between 1 April 2004 and 12 September 

2005. A report was released in December 2005 and made 43 recommendations. 

While it found no structural failure the report made some comments about practice 

failures (Murray, 2015).. 

 Piano teacher: On 1
st
 September 2005 a piano teacher was charged with sexual 

assault of a child under the age of sixteen.  This child, a teenager, was in the care of 

DCD and the piano lessons were paid for by the Department (Gibson, 2005, 1st 

September, p. 5). 

 The Annual Report of the Child Death Review Committee.  In 2004, the Child 

Death Review Committee published its annual report.  Referencing this report, the 

Opposition Party focused on the maladministration of child welfare services by 

conflating findings of another report about the abuse of children in care highlighting 

the child sexual abuse allegations. 

5.4 What was debated in 2004-2005? 

In 2004-2005 amendments to the Children and Community Services Act 2004 

and the Commissioner for Children and Young People Act 2005 dominated the policy 
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debates.   

5.4.1 Children and Community Services Bill 

The drafting for this child welfare legislation began in 1987 when the Liberal 

National Coalition government was in power.  The Bill had its first reading on 6
th

 

November 2001, and was re-introduced as the Children and Community Development 

Bill 2003 and had its first reading in Parliament on the 4
th

 December 2003.  Further 

readings and detailed consideration of the legislation occurred in 2004 and the 

legislation was passed on 20
th

 October 2004.  This legislation amended, upgraded and 

was an amalgamation of the existing child protection legislation, the Child Welfare Act 

1947 and the Welfare and Assistance Act and the Community Services Act.  The Bill 

was before the West Australian Parliament for a period of ten months, engaging 42 

members of Parliament in 30 hours of debate, and the word count of the transcripts were 

in excess of 100,000 words (Diarmond, 2009). 

5.4.2 Commissioner for Children and Young People Bill 2005 

The other legislation that dominated Parliamentary debates in 2005 was the 

Commissioner for Children and Young People Bill 2005.  This legislation was passed 

on the 4
th

 October 2006.  The legislation underpinning the establishment of the office of 

the Commissioner for Children was also developed in response to the Gordon Inquiry.  

This Bill was introduced as a Private Member’s Bill on 22
nd

 September 2004, lapsed on 

23
rd

   January 2005 then re-introduced, titled the Commissioner for Children and Young 

People Bill 2005 on 1
st
 June 2005.  The Minister for Community Development, Hon. 

Ms Sheila McHale said: 

The bill before us provides for a mechanism that is dedicated to enhancing the 

best interests and wellbeing of all children. Our children are our future. This bill 
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will help promote a better future for all Western Australians (West Australian 

Parliament 1st June 2005. p. 2582b-2585a). 

5.5 What themes were evident? 

The main reference points for the debates on these two pieces of legislation were 

the reports referred in the earlier section.  The problem of harm to children was 

construed as the risk of sexual abuse and abuse of children in care, which was assumed 

to be sexual abuse.  The themes were blame, the need for scrutiny, and control through 

regulatory frameworks such as mandatory reporting, and a child centric orientation.  

There was some attention to the need for preventative measures, but only at the level of 

more staff for service delivery, training to detect risk of harm and more surveillance.  

As Diarmond (2009) concluded in her case study of the Parliamentary debates on the 

Children and Community Services Bill 2004 (the original name introduced by the 

Minister was the Children and Community Development Bill): 

...parliamentary debate remained stuck in dealing superficially with new 

possibilities for embedding in legislation rights to non-forensic intervention and 

family support…The Bill failed to challenge existing understanding of child 

protection (p. 166). 

5.5.1 Theme One-Control and Regulation 

According to the Liberal National Coalition Party an important function of the 

Children and Community Services Bill and the Commissioner for Children and Young 

Person’s Bill was to be a watchdog with powers to investigate individual cases.  On the 

other hand, the Labor Government characterised the function as that of enabler.  The 

Opposition, the Liberal National Party Coalition, repeatedly argued for mandatory 

reporting for all forms of child abuse to be included in the updating of this child welfare 

legislation.  Twenty nine of the 56 transcripts contained texts which focused on 

regulation and legislation and in which the call for mandatory reporting dominated.  
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During the debates the Opposition MP, Hon. Ms Barbara Scott, promised to do so if 

elected when the elections were next due to be called in 2005: 

I say again that the opposition is firmly in favour of mandatory reporting of child 

abuse in this state. Western Australia is the only state in Australia that does not 

have mandatory reporting. The Liberal-National coalition went to the election 

with a firm commitment to implement mandatory reporting of child abuse. We 

know it will cost money. I ask the Premier: is not the protection of even one 

child worth the cost? (West Australian Parliament. Record of Proceedings, 13th 

October 2005, p. 6290b-6304a). 

Hon. Ms Barbara Scott a keen campaigner for mandatory reporting said: 

It is an appalling statistic that more than 280 WA children, including three aged 

under five, were diagnosed with sexually transmitted diseases last year. More 

than 70 children aged under 14 were diagnosed with diseases such as chlamydia 

and gonorrhoea, mostly Aboriginal girls from rural or remote areas (West 

Australian Parliament. Record of Proceedings, 13th October 2005, p. 6290b-

6304a). 

The argument conflated all harm to children with sexual abuse, and argued that not 

having mandatory reporting hid an avalanche of sexual abuse and that any cost incurred 

as a result of the reform was justified in the name of “the child”. 

5.5.2 Theme Two-Scrutiny and Blame.  

In 2004 and 2005 child abuse and neglect statistics and reports about abuse of 

children in care were construed either as a failure of individual workers or of the system 

of service delivery.  The solutions put forward in response to this perception of failure 

were expanded reporting systems, external formal judicial inquiries or internal audit 

mechanisms.  The theme of individual responsibility was promoted alongside the need 

for mechanisms of scrutiny of service delivery. 

In the wake of reports of abuse of children in foster care and residential care, 
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arguments were made that the Office of the Commissioner for Children should be given 

powers to investigate individual cases and complaints.  The legislation as it was 

introduced by the Government was described by the Opposition, Hon. Dr. J. Woollard 

as a ‘toothless tiger’ and: 

Tragically, a number of issues … demonstrate the need for the commissioner to 

be given the power to investigate individual cases in certain circumstances.  

(West Australian Parliament.Record of Proceedings, 16th August 2005, p. 

3975b-4012a). 

Again, words such as investigate suggests that a wrong had been done and while there 

was talk about systemic problems, it was directed at how individual cases were 

managed rather than advocating input at wider structural components of people’s lives. 

5.5.3 Theme Three-Increased Expenditure for Service Delivery 

The Opposition also argued that with sufficient government expenditure for 

child protection investigation, more training and improved mechanisms for assessing 

foster carers, children would not be harmed.  The Government represented by MP Hon. 

Ms Kate Doust, responded by referring to its own record of increased government 

expenditure: 

The government has, in the very first instance, employed 115 new child 

protection and children in care workers. It has allocated almost $19 million in 

2004-05, which is an increase of 39 per cent on the last year of the coalition 

government. Already that is a positive change. Better support and recognition 

has been provided for the work done by foster carers. In 2003-04, the 

government put $14 million into foster care allowances, which was the first 

increase in 10 years  (West Australian Parliament. Record of Proceedings, 17th 

May 2005,p. 1521d-1529a). 

Amid heightened anxiety about harm and danger to children and perceptions of a major 

problem, the government needed to be seen to do something and the result was an 
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urgent allocation of resources.  The increase in resources was to accommodate an 

expected increase of children in care. 

5.5.4 Theme Four-Child and Family Centred 

The tensions between prioritizing broader based family support orientations and 

a statutory child protection form of service delivery was evident in the speeches during 

debates on the legislations.  The title of the legislation in the initial stages of the debate 

was the Children and Community Development Bill.  The Liberal National Coalition 

Opposition Parliamentarian suggested that it should be titled the Child Welfare and 

Protection Bill  (West Australian Parliament.Record of Proceedings, 2nd March 2004, 

p. 96b-121a).  The Minister responsible for the child protection portfolio, The Hon. Ms 

Sheila McHale continued to reinforce the need for supportive, broad based services and 

early intervention: 

The Bill is about more than child protection…. It is about child protection, but it 

is also about more than that. The title tries to reflect the broader aspects of the 

Bill. It focuses on the department’s activities, which are broader than child 

protection in isolation’… The focus on early intervention, protection and 

prevention through the provision of social services, the provision of support and 

assistance to families and children from other public authorities, and of course 

the provision of financial assistance are all part of a suite of services built around 

supporting families so that they do not get into a crisis situation where we 

ultimately have to remove the child or the children (West Australian 

Parliament.Record of Proceedings, 2nd March 2004, p. 96b-121a). 

Still focused on the title of the Bill, the Opposition Member of Parliament, the 

Honourable Mr Bradshaw, had this to say: 

However, it is called the Children and Community Development Bill - it sounds 

as though the legislation is trying to develop children rather than protect them…. 

The present title is not hard hitting…. It is a disgraceful name and it is wrong 
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that this Bill should have this title. … As it stands, this short title is a nonsense, 

and I do not know why the Government has gone down this path (West 

Australian Parliament.Record of Proceedings, 3 March 2004, p. 277b-283a).  

The above Hansard Extracts illustrate the dichotomous construction of what children 

need.  Regarding the provision of parental support in this legislation, the Opposition 

Member, Hon. Dr E. Constable reinforced this binary.  She stated that there would be a 

conflict of interest if the same officer were providing support to parents and making 

decisions about the best interests of the child, a point the Minister, Hon.  Sheila McHale 

seemed to agree with: 

Therefore, will the person working in the best interests of the child also 

provide those services to the parents? I raise this matter because the recent 

Queensland report identified a potential conflict between decision making in 

the best interests of the child and the provision of support for parents. It was 

considered that it was better to separate those areas  (West Australian 

Parliament. Record of Proceedings, 6 April 2004, p. 1745b-1793a). 

Logic and the literature guided the interpretation of the texts.  In this way, the analysis 

was both data driven, deductive and concept driven, inductive.  The labels attached to 

the themes were drawn from the literature and represent the dominant themes inhabiting 

services to children.  I found these themes in the writings and research by Featherstone 

et al. (2014); Lonne et al. (2009) and Bilson et al. (2013). The themes were that:  

 prevention and family support were regarded as secondary to the primary role of 

assessments of risk and harm and statutory interventions;  

 referrals and notifications emphasized risk rather than need and were supported by 

mandatory reporting protocols;  

 service providers were managerialised, scrutinised and expected to adhere to highly 

proceduralised practice frameworks leading to risk averse practice; and 

  child protection and relationships between professionals and families were 
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characterised as a task for specially trained experts thereby disenfranchising 

judgement and relationship-based work.  

5.6 A Closer Look at the Themes 

Figure 11 (p 98) is a visual representation of the key categories around which the 

problem of child welfare and child protection was represented in the policy proposals 

debated in 2004 and 2005.  A total of 56 transcripts were analysed.  In 2004-2005, as 

can be seen in Figure 11, a family strengthening position was taken by the Government.  

The Minister described this as a key principle in the legislation and the Opposition 

acknowledged the need for parents and families to be given support.  However, because 

of the tension between forensically driven interventions and broad-based community 

strengthening there seemed to be a lack of coherence with the boundaries between child 

protection and family support.  By engaging with the literature on models and systems 

of care in child welfare and the conceptual frameworks that explain emotion, risk, moral 

panic and judgement and decision making, I identified how policy proposals were 

skewed.  The transcripts showed that relationships, structural inequalities and struggles 

that some families experienced were not constructed as part of the problem. 

Another feature of the debates is shown in Figure 11, references to statistics and 

numbers contained in reports were numerous.  For instance, on the 1
st
 June 2004, there 

were 16 short transcripts of question and answers on the same day and all were related 

to statistics; how many… type question.  The rhetorical function of statistics and 

numbers receives more in-depth analysis and discussion later in the thesis. 

Figure 11 is a visible metric of  the key themes and demonstrates the quantitative 

feature of my analysis and I suggest attaches credibility to my interpretations and 

findings (Wesley, 2014). 
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Figure 11:  Emergent themes 2004-2005 

 

5.7 Summary 

In this chapter I analysed 56 Hansard transcripts of debates conducted in the 

Parliament over two years, 2004-2005.  During this period there was no scandal 

provoked by the death of a child.  Much of the debate about policy reform was 

conducted with reference to regular reports by committees and those that were 

commissioned.  The coding frame that was developed and utilised to identify the key 

themes was used to conduct a more in-depth analysis of the policy and media debates 

0 5 10 15 20 25 30

sad, tragic

blame, anger, disgust

Individual failing

take punitive action

Family Strengthening

Child Centred

remove children

Parental pathology

Mandatory reporting

Children's Commissioner

Parliamentary or External Inquiry

Executive or Minister

Social Work Practice

Resources & FTE

death of a child

Review Report

Child Sexual Abuse

Abuse in Care

Numbers

Em
o

ti
ve

/B
la

m
e

o
ri

e
n

te
d

Fa
m

ily
 S

u
p

p
o

rt
ve

rs
u

s 
C

h
ild

C
e

n
te

re
d

Sy
st

em
s/

In
tr

u
em

ta
l

Tr
ap

p
in

gs
Fo

cu
si

n
g

Ev
e

n
t/

Sc
an

d
al

No. of Transcripts  

2004-2005 Key Themes  



99 

 

that occurred in 2006.  The analysis of the media coverage and the political debates 

during the five months from August until December 2006 form the main body of the 

next two chapters.  The next chapter explores the scandal as generated by the daily 

tabloid, The West Australian and lays the groundwork for understanding how the 

problem of child abuse was represented in this context. 
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6 Scandal 2006-“Someone Must 

Pay” 

In this chapter I present the analysis of media stories, how the news reports and 

story-telling devices defined the problem of child abuse, the causes and possible 

solutions and therefore how the problem of child abuse was socially constructed and 

represented.  I suggest that the self-declared campaign by The West Australian, the 

sustained coverage and its strategic use of sources amplified a perception of risk and 

launched a discourse and a chain of events to censure senior bureaucrats and put 

pressure on politicians to change policies.  The analysis of the media stories shows how 

emotion, risk and rhetoric merged in the interplay between politicians and the media, a 

phenomenon demonstrated in other research (Warner, 2015).  By studying the form of 

words used, their argumentative strategies, frequency of coverage, positioning of the 

stories, length of the articles, headlines and imagery, I identified cues used by 

newspapers to focus attention and present issues as salient and transfer them on to the 

public and political agenda. 

6.1 Telling A Compelling Story 

I found that media and political activity about child abuse was at its peak in 2006 

(Figure 4, Chapter 4).  The topographical features evident in reporting according to 

Rupar (2010, p. 102) ‘contribute to the representation, interpretation and construction of 

reality’.  The initial feature that demonstrated salience was the sheer numbers of news 

stories.  The method to identify salience and agenda setting was both quantitative and 

qualitative analysis.  Over a period of 5 months in 2006, from August until December, 

The West Australian newspaper promoted its campaign on the issue of child abuse and 

welfare by using images, headlines, and front- and full-page spreads.  In the first week, 
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coverage occurred on a daily basis, and it set the stage for the scandal that was to follow 

and embodied the newspaper’s ideological roots: 

a newspaper expresses how it wants to be read by its arrangement of articles, its 

departmentalization, its typography and its use of graphic elements like photos, 

drawings and charts, the number and the size of articles and headlines… 

(Broersma, 2010, p. 21). 

Table 5 lists those features of the coverage that support my proposition that The 

West Australian was setting the agenda for policy change.  The newspaper is published 

from Monday to Saturday and out of a total of 120 days between 10
th

 August and 31
st
 

December 2006, there were 75 days when the newspaper covered the story of the death 

of Wade Scale, other child death stories, the Child Death Review Committee reports, 

national data on child maltreatment indices, commentary and editorials about the child 

protection agency, its executive and service delivery.  All the articles were longer than 

300 words. 

 

Table 5 

Topographical features: salience and agenda setting 

Number of days 

coverage 

75 The West Australian is a daily tabloid but does not have a publication on 

Sundays.  The newspaper covered this story on just over half of the number 

of possible days between 10/08/2006 -31/12/2006.  Most of the coverage 

was in August and September (36).  This can be described as saturation 

coverage 

Large bold headlines 51 This is a typographical cue considered to be fundamental  to what the 

newspaper intends to emphasize; it places the story in a hierarchy for 

attention, prepares the reader for the main point that is to follow, and can be 

seen to reflect its ideological position and draws the reader in (Broersma, 

2010) 

Image 26 Evokes a sense of being a witness- ‘ moment of the real’ (Matheson, 2010, 

p. 60) 

More than 1 story/ 

article on the same  

27 Follow a front-page story with reporting on additional pages and usually 

because the front page was taken by very large headlines and image 

Front page 23 Meant to reflect the most important event of the previous day and the 

journalist’s approach to the event/ story and sells the newspaper’s 

judgement of the most important events of a day (Rupar, 2010) 

Whole page 26 There were either multiple articles relating to the same story or one long 

piece on the same page-again a demonstration of salience 

Editorial/Opinion 

Piece 

14 Describes and analyses what has happened and provides the arena for public 

debate-articulates the newspaper’s mission.  

‘Editorials…constructed with the clear intention of shaping debate, decision 

making and action around issues of pubic importance…The decision to 
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produce an editorial offers a clear indication of the significance accorded to 

such stories by the newspaper…preferred explanatory paradigms are made 

explicit…the collective press outrage is expressed with greatest clarity’. 

Greer and McLaughlin (2012, p. 279 & 280) 

White (2008) in her study of the profiling of children in the same newspaper 

similarly drew attention to how stories on the front page usually accompanied by visuals 

signifies the most important and newsworthy items of the day, carrying with it a mythic 

status aimed at attracting readers.  Between August and December, 2006, The West 

Australian carried 23 front page stories about Wade Scale and other child abuse matters. 

Table 6 reproduces the calendars of August 2006 and September 2006 and 

illustrates the volume of stories and articles and the use of the front page to set the 

agenda and transfer salience.  The West Australian published the stories on an almost 

daily basis giving prominent coverage, through frequency and placement of the stories.  

The stories ran on consecutive days over a sustained period in August and September as 

shown in Table 6 with the use of images, large, bold headlines for added visual impact 

and as page one stories. 

Table 6 

Article Volume / front page: agenda and transfer salience 

August 2006 September 2006 
Sun Mon Tue Wed Thu Fri Sat Sun Mon Tue Wed Thu Fri Sat 

6 7 8 9 10 11 12*      1* 2* 

13 14 15 * 16 17 18 * 19 3 4* 5 6 7 8 9 

20 21 22 23* 24* 25* 26 10 11 12 13 14* 15 16 

27 28 29* 30* 31*   17 18* 19 20 21 22 23 

       24 25 26 27 28 29 30 

Number = date;    Red = report on that date;    * = report on front page 

 

The story concerning the death of Wade Scale was first reported by the 

newspaper’s court reporter on the 10
th

 August 2006.  The story was based on the 

Coroner’s comments and responses from the two grieving grandmothers and the Acting  
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Executive Director of the child protection agency.  Figure 12 below shows the media’s 

first day of reporting the Coroner’s findings and signposts the themes that dominated 

the rest of the coverage. 

Headlines are considered to be powerful tools, used to formulate the standpoint 

of the newspaper, express the gist of the overall content and apparently mirror the way 

the mind (of the reader) stores information (Broersma, 2010; Rupar, 2010; Van Djik, 

2008).  In all the 15 front page headlines the dominant theme was that DCD, the 

Minister, the Director-General and the Premier had failed and were to blame for the 

decisions they made and by implication for the death of Wade Scale.  Other connected 

themes were that the public service was secretive and not be trusted.  The death of 

Wade Scale was spoken of with a moral and highly emotive tone suggesting that it was 

an act of commission for which DCD was culpable. 

  

 (i) Mr Hope said there should have 

been a low threshold for the DCD 

taking action to protect Wade Scale 

and there was a clear need for the 

department to check closely the 

quality of parenting.   

(ii) Outside court, Mrs Jakins said: 

"This just highlights that the 

judgment by senior social workers 

caused a child's death. It is 

unforgivable. We have better dog 

protection laws than child 

protection laws."   

(iii) Mrs Jakins and paternal 

grandmother Maureen Scale both 

feared the drug problem in the 

community would get worse and 

more children could die (Gibson, 

2006,10th August, p 5 ) 

Figure 12  10th August 2006 
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Table 7 

Headlines-Blame, Failure, Secrecy and Lack of Trust 

12/08/2006 

 
15/08/2006 

 
23/08/2006 

    (blank front page-whiteout) 

24/08/2006 

 
25/08/2006 

 
29/08/2006 

 
30/08/2006 

 
31/08/2006  
01/09/2006 

 
02/09/2006 

 
14/09/2006 

 
18/09/2006 
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Blood and Holland (2004) describe the purpose of the headline in the way media 

package information:  

For newspaper readers, the headline is usually pivotal because it directs readers 

to what is at stake and helps them attend to what is in the frame and not to what 

is excluded (p. 324). 

Callaghan and Schnell (2005) state that one has to focus on language which 

gives influential cues on how an issue is to be interpreted, defined and understood.  The 

language in the headlines above and in the newspaper stories and editorials suggested 

drama, conflict and a negative appraisal of government and its officials which gave it 

newsworthiness. 

6.1.1 Individual and Public Service Failure 

The first day of full and intense coverage on the 12
th

August 2006 (Figure 13, 

p.105) came two days after the Coroner reported his findings.  The West Australian 

devoted the front page to large colour pictures, “screamer” headlines (‘Someone Must 

Pay’) and long articles.  The newspaper announced a campaign.  Public servants and the 

Government were put on notice and the themes of lack of trust and incompetence were 

established at the start.  The use of photographs is a powerful tool as it appeals directly 

to emotions.  In her study of the representation of teenage mothers, Vinson (2012, p. 

143) argued, that this visual rhetoric ‘prompts viewers to look at the problem in a 

specific way’.  The smiling baby is Wade Scale, the other three children are children 

from a previous relationship whom Mr Scale had assaulted and for which he was 

charged and jailed.   

It is possible to assume at first glance that the smiling baby and three other 

pictures are one and the same child.  But Wade Scale drowned and the other children 

were still alive, although the juxtaposition seemed to suggest their injuries and Wade 
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Scale’s death were related.  As suggested by agenda setting theory, pictures such as 

these become the pictures in our heads (McCombs, 2014).  I suggest that the image in 

this front page was on its own, the content.  According to Blood and Holland (2004); 

Caple and Bednarek (2015); Temony (2008)  the headlines were meant to be read as a 

stand-alone text, appealing to emotions, giving the impression of being an eye-witness, 

intensifying the seriousness of the event and directing the readers to what is at stake. 

In the following page on the same day, the headline to the continuation of the 

front-page story was “Images of three bashed children affect Coroner”.  The headline 

“Someone Must Pay” as a metaphor arguably suggested guilt, demanding remorse from 

whomever was seen to be bearing responsibility for this violation.  The main targets for 

blame were the Department, the Executive and the Minister, the word blame was found 

Exclusive 

The monster who bashed these 

children spent just six months in 

jail.  The Government then let 

him care for his 11-month-old 

baby, who then drowned with 

drugs in his system.  Now the 

politicians and bureaucrats will 

run for cover and the judiciary 

will close ranks. So it is left to 

this newspaper to demand 

that….(Adshead, 2006, 12th 

August, pg 1; Strutt, 2006,9th 

Figure 13:  First Day of Full Coverage: Front Page and Follow-up Story: Crusade 
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24 times in 14 articles.  With words such as monster, failed to stop and despite knowing, 

The West Australian expressed righteous indignation demanding accountability and 

describing what they were doing as exposing: 

The monster who bashed these children spent just six months in jail. 

These battered and bruised faces belong to three tiny Perth children who fell 

victim to a monster "the system" failed to stop.  Despite knowing of his brutal 

history with children, the Department for Community Development allowed Mr 

Scale and his partner Angela Jakins to care for two other babies after his release 

from a prison farm. 

Serial baby basher Kriston John Scale should never have been allowed to care 

for another child, according to Community Development Minister David 

Templeman (Adshead, 2006, 12th August, pg 1). 

The frequent use of the word allowed implied an act of commission rather than 

omission, underscored by reference to physical abuse, battered, bruised and basher thus 

intensifying culpability and justifying calls for scrutiny and a penalty.  The Minister, 

Hon. Sheila McHale was made a particular target, and attacks on her, the Premier, and 

the Director-General became increasingly personal:  

If he (the Premier) doesn't want to sack Sheila McHale from Cabinet for her 

mishandling of the Scale case in the first place then he should sack her for 

putting him in a position where he could get caught out so comprehensively by 

Opposition questioning (Adshead & Gibson, 2006,12th August, p. 10). 

6.1.2 Misguided Ideology and a Bureaucracy out of touch 

There were frequent references to ideology which was not defined or named but 

described as culpable with phrases such as: refusal to remove children from 

dysfunctional parents, ideologically shackled incompetence, a malignant ideological 

cancer, and a clique of social welfare ideologues.  Arguably, in this way a complex and 
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multi-faceted social issue such as child welfare was distilled and simplified and 

embedded within the binary discourse, an otherness; use of the word ideology 

juxtaposed against notorious here carried a pejorative tone; and the others were:   

government social workers or managers, drawn from the bureaucratic culture 

under question. ...influenced by the Department for Community Development 

hierarchy that is responsible for the culture of politically correct ideology for 

which it is notorious…  (Evasive Premier courts contempt of the people as Mr 

Cover-up, 2006, 24th August). 

Suspicion of the ideology and culture were conflated with personal attacks on 

the Director-General and the Minister, social theories and the Executive:  

Ms Brazier was promoted through the ranks to her current $200,000 plus role as 

director general of the DCD. …She (Opposition MP) also queried how DCD 

director general Jane Brazier had managed to retain her job  (Spencer, 2006,28th 

October). 

References to Ms Brazier’s salary were made repeatedly and juxtaposed with 

references to academic social theories, suggestive of elitism.  The attack was made in 

the context of the newspaper’s campaign for the introduction of mandatory reporting:  

Ms Brazier and Ms McHale are part of a clique of social welfare ideologues who 

have steadfastly opposed the mandatory reporting of child abuse in WA since 

they sat on a government task force 20 years ago with Carmen Lawrence and 

Moira Rayner…They are supported by a clique of academics who have nurtured 

the approach (Murray, 2006, 4
th

 November, p.19). 

 It is worth noting that all those named were women; taken together with the 

references to the amount of money that Ms McHale and Ms Brazier earned suggests the 

paper was promoting a message about elitism and otherness.  The messages of mistrust 

in the vagaries of professional judgement and the need to control public service 

bureaucrats in order to further regulate risk were evident.  Because the Minister and the 
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Director-General were on the public payroll there was a justification for bringing them 

into line with increased regulation.   

Commentary by Mendes (2000) in relation to the tabloid newspaper in Victoria, 

and White (2008) in relation to the tabloid, The West Australian suggest that they (the 

tabloids) have a broader social conservative agenda and a value laden morality and 

similar media coverage in the UK was described by Warner (2015) as reflecting class 

consciousness.  Lumby and Funnell (2011, p. 281) in their paper on moral panic, media 

and public discourse noted that morality was used to assert ‘the boundaries between the 

assumed relativism of liberal humanities-based approaches to social issues and the 

assumed common-sense approach of ordinary Australians’. 

Warner (2015, p. 32)  describes how the phrase “heads must roll” became what 

she called a “leitmotif” in the press; similarly, the phrase was used by The West 

Australian in a lead column: 

A minister's job is to represent the community's interests, not those of 

bureaucracies. Being snowed by bureaucrats is not an acceptable explanation… 

surely an important part of any minister's responsibility is to make sure that he or 

she is honestly and fully informed. If he or she isn't, then bureaucratic heads 

should roll (Murray,2006,19
th

 August, p.18). 

Children were construed as being at risk because there was:  

…an alarming culture of cover-up, …secrecy and abuse of children… .The 

evidence of a culture of self-serving bureaucratic secrecy and indifference to the 

wellbeing of children in the DCD's care is becoming overwhelming …  (Strutt & 

Adshead, 2006, 1st September, p. 1). 

To further drive home the point the newspaper repeated a statement made in 

Parliament by an Opposition Member of Parliament “Your ideology is costing lives, 

Premier, Mr Johnson said”  (Strutt, 2006, 13th September, p.15).  Applied to 

professionals they evoked indignation and a binary construction of us and them, us 
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being those with common sense who would know to remove children from dangerous 

environments and them whose politically correct stance meant that they could not be 

trusted to protect children.  ‘Put simply, the DCD has not been fulfilling reasonable 

community expectations of it’ (Public Interest demands a royal commission, The West 

Australian, 25
th

 August 2006, pg.18). 

6.1.3 Secretive and Not to be Trusted-Royal Commission  

The picture that the newspaper was building was one of incompetence and 

failure and to this they added the theme that there was something to hide.  The empty 

front page on the 23
rd

 August (Figure 14) was a dramatic visual illustration of a 

whitewash, with a white space showing a nearly empty front page with a paragraph in 

very small print, meant to be seen as a metaphor for secretiveness: 

 

   

`This is the whitewash that is the 

Carpenter government’s inquiry into the death of 

11 month old toddler Wade Scale and other 

children who died while being monitored by the 

Department for Community Development. The 

report will never be made public and we will not 

be told who gave evidence or what they said. 

Investigation or cover up? You decide’(This is the 

whitewash that is the Carpenter Government's 

Inquiry into the death... 2006, 23rd August, p. 1) 

Figure 14:  Front page of The West Australian-Secretive 

 

The words you and we were the newspaper’s way of declaring itself on the side 



111 

 

of the public.  In the final two words, You decide, the paper seemed to be drawing the 

reader into its campaign to enhance bonding, giving the newspaper a moral imperative 

to speak on behalf of all other people and share the task of agenda setting. 

6.1.4 Control and Regulation-Mandatory Reporting 

The Coronial inquest into the death of Olive Sturt, a 5-month-old Aboriginal 

baby, intensified the calls for mandatory reporting.  The Coroner’s report found that 

conditions of risk and neglect were reported to the DCD by concerned relatives of the 

family, so it is arguable that Olive Sturt’s death would not have been prevented even if 

there had been mandatory reporting.  There were five articles on Olive Sturt, on  p. 1 on 

the 18
th

 and 19
th

 September and again on the 12
th

 December, with these headlines: 

“Now police join attack on DCD”, “DCD failed to act on abuse evidence” and “Coroner 

to consider scathing police report on death” and “DCD blamed for death of wretched 

baby Olive”.  In addition to linking the arguments for mandatory reporting to Olive 

Sturt’s and Wade Scale’s deaths, three other and different stories of child harm were 

clustered to intensify and give urgency to calls for mandatory reporting.  They were (a) 

reports from the Child Death Review Committee; (b) a report by the West Australian 

Ombudsman, Ms Deirdre O’Donnell, about allegations of maltreatment of children in 

residential care facilities run by the Department for Community Development; and (c) 

the report of the Parliamentary Select Committee chaired by the Opposition inquiring 

into allegations of 42 cases on abuse of children in care between January 2003 and June 

2004 which was presented to Parliament (Child Death Review Committee, 2007; 

Ombudsman Western Australia, 2006; Western Australian Parliament, 12th September 

2006).  A single thread linked these stories, the children had in some way been known 

to DCD; the stories did not contain any other similarities.  In this way all stories about 

children and harm were clustered, extending the life of news stories, giving them a 
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novelty value and generalizing the messages across stories with the  effect of creating 

alarm and making the problem seem more pervasive ( Jones, 2012).. 

6.1.5 The Child as Moral Referent 

In this section I illustrate the moralistic arguments most evident when the talk 

was about the child.  References to children were made as a counterpoint to deviant 

parents or failed public servants.  Issues to do with children and their families were in 

this way constructed into them and us and narrowed to the need to make absolute 

judgements rather than nuanced and relational ones.  Children were described as 

needing safety and being at risk, as tiny, precious, tragic and dying and abandoned by 

Government and the DCD (Figure 15):  

Children are dying children are being neglected children are being abused 

because you won't take those children away from that dangerous situation and 

put them where they will be safe  (Strutt, 2006, 13th September, p.15). 

Children were objectified as if they were singular entities rather than part of a 

network of family and community needing care and nurturance; note the words putting 

them somewhere as with the statement children left with potentially dangerous and 

neglectful parents. 

Generally, references to the parents were prefaced with derogatory terms; the 

following illustrates the descriptions: 

Wade Scale’s mother.  “drug addicted mother, junkie cheating regularly on drug 

tests, mother wasn’t right…she was on something, mother was a hopeless drug addict” 

(Adshead, 2006, 1st November, pg 1). 

Olive Sturt’s mother.  “unfit to care for her (child) because of a chronic drinking 

problem, heavy drinking mother, drunk mother, alcoholic mother living in poverty on a 

pension, an unstable and unhealthy environment…make her a candidate for the cycle of 
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despair; By the time her mother woke from her drunken slumber the five month old girl 

was dead; neglectful, chronically alcoholic mother” (Adshead, 2006,12th December, pp. 

10-11). 

 

6.2 Use of Sources  

The sources used by the journalists provided a collective voice for the risk 

discourse and further set the agenda for regulation driven assessments and supported 

free surveillance of families (Blood & Holland, 2004; Clapton et al., 2013b).  Kitzinger 

(1999, p. 64)  argued that ‘journalists do not conjure risk stories out of thin air.  Source 

activity and the relationship between journalists and their sources are central to the 

media production process’.  Journalists use official sources, bureaucratically visible 

sources, official press releases, “an information csar”- a single official source assumed  

to be reliable and trustworthy, and agencies responsible for a specific topic (Kitzinger, 

1999).  Callaghan and Schnell (2001, p. 184) note that the media do not just transmit the 

views of others but have a dual role; they ‘construct frames of their own as well as 

 

The evidence of a culture of self-serving 

bureaucratic secrecy and indifference to 

the wellbeing of children in the DCD's 

care is becoming overwhelming.    

Yesterday's damning report by the 

Ombudsman on DCD hostels exposes 

even more of the rot in the department.  

The case for a royal commission into the 

department is morally irresistible. Why 

won't you do right and just call it, Mr 

Carpenter(Strutt & Adshead, 2006, 1st 

September,p. 1) 

Figure 15:  Failing Children 
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acting as conduits for the dissemination of other players’ frames’, so that the 

relationship is a symbiotic one.   

The Opposition party received most attention in The West Australian.  Most of 

the articles quoted or made reference to the Opposition’s comments or what they had 

said in Parliament.  The sources, interest groups and experts seemed to support The 

West Australian’s position that the harm caused to children was intentional.  Callaghan 

and Schnell (2001, p. 188) considers this effect to be a function of media activity: ‘The 

opportunity to strengthen the frame arises from the media’s ability to pick and choose 

from the rhetoric offered by pressure groups and politicians’.   

Although I have used the term “sources” to describe those individuals and 

groups whose views were given attention in the media and then quoted in the 

Parliament by politicians, another term to describe those individuals and groups might 

be “claims makers”.  Claims making as a term emanated out of moral panic theory and 

is used to describe activities of  professional bodies, researchers, academics, 

campaigners, and think tanks which add their voices to promote a particular problem 

representation during a crisis and whom the journalist may actively seek out (Best, 

2011; Lonne & Gillespie, 2014; Lonne & Parton, 2014).  

My focus was to explore the interplay between politicians and the media in 

framing the problem definitions and solutions.  Argumentative strategies used to 

promote certain frames and sources were part of the landscape and had a role in the 

social construction of the problem of child abuse.  In moral panic theory, claims makers 

are seen to have agency, involving themselves in moralizing and campaigning.  There is 

some debate in the literature as to whether claims makers are insiders or outsiders who 

bring a fresh eye to events (Butler, 2015; Clapton et al., 2013a; Cohen, 2011).  Cree, 

Clapton, and Smith (2015, p. 7) refers to claims makers as those who man “moral 
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barricades” and “socially accredited experts pronounce their diagnoses and solutions”.  I 

did not interview the sources or the journalists involved in reporting on the Wade Scale 

case in 2006 and so I am not in a position to make any suggestions about agency or their 

motives.  For the purposes of this thesis I will continue to use the word “sources”. 

6.2.1 External Politicians  

One official source, for instance was Mr Joe Hockey, Federal Minister for 

Human Services, and a Member of the Liberal Coalition Party.  His portfolio included 

Commonwealth services to Aboriginal communities.  Child protection was not part of 

his portfolio responsibilities; however after touring Aboriginal communities in the north 

of the State, he commented that he was concerned about an ‘epidemic of child abuse in 

Halls Creek’ and  being ‘stunned’  that Western Australia had not introduced mandatory 

reporting, it having been adopted in all other States:  

Common sense says that the more people engaged in identifying sexual abuse of 

children, the more likely someone is to be caught and the wider the message is 

spread that any sexual abuse of any child is absolutely unacceptable  (Gibson, 

2006, 25th August, p.15). 

6.2.2 Police 

Large bold headlines gave prominence to the views of the police, associated the 

issue with crime and set mandatory reporting as a weapon against crime.  The 

newspaper reported that ‘police station chiefs throughout the State’ (Adshead, 2006, 

19th September, p. 1) were having serious concerns about the DCD.  However it was 

sexual abuse as a crime that gave the crime frame a powerful moral component.  Meyer 

(2007) suggests that discourse about child abuse as sexual abuse becomes a catch all 

with powerful rhetorical force.  Collapsing all abuse masked their distinct aetiologies as 

can be seen from these quotes: 
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Within days Kununurra policeman Tim Lines was uncovering evidence that 

more could have been done by the DCD to protect the baby. 

During his three-year posting to the Kimberley, Det-Sgt Lines had seen the DCD 

leave a child in undeniable danger before. While he understood some of the 

complicating factors, it gnawed at him.   

‘There was one case in particular,’ Sgt Lines told the inquest. ‘A three-year-old 

girl with chlamydia and gonorrhoea.  My opinion was the child should have 

been removed from the community because she'd been offended against. She 

was past being in danger’.  But the DCD decided to leave the girl and police 

couldn't prove who in the community had sexually abused her.  ‘Down the track 

she got it again,’  Sgt Lines said. (Adshead, 2006,12th December, pp. 10-11). 

Gary Adshead was The West Australian’s chief crime reporter and the fact that 

he wrote a majority of the articles suggests that the newspaper framed the problem as a 

crime.  Emotive words such as condemned and scathing framed the problem of child 

abuse as a moral crime: 

Senior police officers throughout regional WA have condemned the services and 

support provided by the Department for Community Development in a new 

report scathing of the department's performance  (Adshead, 2006, 19th 

September, p. 1). 

6.2.3 Aboriginal Officials  

The opinions of prominent Aboriginal people lend authority:  

Cedric Wyatt, father of Labor's new Victoria Park MLA Ben Wyatt and a former 

director of the WA Aboriginal Affairs Department, demanded Mr Carpenter call 

a royal commission  (Spencer & Ruse, 2006, 2nd September, p.  6). 

The health perspective also dominated with comments from the chief executive 

of the Kimberley Aboriginal Medical Service, Mr Henry Councillor and the Geraldton 

Regional Aboriginal Medical Service Chairman, Mr Sandy Davies:  
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A third health official in a week has broken ranks with the State Government to 

call for mandatory reporting of child abuse, saying abuse was rife and existing 

mechanisms to stamp it out were not working.  Geraldton Regional Aboriginal 

Medical Service chairman Sandy Davies said there was a growing groundswell 

of community support for mandatory reporting of child abuse and the 

Government was to be condemned for its refusal to adopt it  (Strutt, 2006, 12th 

December, p. 1). 

Stories referencing Aboriginal children, Aboriginal communities, sexual abuse 

and sexually transmitted diseases were juxtaposed with arguments about the need for 

mandatory reporting and child removal.  A close examination of the representation of 

the problem by Aboriginal leaders, the police and others showed a stereotypical 

portrayal of issues in Aboriginal communities as being in crisis and needing to be 

brought under control through “tough love” measures (McCallum, 2013).  Mr Dennis 

Eggington, Executive of the West Australian Aboriginal Legal Services was reported as 

making a ‘stinging attack for failure to act’ (Strutt, 2006,12th December, p. 7). 

6.2.4 Magistrate Sue Gordon   

The West Australian and the Opposition Party drew on the opinions of the 

Magistrate of the Children’s Court, Ms Sue Gordon and her support for mandatory 

reporting.  Ms Gordon headed the WA Inquiry into Response by Government Agencies 

to Complaints of Family Violence and Child Abuse in Aboriginal Communities which 

made reference to high levels of violence and child abuse within Aboriginal 

communities in WA (Gordon et al., 2002).  This Inquiry occurred in the aftermath of the 

death by suicide of 15-year-old Susan Taylor, who lived in an Aboriginal community 

outside the Perth metropolitan area.  Her suicide was attributed to her sexual abuse by 

an Aboriginal elder who lived in the community.  Over a two-month period between 

September and November 2006, there were four articles quoting Ms Gordon’s support 
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of mandatory reporting: 

Children's Court chief Sue Gordon has added her voice to renewed calls for 

mandatory reporting of suspected child sexual abuse, describing it as a no-

brainer if the State Government is serious about protecting vulnerable WA 

children…I have a very simplistic view but I think the whole thing speaks for 

itself. … I just want all children to be safe. I keep quoting the United Nations 

Conventions of the Rights of a Child and any other argument to me doesn't make 

any sense at all.   If a child is getting abused, that is all that matters to me 

(Spencer, 2006,14th November, p. 14). 

Claims made for the introduction of mandatory reporting of child abuse and 

concerns about child sexual abuse were juxtaposed with other social issues in 

Aboriginal communities.  Concerns about the accidental drowning of a toddler were 

juxtaposed with the death from a respiratory infection of an Aboriginal infant whose 

parents were known to have a problem with alcohol and whom was found to have been 

neglected. 

6.2.5 Interest Groups 

For those whose main interest was child sexual abuse, a policy window opened.  

An early source was Michelle Stubbs, described as the spokeswoman for the group 

Advocates of Survivors of Child Abuse and a sex abuse victim and campaigner.  The 

opinions attributed to her and the positions that she took on the royal commission, 

mandatory reporting and the criticism of the Director-General echoed that of The West 

Australian and the Opposition.  Ms Stubbs having been a victim herself was a powerful 

symbol, and increased the visibility of sexual abuse as child abuse.  Following the 

announcement by the Premier on the 7
th

 March 2007 that his government would 

introduce mandatory reporting for sexual abuse, Paul Murray, a journalist and former 

editor for The West Australian who led the newspaper’s campaign about the issue of 
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child protection devoted an article about Ms Stubbs, headlined, “Stubbs stays true in 

worthy fight against child abuse”.  This article gave the details of sexual abuse against 

Ms Stubbs by her stepfather and her position on mandatory reporting: 

Black is now white. Wrong becomes right. But one constant through this 

mandatory reporting of child abuse debate has been Michelle Stubbs.  

Her history of abuse has converted many people to the cause through her 

championing of Advocates for the Survivors of Child Abuse in WA.  Without 

any formal training, Ms Stubbs lined up against a powerful group of bureaucrats 

and academics with political backers who were opposed to the national system 

of mandatory reporting that existed in every other State  (Murray, 2007, 8
th

 

March, p.5). 

The paper reported statements by experts such as Freda Briggs, Emeritus 

Professor in child development at the University of South Australia,: “WA should be 

embarrassed that it was the only State without mandatory reporting of child abuse”  

(Strutt, 2006, 30th October, p.7).  Professor Briggs’s main area of professional and 

academic expertise was child sexual abuse.   

6.2.6 Union Representative  

There was some focus on government expenditure, pressures on social workers 

arising from case overload and the need for more staff.  Traditionally the union 

representing workers in the social and welfare sector are called upon to make comment.  

The newspaper reported on advocacy by Jo Gaines, the secretary for the Community 

and Public Sector Union, for an increased budget allocation and more support for the 

foster care system:  

Yesterday, the Community and Public Sector Union and Civil Service 

Association said the latest review's terms of reference were misguided and 

inadequate. "They assume that the resources currently allocated to DCD are 
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adequate and merely seek to redefine how they are spent," assistant secretary Jo 

Gaines said.  … The CPSU/CSA calls on the Government to ensure that the 

proper resource needs are identified. Unless this happens, this review will take 

us no further than the last 10 or so reviews and reports into DCD  (Adshead & 

Strutt, 2006, 30th August, p. 1). 

In Parliament, the Opposition Party was dismissive, referring to Ms Gaines as 

‘probably on Emily’s list and as part of the sisterhood’ and being ‘in bed with the 

government’ (West Australian Parliament.Record of Proceedings, 19th September 2006, 

pp 6152b-6153a).  Her participation in the debate was politicized in spite of the fact that 

she had organised a rally of child protection staff who were protesting the case 

overloads. 

6.2.7 Social Worker/Child Protection Worker 

The newspaper featured a senior social worker, Stephanie Keating, in a 

relatively long article of 759 words, accompanied by a photograph of her; the message 

portrayed a heroic dedication: “Yet people like Ms Keating battle on”.  The themes of 

the article were the difficult judgements that needed to be made and the need to consider 

the negative consequences of removing children from their families.  The descriptions 

of the hardships that families face and that may have foregrounded the need for 

therapeutic or supportive interventions were not given a sympathetic portrayal.  Instead 

the risk-based discourse and the othering of the home as unsafe and dangerous were the 

key themes:  

Each day she balances the pieces of their lives - the risk of leaving them in a 

potentially dangerous home against the risk of tearing their fragile emotions 

apart by taking them away. … The hope that with help a family can become 

functional again against the risk that another drug or alcohol-induced incident 

may be tragic. (Casselas, 2006,4th September,p 16). 
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The piece concluded with an argument for more staff, an urgent allocation of 

resources and an extension of the parameters of child protection attention, intensifying 

the perception of a major problem  

6.2.8 Whistle-blowers  

Whistle-blowers highlighted the issues relating to staffing, resources and skills 

and supported The West Australian’s attacks on government: 

One well-connected DCD insider has offered evidence that should make the 

Labor Government stare into the mirror as part of its departmental review.  

“Journalists have not yet uncovered the underlying reasons for the chaos and 

disarray the department has been in for the past few years and which is 

escalating weekly," the whistle-blower said (Adshead, 2006, 23rd September, p. 

19).  

6.2.9 The Community/Voters  

The newspaper gave widespread coverage to the views of Wade Scale’s family 

and also conducted opinion polls as a way of identifying with its readers and wider 

community.  The West Australian commissioned a telephone survey of 404 voters.  The 

survey questions were crafted around the Wade Scale case.  On the 9
th

 September 2006 

on page 4 with a photograph of a smiling baby it reported the results of the survey as 

depicted in Figure 16 (p. 121). 

In support of the campaign for the introduction of mandatory reporting the newspaper 

conducted another poll as it had done in relation to the royal commission: 

The Westpoll, which surveyed 408 people last week, showed 87 per cent 

supported mandatory reporting, with 7 per cent tending to support it while just 

one per cent opposed it. Two per cent of respondents did not support or oppose 

mandatory reporting or did not know.  Even among identified ALP voters, 96 

per cent supported mandatory reporting (G. Mason, 2006,13th. November, p. 1). 
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The statement, ‘Even among ALP voters…’indicated that according to The West 

Australian mandatory reporting should be beyond politics, but that the Labor Party was 

being partisan in its position against mandatory reporting.  The articles used sources 

such as Magistrate Sue Gordon and Michelle Stubbs to support the findings of the poll: 

WA is the only State without mandatory reporting despite the policy having the 

support of many child welfare advocates including Magistrate Sue Gordon, who 

headed an inquiry into child abuse in Aboriginal communities four years ago…. 

Advocates for Survivors of Child Abuse spokeswoman Michelle Stubbs said the 

poll underlined the fact that child protection was important to the community 

and the Government was not doing enough to protect WA children (G. Mason, 

2006,13th. November, p. 1). 

6.2.10 Family  

As Gormley (2012) observes, a personal story endures and is an excellent 

Q. Was the Wade Scale case an isolated 

incident or evidence that DCD is 

failing to protect children at risk of 

abuse and neglect? 

-Evidence of a failure 68%   

-Isolated case 16%   

-Don't know 16%   

 

Q. Do you support a royal commission 

or other independent inquiry into the 

DCD? 

-Support 75%   

-Don't support 17%   

-Don't know 8%   

(Strutt, 2006,9th September,p.4) 

Figure 16:  The Community Vote 
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strategy for communicating and selling a frame.  Wade Scale’s grandmother was quoted 

as asking: “What’s there to hide, who are they protecting?”  In a front-page story with a 

picture of the family, they were quoted as having demanded that the premier Alan 

Carpenter set up a royal commission “to help save other children from dying”.  By 

giving prominence to the family of the dead child and accompanying the text with an 

image of a grieving family, the newspaper was using a familiar rhetorical device, that of 

pathos, the projection of empathy to tell a compelling personal story (Figure 17).  

 

Figure 17:  Family as source 

 

Both Wade Scale’s grandmother and other family members were repeatedly 

quoted, expressing sadness and then increasingly, anger and frustration.  The 

prominence given to the grandmothers and Michelle Stubbs had similar rhetorical 

intent.  They were ordinary members of the public, socially accredited by virtue of their 

victimhood, and presented as a counterpoise to academic and bureaucratic expertise 

(Cree et al., 2015).  Insofar as a claim is a warrant for recognition, the grandmothers 

provided a tangible representation of grief with which others could identify.  The West 

Australian gave headline coverage to the views of the family, particularly the 
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grandmothers, about the need for a royal commission and mandatory reporting.  

The common themes presented by the sources that The West Australian used 

were calls for a royal commission, blame of professional and executive decision making 

and mandatory reporting as a way of regulating and controlling professional judgment 

and service delivery.  These themes matched the main editorial message of the 

newspaper.  The use of sources also had the effect of generating a consensus about core 

moral values that were assumed to be in the best interests of the child.  References to the 

fact that Michelle Stubbs was untrained and advocated strongly for mandatory reporting 

gave voice to the silent majority, portraying her view as common sense and a 

counterpoint to academics, social theorists and professional judgement described as 

“goody two shoes”.  My findings are supported by Greer and McLaughlin (2017) who 

point out that victims, whistle blowers, pressure groups, policy claims makers and 

journalists all play a part in the activation and development of a scandal and a moral 

panic. 

6.3 The West Australian – What were the frames? 

The Editorial of 1,206 words with the headline “State of Child Danger Remains” 

and use of words such as targets, campaign and of course underscored the 

representation of causality and the focus on individual blame:  

There has been a range of targets in The West's latest campaign, the courts, the 

DCD, the responsible minister. And, of course, the drug-addicted parents  

(Murray, 2006, 19
th

 August,p.19).   

The West Australian seemed to adopt a moralistic tone; the newspaper’s 

“targets” were individuals.  The texts demonstrated the theme was that if these 

individuals could not self-regulate then more controlling and unambiguous legislation 

were required for state services to take over the care of children.  The evidentiary texts 
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showed that the media commentary conflated all harm and abuse to children with child 

sexual abuse.  The death of Wade Scale triggered outrage, the spotlight was on the 

individual and the system of administration rather than larger societal issues, 

preventative measures or the public health implications of child abuse.  The framing 

pattern was predominantly episodic and individualistic, promoted through the utilisation 

of emotive words.  It is said that an episodic frame usually has more human interest 

detail presenting a human face to the problem (Iyengar, 1991, 1996).  Generally, a 

frame that presents the problem in terms of the larger structural issues does not elicit the 

same emotional response.  My findings are similar to what Temony (2008) found in a 

study about media coverage of child abuse in the State of Virginia, United States that 

the media demonstrates an affinity for covering episodic, micro-level instances of abuse 

and an absence of macro-level concerns.  Other assumptions and factors that constituted 

the themes and alluded to in this chapter were ideology and the political climate.  There 

was minimal interest in prevention and therapeutic strategies. 

One of the aims of the analysis is to identify the frames, because it is through 

studying framing and identifying the frames that I will arrive at one of the goals which 

is to describe how the problem is being represented.  What I have elicited so far are the 

themes.  Themes are like mini-frames, what Altheide and Schnedier (2013, p. 53) call 

‘message dimensions’; frames are like ‘super themes’. 

The three frames that I list are tentative propositions that I developed from the 

qualitative and quantitative analysis of the media reports: 

Moral Crime. The moral dimension articulated a moral crime construction, 

linked to judgments based on affective symbols such as the images of the smiling child 

and the outrage directed at a basher.  The pathologising and demonising of individuals 

such as the parents, senior public officials and the conflation with child sexual abuse 
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engendered an almost visceral reaction, giving this frame its added power. 

Public service incompetence, parental deficits (causation). The discourse cast 

the public service bureaucracy as elitist, driven by a left-leaning dogma, lacking in 

common sense and a common touch, inefficient and ineffective.  Parents were described 

as neglectful and dangerous; their needs were assessed from a personal deficit 

perspective that drove the child removal discourse.  

Control and regulation (solution).  A lack of trust instigated calls for (i) a royal 

commission, (ii) mandatory reporting; (iii) audit and control of professional judgment 

and decision making; and (iv) tightening of regulation so that the pre-eminent role of 

the State and of child protection authorities were to intervene statutorily.   

6.4 Summary 

I used illustrations, textual empirical evidence, interpretation and scholarly work 

to demonstrate that the media set the agenda and had a role in developing the frames.  

Lonne et al. (2015, p. 79) observe that the media “is a powerful shaper of public 

perceptions of social problems and what should be done about them” 

The question that required more exploration at the end of this analysis related to 

policy making and its politics.  The next chapter presents the analysis of the Hansard 

political debates followed by Chapter 8 in which I address the interplay between the 

media and political debate in the context of a moral panic.   
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7 Politicians in the Throes of a 

Scandal 

In this chapter I present the discourse analysis of policy debates.  In the previous 

chapter I suggest that coverage by The West Australian had a significant role in the 

scandalizing process. This chapter has two parts:  Part One describes the political 

debates and the reform proposals that followed the scandal and; Part Two describes how 

language, frames and rhetoric were deployed to tell a causal story. The next chapter 

(Chapter 8) integrates the analysis from the debates, the media coverage and the 

literature to illustrate how the scandal became a moral panic. 

7.1 Part One-Policy Debates in Parliament-2006 

What happened in Parliament in 2006 dominates this part of the chapter and 

determined the direction that the thesis took.  Annual child protection statistics, review 

findings of the deaths of children, and reports about sexual abuse and abuse of children 

in care that are published regularly do not usually receive intense media and political 

scrutiny and policy change.  In 2006 data and analysis of these events were aggregated 

with the more powerful symbol of the death of Wade Scale.   

While the deaths of infants as listed in Table 2 (Chapter 4, p. 69) were separated 

by some months, the Coroner’s findings were made within days of each other.  The 

effect here was one of clustering, an aggregation that gave a sense of the “same story re-

told” (Jones, 2012).  Till late 2009, Wade Scale’s name continued to be invoked in 

Parliament.  Warner (2015, p. 73) in her study of the politicisation and media coverage 

of the death of Baby P in the United Kingdom found that ‘Alongside the roll-call of 

children’s names is the message that the same professional failings have been repeated 

over and over again’.   
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A search of The West Australian using the Factiva data base using the name 

“Wade Scale” as a search term yielded 40 articles in which his name was mentioned in 

the space of one week from the 10
th

 August 2006 the day after the Coroner released his 

findings until 29
th

 August 2006.  Wade Scale’s name continued to appear in articles in 

The West Australian seemingly serving as a roll call of children harmed and became the 

cause celebre, referenced 138 times in 39 Hansard transcripts between May and 

December 2006. 

7.2 What were the Policy Proposals/Solutions? 

The dominant solutions that emerged were re-structuring of the DCD, a larger 

budget, increased regulatory control of the bureaucracy and removal of children and 

placement in care.  Sachs and Mellor (2005) point out over the past two decades this set 

of solutions which they and others (Cuneen, 2015; Gray, Dean, Agllias, Howard, & 

Schubert, 2015) describe as managerialism has dominated all child protection policy 

worldwide.  The sub-themes that defined the key solutions are illustrated in the pie-

chart (Figure 18).   

Figure 18   Distribution of Policy Solutions 

Calls for censure of public officials, systems investigation and surveillance, 

staffing matters and expenditure together constituted themes that focused on narrowly 
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Hansard Debates 2006 
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conceived forms of service delivery.  The removal of children from their parents as a 

solution was associated with a construction of the problem as one of parental deficits.  

A larger budget was destined for the recruitment of more child protection workers given 

specific training to neutralise professional judgment and to assess risk. 

 

7.2.1 Systems Investigation and Surveillance 

The Minister, Hon David Templeman, responsible for the child protection 

portfolio announced a review and he framed the terms of reference in such a way which 

justified the review in utilitarian terms, that is, services needed to be socially efficient 

and economically viable: 

The review will examine …whether the current functions, activities and 

structure of the department ensure the delivery of effective services consistent 

with government policy and priorities…whether alternative organisational 

arrangements would be more effective and efficient in delivering services; 

…whether resources are properly allocated to achieve the government’s 

objectives for improved child protection…(West Australian Parliament. Record 

of Proceedings, 29th August 2006, p. 5320d-5321a). 

Arguably the implication was that children would be safe through a 

reconfiguration of the system of service delivery.  Words such as efficient, effective and 

monitoring suggest a utilitarian, bureaucratic, mechanistic and regulatory orientation.  

Words such as accountable, open and accountable, accountable to Parliament, 

investigate, enforce and guarantee, to be seen to be getting it right and culture of cover-

up, are described by scholars as reflecting priorities usually associated with a forensic 

and neo-liberal orientation which also emphasise the individual as responsible (Cuneen, 

2015; Haly, 2010; Trevithick, 2014).  

In their paper examining how scandals trigger inquiries of institutions and 
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therefore reinforce regulation and control, Greer and McLaughlin (2017) suggest that:  

Establishing a public inquiry redefines accountability by repositioning the 

regulatory state as part of the solution rather than part of the problem… Indeed, 

the state’s involvement in public sector scandals today signals that the 

scandalized institution will be held to account for a double-failure—the 

normative failure to deliver on its public service responsibilities, and procedural 

failure to self-regulate and control its own practices (p. 126). 

7.2.2 Censure of Public Officials 

Reforms to the system of service delivery and control of bureaucrats had a tone 

of authoritarianism and a heightened expectation that professional responsibility should 

be about eliminating risk, failure to do so attracted blame and censure.  Mandel (2010) 

in his study of blame assignment states that the first questions posed when harm takes 

place is “Who is to blame?”, “How was the harm caused?”  “Who had control over the 

situation?”  and “To what extent might the outcome have been foreseeable?”  These 

questions dominated the debates.  Twenty-five of the 126 transcripts featured debates 

led by the Opposition Party about the need for a royal commission
7
.  

Implicit in calls for findings to be made public was mistrust in professional 

judgment and belief that public servants’ activities needed to be controlled and 

regulated.  There seemed to be a suspicion of what was referred to as culture, ideology 

and sisterhood.  Franklin and Parton (1991) and Mendes (2014) argue that attacks by 

those on the conservative side of politics are motivated by a mistrust particularly of 

social workers who are accused of promoting political correctness, being 

                                                 
7 Royal commissions are a type of “public inquiry”. Public inquiries are temporary ad hoc bodies 

appointed by executive government to provide advice or to investigate some issue; whose members are 

drawn from outside government; have public processes; seek community input and release their reports. 

What distinguishes royal commissions from most other public inquiries is that they are established under 

specific legislation that confers specific powers of investigation on them. Royal commissions can be 

inquisitorial/investigatory appointed to investigate allegations of impropriety and maladministration or 

some catastrophic event (e.g. flood, bushfire or accident). Inquisitorial inquiries focus on finding the 

“truth” about an allegation or incident and are therefore inquisitorial by nature and process. This is where 

their powers of investigation are most used. 
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bureaucratically authoritarian or as I suggest based on the way that the senior executives 

and the Minister were described as ultra-feminists: 

The problem with this government is that it chooses ideology over the safety of 

children. Its ideology is reunification as soon as possible. The consequences do 

not matter, and that is what happened with baby Wade (West Australian 

Parliament. Record of Proceedings, 22nd August 2006, p. 4979c-4990a). 

I am suggesting that you should prioritise children in this state and you are not 

doing so. You function on an ideology that is detrimental to children  (West 

Australian Parliament. Record of Proceedings, 29th August 2006, p. 5324b-

5325a). 

It is the Premier’s ideology that is causing those children terrible and tragic 

traumas…The workers must be politically correct and they must have the 

ideology of the Labor Party. …children are dying and are being neglected and 

abused because he will not remove them from a dangerous situation and place 

them in an environment in which they can be safe, get a good education and 

cannot abuse solvents. They need to be removed from their parents and other 

family members who abuse them physically and sexually (West Australian 

Parliament. Record of Proceedings, 12th September 2006, p. 5695b-5707a). 

The intent of the use of the word ideology seemed to be to diminish the 

legitimacy of preventative and supportive work with families as a policy option, so that 

removing children was seen as the only alternative. 

I am suggesting it be a commissioner for children to conduct a thorough 

investigation into such cases…to look closely…  It is time that the Premier 

pulled into line his minister responsible for DCD and all ministers who deal with 

children, be it in any area….There will be more child deaths in suspicious 

circumstances unless the government gets tough… these children are being 

abandoned by government agencies and are meeting their deaths at the hands of 

predators, violent people and people who either do not know enough about 

parenting or do not care enough about protecting the children they have brought 
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into the world  (West Australian Parliament. Record of Proceedings, 22nd 

August 2006, p. 4901b-4902a). 

As seen in the above extracts the implication was that those working in child 

protection needed clear guidance to intervene in the lives of families when parents 

themselves were seen to have failed.  The words predators and violent people were 

juxtaposed with parents who lacked parenting skills.  The implications seemed to be 

that the looking after of children and the child’s best interests were the responsibility of 

the State’s child protection officers.  

Consistent with the focus on service delivery were arguments that increase in 

expenditure was needed for additional staff to manage caseloads.  The assumption 

appeared to be that if there were not more caseworkers with the right training to 

investigate, determine abuse and remove children from parents more children could be 

abused or die. 

Our 300 or so caseworkers are meant to detect abuse and are meant to remove 

children from their families even though they receive only 3.5 hours interview 

training to determine abuse. That is disgraceful. It is more than disgraceful 

(West Australian Parliament. Record of Proceedings, 19th September 2006, p. 

6152b-6153a). 

The need for more training was linked to compliance with the objective of 

removing children, rather than training to develop skills to engage and form supportive 

relationships with families and to enhance children’s welfare. 

7.2.3 Child Centric Interventions 

According to Hansen and Ainsworth (2013), in the wake of a scandal, proposals 

for legislative controls usually arise out of a need to be seen to be acting strongly to 

protect vulnerable children.   Mandatory reporting dominated the debates as a solution.  
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It underscored the political imperative to increase child protection authority, control 

professional judgment and remove children. 

7.2.3.1 Mandatory reporting.   

The policy solutions were framed as one would with a crime, a moral obligation 

in response to individual wrong doing.  The position of the Government and its party 

(Labor Party) on mandatory reporting was derived in some part from a report by Harries 

and Clare (2002) which argued that a blanket introduction of mandatory reporting of 

child abuse was counterproductive and would not prevent child abuse.  Further these 

academics argued that it would unfairly target disadvantaged families, that there would 

be a disproportionate cost to investigating cases based on a reporting paradigm and an 

overloaded system would mean that children and families would not get the supportive 

and intensive services needed to bolster their functioning and care of children.  The 

Minister responsible also pointed out that mandatory reporting would not have saved 

Wade Scale because the family were already involved with the DCD, he had previously 

been removed from his parents’ care and returned and the extended family had 

expressed their concerns about his safety to the DCD. 

Nevertheless, in 2006, the Opposition introduced an amendment to the Children 

and Community Services Act to include mandatory reporting for all forms of child 

abuse.  The argument was: 

…when a crime is committed against children, it must be reported and dealt 

with… this is non-negotiable. ... Only in Western Australia can a professional 

with responsibility for the care of children observe the unmistakable signs of 

child abuse and be under no legal compulsion to report them. This is the choice 

not of the people of Western Australia, who revile child abuse, but of a 

government that is more concerned with bureaucratic turf wars, academic 

opinion and finding money for grandiose projects than with preventing violence 
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towards children  (West Australian Parliament. Record of Proceedings, 1st 

November 2006, p. 8049b-8050a). 

Arguments for mandatory reporting were at their most persuasive when all harm 

to children and sexual abuse became intertwined and seen as part of a wider problem, 

framed as an intended act, as a crime, and a moral issue in the context of anxiety about 

children.  The familiar binary theme set bureaucrats and expert academics against “the 

people of Western Australia”. 

However, we must get our priorities right. It is estimated that at least 1000 

children a year will be rescued from abusive environments if mandatory 

reporting is adopted in Western Australia…. “When we say “abuse”, we mean 

torture. When we say “abusive environments”, we mean homes that have 

become prisons and torture chambers in which little children suffer, suffer and 

suffer  (West Australian Parliament. Record of Proceedings, 1st November 2006, 

p. 8049b-8050a).  

The invoking of we had the effect of putting a distance from abusive parents 

who were constructed as evil torturers, executive, child protection workers and a 

government who did not see parents and the problem of harm in the same way and who 

on this basis did not introduce mandatory reporting. 

When I was shadow Minister for Community Development, I had a good look at 

what was going on around Australia.  Every state and territory in Australia, 

except Western Australia, has mandatory reporting as a pillar of their policies. 

… Western Australia is a backwater (West Australian Parliament. Record of 

Proceedings, 22nd August 2006, p. 4979c-4990a). 

There were repeated references to the fact that Western Australia was the only 

State in Australia without mandatory reporting.  The implication being that if all other 

states had such legislation it must be the correct mechanism to protect children. The 

lack of mandatory reporting in Western Australia was portrayed as a source of shame. 
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7.2.3.2 Child Removal-Risk  

The Opposition deployed a roll call of statistics and injected Wade Scale’s name 

into various speeches about other unrelated child abuse events, as if the circumstances 

were the same and as if it were a single phenomenon and associated with a heightened 

sense of risk.  There were 83 references to risk in the 126 transcripts in 2006; examples 

were: high-risk child, children at actual or perceived risk, the risk of an Aboriginal 

infant dying, to remove Aboriginal children at risk from disruptive and dysfunctional 

families, kids that are in high-risk families, and she was an extremely high-risk child.   

Families were characterised as to be feared and mistrusted and the direction was to find 

better parenting elsewhere (Clapton et al., 2013a).  Children were seen as important in 

their own right and as Parton (2011) observes, this policy focus moves childhood to the 

centre of policy priorities and in socio-legal terms disaggregates the child from family 

and social networks.  As Featherstone et al. (2014)  notes, the idealised child is seen as 

separate from the family and as above when risk is the dominant lens, the interests of 

the child and that of the parents are seen as mutually exclusive.  Figure 18 (page 127) is 

a visual representation of the relative proportion of transcript debates featuring different 

solutions.  Removal of children, censure of public officials, increased investigation as a 

surveillance measure and a larger budget for more child protection worker were 

solutions which represented the dominant themes.  Themes associated with blame, 

censure, risk, control and regulation also dominated. 

7.3 What were the Silences? 

Entman (2004, p. 31) argues that what is missing from the discourse is 

significant: 

The sine qua non of successful framing is magnitude, magnifying those elements 

of the depicted reality that favour one side’s position, making them salient, while 
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at the same time shrinking those elements that might be used to construct a 

counter-frame. 

Similarly Lens (2002, p. 141) states that silences are significant because: ‘What 

is missing from the public discourse can be as important as what is included’.  Huckin 

(2002) suggests that discourse that mentions certain relevant topics and ignores others is 

ideologically shaped and achieved through framing, and that such framing is deliberate 

and manipulative.  I identified the silences by studying the corpus of scholarly literature 

on the topic of child abuse and child protection.  Chapter 2 and Appendix G present a 

snapshot of how the problem of child abuse is usually characterised by researchers and 

practitioners, categories from this reading formed the coding frame (Appendix F).  In 

Parliamentary debates in Western Australia in 2006 what was not discussed or muted 

were concepts related to inequality and poverty, gender, and the complex and multi-

layered nature of child abuse related problems.   

7.3.1 Inequality.  

Figure 18 (p. 127) illustrates that lesser attention was paid to supportive, 

relationship based interventions, what shapes professional practice and expertise and 

how to enhance learning (Gibbs, 2009).  The louder clamour was the noise of failure, 

blame, punishment, scrutiny and legislative reform.  Members of the Government 

acknowledged that there were some wider external factors that may underlie parenting 

problems and concerns for children in statements like this:  

When the neglect of the child is endemic within a community, consideration 

should be given to a whole-of-community capacity-building approach that seeks 

to work with the community to address the underlying risk factors contributing 

to the neglect and to strengthen the community’s capacity to meet the holistic 

needs of the child or young person  (West Australian Parliament. Record of 

Proceedings, 29th August 2006, p. 5280d-5281a). 
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In spite of the reference to “underlying risk factors” the speakers gave no 

consideration to the interplay with homelessness, unemployment or other indicators of 

distress.  There was no exploration of change through structural solutions, even by this 

more socially progressive party, an observation similarly made by Marston and Dee 

(2015, p. 2) of the policies under the banner of ‘social inclusion’ put forward by the 

Australian Labor Party at  the national level and which they described as ‘an insufficient 

response to other factors that lead to inequality and entrenched disadvantage’.   Lens 

(2002, p. 148) observed, those who profess an alignment with liberal politics have 

accepted the conservative and “even parroted the conservative terms of debate”.  In 

spite of rising inequality the dominant trope consistent with neo-liberalism led to what 

Featherstone et al. (2014, p. 1738) describes as the ‘lessening risk rather than meeting 

need’ . 

Neither side of politics promoted solutions that acknowledged that there are 

structural obstacles experienced by some parents and that these might impede a safe and 

caring environment for their children.  The omission in the debates in 2006 was of a 

child well-being and a universal prevention perspective targeted at the general 

population.  The solutions that were proposed failed to recognise a need for 

relationship-based interventions and a way of ameliorating marginalisation and 

structural inequalities: 

A silence on these welfare matters contrasts with the noise of the moral panics 

and the flow of resources elsewhere, towards a never-encompassing but ever-

extending ‘child protection radar’ focussing on identifying and hunting down 

demons, real or imaginary, at the expense of any more critical or structural 

understanding (Clapton et al., 2013b, p. 213). 

Hyslop and Keddell (2018) and Gupta (2017) highlight the relationship between socio-

economic inequality, poverty and child protection, calling this situation an inconvenient 
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truth and the elephant in the room, these metaphors describe the silence that I identified 

in these debates. 

7.3.2 Mothering. 

There were many references to parents, highly dysfunctional families, violent 

people and predators; absent were the words mothers or fathers. The former group of 

words suggested a monolithic category of those not to be trusted with children.  When 

references were made to mothers it was in relation to their drug addiction problems, 

having a mental illness or living with a partner who had a history of violence. Referring 

to the Annual Report of the Child Death Review Committee, the Opposition MP, Hon. 

Ms Robyn McSweeney said: 

...Of the mothers, 26 had alcohol or drug abuse issues, 21 had mental health 

issues, 27 had violence-related issues, and 21 had both drug and violence issues. 

Of the fathers or partners of these mothers, 24 had alcohol or drug abuse issues, 

four had mental health issues, 17 had violence issues, and 15 had alcohol or drug 

abuse and violence issues. Fourteen children had a mother, father or parental 

partner with alcohol or drug abuse issues (West Australian Parliament. Record 

of Proceedings, 2nd November 2006, p. 8102a-8107a). 

Not included as problems that needed solutions were the stressors inherent in 

mothering, the gendered divisions and the inequalities that affect families.  Similarly, 

absent was an understanding of or empathy with grief over the loss of a child.  In 

discussions about solutions, mothers were not named as recipients of services who 

could benefit from an increase in expenditure and staffing, nor did the training of the 

professionals include skills to engage and form relationships with marginalised women 

and their families.  Rather than constituting mothers as socially excluded victims of 

circumstances, they were instead portrayed as the site of the responsibility for harm to 

children.  Flacks (2018) made this observation in his paper examining problem 
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representation embedded in drug policy documents in the UK, he noted that women’s 

drug use was considered to be more problematic than men’s because they were naturally 

more likely to be carers of children and therefore more likely to be held responsible for 

harms to children.  Individualising responsibility obscured complexity of family and 

social problems 

7.3.3 Complexity   

The Government acknowledged that caseworkers make complex and difficult 

judgements and that errors are likely.  The solution was constructed as a simple matter 

of increasing staff numbers: 

If we take out the wisdom of hindsight, which we all now have, and go back to 

the events as they occurred, we find that it is an extremely complicated matter.  

… sometimes people make wrong judgments. That is the reality. When people 

make wrong judgments, sometimes absolute tragedy can occur, and it has 

occurred in this case…. Since baby Wade’s death in August 2003, the staffing 

levels at the Rockingham office have increased from 30.5 full-time equivalents 

to 41.5 FTEs. Even with those increased numbers, …making cast-iron 

judgments in advance that are 100 per cent correct is very, very difficult (West 

Australian Parliament. Record of Proceedings, 15th August 2006, p. 4656b-

4656b). 

Similarly indices of more complex problems, such as homelessness, mental 

illness, income support and educational attainment of parents were absent.  Tilbury 

(2007) pointed out that in policy arguments, data presented with regard to family 

support is very small relative to data about numbers of investigations, numbers of 

children in out of home placements or length of time in placement.  Child death 

statistics and numbers of children with sexually transmitted diseases were the categories 

that were mainly used to illustrate that a problem existed.  Kahneman (2003) and others 

(Slovic & Peters, 2006; Slovic et al., 2005; Stone, 2012) showed that when issues are 
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complex and ambiguous and a way of categorising and classifying the problem is not a 

given, then categories are created so as to simplify causal inferences and reduce 

complex reasoning to more manageable judgements. 

7.3.4 Early Intervention and Prevention 

Taking the above listed silences together, what emerged was an overall silence 

about what was needed to promote child and family well-being and a model of care 

based on a continuum of need that also focused on prevention and was based on the 

public health approach.  Under this National Framework
8
, to which all the Australian 

Governments are signatory, there would be (a) universal supports for all families, (b) 

more intensive interventions (secondary) to those families who need additional 

assistance, and (c) the last resort (tertiary) and least desirable option is child removal 

(COAG, 2009).  According to Scott, Lonne, and Higgins (2016), for the public health 

framework to be effective it is necessary for there to be trusting relationships between 

service users and providers.  As was illustrated in this and the previous chapter, the 

casualty in the scandal and subsequent political and media debates was need and 

relationship-based interventions.   

7.4 Part Two-Talking Matters-Argumentation and Framing 

 In Part Two, I focus on language, how words constructed meaning and ideology 

to convey a version of reality and tell a story.  I describe the symbols that were used and 

the persuasive process that shaped the choice of solutions and the social construction of 

the problem.  Bessant et al. (2006, p. 322) in their book Talking Policy: How Social 

                                                 
8
 The National Framework for Protecting Children 2009-2020 is based on the public health 

model.  It is an epidemiological model that attempts to prevent or reduce a particular illness or social 

problem in a population by identifying risk factors. It aims to prevent problems from arising in the first 

place…. primary, secondary and tertiary services are all critical in the child welfare and child protection 

system.  …a well-balanced system has primary (prevention) interventions as the largest component of the 

service system (Hunter, 2011, p. pgs 1 & 4). 
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Policy is Made captures the rationale for such an analysis of policy, ‘…the way a policy 

problem comes to be seen, how it comes to be set depends on social practices like 

talking and writing’. 

7.4.1 Rhetoric and Framing 

I illustrate ways in which politicians strategically deployed communication 

strategies to get their story right, to legitimate their own perspective and to modify and 

persuade others of their own point of view.  Lens (2002, p. 138) studied the language 

used to describe welfare reforms and analysed statements in The Washington Post and 

New York Times and noted that: ‘While policy changes are of course, the result of a 

confluence of factors, it is words that signal and embody the changes…’.  The features 

of politics, communication and language use which Tuominen and Turja (2007) and 

Illie (2010) identified guided the next section.  They pointed out that parliamentary 

speech: (a) involves disputation, and negotiation about ways of interpreting and seeing 

the world; (b) is a struggle for symbolic power; the objective is to legitimize their 

ideology and undermine the credibility of political opponents; and (c) is performative 

and on public display. 

Gottweiss (2006) suggests, that the phenomena of the policy making process 

includes elements of rhetoric designed to evoke trust, credibility, virtue, emotions, 

feelings and passions.  Connor (2013) discussing rhetoric, references Aristotle, credited 

with being the first to describe the elements of speech which are characteristic of 

rhetoric.  Rhetorical devices are logos or logical reasoning/persuading/arguing; pathos 

or emotional appeal; credibility or ethos; and kairos refers to the conventions shaped by 

the time, place and moment of communication.  I interrogated how these elements were 

found in policy making; in particular, to the use of numbers as rhetoric previously 

described in a paper based on analysis for this thesis (Harrison et al., 2018). 
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7.4.2 Logical argument 

Birkland (2016, p. 195) points out that advocates for policy positions will choose 

numbers that put their arguments in the best light.  He says ‘the use of numbers is likely 

to be significantly skewed or distorted for rhetorical advantage’.  In my analysis I found 

words like many; how many and actual numbers in 64 of the 126 transcripts in 2006 and 

within these transcripts there were 235 references to numbers.  I noted that many of 

these references to numbers lacked detail.  Arguably, the strategic intent of the use of 

statistics was, as van Djik (2003) suggests, to obscure the possibility that these 

statements were made on the basis of a belief rather than reality.  The word many tended 

to be used to describe occurrences about which there was an element of uncertainty, but 

was used in such a way, as Tuominen and Turja (2007, p. 147) suggest ‘…to penetrate 

this uncertainty and to alter the reality’; examples are: 

The Department for Community Development has many systemic problems. 

There were many reports… 

What many of the reports say… 

Many new workers leaving the Department… 

Sadly, many children are taken… 

The Opposition Party in particular asked how many type questions followed by a 

recounting of numbers, connecting numbers about all child deaths with other child 

related problems that came to the attention of the DCD.  The suggestion seemed to be 

that adverse events such as a child death, and therefore all child maltreatment, were able 

to be understood and measured and that child deaths were representative of a larger 

universe of events.  These questions and numbers were repeated and injected into 

separate debates on the same day and over consecutive days in sequence.  An additional 

and relevant explanation for this strategy is proposed by Connor (2013) who suggests 
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that the repetition can have a strong influence on how new information is processed.   

The rhetorical strategies used were overstatement, repetition, and emphases, 

asking questions to make a point rather than elicit information, and appealing to facts.  

This use of numbers alongside emotive and moralising language such as disgraceful, 

fobbed off and horrific linked two rhetorical strategies logos and pathos.  The choice of 

the statistic being quoted appeared to be aimed at influencing how to interpret the 

underlying idea that was being conveyed: 

I will not be fobbed off because 214 children who have had some form of 

contact with DCD have died in this state under this government’s watch. This 

little baby died in the same month that Wade Scale died, and she died in horrific 

circumstances (West Australian Parliament. Record of Proceedings, 12th 

September 2006, p. 5663b-5665a). 

Although the causes of the deaths of those children were not specified in the 

statements, the implication seemed to be that they might have been prevented if DCD 

had intervened in some way.  Some of those children died in traffic accidents, drowned, 

sudden infant death syndrome or a medical illness.  The 214 children referred to were 

children where a member of the family or relative had contact with the DCD at some 

time.  Again the statement “in this government’s watch” does not specify the number of 

years, I suggest that this vague reference may be intended to foster the implication that 

they were linked to the current events.  van Djik (2003) points out that discourses such 

as these presume a link that is presented as fact, as knowledge and as a plausible 

inference; the effect alters the story-line and amplifies risk. 

There are two ideas being conveyed in the quotes above, assumption of causality 

and amplification of risk.  Aggregating all the 214 children who “had some form of 

contact” suggests an ambiguity, yet linked the deaths of these children to the contact 

with the DCD.  The implication is that the DCD workers had failed to identify potential 
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fatalities, and children of any family that needed assistance from the DCD should be 

assessed as high risk.  In this way help seeking by low income families for assistance 

and emergency relief were construed as evidence of risk.  Such links have the potential 

to further marginalise vulnerable and disadvantaged families and distance the State’s 

responsibility to acknowledge structurally based poverty.   

The reference to ‘Wade Scale’ as a single event is evocative and is easily 

recalled as representative of what had gone wrong and could do so again in the future.  

Drawing on the work of Kahneman (2011) and Kearney (2013) I suggest that the 

impression being conveyed is that this one event is the tip of the iceberg.  Butler and 

Drakeford (2012) in their review of the aftermath of a scandal related to the death of 

Victoria Climbie in the UK observe the same roll-call phenomenon saying that it served 

to emphasise similarities and mask important differences.  According to Wilczynski and 

Sinclair (1999) the same effect is achieved when the event is represented as the “horror 

story”. 

Child mortality statistics reported in the Australian Institute of Health and 

Welfare (2017) factsheet based on Australian Bureau of Statistics analysis suggest that 

this emphasis on child death as representative of a larger phenomenon of child abuse is 

counterfactual:  

The mortality rates of infants less than 1 year of age has decreased 

(favourably)…The three leading causes of death are perinatal conditions (such 

as maternal complications during pregnancy); congenital abnormalities; and 

other medical conditions including SIDs (p. 1). 

In statistical terms, deaths from injury and child abuse and neglect have a very 

low statistical probability.  Kearney (2013) and others (Ayre, 2013; Butler & Drakeford, 

2012; Elsley, 2010; Keddel, 2014) argue that an unintended consequence of crisis-

driven policy making is that it has elevated risk perception and come to dominate policy 
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and frontline practice even though the probability of a child dying accidentally is 

statistically very low. 

7.4.3 Moralising and Emotive 

In classical rhetoric, pathos appeals to beliefs, values and emotion and underpins 

moralising arguments.  Words such as rescued, damning and tragic, terrible, tragic, 

tragedy, sad, vulnerable, God given right to child protection, belt little children, vicious 

mongrel and drug addicted parent along with vivid examples, statistics, motifs, catch 

phrases, metaphors and images were used to engage the listener’s feelings and 

imagination.  Vivid metaphors constructed risk: reads like a horror novel, behind closed 

doors and equates to three classrooms of children.  One of the key scapegoats appeared 

to be the Minister who was  metaphorically described as “... the captain of the Titanic” 

(West Australian Parliament. Record of Proceedings, 22nd August 2006, p. 4979c-

4990a).  Infusing emotion and concern for children’s vulnerability evoked a sense of 

anger, horror and failure that further constructed children as victims of abuse, mainly 

victims of sexual abuse and therefore victims of a crime: 

The number of children younger than 14 years with sexually transmitted 

diseases, including syphilis, gonorrhoea and chlamydia, has more than doubled 

during the Labor government’s term.  More than 700 cases of children, including 

infants with sexually transmitted diseases, have been reported under this Labor 

government’s watch (West Australian Parliament. Record of Proceedings, 22nd 

August 2006, p. 4979c-4990a). 

Talking of children’s vulnerability became synonymous with risk and a powerful 

shorthand explanation without having to be any clearer, so that protecting children 

appears to be constructed as a moral issue.  I suggest that the terms children and child 

invoked ideas of being special, sacred and innocent.  It is this rhetoric that was the 

cornerstone of the problem construction alongside the emotive and moralising language.  
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Again, arguably it represents well the argument put forward by Meyer (2007, p. 15), 

that ‘This rhetoric is so powerful that in fact any opinion can be justified by simply 

referring to children, and without having to explain why and how children justify it.’   

Further, the juxtaposition of 700 children and sexually transmitted diseases 

added to the alarm, requiring no further explanation as to the source of the figures or if 

these reports of sexual abuse had been substantiated.  The collapsing of all harm to 

children, the death of an infant and sexual abuse suggests that the primary connotation 

of child abuse is sexual abuse.  Clapton et al. (2013a) suggest that such expansion of the 

territory of child protection leads to a perception of a major problem.  The rhetorical 

device here is its vagueness.  The issues become porous, so that cause and effect are 

simplified; the powerful imagery of 700 children bolsters its weighting without 

requiring further evidence of credibility.  One of the purposes of such rhetoric is to 

ground the claim in an easily recalled mental model that appears to be representative of 

a much larger whole.  McKee (2010) argues that the emotive power of the helpless child 

justifies interventions that target individuals. 

7.4.4 Credibility  

Ethos is how the speaker persuades and grounds his/her claims by establishing 

legitimacy, authority and credibility (Gottweiss, 2006; Russell, Greenhalgh, Byrne, & 

McDonnell, 2008).  One strategy used is to relate a compelling personal story as a 

narrative and an anecdote which then makes the argument seem self-evident, 

trustworthy and reasonable so that the listener can relate to or care about what was 

being said.  In the following extract, the MP seems to claim some authority because she 

was a struggling mother: 

…I do know a little about this. ...children of my own and I was brought up in an 

area in which people struggle. I have four I have watched people struggling to 
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bring up their kids and they have made the effort. Some fail and cannot do it and 

need help. I have no sympathy for people who turn their backs on their children 

or for people who abuse their children (West Australian Parliament. Record of 

Proceedings, 12th September 2006, p. 5695b-5707a). 

In the aftermath of the scandal of the death of Wade Scale, the Minister for 

Child Protection announced a review into the statutory child protection department, 

with a speech infused with emotion, presenting himself as someone with empathy and a 

sentimental understanding:   

Only yesterday I sat with Wade’s devastated grandmother, Margaret Jakins, at 

her home for more than an hour. We talked about her grandson and how her 

grave concerns for him apparently fell on deaf ears. We talked about the 

harrowing past few years… We talked about Wade’s short life and what his 

legacy should be. …It is clear that the system failed Wade Scale and I want to be 

satisfied that this type of failure - this type of tragedy - will not happen again. I 

know that the public demands to be similarly reassured (West Australian 

Parliament. Record of Proceedings, 15th August 2006, p. 4656b-4656b). 

The emotional display in the reference to the grandmother and the public 

seemed to emphasize a sense of a shared experience, a wide consensus and therefore of 

credibility.  With this rhetoric, I suggest, the impact was one of othering underscoring 

the failure of the professional judgement. 

The framing of the issue as a crime was bolstered by reference to the police as their 

source of authority.   

Will the Premier take the expert advice of senior police and embrace mandatory 

reporting of child abuse or will he follow the lead of his arrogant minister and 

continue to treat senior police with contempt? (West Australian Parliament. 

Record of Proceedings, 31st August 2006, p. 5594e-5595a). 

The Premier countered by saying that those were the personal views of the 

senior police officer and referred to the views of an eminent paediatrician: 
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I highlight an eminent Western Australian: Professor Fiona Stanley is one of 

numerous people who have spoken very strongly about the reason that a blanket 

mandatory reporting process will not prevent child abuse. The opposition has a 

view that mandatory reporting will prevent child abuse. The evidence does not 

support that view. I will quickly quote Professor Fiona Stanley, an eminent 

Western Australian, an expert in child health and for whom the government has 

a great deal of respect  (West Australian Parliament. Record of Proceedings, 

30th August 2006, p. 5416b-5416b). 

Professor Stanley fitted the stereotype, described by Tuominen and Turja (2007, p. 138) 

as a ‘category of experts: persons whose institutional status and life experience imply 

that they have exceptional epistemological abilities in a certain field’.  

 The use of words such as should know, we know and statements such as We 

know that it will be only through and the only way to fix this problem justified calls for 

further scrutiny. 

I am not expert enough in this area to know what an inquiry would recommend. 

…We know, because one of the opposition’s own members blew the whistle, 

what the attitude of the opposition was towards violence and abuse in Aboriginal 

communities. It did not want to know. …We all know that the community has 

lost confidence in the government’s ability to do this job (West Australian 

Parliament. Record of Proceedings, 12th September 2006, p. 5695b-5707a). 

van Djik (2003, p. 127) found the same phenomena in his analysis of the debate 

in the British House of Commons on the occasion of the attacks on the USA on 

September 11
th

 2001: ‘MPs often explicitly say they “know” something, when in fact 

they only believe that something is the case, but want to emphasize that such beliefs are 

shared by others’.  Politically speaking this is important, because no decisions or policy 

can be made on the basis of ignorance or doubts, so that what is known needs to be 

emphasized and made explicit as a normative statement about what we ought to know 

or believe.   
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7.4.5 Parliamentary Talk  

Kairos according to Connor (2013) refers to the elements of a speech that 

acknowledge and draw support from the particular setting, time and place surrounding a 

‘moment’ of communication  In this thesis, the ‘moment’ was that of scandal and blame 

and the place was the West Australian Parliament.  The context was an important 

feature that accounted for the composition of the mental models used by the politicians 

in their speeches.  As Rheault et al. (2015) point out in their study of a century of 

debates in European Parliaments, political talk in parliament is associated with 

decorum.  llie (2010) describes speech acts in parliament as performative, 

confrontational, polarising and adversarial; they give clues about moral and social 

standards, prejudices, taboos and value judgement of different socio-political groups.  In 

this competition to gain support for their claims, politicians use various devices to 

undermine the other’s credibility.  In the West Australian Parliament one such device 

was to label the other’s position as an ideology and to connect this ideology as 

previously discussed to feminism: 

The problem with this government is that it chooses ideology over the safety of 

children. Its ideology is reunification as soon as possible. The consequences do 

not matter, and that is what happened with baby Wade Scale (West Australian 

Parliament. Record of Proceedings, 22nd August 2006, p. 4979c-4990a). 

I am suggesting that you should prioritise children in this state and you are not 

doing so. You function on an ideology that is detrimental to children (West 

Australian Parliament. Record of Proceedings, 29th August 2006, p. 5324b-

5325a). 

Tuominen and Turja (2007) suggest that polarisation and counterarguments are 

addressing an external audience and emphasizing social factors, values and norms in 

society.  Accepting this argument, I in turn suggest that the effect was also to create 
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binaries, those who believe supporting families to avoid removal of children are 

ideologically and therefore politically driven. 

If that is not the case, the sisterhood has got to him…. I can always hope that 

change will occur, but until this minister gets rid of the sisterhood, I doubt 

whether anything will change, and that is to the detriment of children in this state 

(West Australian Parliament. Record of Proceedings, 29th August 2006, p. 

5316b-5317a). 

Connor (2013) suggests that devices that describe claims as different because 

they are based on ideology or dogma enable these claims to be dismissed because they 

go against common sense.  Again, this creates a binary, constructing the conservative 

worldview of the Opposition as morally more acceptable because it is common sense 

and about protecting children, in which case there is no need to further articulate the full 

set of beliefs or empirical evidence or a rationale.    

7.5 Framing and the Social Construction of the Problem of Child 

Abuse 

In this chapter, the focus is not on the policies per se but on the policy making 

process, the framing.  The debates in Parliament were dominated by the Opposition 

Party, with the Government mainly on the defensive.  In a performative and conflict 

driven site, the evidentiary texts suggest that each engaged in a rhetorical struggle for 

their mental model of how the world ought to be.  The language and communication 

strategies illustrates what van Hulst and Yanow (2016) describe as the process of sense-

making related to selecting, naming and categorizing; and of story-telling.  The 

rhetorical devices in particular suggest a story telling function, linking the problem of 

child abuse and welfare to the risk of a child dying by selecting features of a statistic 

and categorizing them explicitly as if this were the whole story. 

In her analysis of newspaper stories in relation to education policy, Thomas 



151 

 

(2009, p. 214) says that ‘Binary oppositions construct a relationship between a preferred 

version of  reality on the one hand and the description of a behaviour or event on the 

other … enables the Other to be identified as the source of problems’.  The inference 

that I draw from the analysis of the talk is that the rhetoric about childhood and the at-

risk child conflated all harm to a child as the risk of child sexual abuse.  I suggest that 

the amplification and distortion of risk and the subsequent demonising of parents and 

the public servants for not asserting adequate controls over families construct 

unidimensional proposals stripped of social change, social justice and relationship 

focused interventions.  The claims for the solutions were grounded in emotion, 

moralising rhetoric and risk.  The language, patterns of speech and the argumentation 

strategies that were used to ground the claims constructed the themes into binaries. The 

issues were talked about in a way that limited a broader and nuanced understanding of 

the issue and constructed silences. 

7.6 Summary  

The preceding sections reveal what framing did and how: 

it cuts off parts of something from our view while focusing our attention on 

other parts… Keeping things off the agenda is as much form of power as getting 

them on…If an alternative doesn’t float to the surface, it can’t be selected 

(Stone, 2012, p. 253). 

Following analysis of the parliamentary debates of 2006, three key frames 

emerged to categorise, shape and define the problem related to child abuse and welfare.  

These frames were identified through a social constructionist approach to analysis, the 

result of my interpretations and developed iteratively with a literature review of 

contemporary models of child welfare and academic research on policy analysis.  The 

pervasive discourse I identify is risk; strategies utilized to mobilize support was and to 
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use the term applied by Gottweiss (2006) patho-centric.  Emotion was the main vehicle 

for driving the solutions, the problem representation and the framing.  The frames were: 

 Moral crime frame  

 Individual responsibility and deficit frame   

 Public service incompetence and failure of professional judgment frame 

In the next chapter I suggest that the events of 2006 and the framing can be explained 

by reference to the concept of moral panic. 
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8 Moral Panic, Politics and Policy 

 What emerges out of the analysis thus far is that the media and politicians in 

conjunction with each other framed the problem of child abuse with a discourse of 

moralising rhetoric, risk, blame, anxiety and the need for control.  In this chapter I 

suggest that the socially constructed frames based on my interpretations of the data can 

be explained by moral panic.  The description by  Lumby and Funnell (2011, p. 280) 

provide a compelling justification for applying moral panic to my case study: 

Moral panics constitute an intense site of debate about ideas that are grounded in 

belief systems and that are connected to embodied and visceral ways of knowing 

and to ideological systems of meaning. They are social sites of emergent 

discourse that are hot and sore to the touch, yet they also tell us what is 

happening under the social and political. They are blisters on the social skin: 

potentially productive if sticky sites for real-time intellectual probing and 

intervention. 

I begin this chapter by mapping my analytical propositions using the features of a moral 

panic as reference points.  In the following section I explore the coverage of the death of 

another infant, Jessica Rose Garvey, the circumstances had similar features to the death 

of Wade Scale but did not trigger a moral panic.  This case is included as an exception, 

the negative case which Morse (2015, p. 1215) says is “key to understanding the norm”.  

Methodologically, such an analysis serves as one way of establishing trustworthiness, 

 a standard which scholars argue is needed if such qualitative analysis is to make a 

contribution to social and political science (Miles & Huberman, 1984; Schwandt, 

Lincoln, & Guba, 2007; Wesley, 2014).  Morse (2015) describes negative case analysis 

as a critical analytic strategy; comparing the negative cases with the more commonly 

occurring one will reveal differences and assist in understanding the whole process.   

 In the final section I return to the interplay between the media and the politicians 
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in shaping and framing the public discourse.  I argue that the media triggered a moral 

panic and set the agenda.  In a symbiotic relationship with politicians, media coverage 

mobilized emotion and anxiety about risk that constructed and promoted ideologically 

infused frames. 

8.1 Mapping a Moral Panic 

 The relevant features of a moral panic that emerge from my analysis are the (1) 

build-up of threat, (2) construction of “folk devils”, (3) sources as claims makers; who 

joined the campaign and contributed to the panic, (4) volatility by way of a time limited 

reaction  and (5) remedies that privileged forensic and regulatory frameworks.  

8.1.1 Build Up of Threat and Risk 

Chapters Four and Six demonstrated that the media coverage and the political 

debate matched each other in intensity.  The evidentiary texts demonstrated politicians 

and journalists using exaggeration, distortion and symbols that evoked anxiety and 

anger.  Arguably, this represented a build-up of the perception of threat by calling 

attention to risk.  The most pervasive symbol was that of a child at risk of child sexual 

abuse.  Statistics to do with sexually transmitted diseases were conflated with other 

child abuse statistics and child deaths to make predictions of a worsening situation.  

Harrison et al. (2018) suggest that the use of statistics prefaced with descriptors such as 

a horrific number, damning and tragic and have sexually transmitted diseases extended 

the argument that what happened was not just a crime but a moral crime.  

The theme of failure and the citing of words and phrases such as culture, social 

theories, and ideology promoted by academics and shared by senior public servants and 

the Minister underpinned the repeated depiction of the DCD as dysfunctional (Chapter 

6).  It is suggested that this discourse cast the senior executives as the other, secretive 
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and mistrusted elites with too much power.  The construction of the child as victim was 

a feature of this moral panic.  The risk was amplified and distorted, its promotion as the 

tip of an iceberg, the utilisation of empirical information and rhetoric and its 

exaggeration constituted disproportionality.  The suggestion is not that the portrayal of 

the depth of tragedy associated with the death of even one child be construed as 

disproportionate.  Instead, its conflation with sexual abuse diverted attention away from 

working through the complex chain of causality in child abuse matters.  The themes of 

blame, institutional failure, politics, moralisation and the safety of children were a 

potent constellation both hardening and simplifying the problem representation through 

exaggeration, distortion and amplification of risk, stigmatisation, stereotyping, and the 

construction of folk devils.   

The stereotyping was most evident in the aftermath of the Coronial inquest into 

the death of an Aboriginal infant, Olive Sturt.  This inquest was held towards the end of 

2006; the reporting and commentary of Olive Sturt’s death added to the cluster of child 

abuse and welfare related stories that added to outrage and scandal.  In the aftermath of 

commentary of extremely deprived living conditions in the Aboriginal community of 

Olive Sturt’s family, the focus was on removal of children, as the cluster of news stories 

and photographs shown below (Figure 19).  Once again, the issue was conflated with 

suggestions that child protection workers were committed to an ideology which 

underpinned a reluctance to remove children and place them in care.  Arguably, the 

media coverage and the political debate confirmed the stereotypical portrayal of remote 

communities, of Aboriginal parents portrayed as caring little for their children and of 

social workers as soft, soft on drugs, soft on crime and even softer on crime against 

children. 
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Figure 19.  Stereotyping of Aboriginal communities 

This kind of stereotyping and stigmatisation is a feature of moral panic, as was 

the distortion that occurred when child abuse and sexual abuse were conflated as one 

major problem.  In their analysis of the Northern Territory Emergency Response by the 

Federal government in response to  a report of sexual abuse in Aboriginal communities, 

Proudfoot and Habibis (2013) found that media coverage was simplistic in its portrayal 

of causes and remedies, with compassion reserved only for the children rather than their 

parents.  The framing of abuse of children around child sexual abuse intensified calls for 

the introduction of mandatory reporting for all forms of child abuse for both Aboriginal 

and non-Aboriginal children.  It appeared as if a crisis associated with the Aboriginal 
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community further galvanised calls for regulation, control mechanisms of service 

delivery and the removal of children. 

8.1.2 Construction of “folk devils”  

In 2006, in Western Australia the targets for anger and hostility were 

immediately named by the press.  As shown in the previous chapters the targets for 

blame and control and in moral panic terms constructed as “folk devils” were: 

 liberal leaning senior bureaucrats characterised as out-of-touch and uncaring,  

 the Minister who held the portfolio for child protection at the time of the death 

of the infant as incompetent and described as “do nothing”,  

 the Premier of the day as “out of his depth”;  

 and the union representative as part of a feminist alliance, on “Emily’s list”.   

 Other studies of moral panic and child abuse suggest that the press tend to 

demonize and construct parents and frontline social workers as folk devils (Warner, 

2013).  One might have expected that Wade Scale’s father who had a criminal record 

for assaulting children and a drug addiction or Wade Scale’s mother who remained in a 

relationship with a man with a known history of violence against children and an 

addiction to drugs may both have qualified as folk devils.  Wade Scale’s father was 

described as a monster who had serially bashed children and Olive Sturt’s parents were 

described as drunk and negligent.  However, it was the female Minister, Honourable 

Sheila McHale and the senior bureaucrats who were all women who were highest in the 

hierarchy of folk devils.  In The West Australian, over a period of 5 months, the word 

bureaucrat was mentioned 42 times in 22 articles out of a total of 106.  The general 

theme was that bureaucrats were secretive, self-serving and too powerful as illustrated 

by these statements and cited in Chapters 6 and 7: “A minister's job is to represent the 

community's interests, not those of bureaucracies; being snowed by bureaucrats is not 
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an acceptable explanation”; and “bureaucratic heads should roll”.  Frontline social 

workers were not constructed as folk devils; they were instead portrayed as victims of 

ideology, inadequate training and poor resourcing. 

References to the salaries of these executives seemed to have a pernicious effect 

of further distancing them and their social theories from the opinions of others.  They 

were referred to as left leaning socialists and the sisterhood; these words together with 

references to their salaries, evoked a theme that they were overpaid and undeserving.  

Their folk devil status was derived from what was perceived to be their ideology, their 

institutional power and from the description above, the fact that they were women.  The 

death of a child, reinforced these executives as folk devils, constructed as symbols of 

what was morally wrong.  The themes and frames were promoted though a deep 

emotional valence attached to the image of the vulnerable child and risk of harms to the 

child through acts of commission by individuals.  The words vulnerable child and risk 

became symbols of urgency as Baird (2008, p. 295) observes when these words are 

deployed in public “it is like a natural disaster, outside of politics” and  Meyer (2007, p. 

100) argues that children are being portrayed as “virtuous beings” and that childhood 

has become moral rhetoric.  

8.1.3 Sources as claims-makers 

 Referring to their reporting as a campaign (Murray, 2006, 19
th

 August, p.19) The 

West Australian formed alliances with the Opposition Party and sources that they 

quoted, thus giving the newspaper’s propositions reasonableness, an emotive valence 

and a sense that the problem and the solutions were simple and straightforward.  The 

sources are listed in Chapter 6.  The newspaper converged expert opinions by Professor 

Freda Briggs, trusted senior Aboriginal officials, police, lay persons such as the 

grandmothers of Wade Scale and a victim advocacy spokesperson, Michelle Stubbs.  
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Additionally, both the grandmothers and Ms Stubbs triggered the rhetoric of 

victimhood. As claims makers they argued for tougher regulation, claimed to speak on 

behalf of others who could not speak for themselves and also for others who might 

otherwise be at risk of becoming victims.  Politicians, in particular the conservative 

Opposition Party, experts, public officials, whistle-blowers and close families of victims 

who gave personal testimonies of their grief added their voices through the media to 

pronounce their diagnosis and solutions.  References to the experts, victims and public 

officials generated a consensus that there was a disintegration of the dominant set of 

values; a “range of other issues” suggested a bigger threat.  The rhetoric that promoted 

their claims was a combination of emotive, moralising language and dire predictions, 

supported with headlines and visual images of the child, the parents and the 

grandparents.  I have argued that it was the media that triggered the moral panic.  I add 

that sources were key to sustaining the moral panic and the framing, my interpretation 

of the evidentiary texts (in Chapter 6) is that it was the media that was strategic in 

priming these groups and individuals for a moral panic.  

8.1.4 Volatility 

Figures 20a & 20b below illustrate the pattern of political and media attention 

with a peak in 2006.  Chenot (2011, p. 171) in his paper observing developments in the 

child welfare sector in the United States describes the trajectory in response to a 

grievous incident of child maltreatment as a vicious cycle.  What Chenot describes is 

the volatility that occurs and which according to my data is what happened in Western 

Australia between August 2006 and December 2006.  This pattern fits the moral panic 

model in its rise and fall of attention.  Best (2011) suggests that moral panics are short 

lived, particularly when the media play an active role in bringing the issue to the 

attention of the public, and its coverage declines as the issue becomes less dramatic and 
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newsworthy.  There was a surge of news coverage incessantly for 5 days when the 

Coroner brought down his findings into the death of Wade Scale.   The West Australian 

and the Opposition Party, the conservative Liberal National Coalition, in a symbiotic 

relationship generated the moral panic for the rest of that year, 2006.  In her study of 

media coverage of child abuse scandals and subsequent policy reforms, Gainsborough 

(2010) observes the same fading away of attention; showing that child welfare only 

gains visibility when there is a crisis and the policy making process that follows crisis is 

slower and attracts less media attention. 

Another reason that the moral panic seemed to come to an end in the case of 

Wade Scale, apart from something being seen to have been done, was that the 

ecosystem that contributed to the moral panic changed; significantly there was a change 

Figure 20a:  Volatility Figure 20b:  The vicious 

cycle (Chenot, 2011) 
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of government.  In September 2008 the Liberal Coalition Party won the WA State 

elections. The Liberal Party’s ideology is conservative and neo-liberal (Bessant et al., 

2006).  Lonne and Parton (2014) argue that policy proposals and the persuasive 

strategies used to promote arguments by elected politicians have more to do with 

whether the political party is in Opposition or in Government.  Arguably, the relative 

tailing off may relate to the fact that the Liberal National Party that was vocal about 

systems failings when it was in Opposition was now in government and less inclined to 

be critical about the child protection department for which it was now responsible.  The 

death of Wade Scale faded from attention; it had been mentioned in 38 Hansard 

transcripts with 116 references in 2006, but in the three years, 2007-2010 there were 

only four transcripts and six references to his name.  Butler (2015) in a study of the 

moral panic in the aftermath of the death of Peter Connelly in the UK, suggests that 

there was a web of political and journalistic intrigue that served largely immediate 

political purposes.  Similarly, in Western Australia, this rise and fall of attention 

arguably had its roots in the political agendas of the journalists and the Opposition 

Party.  

8.1.5 Reaction and Remedy –What was done? 

Scholars writing about moral panic have observed that changes to agency 

structure and legislative frameworks and a focus on law enforcement are the other usual 

outcomes to a moral panic (Cohen, 2011; Crichter, 2015a; Klocke & Muschert, 2010).  

Changes to agency structure usually also involve changes at the executive level.  On the 

31
st
 October the Premier announced that Director-General, Jane Brazier who had been 

subject to multiple personal attacks by both the media and the opposition party resigned 

and her departure was noted in Parliament as a “step forward” by the Opposition Party  

(West Australian Parliament. Record of Proceedings, 31st October 2006. p7871b-
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7871b).  In the Annual Report 2006-2007, the newly appointed Director General of the 

renamed Department for Child Protection (DCP) described the changes in the aftermath 

of the scandals of 2006: 

Following on from what the Premier, Alan Carpenter MLA has called one of the 

biggest overhauls of child protection operations in Western Australia’s history, 

the Department for Community Development ceased to exist on 1 May 2007. In 

its place are now two new departments, the Department for Child Protection and 

the Department for Communities…. The Department for Child Protection’s 

major focus is on meeting the needs of vulnerable children and families. It is 

responsible for protecting and caring for children and supporting individuals and 

families at risk of crisis. The creation of the Department for Child Protection 

reflects the Western Australian community’s commitment to protecting children. 

There is nothing more important than the safety and welfare of our children…the 

year will be remembered as one which brought unprecedented new funding from 

Government, significant structural change and clear new strategic directions  

(Department for Child Protection, 2007). 

Child welfare reform following a moral panic have a typical trajectory (Clapton et al., 

2013a; Crichter, 2015a).  A moral panic usually results in legislative changes, increased 

expenditure to boost child protection staff, changes to procedures that foreground child 

centric/safety at the expense of more supportive and preventative efforts and a focus on 

institutional failure exacting a personal and professional price from senior public 

servants.  The discursive effect of the moral panic set the tone for what solutions were 

being promoted:  

Moral panics…establish, or seek a way of talking about a problem that brooks 

no argument. Child abuse, immigration or street crime become closed subjects: 

the problem is known; it seeks only to find a (simple) solution (Crichter, 2015b, 

p. xxv). 

Two amendments made to the Children and Community Services Act 2004 may 

be seen as legislative changes made in response to demands to do something to reduce 
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risk and prevent harm to children.  These are discussed below.  The other systems 

changes were a response to calls for an urgent allocation of new resources, and a larger, 

more specialised child protection department with a focus on more proceduralised 

investigation and removal of children. 

8.1.5.1 Mandatory Reporting 

On 28/11/2007 an amendment to the Children and Community Services Act 2004 

was passed, assented to on 19/06/2008 and came into effect on 01/01/2009.  The new 

legislation required mandatory reporting by teachers, nurses, doctors and police where 

there is evidence that child sexual abuse is occurring or has occurred.  Mandatory 

reporting for sexually transmitted diseases already existed in the State , it was not sexual 

abuse that triggered the scandal but as Crichter (2015a, p. xix) suggests, the amendment 

was more ritualistic: “Laws confirm a primary function of moral panics: the 

reaffirmation of society’s moral boundaries”.  In addition,  the Attorney General’s 

announcement confirmed an observation made by Birkland (2006b, p. 174) that “the 

pressure to `do something accompanies events, which then leads to efforts to adapt 

existing ideas to the new situation”.  In the media a visible and resonant representation 

of the need for control and regulation was in relation to child sexual abuse.  The 

introduction of this legislation was reported in The West Australian as a “triumph of 

common sense and community demand for effective child protection over bureaucratic 

intransigence and academic theorising” (Taylor, 2006, 8th March, p. 1). 

The introduction of legislation is reported to be one of the features of a moral 

panic (Cohen, 2011).  The mandatory reporting legislation did not address the 

underlying causes that may have been associated with the deaths of the infants that 

triggered the scandal.  The data shows that in Western Australia, the highest percentage 

of types of abuse that were the subject of notifications and substantiation were neglect 
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and emotional abuse which together in 2013/2014 constituted nearly 60%; sexual abuse 

was 10.8% (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2015).  While the introduction 

of mandatory reporting was an expedient move, based on the statistics, emphasising 

sexual abuse as the main issue arguably distorted the phenomena of child abuse, the 

moralising and amplification of risk reinforced the notion as Clapton et al. (2013a, p. 

205) observes that “the present primary connotation of child abuse is child sexual 

abuse”. 

8.1.5.2 Pre-birth Legislation 

Attention to drug use by pregnant women and concern for infants had been 

building and in the newspaper article on 25/04/2007 (Figure 21), the Liberal Party MP, 

who advocated in Parliament for punitive actions in 2006 was quoted as supportive of 

early intervention: “Shadow child protection minister Robyn McSweeney said she 

supported early intervention for troubled families but legislating for the welfare of 

unborn children took the concept too far”.  Comments made in Parliament and reported 

in the media highlighted working with parents in a supportive way to mitigate concerns 

Figure 21:  Pre-Birth Interventions 
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and promote their chances of caring for their baby. 

 

One article with the headline, ‘Drastic Plan aims to stop child abuse before birth’ 

quoted Professor Fiona Stanley: 

“When you have identified the vulnerable families — the drug addicts, the 

alcohol dependents, the domestic violence — you then have to make sure that 

services get to parents,” said Professor Stanley, director of the Telethon Institute 

for Child Health Research. …“You can actually detect some very high-risk 

families before birth, like the drug-addicted mothers, the alcohol-abusing 

families and so on,” she said. “We know that they’re at high risk before they get 

pregnant. There are a lot of opportunities there to intervene (Tarala, 2008, 6th 

September, pg. 3).  

A pilot program was commenced at the maternity hospital, King Edward 

Memorial Hospital, Perth  in which the hospital social workers, the child protection 

workers, the pregnant woman, extended family, support agencies and the pregnant 

woman’s legal representative participated in meetings to generate ideas and plans for 

the child when born (Department for Child Protection and King Edward Memorial 

Hospital, 2008).  An evaluation showed that participants reported that the process was 

more open and inclusive and there was also a drop in numbers of newborns being 

placed in care (Department for Child Protection, 2009b; Harrison, 2011; Howieson, 

2011).  Subsequently, amendments to the Children and Community Services Bill 2010 

were made to enable inquiries to be made before a child is born and strengthen the 

Department’s capacity to respond to concerns about the wellbeing of a child [new 

sections 33A and 33B] to: 

• provide, or arrange for the provision of, social services to the pregnant woman;  

• work in collaboration with the woman and/or other agencies to develop a plan 

to address the child’s needs once it is born; and  
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• ensure that an authorised officer from the Department carries out an 

investigation to assess the likelihood of the child being in need of protection 

after being born.  (Department for Child Protection, 2012). 

The intent of the legislation was collaboration and early support.  This early 

intervention focus could have been a good outcome of the moral panic generated in 

2006, however the referral portal foregrounded assessment of risk to the child when 

born.  No harm had been done, nonetheless there was an increase in infants entering 

care because of the perception of risk, judgements about drug using pregnant women 

and the fear that a baby might die (Harrison et al., 2015).  Many scholars call this “net 

widening” and to an extent the pre-birth legislation may have had the effect of 

expanding the territory of what was considered to be protective of children (Clapton et 

al., 2013b; Featherstone et al., 2014; Harries, 2009; Lonne & Parton, 2014; 

McKendrick, 2016). 

8.1.5.3 Child-Centric/Removal of Children  

To the extent that moral panics are said to embody risk, children are the most 

obvious case, their vulnerability demanding protective strategies (Crichter, 2015b; 

Lupton, 2013a).  As noted earlier, in the wake of the Ford Review (report released on 

07/03/2007) there were structural and operational changes to the Department for 

Community Development which saw it split in two: a stand-alone Department for Child 

Protection and Department for Communities.  In effect, this re-structure detached 

service delivery for children from services and support for families and communities.  

The Premier Mr Carpenter announced that the new Department for Child Protection 

…would also see children removed from parents who put them at risk and 

additional placement options made available for these at-risk children. 

“We also recognise the important role played by foster carers and additional 

support will be provided through increased subsidies, respite care, additional 
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training and renewed efforts to recruit more to their ranks,” he said (Premier's 

Office, 7th March 2007). 

The immediate outcome was an increase of children in care: (a) during 2006-

2007 there was an increase of 20% of children in care (b) in 2007-2008 there was 13% 

increase of children in care, of whom 23% were aged less than one year of age; and (c) 

in 2008-2009 there was a 7% increase in children entering care; 22% were less than 1 

year of age (Harrison et al., 2015).  Because of the high numbers of children entering 

care the recruitment, screening and training of foster carers became a source of attention 

and activity.  In March 2009 the Department launched a foster care recruitment 

campaign with the aim of recruiting 250 general foster carers (Department for Child 

Protection, 2009a).  Chenot (2011, p. 125) mapped the response to child deaths of child 

welfare agencies in the United States and observed a similar increase in removals of 

children resulting in what he called “foster care panic”. 

8.1.5.4 Increased Expenditure for staffing 

Following the Ford Review, the government announced a funding increase described as 

“the most significant for child protection in Western Australia’s history”. An increased 

allocation of $100 million over the following four years boosted the staffing to an 

additional 300 in 2007, followed by a further boost of another 230 full-time staff 

(Department for Child Protection, 2008).  The funding increase was committed to the 

assessment and decision-making process in child protection, vis a vis that for family 

support expenditure.  This budget commitment served as an indicator of the impact of 

the child protection/child rescue focus evident in the debates of 2006.  In its report on 

Government Services, the Productivity Commission (2011) showed that in Western 

Australia expenditure on out of home care services increased by 44%, the result of 

additional funding for child protection services, mandatory reporting for sexual abuse, 
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growth in number of children in the care of the CEO, expansion of residential care 

facilities and increase in the fortnightly carer subsidy rate (Productivity Commission, 

2011).   The same report noted that the non-government sector received an increase in 

funding to double its capacity to fund intensive in-home services.  The privatisation of 

family support and non-statutory services consistent with a market driven philosophy 

also had the impact of changing the relationship between the state agency and 

vulnerable families, the role of the state agency narrowing to investigation, monitoring 

and statutory interventions. 

8.2 Politics, Parliament and the Media 

The evidentiary texts for the five months from August till December 2006 

showed that politicians from the Opposition Party, the Government and the media used 

the same rhetorical devices and repeated each other’s words and phrases communicating 

stories about the vulnerable child, the failed parent and dysfunctional bureaucracies.  

Arguably, a proposition could be made that the newspaper had an editorial bias to neo-

liberal conservative positions on child welfare.  Researchers Gans and Leigh (2012), in 

a study estimating political positions of Australian media outlets found that The West 

Australian (along with The Herald Sun) had the most right-wing headlines of all the 

daily newspapers nationally, and their endorsements favoured the conservative Liberal 

National Party 100 percent of the time between 1996 and 2007. 

Although The West Australian claimed to be holding those in power accountable 

for institutional failure, the blaming of individuals and increasing regulatory controls as 

a remedy mobilized a frame derived from a neo-liberal ideology.  According to 

Featherstone (2016); Lonne (2013); Mansell, Ota, Erasmus, and Marks (2011); Marston 

and McDonald (2012) and Parton (2014) neo-liberalism is influenced by the rule of the 

market, is authoritarian, mechanistic, risk averse and dismissive of sociological and 
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political and economic approaches to poverty.  Lonne et al. (2009) equates this neo-

liberalism with the new public management style of reforms characterised by 

politicisation, blame, increased control of professionals within a bureaucratised 

paradigm and generally unhelpful.   

In addition to a shared political ideology, the composition of Parliament was a 

significant feature to be considered.  In a comparative study across seven European 

countries Vliegenthart et al. (2016, p. 286) found that (i) opposition members in 

Parliaments with single party structures tended to use a “responsibility attribution frame 

looking for a person or organisation guilty of a certain problem or accident…and to 

challenge the government” and that (ii)  in countries with single party governments the 

media exert a stronger influence on Opposition parties compared with countries with  

multiple parties and that media matters more for the opposition. Thus far the analysis 

and findings of this thesis are consistent with the findings in the European study.  

Underscoring their alliance with the media, the conservative Opposition Party in 

Parliament echoed the newspaper headlines.  On the 22
nd

 August, there were eight 

transcripts in which Parliamentary statements and questions relied on the newspaper 

coverage. The Leader of the Opposition, Honourable Mr P. Omodei used the headlines 

to claim that there was a serious concern in the community: 

I will illustrate the litany of headlines in both the state and national newspapers 

on this issue and the way the Department for Community Development and the 

former minister have handled that portfolio. Some of the headlines in copies of 

August issues of The West Australian read, “Baby tragedy ‘deserves probe’”, 

“Disastrous DCD reflects failure of ministerial responsibility”, “Families are 

ignored”, “State of child danger remains”, “Baby’s gran pleaded to meet 

McHale”, “Minister failed in her duty of care”, “Minister told of baby basher’s 

violent past”, “Premier lauds McHale at time of baby tragedy”, “‘Horrific’ death 

rate for kids”, “DCD blamed for infant’s death” and “Wherever trail starts, buck 

must stop somewhere”. …Those headlines tell the story of what happened to 
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baby Scale and allude to a range of other issues (West Australian Parliament. 

Record of Proceedings, 22nd August 2006, p. 4979c-4990a). 

According to Warner (2015) anger is built into politics to gain and maintain 

support and that the media set out the polarising positions.  As Lens (2002) found in her 

research about words applied to describe those on “welfare”, powerful slogans repeated 

over and over again legitimised sentiments, reinforced a moralising link, and 

represented the position as belonging in the mainstream; the use of the same language 

insured the stability of the dominant ideology.   

Conveying sadness and anger, words such as tragic and sad appeared 117 times 

in 39 out of 116 Hansard transcripts, and 62 times in 42 newspaper articles in The West 

Australian out of a total of 106 reports.  Related to anger, deviancy was constructed 

around the senior public servants.  With words such as someone must pay, failed to stop 

and allowed, the framing was of an act of commission and thus triggered anger.  In 

addition to anger as a key emotion, I argue that the juxtaposition with words such as 

terrible, tragic, tragedy, sad, and vulnerable can be seen to add compassion and 

sympathy as sentiments by which events and actions should be judged.  My analysis of 

the texts suggests that the discourse did not construct just a crime frame but a moral 

crime frame.  As a result, risk to the vulnerable child, its prediction and prevention 

became a dominant theme. 

Pollack (2010) argues that it is central to risk thinking neo-liberal governance 

that professionals such as social workers should be able to predict, control and manage 

the risk to children.  What was construed as a risk was not based on a cognitive or 

empirical analysis nor was it objective but was, as Littlechild (2008, p. 663), so 

eruditely described, “an inexact actuarial science operating in a political arena”.  The 

focus on risk is political and as a number of scholars have noted is one within which 
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marginalised groups and struggling parents are stereotyped, portrayed negatively and 

subject to harsh and punitive interventions (Higgins, Goodyer, & Whittaker, 2015; 

Lonne & Harries, 2013; Marston & McDonald, 2012; Parton, 2016).  For instance, 

during the debates in the West Australian Parliament, an Opposition MP suggested that 

those families who attended departmental offices with requests for assistance to pay 

bills should be considered to also have risk factors which needed closer scrutiny and 

assessed with respect to their parenting: 

The development of risk consciousness across public and private spheres 

alike can be seen in the light of an erosion of trust. Risk, danger and blame 

characterise institutional responses to uncertainty and ambiguity….By its very 

nature risk is about power and control – which has the power to make decisions 

about what constitutes risk and what kind of strategies or regulatory frameworks 

are to be put in place to ensure compliance (Sachs & Mellor, 2005, p. 127). 

 

Words such as risk for instance were repeated 68 times in 40 newspaper articles in The 

West Australian out of a total of 106.  In addition to the words, the same rhetorical, 

moralising and emotive strategies were used.  As noted by Critcher (2008) discourse 

analysis with its focus on language gave dominance to a particular construction of the 

problem and subsumed other ways of talking and thinking about the problem.  Risk was 

the common thread that wove the frames; what the moral panic did was to reflect and 

reinforce risk.    

8.3 The Sequel-How was the problem represented? What were 

themes and assumptions? What were the silences? 

So far in this chapter I describe how the empirical data shows the problem 

definition, causality and legislative remedies that were invoked in relation to the 

problem of child abuse can be explained by the moral panic concept.  A more in-depth 

analysis incorporating language, risk and emotion enabled me to make sense of the 
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frames: 

All of our knowledge makes use of frames and every word is defined through 

the frames it neutrally activates. All thinking and talking involves framing 

(Lakoff, 2010, p. 72). 

Encapsulated within the concept of frames is the need to identify and name what 

is left out of the frame.  The power of the ideological messaging comes from what is left 

out of the discourse and as an aim of this thesis is to understand how those working in 

child protection might achieve a reframing and engagement in public debate, what will 

be required is to give expression to what has been silenced.  Blaszkiewicz (2013) in her 

study of the phone hacking scandal in the UK suggests that studying omissions is 

critical.  Lens (2002, p. 137) argues that gaps or omissions point to the perspectives that 

are silenced ‘as these silences can be a sign of what a society chooses to ignore or is 

unable to discuss’.  The act of producing alternative frames is possible only if it is also 

possible to identify and name the silences and then to develop strategies to intervene in 

the public discourse so as to promote a more nuanced understanding of the problem of 

child abuse and child welfare.  

 As the column on the right in Table 8 shows, the silences were those problem 

definitions and solutions that emphasised early interventions such as universal services 

to improve health and well-being and support parents and family, a relational form of 

service delivery, a revitalisation of broader community input, family related rights and a 

social movement that recognises the need to reduce disadvantage, inequality, social 

exclusion and poverty.  The thinking that these silences need to enter the frame is 

supported by the point made by Bilson et al. (2013) and others (Featherstone, 2016; 

Gormley, 2012; Lonne, 2013; Lonne et al., 2009; Waldfogel, 2000) that there is a need 

to engage with socially excluded communities to combat poverty and that systems that 

foreground a forensic and adversarial approach are an over-reaction to stories of harm 
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and place more stressors on vulnerable families.  

 

Table 8 

Research Questions and Answers 

1. How was the problem of child welfare 

represented in the aftermath of an infant 

death scandal? 

The death of the child and the problem 

of child abuse was constructed within 

a moral crime frame, individual 

responsibility and public service 

incompetence frames. 

2. What causation was being attributed-

what were the assumptions of this 

problem representation? 

Harm done to children resulted from 

parental deficits, lack of adequate 

control and monitoring and the failure 

of public service executives, their 

judgement, belief systems and 

processes. 

3. What solutions were being proposed? 

What themes were reflected in the policy 

solutions, reforms and other 

developments over the same decade 

regarding service provision to vulnerable 

infants, children and their mothers.? 

Professionals delivering child 

protection services needed to be 

controlled and managed by 

forensically driven regulatory services. 

Children will be protected by their 

removal from dysfunctional families. 

4. What were the silences?   Inequality and poverty, social 

suffering of mothers and families, 

complexity and uncertainty and 

preventative models of care 

5. Can the problem be thought about 

differently 

To be addressed in the Chapters 9 and 

10 

 

In this chapter I show that moral panic provides a compelling explanation for 

how the themes and frames listed above evolved.  A negative case analysis adds further 

depth and rigor to this analysis and also serves as a basis of comparison with the case 

study of a moral panic.  The case discussed in the next section could have but did not 

trigger a moral panic and some of the themes that emerge were those that were silenced 

as problem representations and solutions in the aftermath of the Wade Scale scandal in 

2006.   

8.4 The Negative Case   

Butler (2015) in a discussion about why some child protection cases become 
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scandals and generate a moral panic says that: 

...not every child death even makes it into the news. For what might amount to a 

news story to become a scandal, the underlying events somehow have come to 

be regarded as symptomatic or emblematic of something far more widespread 

than the specific instance (p. 75). 

He also adds that it is just as interesting and important to understand why a story 

does not become a scandal.  What Chapter Four shows is that there were other infant 

deaths and Coroner’s Inquests over the course of 2006, but it was Wade Scale’s death 

and the Coroner’s findings that activated a scandal.  In this section I present a negative 

case analysis:  

Negative cases often provide the key to understanding the norm, or the most 

commonly occurring cases.  What do I mean by “the key to understanding the 

norm”?  Comparison of the negative cases with the more commonly occurring 

cases will reveal important differences, and it is the developing understanding of 

these differences that is often critical to understanding the process as a whole. 

Therefore, this is a critical analytic strategy for the development of validity 

(Morse, 2015, p. 1215). 

On the 4
th

 September 2003 The West Australian reported that the police had 

charged Jean Garvey with manslaughter of her 4-month-old daughter who appeared to 

have died from sudden infant death syndrome but on autopsy was found to have several 

fractures and internal injuries.  The court was told that Ms Garvey, a sole parent, was 

living in poverty among people who were using drugs and the DCD had contact with 

Ms Garvey; social workers had visited the home following three complaints and did not 

identify any problems and subsequently lost touch with her when she moved.  The 

media covered Jean Garvey’s arrest, her application for bail on 04/09/2003, 25/09/2003, 

15/01/2004 and the court case on 4/11/2004, 5/11/2004, 8/11/2004, 10/11/2004, 

18/12/2004 and 20/12/2004 and on 27/12/2004 there was an editorial. 
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Figure 22 (below) shows the headlines and the visuals that accompanied the 

media coverage of the Garvey case; she was described as impoverished, having had a 

difficult childhood and been the victim of child abuse herself.  There was also a 

sympathetic tone to the struggles she faced as a mother. Although the DCD was 

described as having failed, having weaknesses, needing additional staff, more training 

and stronger guidelines, reference to ‘the community’ implied a wider responsibility.  

The editorial was nuanced with respect to complexity, took a wider view of the issues 

and, critically, laid no blame on individuals, instead suggesting the need for wider 

community-based input: 

The case is yet another reminder that our welfare system cannot protect 

the community’s most vulnerable…Garvey was known to officers of the 

Department for Community Development but that was not enough to save her 

child. …This is a shocking case which proves how easy it is to fall between the 

cracks of what many like to think of as a caring community (Editorial, 2004, 

20th December, p. 16). 

 

Figure 22.  Visuals and Headlines in The West 

Australian coverage of Rose Garvey death 
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8.4.1  Analysis of the negative case: How does this throw light on the events of 

2006 

It is evident that the coverage of the death of Jessica Rose Garvey and her 

mother’s circumstances could have provoked a scandal, but in 2004 The West 

Australian wrote the story in a format that provided information without the rhetoric, 

crusade, politics or moralisation.  The themes of mandatory reporting, the diffusion of 

the problem of child death to include sexual abuse, the use of statistics, and the call for 

more resources were evident in 2006 but muted in 2004.  There was no amplification or 

the suggestion of there being a bigger threat or disproportionality through the use of 

statistics or language such as alarmed, appalled or dysfunctional. 

There was one claims maker, Ms Michelle Stubbs, who had been prominent in 

her lobbying for the introduction of mandatory reporting in the wake of Wade Scale 

scandal.  As later in 2006 Ms Stubbs was critical of the Minister and focused on sexual 

abuse and even though it was unrelated to the case, she received exposure for her 

position.  There was some commentary in the newspapers from the Opposition Party, 

the Opposition spokesperson for child protection described the Department as an 

underfunded agency and like Ms Stubbs clustered the child death review report, a report 

about abuse in care and concerns about child sexual abuse.  In 2004 the Opposition MPs 

and Ms Stubbs claims were not developed any further by the newspaper.  The only 

other source for commentary was from a psychologist; there was criticism of the 

Department and its practices but its Executive did not evolve into folk devils as they did 

in 2006.  There were no personal testimonies of grief or anger as there was in 2006.   

Ms Garvey was characterised as needing help, there was no report of drug and 

alcohol use or domestic violence; she was not stigmatised.  Ms Garvey was depicted as 

a victim by the media; although one headline was “mother killer” another referred to 
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two victims, the dead child and Mrs Garvey, there was no suggestion that if DCD had 

removed the baby she would not have died.  This infant’s death was in fact an act of 

commission and yet the frame was of a struggling mother needing help and the tone of 

the coverage seemed to legitimise help seeking behaviour.  The Minister, Sheila 

McHale, who was the subject of much vilification later in 2006, responded to criticisms 

by saying that the DCD was reviewing its practices, that staff were participating in 

refresher courses and that there would always be a small number of cases that the 

department could not investigate.  The absence of multiple claims makers, in particular 

family members as victims and other claims makers that constructed and promoted a 

crime frame were relatively absent compared to 2006.  A combination of factors might 

also explain why this case did not trigger a moral panic: 

(1)  At the time the Labor Party was in government and the Premier was Mr Geoff 

Gallop, having won two elections as leader of the Party.  To an extent the political 

landscapes in 2004, 2005 and 2006 were similar in that the Labor Party was in 

government and the conservative Liberal National Coalition was in Opposition.  

One difference was that in 2006, the Premier was Mr Alan Carpenter, he had taken 

over the Premiership from Mr Gallop who had resigned in 2005 due to health 

reasons.  It is not possible to extrapolate with any certainty how having Mr 

Carpenter as Premier may have triggered the media outrage in 2006 although some 

of the headlines and media commentary seemed to suggest an antipathy towards the 

Premier. 

(2) In 2006 the clustering of child death review reports, other Coronial Inquests, stories 

of individual instances of sexual abuse and reports of abuse of children in care may 

have had a cumulative effect that triggered the outburst of alarm; this was alluded to 

in Chapter 5.  In contrast, in 2004 the only other high-profile child death which had 
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child protection agency involvement was the suicide of 15-year-old Aboriginal girl, 

Susan Taylor in 2001.  The inquiry and report by Gordon et al. (2002), into her 

death had been made public in 2002, this death and the Inquiry were not clustered to 

turn the death of Rose Garvey into a scandal. 

(3) Another key difference was that the Garvey case was heard in a criminal court 

with clear rules of evidence.  In a criminal court the only evidence that is called for is to 

answer the charge and the only verdict is guilty or not guilty.  Whereas the deaths of 

Wade Scale and Olive Sturt were heard in the Coroner’s Court which examines how the 

death occurred and why and make recommendations about public health or safety and 

the administration of justice aimed at preventing similar deaths from happening in the 

future (Coroner's Court of Western Australia, 2018).  A Coronial Inquiry is similar in its 

mandate to a Public Inquiry or a child death review and Butler (2015)  suggests that:  

Inquiries should not be seen as neutral events. Almost all of them are set up 

apparently to ‘establish the facts’, but in doing so the Inquiry is itself an active 

player in the struggle to make sense of what has happened, adding its own voice 

to the construction of events. The reports that they produce, the most enduring 

record of the ‘truth’ of what happened, in their choice of language, tone and 

internal structure can add or change our understanding of the ‘facts’ (p. 77). 

 

The death of Baby Rose Garvey did not become public property and did not excite 

interest for any length of time; the events surrounding her death did not seem to be 

regarded as symptomatic of something more widespread.  There was only one claims 

maker and no folk devils were constructed, which according to Young (2011) are two 

essential criteria for a moral panic. 

The coverage of the case of Jessica Rose Garvey could be described as socially 

useful news; described by Konkes and Lester (2016) as occurring when journalists use 

the news as an opportunity as in the Jessica Garvey case to interrogate policy and 
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processes and holding those in power to account.  The report of the non-accidental death 

was not amplified and it attempted to provide insight into the struggle and complexity 

of those women who are isolated, single and without supportive relationships.  

Departmental processes were commented on without censure nor was there promotion 

of punitive solutions.  In this case it is possible to argue that the media saw a genuine 

problem and reported it as such.  An important difference to note was the lack of 

moralising and fear inducing rhetoric. 

  

The themes that emerged from the coverage of the Garvey case gave voice to solutions 

that focused on broader structural and societal disadvantages that some families face, 

the stresses of mothering under conditions of poverty and isolation, and promotion of 

supportive and family-based interventions.  The alternative frames that could be inferred 

were social and community support, empathetic care and early intervention.   

 At the conclusion of my analysis and theorising I ask the next question: ‘How 

might a problem related to child abuse and welfare be reported to generate interest and 

achieve a balance between communicating concern and outrage at circumstances in 

which some marginalised mothers and families struggle to parent?’  The answer to this 

question is complex and paves the way to inquiring how journalists make decisions 

about how a story is to be reported.  Such insight could further generate discussions 

between journalists and professionals about what might be needed to increase the 

likelihood of child abuse, child welfare and children’s needs being reported in the media 

as socially useful news.  Lashmar (2013) makes the observation that journalists set out 

to tell stories and not to create a moral panic and expresses surprise that those theorists 

and researchers who use moral panic theorising don’t more frequently engage with 

those practitioners, the journalists.  This next chapter describes the interviews that I 
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conducted with two journalists and discusses the possibility of promoting a more 

nuanced frame about the problem of child abuse. 

8.5 Summary 

Throughout this thesis I have made visible the role of language, strategic 

argumentation, discourse and ideology which gave the moral panic its direction and 

potency.  The death of Wade Scale and other infants constituted real harm; however, the 

evidence seemed to suggest that the moral panic diverted attention away from real harm, 

created scapegoats and narrowed the scope of intervention.  The “negative case 

analysis” shows that there is scope for a critical child abuse event to be reported by 

journalists in a way that examines the needs of vulnerable people and delivery of 

services without also generating blame and a stigmatising discourse.  The next chapter 

explores how journalists depict news in order to understand how child protection 

professionals and policy makers might be able to engage with the media and broaden 

their role and reporting to assist struggling families. 
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9 “Will this Get up as a  

Good Story?” 

The discursive effect of the policy making debate and moral panic was the 

framing of the problem of child abuse as a moral crime.  Two other interlinked frames 

were parental deficits/individual responsibility and failure of service delivery and 

professional judgement.  The research goal is to explore the framing of the problem of 

child abuse rather than the impact of the media on policy reform per se.  The final 

question left to be asked and addressed and which might add to the vision for the future 

is: ‘Can the problem be thought about differently?’  In other words, how can we 

introduce other frames and tell different stories?  In this chapter I lay the groundwork 

for that final lens.   

This thesis foregrounds political debates and my analysis of the textual evidence 

suggests that media was a significant player in the social construction of the problem of 

child abuse; moral panic theorizing gave added weight to this observation.  This does 

not suggest that the politicians, policy activists, interest groups and commentators who 

made claims and whom the media sought for commentary were not instrumental in 

promoting the frames that dominated the problem representation and its solutions.  

Obtaining the perspectives of these groups when there is a crisis lay outside the scope of 

this thesis; but once I proposed that what happened in 2006 was a moral panic then it 

seemed imperative to pave the way to understand the media and uncover the prospect of 

working with them.  An aim is to explore how stories are constructed and to learn what 

it might take to reset the lens and find other frames. 

 In this chapter I provide a rationale for focusing on the media as one pathway 

for change and I present a snapshot of how news is constructed based on the interviews 

I conducted with two print journalists.  In the rest of the chapter I integrate the insights 
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and themes that emerged from these interviews and the literature to consider ways to 

give voice to the silences, to develop alternative frames, and still satisfy the 

newspaper’s need for visuals and human drama to capture their readership and meet 

commercial requirements. 

9.1 “Media impact on policy agendas should not be under-

estimated” 

The title for this section is a quote from an article by Lonne and Gillespie (2014) 

based on an 18 month study of all major Australian newspapers covering abuse and 

neglect matters during an 18 month period in 2008-2009.  In the Australian context, 

scholars and researchers have described the critical role played by the media in bringing 

the problem of child abuse to the attention of the public and the politicians:  

… the media have been a chief catalyst and primary advocate for public 

disclosure of system failures and holding to account those deemed responsible, 

particularly governments. Rarely have authorities initiated their own major 

systemic investigations without the press playing an instrumental part in 

garnering public and political support for it (Lonne & Parton, 2014, p. 825).  

 

Media coverage influences the public understanding of the problem of child 

abuse; that attention in the midst of a crisis or scandal have resulted in notable reforms 

to child protection policy and practice is a consistent conclusion in many of the studies 

(Goddard & Saunders, 2001; Liddell & Liddell, 2015; Lonne & Gillespie, 2014; 

Mendes, 2001; Scott, 1995).  Building on this theme, Liddell and Liddell (2015) also 

argue that the social problem of child abuse and neglect needs investigative journalism 

and that historically media scrutiny of service delivery failures has been responsible for 

building momentum for reform.  

When there is a child abuse event such as the death of a small child, it is a 

tragedy independent of how it is presented.  However, as has been noted in the literature 
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and in this thesis the stories are sensational, simplistic, frames causes and solutions in 

terms of failure and blame and attributes  responsibility to the individual (Ayre, 2001; 

Butler & Drakeford, 2012; Stanley & Manthorpe, 2004).  What seems to be needed for 

a nuanced view of the problem of child abuse in the midst of the occasional critical 

event is the need for the media to examine the broader issues surrounding child welfare 

and abuse and to probe more deeply beyond the scandal.  Konkes and Lester (2016, p. 

32)  argue that politicising crimes against the child is not such a bad outcome, and that it 

is “fitting that social problems enter the political field which is an arena for democratic 

deliberation and social action”.  One difficulty as observed by Butler (2015) is that 

when there is a dramatic child abuse event, attention focuses on the failures of social 

workers much more frequently than on the failures of the political and social contexts in 

which they operate.  Jones(2012,p.90) commenting on the cluster of mainly negative, 

abusive and threatening stories in the media about child protection and social work in 

the UK between 2008-2010, suggests that it is still possible to use such a time as an 

opportunity to be proactive, to shape stories and to move into ‘hostile territory’.  Elsley 

(2010) in her analysis of the media coverage into the baby Peter Connolly case in the 

UK calls for a more productive alliance between the media and professionals.  Learning 

how the media operates may mitigate the fears of practitioners about how they are 

perceived as a profession, of being misrepresented and of the impact of such media 

reporting on their client group. 

There are precedents for such research, for instance, with mental health 

reporting.  Holland (2017) interviewed nine journalists to further understand their 

processes for making mental health news and found that journalists were aware of the 

impact of their reporting.  Much has been learned about communicating risk in public 

health matters by such research.  Hooker, Capon, and Leask (2017, p. 4) synthesized 
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insights from a range of articles to identify some key principles which included the 

conclusion that learning how to communicate about risk is as important as managing the 

risk itself and to be ready to talk to journalists and to use “agenda setting or gate-

keeping journalists”.  Maddison and Denniss (2013) outline a number of realities which 

anyone wishing to influence the policy making process has to contend.  They say that: 

 There is a symbiotic relationship between the media and politicians; 

 The media play an important role in bringing issues to the attention of the 

public; 

 The news of the day is set each morning on the front page of the newspaper or 

on breakfast television and will be discussed throughout the day and on the 

nightly news; this is the 24 hours news cycle; 

 The primary objective of the media is to maximise its financial returns; 

 Rather than approach government ministers directly in order to persuade them to 

take a particular direction, it may be more effective to approach the media first. 

 

Chapman et al. (2014) support the use of the media as a conduit to policy 

influence: 

Three quarters of Australian politicians we interviewed for a related 

paper on how politicians identify expertise placed great importance on media 

profile, with media presence sometimes considered as commensurate with 

expertise: “... the media is used as a proxy for being an expert in the area” (p. 

263). 

 

Leask, Hooker, and King (2010) in their interviews with journalists about their 

reporting of health issues also identified that time constraints, access to resources and 

technical expertise are major issues for journalists, and that journalists shared the same 
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concerns as health professionals about the need for accuracy and social impact of their 

reporting.  As well as exploring the possibility that journalists’ reporting is motivated by 

the public interest, there was another rationale for my decision to interview journalists.  

There is no published research on moral panic theorising concerning the views of news 

practitioners.  Reasonably, Lashmar (2013, p. 26) compellingly asks: ‘So why not 

interview journalists on moral panics?  Given the centrality of the media to moral panic 

theory the practitioner’s view would seem well worth exploring’. 

In Western Australia a knowledge base about how to interact and work with the 

media is particularly important.  According to Roy Morgan Research (2016) 800,000 

West Australians aged 14+ (37.4%) read the print editions of The West Australian in an 

average week and one in two West Australians read the newspaper in print and digital. 

Currently, The West Australian is owned by Seven West media which along with its 

other media outlets has access to more than six in seven West Australians.  Therefore, 

given the extent of its access to the public it is worthwhile considering strategies to 

participate in their agenda setting. 

9.2 Talking with Journalists-What is a good story?    

The interviews I conducted allowed a two-way reflection between me as the 

researcher and the journalists and were directed at encouraging the journalists to 

hypothesize about how they might report a Wade Scale story today.  The journalists 

were presented with the case study:  

Case Study: 

On the 10
th 

Aug 2006 the West Australian coroner delivered his findings into the 

death by drowning of an 11-month-old child.  His mother stated that she left him 

in the bath for just a few minutes and when she returned, he had drowned.  The 

Coroner’s findings were critical of the child protection department.  His 

criticisms were based on the fact that (i) the child’s parents were known to have 
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a problem with drug addiction, (ii) the child’s father had a previous conviction 

for assault on his step-children in a previous relationship, (iii) the child’s 

grandmother and extended family had alerted the statutory child protection 

department to their concerns for the child’s welfare and felt their concerns were 

not taken seriously, (iv) the child was already known to the Department for 

Community Development (DCD), (v) he had been removed previously and was 

recently returned to the care of his parents and (vi) the autopsy showed that there 

were traces of adult sedatives in his system and his parents could give no 

explanation as to how he could have ingested this drug. 

The interview questions were based on the literature on media reporting, moral panic 

and child abuse.  Their responses are presented as a thematic discussion (Appendix I 

shows a screenshot of a section of the interview as transcribed into NVivo; it also 

demonstrates the coding). 

9.2.1 Newsworthiness 

Both journalists considered the case to be newsworthy because (a) the Coroner 

was critical of the Department; (b) that the child was already “flagged” with the child 

protection agency and the Department had failed; (c) and the case was about the death 

of a small child and the emotion that it might evoke: 

(i) there is a prurient public interest in the death of a small child …(Journalist 

1/Broadsheet). 

(ii) yes and the fact that it was a baby everyone will find it so horrific….it is 

more interesting than someone just criticising the department… you would 

write that the Coroner and the grandparents are furious that the Department 

did not act to remove the baby and he died (Journalist 2/Tabloid). 

 

 Journalist 2 added that if the family were Aboriginal, she would avoid having 

“their faces on the front page” based on a judgment that Aboriginal families are already 

disadvantaged, and because issues to do with child abuse in Aboriginal communities are 
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“endemic anyway, you would not want to stick the boot in”.  

The newsworthiness and life of the story increased when there was a response from the 

politicians: 

potentially you are likely to have a story-you either get them being outraged and 

that may lead to something being done, with something like this you may get an 

angry call from someone like the Minister for child protection, you might get a 

call from their press secretary saying I think you might have been a bit hard on 

this; generally politicians and the media need each other to survive; one of us is 

the fig tree and the other is the strangler that grows round the fig tree (Journalist 

2). 

For Journalist 2 (tabloid) the newsworthiness was related to competition with 

other media.  If she and her colleagues were confident that they had the findings of the 

Coroner to themselves, they would give themselves an extra day or two to contact the 

grandparents.  If none of the other media were going to run the story, ‘or if it is a really 

good story and we often save our best stories for Saturday’s paper…is anyone else 

going to get it or can we forward it to Saturday paper?’ 

9.2.2  Who Decides? 

Daily meetings about what stories are to be reported are held in the newspaper 

office with the chief of staff; the chief of staff communicates with the Editor who makes 

the decision.  Journalist 2 (tabloid) said that there were some issues that the Editor 

would have strong views about: 

You know as a reporter the editor is going to be more interested in one angle 

than another angle; it depends if you think both angles are valid, then you write 

the angle that he likes.  If you don't think that is a valid angle then basically you 

write it the way you want to write it and resign yourself to the fact that it is not 

going to get as good a run in the paper. 

With reference to the Wade Scale case, Journalist 2 added that the prospect of a 
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“…great quote…punchy quotes” would be a selling point and “it becomes a better story 

if you can put a face to it, the grandparents”.  For Journalist 2 the specific angle and the 

lead would be the strength of the grandparents’ anger, whereas Journalist 1 (broadsheet) 

considered that the authority of the Coroner and his criticisms of the child protection 

agency would make it one of public interest; Journalist 1 would not seek out the 

grandparents views in the first instance; the Coroner’s report would be studied closely 

first. 

9.2.3 When does a story become a scandal? 

To the question `When does the story become a scandal?’ both journalists 

defined this to mean that the story becomes front page news with large headlines: 

If there is indication that there is something systemically wrong…and similar 

cases came to light that would justify a scandal or if additional …all things piled 

on and concerns stacked up, that would be a scandal (Journalist 2/tabloid). 

For both journalists, the story becomes a scandal if there is a sense that this one story is 

an indication of a bigger problem and the added factor is the tragedy of the death of a 

child:  

…It may be the DCD had already had a number of criticisms of it if that is the 

case then clearly it puts the story in the paper further forward, because there is a 

context…lack of action on the part of the authorities, obfuscation, lack of 

clarity…we have a moral obligation to at least pose the questions (Journalist 

1/Broadsheet). 

9.2.4  How were the cause and the solution represented? 

The answers to this question were embedded in the narrative, with some distinct 

differences; these differences may be due to the different types of newspapers; 

Journalist 1 worked for a national broadsheet and Journalist 2 worked for a daily 
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tabloid.  A further discussion of these differences will be included later in this section.   

We see a lot of cases of child removal of child abuse and I think many 

journalists get very frustrated to see the lack of support for families who are 

struggling… .Very often in an Indigenous setting it is always to do with poverty, 

lack of parenting skills, fractured families, a parent in prison or coming out…  

The need is for family support prior to removal or prior to neglect or abuse, so 

obvious to anybody including journalists, we now see state government and 

federal agencies talking about prevention and the importance of family support, 

so now as journalists we will be tracking the family support, in WA. …if it 

works then we would certainly write about it (Journalist 1/Broadsheet). 

Both journalists said they would raise the issue of resources and the need for 

appropriate staffing levels; Journalist 1 suggested that she would seek out expert 

opinion so that she could develop some thinking about context.  Journalist 2 (tabloid) 

conceptualised the problem as one of decision making: 

Is it one person in the department who is responsible who made a bad decision 

or is it the case that they followed protocol or is the protocol bad?  You would 

potentially editorialise or write an opinion piece or sometimes the paper takes up 

causes to get something changed.  If you believed that the department needed 

extra funding or a new overseer to be brought in you might campaign for that, 

sometimes the public pressure to get something done (Journalist 2). 

For Journalist 1 responsibility would be attributed to the child protection agency 

“they should be the ones left carrying the can” rather than the parents, whose 

circumstances were not available to her.  Her solution would have been to remove the 

child and place with grandparents rather than in foster care. 

9.2.5 Sources-Who and What is their role? 

Both journalists described their relationship with sources as important; Journalist 

2 who writes for the daily tabloid spoke of maintaining the integrity of her source 
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information: 

you don’t want to burn your bridges, especially in Perth, such a small town if 

you burn sources or treat people badly eventually no one will talk to you; you 

have your own self-interest to do right by them (Journalist 2). 

The purpose was to get to the facts of the case; a source who took a position on 

something and offered a “punchy quote” was preferable. 

9.2.5.1 Families 

Families were considered a good source; Journalist 1(broadsheet) took the view 

that she would not go searching for what she referred to as “aggrieved parties”, but that 

extended family may come forward: 

We might use a few words from the grandparent or extended family, but it 

wouldn't be the focus of our story unless the grandmother or extended family 

had a reliable and detailed documentation of encounters between DCD and the 

family that they found completely unacceptable, if they had letters that showed 

that they had a real interest that they weren't  vexatious but that they were 

genuinely worried about this child's welfare (Journalist 1). 

Journalist 1 emphasized that it would be the Coroner’s report that would be the 

main story. 

Journalist 2 (tabloid) talked of “tracking down” family and friends of the family; 

and that the editor may in all likelihood suggest that they get in touch with the 

grandmother: 

Grandparents who might be willing to go on the record and also be critical about 

how they saw the department had let them down, and let the kid down 

(Journalist 2). 

References to the mother were few.  Journalist 1 (broadsheet) was sympathetic 

to the mother as possibly someone who cared very much for her child and was trying 

hard to improve her circumstances and that she would not speculate about her.  
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Journalist 2 thought that trying to get the parents’ side of the story would be 

counterproductive, that they may not be in a position or state of mind to talk or would 

be “defensive”. 

9.2.5.2 Lobby or Interest Group, Police, Experts 

Journalist 1 (broadsheet) considered that using a parent lobby group as a source 

for comment would depend on how reputable they are and that she would use advocacy 

groups who were able to furnish “a set of very solid statistics”.  Journalist 2 said that 

with child protection matters, she would go to the police for comment and that her 

newspaper “had good pretty relationships with the police”.  Journalist 1 considered 

experts to have an important role, and that she valued their input and welcomed a 

contact from an expert who was able to provide an opinion or information “in three 

sentences”.  Journalist 1 described the difficulty in having access to experts made more 

difficult by tight deadlines and she added that experts and academics needed to speak in 

language that was not impenetrable: 

Sometimes you need them to dumb down for you and the readers, there are 

people out there who get a really good run partly because they are good at 

making complex issues simpler. 

9.2.5.3 Child Protection Agency as Source 

Both journalists reflected on how difficult it was to gain access to the child 

protection department for comment; while they appreciated the need for confidentiality 

in relation to families and their children, they suggested that it was important for 

journalists to be better informed or the silence left journalists with unanswered 

questions.  Journalist 1 (broadsheet) suggested that if the child protection agency or its 

Minister were more open, she would report their explanation; she would prefer that the 

agency gave “decent answers promptly” and provided her with access to experts with an 

interest in the field to be available for comment.  Journalist 2 compared her access to the 
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child protection agency with other government departments: 

Personally with the department for child protection I can't think of a time when 

anyone has actually spoken; they are very aware of sensitivities, whereas other 

government departments do have people who will brief you off the record, either 

to say this is an issue you should be looking into or to give you some 

background. 

Both journalists pointed out that these responses needed to be timely to suit their 

deadlines in getting the story to print. 

9.2.6 How do alternative representations receive consideration? 

For Journalist 2 (tabloid), reporting another perspective, other than the one 

which focused on the failure of the child protection agency and anger of the 

grandparents depended on how busy she was; if she thought the story would not “get 

up”, she would suggest that the advocate or expert write an opinion piece or a letter to 

the editor: 

…depends on how much the journalist cares about the issue, when you talk to 

special interest or community groups, what makes a difference is that if they 

haven't an understanding somewhat of the kinds of things we will get in the 

paper. For instance they might not be able to say this is the hook, it would be 

newsworthy if you say this is newsworthy, a lot of people will call up and talk at 

you, then you are left to figure out ‘how can I write this story, what would this 

story actually say?’ whereas sometimes you have people who are savvy and will 

say- ‘I can set up a photoshoot, talk to you and about this, I can send you a 

report about this’,  makes your life a bit easier, they are more likely to get their 

view in the papers (Journalist 2/tabloid). 

Journalist 1 said that it was important to cover the good news and if there was a really 

good initiative, she would write a story about it, especially if she could also interview a 

family and get a good picture.  The aim of such reporting would be to give the public 
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the confidence that “it is not hopeless”.  In particular, Journalist 1 was interested in 

writing stories about prevention; made possible, she said, because a broadsheet had 

more scope.  The size of the newspaper, allowed her to write longer pieces, 800 to 1,000 

words, a tabloid may be limited to 500 words; and if she were to write a feature piece, 

she has more time available to do the research than a journalist working for a tabloid. 

9.3 What insights emerged? 

9.3.1 Broadsheet versus tabloid  

The themes that I elicited from analysing the interviews confirmed the findings 

from analysing the media reports in 2006, and also in the literature about 

newsworthiness, source activity, the scandalising process and the role of emotion.  A 

separate though pivotal finding was the differential style of storytelling based on 

whether the newspaper was a tabloid or broadsheet.  This distinction has not received 

any attention thus far in this thesis, because by definition the research question limited 

the scope of the data and the analysis to a tabloid, The West Australian and the key 

triggering event was the death of Wade Scale.  There was a very low response rate from 

the journalists at the tabloid.  The inclusion of a journalist from the national broadsheet 

(Journalist 1) was a fortuitous happenstance, as Journalist 1 is a very senior journalist 

with a strong background of reporting about social justice issues, child protection 

matters and Aboriginal families.  What the two types of newspaper journalism had in 

common were deadline pressures, editorial control over whether the story went to print, 

its placement (on the front page) in the paper and the use of visuals in the story to 

promote human drama and to personalise the story, holding the government agency 

accountable for failure, the role of sources and the pathway to scandal. 

With respect to problem representation, although the cause of and solution to the 

problem were similar, they received different emphases.  Consistent with their 
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watchdog mission, both journalists held the child protection agency accountable for its 

failure to prevent the death and they based this frame on the Coroner’s report.  Hence 

blame emerged as an important theme.  However, Journalist 1, from the broadsheet, 

placed greater emphasis on the Coronial investigation as an authoritative source, and 

Journalist 2 from The West Australian used the Coronial report as a springboard and 

placed the drama of the angry grandparents at the forefront along with visuals and 

attention-grabbing quotes.   

9.3.2 What frames would the journalists have used? 

 Both journalists would consider budget allocation or adequate staffing as 

important features of the solution to preventing harm to children.  Both saw their 

reporting as having a role in promoting changes to policies or practices and as having an 

obligation to report on public service failures.  Journalist 1 (broadsheet) was more 

inclined to raise the lack of access to therapeutic and supportive programs and 

considered the possibility that this was a tragic accident of a child while in the care of a 

struggling mother who was doing her best.  This readiness to move beyond sensational 

blaming meant that the frame of her story would have incorporated the silences that 

were evident in the framing in The West Australian in 2006.  This journalist would have 

covered the same issues, highlighting complexity and the need for support and would 

have noted the broader contexts.   

Based on the interview with Journalist 2 (tabloid) the silences that were apparent 

in the coverage by The West Australian in 2006 would have remained unaddressed if 

she were reporting the story today.  Her coverage would not have included complexity 

and the context of the lives of Wade Scale’s family and factors related to social 

exclusion, discrimination and disadvantage.  For this Journalist from the tabloid as a 

print journalist, delivering a story within a time frame, with an eye to being competitive 
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with other media outlets such as the Australian Broadcasting Commission radio and 

television it meant that simplicity and drama framed the story.   

In Western Australia, the daily tabloid holds a monopoly and some features of 

this newspaper have been referred to above, such as the smaller size of the tabloid and 

its editorial priorities.  That there was a  commercial imperative seemed to be evident in 

Journalist 1’s priorities,  described by Goc (2009) as the result of hyper commercialism 

of tabloids.  A study conducted by Tiffen (2010) supported this observation; he showed 

that in 2006, The West Australian was the only regional monopoly newspaper with 

more than 50 percent of all the space taken by advertising.   

Both journalists agreed that the path to a scandal would be driven by revelations 

that there had been other child abuse events, the circumstances of which suggested a 

similar failing by the child protection agency and a systemic problem.  For both 

journalists the trajectory of the story could be influenced by access to explanation and 

further information from the child protection agency; both were clear that the child 

protection agency was alone among government agencies in their tight-lipped responses 

to questions.  The ongoing construction of the problem and the solution depended on 

access to sources.  Journalist 2 (tabloid) was more inclined to continue speaking with 

family of the child and their friends.  Journalist 1 (broadsheet) commented that lobby 

groups or even the grandparents would need to be able to back up their assertions with 

letters or other documentation and that she would seek out experts.  On the matter of 

expert opinion and academic research, both pointed out that these groups needed to 

make their material accessible and easily understood so that it could be communicated 

simply.  Journalist 1 from the broadsheet seemed to suggest that expert and research-

based content were important, while for Journalist 2 (tabloid) this depended on her time 

schedule and pressures and if they supported a continued focus on simplicity and drama.  
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9.4 Converting Insights 

From a practitioner and policy maker perspective, the aim of forming an 

engagement with journalists would be  

 to promote re-framing that arouses public, political and policy attention to 

the socio-economic factors and the struggles of parenting when socially 

excluded because of poverty;  

  to promote stories that are compelling and compassionate; 

 to promote the need to have empathy with struggling families to give them 

hope; 

 to hold governments accountable for the disadvantage and poverty 

experienced by those families who come under their gaze because of concern 

for their child. 

From these interviews, I suggest that these journalists were not actively seeking 

to construct a particular frame; the silences, what was left out, seemed not to be 

deliberate; therefore, as Warner (2015) suggests,  forming an alliance with the media is 

not a lost cause.  The individual responsibility frame and a focus on service delivery 

mechanism and regulatory frame were evident in how both journalists described their 

perspectives of the problem.  The interviews with both journalists showed that there 

were seeds of empathy towards the family.  Neither journalist promoted the need to 

remove children from parents as the main solution.  Both tempered the harshness of 

such a need by suggesting that as a last resort, the child could be placed with the 

grandparents.  Journalist 1 (broadsheet) explicitly listed poverty, lack of parenting 

skills, fractured families and a parent in prison as key antecedent factors which also 

received little attention from government agencies.  She expressed strong reservation 

about the propensity to remove children in the absence of a prevention and supportive 
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framework; she suggested that she would actively promote the need for such a focus 

and would continue to report stories about prevention programs and their results.  She 

stated that the journalistic process for a broadsheet gave her the scope to report stories 

that had good outcomes. 

9.5 Summary 

This was a chapter that extended the scope of future prospects for policy creation.  As 

the research for this thesis was set in Western Australia, how the news was constructed 

was associated with the political landscape in the State at that time.  The social 

conservative bias in The West Australian has been noted previously in this thesis, 

supporting Mendes (2017) who observes that the media have had a role in promoting 

the neo-liberal or economic rationalist agendas.  Against the backdrop of pervasive neo-

liberal thinking, the commentary by Butler (2015) analysing a similar case in the United 

Kingdom made sense of the political realm in which the debate and policy activity was 

conducted in Western Australia in 2006: 

Scandals such as the Connelly case provide a biography; a photograph; an 

address; a real-life story around which opinions and attitudes can crystallise to 

fuel or signal the development of a moral panic. Their lasting value is not in 

developing the capacity to protect children but to alert us to the interests, 

motives and agendas of those who express moral outrage and to the varied 

analyses of ‘politicians and other right-thinking people’ who will in turn 

‘pronounce their diagnoses and solutions’. This is why there will always be 

welfare scandals; not because professional practice is infinitely perfectible but 

because the state continuously defines and redefines its relationship to certain of 

its citizens, particularly those who, arguably, need its protection most (p. 81). 

In this thesis I propose that the frame encompassing themes about public service 

incompetence, failure of service delivery and the subsequent control, regulation and 

forensic based solutions had as its core a moralising discourse that stereotyped parents 
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caught in the child protection gaze within a deficit and pathologizing frame.  A potent 

symbol is the vulnerable child, and how the conflation of all abuse and neglect with 

child sexual abuse constitutes the moral crime frame.  In the next and penultimate 

chapter, I return to public discourse, framing and rhetoric about children and public 

policy and  draw on the suggestion from Gormley (2012, p. 147) that frames are a way 

of engaging in the political contest for support and I make some suggestions for how 

alternative stories might be framed because: ‘A good story, like a good picture, a good 

graph or even a good joke, can be an excellent tactic for communicating and selling a 

frame’. 
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10 Making a Difference 

The main substance of this chapter is directed at the last of the four objectives.  

The first three objectives were a segue to the discussion about alternative frames and 

how they might be crafted into a persuasive story line.  The primary purpose in posing 

the question about problem representation was to consider the prospects for an 

alternative story to be told about the lives of vulnerable families.  In the first section I 

summarise how I met the first three objectives and how they signpost the path to the 

final objective.  The rest of the chapter canvasses options for changing the discourse and 

telling different stories. 

10.1 Objectives: To address the methodological gap, identify the 

dominant frames and problem representation 

Relative to other research about media and policy interaction when there is a 

child abuse crisis, this thesis had some unique methodological features; they include the 

length of time that the case study period covered, and an empirically based exploration 

of the interface with the media, politicians and politics.  To the best of my knowledge, 

this kind of analysis using a large corpus of transcripts of debates and analysing them 

alongside media stories had not been done before in the Australian context.  A search 

conducted on the Australian Institute of Family studies data base with the search words 

(“Mass media” OR “Advertising") AND ("Child abuse” OR “Child sexual abuse” OR 

“Child neglect” OR “Child protection”) yielded just one-hundred and sixteen papers 

over forty-two years from 1986-2018; there were two on framing: one by Lonne and 

Gillespie (2014) and another by Wearing (2015), a third by McCosker et al. (2014) 

focusing on feature article portrayal of out of home care.   By construing the policy 

making process, the problem definition and discussion of the solutions of the problem 

as socially constructed within this interface, I contextualise policy creation.  By 
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interviewing the journalists I add to the quantum of data on the interplay between media 

and the construction of social problems because such research to understand how media 

works in relation to its reportage of complex social problems is relatively sparse 

(Kitzinger, 2004). 

The second and third objectives were closely linked.  They were to identify the 

dominant frames, the solutions, problem representation, and the figurative ground from 

which the social construction emerged.  In the aftermath of the outrage following the 

Coroner’s critical findings into the death of Wade Scale, the more immediate response 

of the government was to institute an inquiry into the mechanisms of service delivery. 

There were loud and insistent calls for a royal commission and for the senior executive 

of DCD and the Minister who was responsible for the child protection portfolio to step 

down.  There were also calls for the introduction of mandatory reporting for all forms of 

child abuse.  The amendment, adding mandatory reporting to the legislation that was 

finally passed was more limited and a compromise, although still consistent with the 

moral crime frame.  Parliament amended the Children and Community Services Act 

2004 to include mandatory reporting of sexual abuse; and the notifiers who were 

legislatively mandated to report were limited to a specified number of professionals, 

nurses, doctors, midwives, the police and teachers (Department for Child Protection, 

2009a). 

Legislation was also introduced to enable exchange of information and planning 

to occur between maternity hospitals and  the child protection agency in relation to 

pregnant women who were assessed as having risk factors that could be a concern once 

the baby was born  (Department for Child Protection, 2012).  This legislation was 

intended as an early intervention and supportive measure, but in an environment of 

defensive practice, it had the effect of widening the net and increasing the number of 
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infants and newborns entering care (Harrison et al., 2015).  The regulatory and control 

and parental deficit themes that had led to this reform also had effect of lowering the 

threshold of risk.  Other significant changes were to the structure of the department, 

with a stand-alone Department for Child Protection becoming separated from those 

programs that were community and neighbourhood based.  The numbers of child 

protection workers were increased, together with a substantial increase in the budget for 

child protection focused investigations and interventions. 

The evidence suggests that the changes listed above consolidated the moral 

crime frame and the child rescue theme.  The political debates supported the notion of 

the vulnerable and precious child with anger directed at the bureaucracy of the child 

protection agency for not protecting the child from the parents variously described as 

“monsters” and homes as “dangerous”.  Argumentative/rhetorical strategies used were 

in the main metaphors, symbols and words that expressed emotion, anger, outrage, fear 

and suspicion.  To add strength to the moral crime frame and the need to rescue 

children, statistics especially about child deaths were clustered with reports about child 

sexual abuse and conflated to create alarm and promote a heightened perception of risk.  

The second and third frames were an individual responsibility and parental deficit 

frame, and an incompetent public service frame, with themes that described failed 

service delivery and a lack of trust in professional judgement.  

10.2 The figurative ground-values and assumptions 

Media stories emerged as the most influential drivers of the public debate 

although the policy creation process took place in Parliament by the Government and 

the Opposition Members of Parliament.   The figurative ground that I identified was one 

that was politicised, supported with moral panic, risk, and rhetoric as argumentation, 

driven with emotive language, symbols, metaphors and images.   
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10.3 Neoliberalism and Risk 

The political canvas, i.e. the figurative ground, especially as it relates to risk, 

fear, its politicisation and the emphasis on managing risk rather than need is derived 

from the pre-eminence of neo-liberalism which provides the rationale for the way that 

governments manage the economy and its institutions.  It is on this figurative ground 

that the language of risk mobilised the emotive themes that constituted the frames, 

similar to what was observed by Higgins et al. (2015) commenting on children’s social 

care services in the UK.  They observed that it was about protecting children rather than 

helping them to flourish and a form of management that ignored complexity preferring 

mechanisms to manage risk.  The frames that dominated the discourse represent a 

worldview that seemed to exclude from view issues to do with poverty and inequality, 

social suffering of parents and vulnerable mothers struggling to care for their children 

under difficult conditions.   

With respect to service delivery, the main themes that underpinned the frames 

were a diminution of professional expertise and judgment, an increase in the language 

of transparency, increased regulation, auditing, compliance mechanisms and 

expenditure cuts to support services.  Therefore also missing was the value of a helpful, 

compassionate and relationship based model of service delivery.  Bessant and Broadley 

(2016, p. 93 & 103) in a paper discussing the child protection system in Australia, begin 

with the premise that many children in state care ‘are treated less well than is required 

by relevant legal frameworks and community standards’ and  that ‘The preoccupation 

with compliance, for example, with the “auditing” and surveillance metrics was 

outweighing any regard for the children’s welfare’.  My findings support their 

observation. 
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10.3.1 Binaries 

It is argued that binaries emphasize deficits and a blaming discourse and this is 

evident in this study.  The common binaries that I identify are “vulnerable child versus 

incompetent child protection agency”; “risk  versus need”; “child-centred 

protection/child rescue versus family support”;  “child protection intervention versus 

relationship and care based support”; “social theories versus common sense/community 

values”; “child versus parent’; and “protection versus prevention”; “secretive versus 

open and accountable”.  These binaries set up an “us” and “them” categorisation.  For 

instance, the binary “social theories versus common sense/community values” imply 

that social workers hold relativist notions about what is safe or unsafe and when to 

intervene as opposed to the common sense and morally right views held by “we/us”, the 

rest of the community.  These binaries promote absolutism “a nothing more to be said” 

kind of discourse.  Smith, Clapton, and Cree (2015, p. 268)  suggest that these binary 

notions leave little room for understanding or redemption but add that child protection 

professionals need to live with ambiguity and complexity: 

Our shared analysis foregrounds complexity and criticality as a counterpoint to 

the easy explanations and binary categories that result in censorious legislation, 

illiberal policies and risk-averse practice. 

Binary discourse is consistent with moral panic, risk and the neo-liberal agenda 

that I propose constructed the frames about the problem of child abuse in Western 

Australia in 2006.  Alternative frames need to promote inclusion and relationships 

rather than binaries that create categories of “other” and exclusion.  

10.4 Sources: Who Can Make a Difference and How?  

Along with the media, sources and stakeholders hold the key to the way risk is 

asserted and an issue is framed.  Lonne and Gillespie (2014) found that certain voices 
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were privileged, such as the police, legal and political voices, and they observe that 

service users, children, child protection authorities and health professionals were less 

likely to be asked for their interpretations of events and the implications.  While most 

scholars such as Kitzinger (1999); Rupar (2010) and Proudfoot and Habibis (2013) 

point out that sources can set the tone of the discourse there is no clear agreement as to 

the direction of this relationship.  Opinions differ as to whether it is the journalists who 

privilege certain sources and, as Blood and Holland (2004) suggest, it is not clear 

whether it is the journalists or the sources who play up the risk or play it down.  For the 

purposes of this research, there is no imputation that sources manipulate or are 

manipulated by the media, or are misguided; it is less loaded.  Taking social 

constructionism as a starting point, my understanding is that given the complexity and 

ambiguity inherent in the problem of child abuse there are likely to be competing 

positions. 

Following on from my explanation that what happened in 2006 was a moral 

panic, the next section investigates the possibility that it is possible to intervene in the 

public debate.  In the light of the aforementioned opinions and the evidence from this 

research, I make some suggestions about how and to whom those involved with child 

protection can turn to act as alternative voices.  I suggest that practitioners, 

professionals and policy makers who have an understanding from working in a close 

relationship with disadvantaged families are in a position to tell different stories with a 

deep emotional valence and the application of rhetorical devices (Harrison et al., 2018).  

Historically, the social work profession has been associated with engagement in policy 

making and political change.  Tracing the history Marston and McDonald (2012) calls 

for the profession of social work to reclaim their involvement in policy change, 

activism, collective action and to reframe the public discourse  about justice that is 
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inclusive and inspires hope.  Williams and Briskman (2015) suggest that the social work 

profession mobilise collective action as moral actors and that social problems be 

reframed since:  

…humanitarian concerns, deeply troubling, often moving, and ones that 

imply something for our sensibilities, are frequently hidden from view.  Such 

translating of personal distress into public issues is the heart of the political 

project of social work….  We need to be uncompromising in our demands and 

we need to adopt language that reflects our mission, …outrage, love and other 

concepts that spur to action rather than being constrained by the language of 

bureaucracy (pp. 7 & 14). 

 

However, when there is a crisis, the message of social justice can get drowned 

out.  In Chapter 6 of this thesis I demonstrate that there were repeated accusations about 

lack of transparency and secrecy.  The Director-General in particular was a target.  The 

West Australian made repeated references about the fact that she had not made a 

statement and that she had not made herself available to the media.  In the first few days 

following the reporting of the Coronial inquiry, the Minister was also portrayed in the 

media and by the Opposition Party in Parliament as refusing to take responsibility.   

Konkes and Lester (2016) suggest that if reframing and telling alternative stories 

is to occur it is necessary to uncover the tipping point at which a scandal becomes a 

moral panic and when the socially useful aspect of news coverage is lost.  Further, they 

recommend that agencies ensure official voices are available to the media or the media 

will find alternative sources, and this need to do so fuels the idea of secrecy.  In their 

research, these scholars interviewed ten lawyers, police and judicial government 

employees, including the Director of Public Prosecutor, and advocates and ten 

journalists regarding the coverage of a Tasmanian case of a politician who was charged 

for paying for sex with a 12-year-old girl who was a ward of the state.  From these 
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interviews, they conclude that the case became a scandal and the circumstances and risk 

were amplified when official agencies were dismissive of public concern and outrage 

and met journalists’ inquiries with silence.  Not granting the media access to these 

officials, risked the privileging of alternative voices more likely to promote conspiracy 

theories and agencies as lacking transparency.  Parallels can be found in the health 

sector with what  Hooker et al. (2017) call high outrage low risk hazards.  They 

developed principles about communicating risk and suggest that it is important to 

develop and maintain trust, tolerate early reactions of outrage, recognise that these 

reactions are transient and can subside, and communicate early and often.  

In relation to the media, Hooker et al. (2017), suggest that public officials be 

readily available to talk to the media, check and correct information, and to identify 

those journalists who are the gate keepers and agenda setters, as these can act behind the 

scenes to correct their colleagues and keep poor quality reporting from publication.  An 

additional suggestion is put forward by Holland (2017) drawing on a Commonwealth 

funded initiative, Mindframe with several health journalists on its advisory board.  The 

guidelines developed by Mindframe are an important reference point for reporting, used 

in training communications students and provides guidance for those working in the 

sector about the kinds of factors that need to be taken into account when interacting 

with the media. 

Hooker et al. (2017) suggest that a government regulator or an expert gives a 

sense of control by proxy, while at the same time keeping in mind how to communicate 

risk in a way that is not amplified and to create trust.  In addition to official voices and 

senior executives, there is a need to find a way to provide a coherent evidence-informed 

and persuasive explanation to the media in the wake of a crisis.  Lumby and Funnell 
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(2011) suggest that academics work more collectively with their colleagues and offer 

advice and support  

when a media firestorm erupts in one of our areas of expertise…supportive 

colleagues can play a part in offering advice about managing public sphere 

appearances and in debriefing those of us who have recently emerged bruised 

from the fray… intervening in popular and dominant discourses in their given 

areas. …quarantine a measure of their scant time for networking with colleagues 

internationally in order to ensure that when moral panics do erupt there is a shared 

history and expertise on which to draw (p. 289). 

10.5 What are the alternative stories?  

Featherstone (2016, p. 147) lists what makes a good political story and lends 

strength to the direction suggested by this research about what constitutes a persuasive 

frame.  She suggests that a story must be consistent, memorable, full of vivid images 

and emotional metaphor and simple enough to be readily understood and retold.   

10.5.1 Reframing 

 Extrapolating from the findings in this thesis and the conceptual implications of 

frame analysis, I make the argument that frames and reframing require more than the 

use of different messages and words and more than just engagement with journalists.  

Reframing is political work, it is about making sense of the world and according to 

Marston and McDonald (2012, p. 1032) “this means knowing one’s values and being 

prepared to articulate them in challenging myths and stereotypes”.  Additionally, Lakoff 

(2010) suggests, for a frame to be accepted it needs to be consistent with pre-existing 

cultural beliefs and worldviews.  He uses the example of the recasting of climate change 

debate as investing in alternative technology and “green jobs” as an opportunity to grow 

the economy.  Lens (2005) also makes a strong case for the link between language and 

ideology:  
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Finding the right words is as important as finding the right evidence. A single 

word or phrase can encapsulate an ideology, defining the problem and even the 

solution (p.234). 

Lakoff (2010) suggests that advocates talk at the level of values, tell stories that 

exemplify values and rouse emotions, use numbers and statistics within a narrative, 

contextualise, use visuals, body language and jargon free messaging, and be aware of 

what is going on.  In Chapters 6 and 7 I illustrated the power of rhetorical strategies and 

their story telling function.   

Metaphors seem to have received increasing attention in the literature as a 

particularly persuasive type of rhetoric, Lakoff (2004) described one of the ways 

President Bush justified the invasion of Kuwait to protect America’s oil by calling it a 

“lifeline”, the metaphor used was that of the nation (America) as a person.  Similarly, I 

found examples in Australian discourse, the war on drugs, epidemic, sisterhood, torture 

chambers, new broom, crime waves and more recently in Australia, the Canberra 

bubble.  Metaphors are considered important devices for strategic representation of 

policies, ‘they are figures of speech; giving a name to something that belongs to 

something else…They can operate intellectually, emotionally, ethically, creatively and 

visually’ (Bessant et al., 2006, p. 307 & 308).  Thibodeau and Boroditsky (2011) found 

that: 

The way we talk about complex and abstract ideas is suffused with 

metaphor….We find that metaphors can have a powerful influence over how 

people attempt to solve complex problems and how they gather more 

information to make ‘‘well-informed’’ decisions…influence of metaphor we 

find is strong: different metaphorical frames created differences in opinion (p. 

10). 
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McCosker et al. (2014) in their analysis of feature article coverage of out of 

home care, focused on metaphor, the rationale being that language is how ideas are 

framed and represented to the world and 

Metaphors are important in everyday language and communication as a form of 

shorthand substitution.  The metaphors used matters in terms of representing 

courses of action to perceived crises (p. 258).  

As well as a focus on metaphors for its story telling potency, attention to binary 

discourse will also provide insight into how complex problems are distilled into simple 

either/or categories.  Binary discourse activates moralising.  Drawing on the discussion 

by Marston and Dee (2015) that binaries reinforce thinking of ‘them’ as a category and 

works against a relational approach to service delivery and care, I suggest that changing 

binary thinking in relation to the problem of child abuse must be a core aim in 

reframing.  The following suggestions made about alternative stories are constructed to 

refocus attention to the other side of the binary and neutralise some of the moralising 

that is associated with binaries that characterise policy making in the aftermath of a 

crisis or policy making about complex social problems.  The alternative frames that are 

proposed in the next section are tentative propositions cast as probabilistic ideas and as 

visions for the future. 

10.5.2 A story about inequality 

Alternative frames that provide the opportunity for a public discourse around a 

humane framework are those that contain empathy, social support and care; cast social 

institutions and governments as necessary and responsible for reducing inequality and 

social exclusion and eschew blame and individualisation.  Gupta (2017)  in her 

discussion of the relationship between poverty and neglect argues that the current 

analysis and discourses do not incorporate fully the context of people’s lives.  One 
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suggestion is that alternative stories need to represent inequality and childhood 

disadvantage as unjust and preventable and make the links to social, demographic and 

economic factors that are externally and structurally determined.  Recent work done by 

researchers such as Goldfield et al. (2018)  argue for the need to capture the ‘real life’ 

experiences of disadvantaged children by understanding multidimensional inequities 

that children experience, that there are a range of individual, family and community 

level indicators.   

In recent times, there has been growing discussion about the need to bring to the 

fore the issue of inequality.  Doidge, Higgins, Delfabbro, and Segal (2017) using the 

Australian Temperament Project with a cohort of 2443 individuals and their parents, 

found that poverty and economic disadvantage were strong predictors for child 

maltreatment and that prevention is possible if childhood economic disadvantage was 

addressed.  The relationship between increased notification for child protection 

involvement and families under stress from poverty and in chronic need is gaining more 

attention.  This is what Bilson (2018) refers to as the “postcode lottery”; wherein 

disadvantaged families facing more stress and less support and a punitive attention to 

their parenting have the highest ever risk of being accused of abusing their child.  Slack, 

Berger, and Noyes (2017) suggest that the message to policy makers from research 

needs to be framed in a way that does not single out parents as the sole agent for change 

in efforts to prevent child maltreatment.  Gormley (2012) suggests that there are many 

possible alternative stories; some utilize economic investment frames; some moralistic 

frames such as equity and social justice, feeling frame, family friendly and helping 

hands frames, crime frames, social responsibility frames and public health frames.  My 

findings incorporating concepts to do with framing and rhetoric support the literature, 

which is that facts about how poverty affects families need to be framed in terms of its 
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moral implications in order to have an impact.  In Australia, an apt metaphor to include 

in a frame and one that might carry moral cache, is the evocative expression, “a fair go”.  

A story that foregrounds inequality is also a story for social change, a 

conversation which according to Mason & Featherstone (2017), is not happening.  

There is considerable data about child poverty and given the potency of statistics and 

data any re-framing might include some facts.  According to the Australian Council of 

Social Services (2017), one in four children from single parent families live in poverty, 

with these families having lost from $85.00 to $271.00 per fortnight since 2016 as a 

result of social security policy changes.  The report states that the policy change of 

transferring single parents from the Parenting Payment to the unemployment benefit in 

2013 was associated with an increase from 35% to nearly 60% in after-housing poverty.  

Wilkins and Lass (2018) in The Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia 

(HILDA) survey reports that the child poverty rate is consistently 10% below the 

community-wide poverty rates and that the poverty rate for children in single parent 

families is twice what it is for couple parent families. 

In the aftermath of the Coronial findings into the death of Wade Scale, much 

was made of the report that 214 children who had died over a two-year period 2005-

2007 had previous contact with the child protection agency.  The reason for the contact 

was, for the most part, families seeking assistance with basic needs.  Underscoring the 

distortion of such juxtaposition it has already been noted that the majority of the child 

deaths were not abuse related.  To add another perspective, in the year 2006-2007, DCD 

provided one-to-one services to, 45000 people.  The percentage of children who had 

died and whose deaths were subject to review equated to .08% of those who had contact 

with DCD (Child Death Review Committee, 2007).   

An important question is, how is one to counter the rhetoric that stigmatises poor 
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families as a risk to their children, and to provide journalists with the frame of need (in 

some cases chronic, long term need), represented by the 45,000 children and families 

who had sought assistance?  A family support perspective linked to a social justice 

frame is one option.  A further question is: how can these families be supported and 

helped and boost their capacity to parent? (Gupta, 2017).  Fairclough and Fairclough 

(2012) suggests that a premise should be: 

a just state of affairs, as something that the state (politicians) ought to be 

concerned with….  Underlying these arguments is a belief that, even when 

politicians apparently fail to care about this social contract and thus fail to act 

from a commitment to justice, they ought to do so: they have a reason to do so, 

in fact one that they have themselves created by accepting a mandate of political 

representation (p. 39). 

For an inequality story to be heard and to make its politics visible, Marston and 

McDonald (2012) suggest that practitioners conceptualise a social justice frame. 

Extending this suggestion, Williams and Briskman (2015) argue that addressing human 

rights and social justice issues demand an emotional connection with the nature of 

injustice and engagement with its language.  In other words it is more than just about 

language; it is also about knowing one’s values and repeatedly making one’s world 

views explicit (Lakoff, 2004). 

Drawing on the interviews with journalists, I suggest that statistics on inequality 

and poverty may trigger an interest.  Journalist 1 spoke of drawing attention to context 

and poverty because of the scope that she had for writing feature stories of hundred to a 

thousand words.  In Western Australia, where the monopoly newspaper is a tabloid, I 

suggest that these statistics could promote a human interest story if the journalists were 

provided with sufficient emotional content and a moving story of social suffering.  Lens 

(2005) suggests that empirical evidence and a personal narrative can give both depth 
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and complexity to the story, although she warns that images and an individual story can 

also backfire and reinforce negative stereotypes. 

10.5.3 A Story of the Vulnerable Family 

An alternative story is one that needs to reframe the very powerful child centric 

lens, in recent times described as “defamilialised” by Keddell (2017), as  “child 

fundamentalism” by  Baird (2008), “disaggregating the child” by Parton (2016) and an 

“abstracted or generalised object…decontextualized” by Higgins et al. (2015) .  To 

restore the focus on family, perhaps the story might begin with the question “Whose 

children are being removed?”  The answer to this question links with the previous 

discussion on inequality, poverty and postcodes.  Keddell (2017) argues for a holistic 

construction so that both children and parents are considered equally worthy of care and 

opportunity and support for their network of family and community relationships.  So 

that vulnerability as a concept encapsulates broader structural, community and parental 

struggles and not just applied to the child parents, indeed families need to be 

constructed as vulnerable and ‘at risk’ rather than ‘a risk’.  There is some caution 

expressed in the literature that under neo-liberal conditions, vulnerability can be used to 

define certain individuals and groups, rather than their needs being seen as universal.  If 

categorised as a vulnerable group some scholars warn that they can become targets of 

control with the discourse of vulnerability creating binaries (Brown, 2012; Keddell, 

2017).  Nevertheless, Brown (2012) suggests that the concept of vulnerability can 

resonate with social justice: 

‘Vulnerability’ is a powerful concept in social policy, and one with pervasive 

practical effects when ‘operationalised’. This is largely due to its strong link 

with morality, notions of obligation, and ability to shift focus away from the 

extent to which people are seen as having themselves to blame for their 

circumstances (p. 49). 
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Both Birks (2016) and Warner (2015) discuss ways of eliciting empathy to 

sensitize the politicians and journalists to the politics of social suffering by using 

moving stories and testaments of  individuals, not as experiences of certain types of 

people, which allows them to be categorised as “other”; but by changing the position of 

those who suffer from the distant “other” to one of “us”.   

If we can understand our social position as at least in part based in good 

luck, and imagine the possibility that circumstances outside our control could 

lead to a reversal of fortune, then we can truly empathise with the poor and 

disenfranchised and therefore feel a social responsibility to them.  (Birks, 2016, 

p. 2). 

 

Both journalists I spoke with offered the possibility of such engagement and I suggest 

that given the frequent use of the photograph of Wade Scale to promote anger over the 

death of a child, a picture of a living child and family could generate a similar effect of 

outrage about the material and existential disadvantages experienced by the family.   

The gendered nature of poverty may be usefully added to the story line.  The 

vulnerable family in the context of the problem of child abuse is more often a female 

headed household;  Davidson, Saunders, Bradbury, and Wong (2018) in their survey on 

poverty noted that women shoulder a greater burden of poverty than men.  Therefore, in 

addition to the vulnerable family another frame for the story is the vulnerable mother.  

The statistics illustrating low income status and other indices such as homelessness 

further promote stories of the structural context of inequality and injustice and the 

connection between the personal and the political.  To this end the aim would also be to 

challenge stereotypes, lessen the potential for binaries and introduce the frame of 

universality.  

The story of universality of need is a theme that promotes the public health 

frame.  Nisbet (2009) on the framing of climate change reports that the public health 
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frame has emerged as a potent interpretive resource for climate change experts and 

advocates; it makes the issue personally relevant and individuals can relate them to 

problems that are already familiar.  A public health frame is non-stigmatising and 

provides services and programs to families who are struggling and need help and where 

maltreatment has not occurred.  At the tertiary end of the spectrum of need, if removal is 

considered necessary a focus on health would mean support for grief, loss and trauma  

issues for the families, especially the mothers; and services to overcome their 

difficulties and still retain a relationship with their children (Scott et al., 2016).  For 

such a frame to be persuasive, Featherstone (2016); Gormley (2012); Lakoff (2004) and 

Warner (2015) suggest that practitioners and policy makers need to make sense of the 

problem themselves; and with this sense-making connect with values and emotions and 

use the language that frames those values.   

In Australia a campaign has been initiated by a group called The Benevolent 

Society, a partnership of 20 organisation supported by the Australian Medical 

Association (AMA)  to advocate for funding to ensure families  receive support at the 

right time.  Tatz (2018) writing as the AMA Director for Public Health uses the 

metaphor, “ambulance at the bottom of the cliff”, to illustrate what happens when only 

16.6% of the total child protection expenditure is invested in early intervention and 

prevention.  This is an evocative metaphor set firmly within a public health frame.   

The annual survey of the image of professions conducted over a number of years 

by Roy Morgan Research (2017) adds strength to how one might promote a public 

health focus.  Their results show that health professionals are clustered near the top; 

nurses are Australia’s most highly regarded profession with 94% of Australians rating 

nurses as very high or high for their “ethics or honesty”, and have topped the annual 

survey for 23 years followed by doctors.  School teachers are relevant to this research 
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because of their expert status, university lecturers, are regarded as high or very high for 

ethics and honesty by 66% of Australians.  Regard for public servants on ethics and 

honesty at 37%, are higher than politicians who are at 16%.  These figures provide the 

rationale for which professional group may be best placed to promote the public health 

model and reframe child protection as a public health issue.   

10.5.4 Story of Complexity and Uncertainty/Not Everything is Predictable 

Another likely story is one that incorporates the frame that extreme child abuse 

events such as the death of a child cannot be predicted because of its very low base rate.  

This story could include the idea that the solution to the problem does not lie with 

punitive and authoritarian legislation regulating professional decision making and 

control over parents.  It is also in this context that challenging binary thinking has the 

most potential.  Kearney (2013) argues that total prevention is a myth; he calls this 

“utopian bias”. Warner (2015) argues for what she calls a “politics of uncertainty”: 

…in any system of child protection or child welfare, regardless of the 

professionalism of social work and social care workforce that exists, some 

children will perish…a new politics of uncertainty would entail recognising and 

acknowledging that the hope of eliminating risk is indeed false (p. 165). 

These observations converge with the concept of child abuse and child 

protection as a “wicked problem”.  Devaney and Spratt (2009) suggest that 

conceptualising child abuse as a wicked problem could realign what is considered to be 

a solution.  These scholars suggest that (a) wicked problems are not easily defined; (b) 

there is no end point to it solution except when there are no more resources such as 

time, money or energy; (c) there are no right or wrong solutions; (d) each problem is 

unique and so requires individual tailoring of solutions; (e) each problem is likely to be 

a symptom of another; and (f) one can only try at having a shot, through trial and error. 
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 Notwithstanding the possibility that trying to engage with journalists and 

reframe the public debate is itself a wicked problem, communicating the features of a 

wicked problem to the media would provide them with a tool kit from which to 

construct their story telling template.  Such a story confounds simple causal reasoning 

and therefore also simple solutions that lie at the heart of managerialism.  I propose that 

it also opens up interventions and solutions that are relationship based, into which can 

enter common sense, logical and analytical based professional judgment and as Munro 

(2010) and Trevithick (2014) argue there is a need to humanise managerialism and 

make room for emotion and empathy.  

I suggest that it is possible for stories drawn from the silences that were evident 

in the framing of the problem and solutions during the debates and news coverage in 

2006 to be brought to life.  Interpreting the debates and news coverage, the problem 

definition and the solutions as stories provide a stimulus to thinking about alternative 

stories.  I propose that telling stories is a strategic and compelling way of representing 

causes, assumptions and the values that underpin the solutions.  They also require a 

political sensitivity and a readiness to engage in a political and ideological discourse 

about how complex social problems are socially constructed. 

10.6 Summary 

This penultimate chapter draws together the findings of the analysis of the 

parliamentary debates, newspapers stories, interviews with journalists and the review of 

the literature in order to discuss its implications for future discourse.  The observations 

over the last three to four decades is that the neo-liberal risk oriented, individualising 

and narrowly conceived frameworks are deeply embedded and, unarguably, have led to 

increasing numbers of children being notified for child protection concerns.  This 

outcome has left many vulnerable families struggling, excluded and fearful of seeking 
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help.  My analysis suggests that what has dominated is a moral crime frame and 

rescuing children is seen as the remedy.   

Two other frames were, (a) an incompetent public service frame, supported by 

themes that indicated a lack of trust in professional judgment, academics, experts and 

their social theories, and (b) individual deficit frame, supported by themes that highlight 

parental pathology and deficits and the need for control and regulation.  I have 

suggested that these frames are not fixed.  It is possible for professionals to reflect 

conceptually and make sense of what is happening to vulnerable children and families, 

use emotion, rhetoric and ideology to create alternative representations and tell different 

stories about the problem of child abuse.  My analysis of the evidence in the thesis 

suggests that solutions that are promoted are inextricably linked to a pervasive neo-

liberal ideology.  

 I acknowledge that the suggestions that I have made about constructing an 

alternative representation might be regarded as overly optimistic; however, since it is 

calling on fundamental human strivings, communication, feelings and care, it seems it is 

an endeavour worth pursuing.  The strongest finding to emerge, policy making as story-

telling, is relatively recent in the scholarly work on child protection.  According to 

Birkland (2016, p. 73) “An important part of story-telling is the telling of causal 

stories”.  Featherstone (2016) links framing and story-telling and makes the case for 

telling stories about the problem of child abuse, she says: 

According to framing theorists, our minds use stories to understand the 

world, and we think in frames. These are a quick way for us to understand the 

world based on existing preconceptions about it. …it will need to be taken on 

and owned by opinion formers and influential advocates in coalition with 

families who are offered the opportunity to tell their stories, and to be recognised 

and understood (p. 149 & 152). 
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11 Wrapping Up 

 

This chapter wraps up the analysis and findings with a kaleidoscopic 

arrangement of themes and frames that emerged out of the analysis of political debates 

and media stories in the aftermath of a child abuse scandal.  Kaleidoscope is a deliberate 

choice as a metaphor; a kaleidoscopic display of patterns is complex, colourful and 

shifting; the pieces that come together form different patterns depending on how the 

varying conceptual frameworks throw light and reflect on each other.   

11.1 The Research Journey 

When I submitted the proposal for this thesis, maternity hospitals, pregnancy, 

infants and mothers had become sites for the social construction of risk, of gaze and 

scrutiny, and a focus of intervention to prevent harm to children.  In The West 

Australian a headline in large bold font read ‘Fight abuse from the womb’.  A scandal 

in the aftermath of inquiries into the deaths of infants, polarising political debates and 

crisis ridden policy making became the ever-present backdrop for what still influences 

social work services to pregnant women and child protection responses.  The research 

proposal that I initially submitted focused on the impact of the media on child 

protection practice and policy, particularly as it related to pregnancy and infants.  Over 

time, and following a reading of the literature I learned that the role of the media had 

already received considerable scholarly scrutiny.  An empirical study examining the role 

of the legislature and the politicians, particularly the interplay with the media and the 

politicisation of the problem of child abuse was yet to be undertaken.  

The increasing numbers of infants and children entering the care system is the 

usual outcome of a child abuse scandal and has been observed in a number of 
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jurisdictions.  At the time of writing this conclusion, the Australian Institute of Health 

and Welfare (2019) reports that across Australia in 2017-2018 infants were the most 

likely to have received child protection services, (37.8 per 1000) and most likely to be 

subjects of substantiations.  In a report titled “Born Into Care”  Broadhurst et al. (2018) 

notes that in England, 27.2% of children in care are infants.  A report commissioned by 

the West Australian Children’s Commissioner, titled “Voices of mothers with empty 

arms” describes the grief and trauma and chronicles the experiences of mothers who had 

lost their very young children to protection and care and who were trying to work 

towards reunification with their children who were removed.  One mother describes the 

aftermath: ‘…I ended up relapsing and once I relapse, my mental health deteriorates 

fast’ (Marquis, 2017). 

A significant objective of the research was to make politics and its moral and 

value assumptions visible.  I asked how the problem and solutions were represented, 

what values and assumptions underpinned this representation, what was left out of this 

representation and how this problem could be thought about differently.  The analysis 

and findings were based on three data sets.  The first two consisted of 126 Hansard 

transcripts of political debates and 117 newspaper stories from The West Australian 

over a 5-month period in 2006.  A third set of data were interviews with two print 

journalists and these were pivotal in lending strength to my interpretations of the media 

stories and to an understanding of the thinking and routines that occur in a newsroom 

prior to the story making it to print.  

All the interpretations based on qualitative analysis were supported with 

evidentiary texts.  I inserted thirty-six extracts from the Hansard debates and thirty-two 

pieces of texts including headlines and images from The West Australian as evidence to 

support the themes and frames that emerged out of my interpretations.  Some simple 
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quantitative data lend the discourse analysis an added dimension and I was able to 

demonstrate patterns and trends in figures and tables.   When I analysed the newspaper 

reporting, I took note of where the stories were placed, if they were on the front page, 

accompanied by visuals and large headlines, the frequency, the number of consecutive 

days in which the stories featured, or if there were several articles on the same day and 

its editorialising.  In this way I was able to present evidence that demonstrated salience, 

agenda setting and the newspaper’s role in triggering outrage and a moral panic. 

In presenting the findings I am aware that there are multiple possible 

understandings of the stories being told in The West Australian and in the West 

Australian Parliament in 2006.  Social constructionism and discourse analysis are 

methods typically adopted when studying complex problems that incorporate emotions, 

morals, political values and social and cultural landscapes.  The interpretations that I 

present were drawn from frames of reference common to scholarship about child abuse 

and welfare, politics, sociology and communications theories.  Concepts drawn from an 

understanding of neo-liberal ideology, rhetoric, scandal and moral panic already have 

their place in expert knowledge within the field.  Additionally, because of my 

professional history as a social worker with a long association with child protection 

matters, I was able to interpret the texts using common discipline-based knowledge, a 

shared set of assumptions and frames of reference.  The analysis and findings are based 

on a strong, systematic and rich body of qualitative data.  In the previous chapters, ideas 

about the data are presented as probabilistic rather than as objective descriptions of 

reality.  For the findings to take their place in the body of child protection and social 

policy literature I consider what remains to be done so that social policy discourse about 

social problems is empathic, inclusive and incorporates complexity and ambiguity. 
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11.2 What I found 

The findings are consistent with what has been reported in other research.  In the 

past three to four decades neo-liberal ideology has prevailed as an explanation for how 

complex social problems are defined and how the resulting construction frames the 

solutions.  My questions in this thesis have been about framing, predicated on the 

assumption of a socially constructed reality. In summary: 

 I came to the conclusion that framing matters.  It matters what is said about issues, 

problems and solutions and it matters how it is said.   

 I propose that the key frame that defines the problem of child abuse is a moral crime 

frame.  The second frame is an individual responsibility frame of parental deficits 

and pathologies.  The third frame is failure of professional judgement and the public 

service to adequately control and regulate the targeted families.  These frames are 

not mutually exclusive. 

 The discourse that supports the frames are emotive rhetoric portraying a vulnerable 

and helpless child, and a construction in which the child’s needs and best interests 

and the parents are spoken of as if they are mutually exclusive.  Moreover, in large 

part, the child is constructed as being at risk of serious harm, of death or sexual 

abuse.   

I found that the discourse and its structural and operational aftermath followed 

the typical arc of a moral panic from a build-up of threat, disproportionality, 

amplification, construction of folk devils, input of claims makers and legislative reforms 

when finally, the issue loses its focusing features.  Embedded in the moral crime, 

individual responsibility and public service incompetence frames are the roles played by 

emotive language, rhetoric and metaphors.  The evidence suggests that this talk creates 

and socially constructs the problem, that this is political and contains deeply held 
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assumptions and values.   

What remains muted in policy and practice is the link with poverty and 

inequality and a social justice and humanitarian frame.  As a result, families struggling 

with chronic need and poverty are more likely to face punitive interventions rather than 

support for their material needs and other associated stresses that have a negative impact 

on their parenting.  Until today in 2019, following the increased anxiety and regulation 

generated by moral panic about the possibility of harm to children, as stated earlier, the 

numbers of children being notified as being at risk and the numbers of children being 

taken into care continues to increase (Autralian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2019). 

In the aftermath of a critical child abuse event, child protection professionals 

faced with public scrutiny and criticism respond with a “damned if we do and damned if 

we don’t” rationale.   On the contrary I suggest that professionals respond by 

foregrounding the families’ circumstances not a lament about the professionals’ 

difficulties.  Regardless of the outcome of a scandal and whether or not a moral panic is 

triggered, child protection practitioners, child protection agency executives, policy 

makers, academics, experts and interest groups need to activate a deeper understanding 

and discourse of what it means for families to live with marginalisation.  In keeping 

with the central theme in this thesis, and with reference to the above stated rationale, it 

is not just the ‘doing’ that is critical to the framing of the solution; framing involves 

how we ‘think’ about the human condition and its complexity, and ‘knowing’ the needs 

of marginalised and disadvantaged peoples and their world.  Framing is also about 

‘talking’ strategically, evoking values and emotions about social justice, empathy and a 

common humanity.  Frames need to engage ‘caring enough’ to re-shape the agenda and 

to tell different stories.  Such stories could be about poverty, inequality and the need for 

a ‘fair go’.    
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The common themes binding alternative stories as a way of changing the 

discourse are collective responsibility, mutual obligation, humane and relationship-

based casework and a recognition of need and complexity that do not create simple 

categories of problems and groups.  This world view takes into account the context of 

people’s lives and a government provided safety net that is non-stigmatising.  In this 

system, governments would be responsible for managing structural obstacles that for 

instance keep people on low wages in poverty.  Such a worldview is the other side of 

conservatism or neo-liberalism and is variously called liberalism, progressive or social-

democratic. 

There are stories that need to be told about inequality, the vulnerable mother, the 

vulnerable family, universality and complexity.  A universal need story could promote a 

public health frame.  Another story might be one that frames the problem as complex, 

unpredictable and as a wicked problem and its solutions as ‘common sense’.  These 

possibilities present an invitation for researchers, academics, practitioners, and 

bureaucrats to engage in the politics of policy making, to think about the values that 

underpin our participation, reflect on how we can create change, with whom we can 

engage in dialogue and to ensure that both the media and the politicians are listening.  In 

child protection literature, this approach to analysis of policy making is relatively recent 

and therefore the limitations in my research and the implications for future research 

need to be considered together in this light. 

11.3 What are the limitations? What is missing? What doors open? 

It is reasonable to argue that no scholarship on child protection in Australia 

would be complete without a focus on Aboriginal children, their families, the 

communities and their relationship with the child protection system.  Where the media 

coverage and policy debates have explicitly referred to Aboriginal children, families and 
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communities I included that data in the analysis.  In a recent paper based on a study 

examining the disparities between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal children in the child 

protection and out of home care system and specifically focused on infants, O'Donnell, 

Taplin, Marriott, Lima, and Stanley (2019) describe the trauma felt by the Aboriginal 

community who are referring to the removal of their children as ‘another stolen 

generation’.  These researchers list discriminatory practices and mistrust in agencies and 

data showing that Aboriginal infants are ten times more likely to be removed than non-

Aboriginal children.  

 It is not possible to do justice to the overwhelming problems that the Aboriginal 

community face as objects of gaze, scrutiny and intervention and how dispossession, 

colonization and intergenerational trauma have affected their lives.  The policy making 

done in their name and the media coverage about Aboriginal families and their children 

may share some features and concepts with the cases and events that were the focus in 

this study, however, they are different in very substantial ways.  Aboriginal people have 

come under the microscope and been subjects of study for social scientists for many 

decades, and the prevailing currents of self-determination suggest that they will be 

better served, if their lives and policies that affect them are studied by insiders, their 

own people. 

The context for the debate and media coverage from which the data and the 

analysis emanated is Western Australia and its capital city, Perth which is 

geographically isolated from the rest of Australia.  I am not offering this isolation as a 

limitation.  From the literature I was able to find commonalities in the aftermath of a 

child abuse scandal with the other Australian states, other Anglophone countries, the 

United States, United Kingdom and with some of the debates in the European 

Parliaments.  I suggest that there are universal aspects of language, communication and 
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worldviews.  Nevertheless, it is important for the knowledge base about how child 

protection systems might evolve to include comparative studies across other cultural 

and social jurisdictions.  Understanding the role of culture in the context of socio-

economic developments globally may well make visible other dimensions that could 

add to the broader aim of assisting practitioners and policy makers to create an 

alternative discourse.  

Both culture and power were implied in this thesis, however, given the 

implications for how institutions exert political and economic power to regulate certain 

groups and individuals, resource allocation, service delivery and professional judgment, 

a more explicit exploration of power and culture is needed to make the politics more 

visible.  The findings in relation to how the discourse affected mothers and the silence 

in relation to their unique need as a marginalised group calls for closer scrutiny. 

Consequently, another question needs to be explored:  What solutions are generated and 

how is the problem represented when disadvantaged people and their experiences are 

constructed based on gender and race? 

11.4 Where to next? Future Possibilities 

A question that emerges from this thesis is ‘How did the problem representation, 

policies and solutions affect those to whom they were directed?  The interpretations 

made in this thesis lend themselves to further work to ask how these problem 

representations affect the quality of the lives of vulnerable families: how are resources 

provided or denied to them?  How are they socially constructed?  And, how are they 

made to feel about themselves?  Service providers need to know how being constructed 

as a risk and held responsible for harms to their children and live in the expectation of 

harsh and punitive interventions shape mothers’ views and understanding of themselves 

and what impact this will have on their help-seeking behaviour. 
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The silence in the discourse about mothers was most apparent in the lack of data 

and statistics about the outcomes for women caught in child protection intervention, and 

I suggest the reason for this is that they are absent in data collection as a category of 

need, the term Broadhurst and Mason (2013, p. 292) use is “maternal outcasts”.  More 

descriptive statistics are needed about the experiences of these vulnerable women and 

they need to have a voice about what of their lived experience gets counted and acquires 

a status as data that is publicly available.  Mothers speak of the sense of hopelessness 

and trauma but data about the numbers of newborns who are removed from their 

mothers, about the social costs of the loss of identity, and further spiralling into poverty, 

homelessness and mental illness needs to be collected.  I make this suggestion following 

my finding of the importance of statistics and numbers to establish credibility and as an 

argumentative strategy.  A related outcome is that it will make explicit and visible the 

iatrogenic effects of contemporary child protection policies.  Such knowledge could be 

added to the ethical and moral compass that both practitioners and policy makers need 

in their professional and personal tool-kits to reflect on their roles as those who are 

expected to operationalise reforms. 

In addition to measures and statistics to promote alternative framing, more 

research is needed that combines the strengths of qualitative and quantitative 

approaches.  This thesis provided a glimpse into the perspectives that can be portrayed 

through the use of qualitative data, pie charts and graphs.  In addition to data collection 

there is scope for field/ethnographic research which could generate ‘thick descriptions’, 

of the lived experiences of vulnerable women and their families.  Evocative descriptions 

in the voices of those who are living with disadvantage and struggling with their 

parenting and relationships could bring to life the social misery associated with poverty 

and the social and psychological stresses associated with the stigma and risk of child 
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protection interventions.  I further suggest descriptive and qualitative research are likely 

to enable more explicit theorising about the relationship between poverty, inequality 

and child protection intervention discourse, policy and practice.  Research that uses 

discourse analysis is more likely to steer thinking about complex social problems away 

from social and behavioural theories that have historically been appropriated by the neo-

liberal agenda and individualisation rhetoric towards more collective and moral 

responsibility.  This is about how the problem of child abuse and its solutions are 

theorised for a re-configuration of the positivist paradigm with social constructionism. 

Another area of research has been alluded to in the discussion on framing, 

complexity, risk perception, emotion, affect and decision making.  This area of research 

will move to the micro-level and behavioural psychology, the individual case worker, 

the child protection agency and those conducting child death inquiries.  An aim would 

be to understand why child death statistics have had such a compelling impact on 

reasoning.  The suggestions that emotional responses can seriously affect how people 

make decisions, and that many people have difficulty understanding the complexities of 

probabilistic reasoning, needs to be tested.  Research is needed to explore how 

emotional responses affect risk assessments and decision making by child protection 

workers, and how they manage complexity.  Additionally, a knowledge base is needed 

about how one might communicate the fact that non-accidental child deaths are very 

rare and to shift the focus to meeting need rather than managing risk. 

Surveys that test the differential impact on public discourse of different forms of 

social media vis a vis the print media may provide valuable information to direct the 

efforts of sources and claims-makers more strategically.  Further field studies using 

survey methodology to test drive alternative stories would add to the repertoire of skills, 

not just on how to respond in times of crisis but also to participate energetically in the 
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political discourse not only about the problem of child abuse, but also about other 

complex social problems.  Such a research might look at how emotive language, 

metaphors and rhetoric are processed, how they affect recipients, those working in the 

field and those families and individuals at whom such communication is directed, what 

responses are elicited and what is political persuasive. 

11.5  In Conclusion 

Thirteen years have passed since the events of 2006 which lay at the core of this 

thesis.  I suggest that the themes and frames that emerged from the texts of the time are 

still relevant, possibly universal and continue to play a role in how child abuse is 

represented and in the search for its solutions.  Moreover, I suggest that the insights 

could be applicable to other scandals and other complex problems whence solutions are 

appropriated by emotive, ideological and risk saturated discourse.  In recent times, the 

problems that come to mind are to do with the homeless, refugees, asylum seekers, 

immigration, climate change, racism, religious freedoms, domestic violence and 

freedom of speech.  I began this chapter with a reference to the kaleidoscope, an optical 

instrument and a word which evokes changing colour and patterns, light and reflection 

wherein with the slightest shift we can change the picture entirely.  So too with this 

thesis, making sense of the conceptual underpinnings of social constructionism, the 

literature review, multidisciplinary scholarships, the texts and the interviews with the 

journalists were for me like looking through a kaleidoscope.  I found that it is possible 

to shake this kaleidoscope and have other patterns appear that constitute the problem of 

child abuse differently and so sharpen how we look at complexity, disadvantage and 

inequality and find need and hope instead of risk and fear. 
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Appendix B:  Information Sheet for Journalist Interviewees 

 

  



251 

 

 

  



252 

 

Appendix C:  Participant Consent Form 
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Appendix D:  Interview Schedule 
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Case: 

On the 10
th
Aug 2006 the West Australian coroner delivered his 

findings into the death by drowning of an 11-month-old child.  His mother 

stated that she left him in the bath for just a few minutes and when she 

returned, he had drowned.  The Coroner’s findings were critical of the child 

protection department.  His criticisms were based on the fact that (i) the 

child’s parents were known to have a problem with drug addiction, (ii) the 

child’s father had a previous conviction for assault on his step-children in a 

previous relationship, (iii) the child’s grandmother and extended family had 

alerted the statutory child protection department to their concerns for the 

child’s welfare and felt their concerns were not taken seriously, (iv) the 

child was already known to the Department for Community Development 

(DCD), (v) he had been removed previously and was recently returned to 

the care of his parents and (vi) the autopsy showed that there were traces of 

adult sedatives in his system and his parents could give no explanation as to 

how he could have ingested this drug 
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Daily newsgathering routine: 

 

You came across this story from the Coroner’s office or by attending the 

Coronial Inquest: 

 

(1) Who decides that this story is worth reporting? 

 

(2) Tell me what your next steps would be?   

 

 

(3) Tell me about how much time you will have?  What is your deadline? 

 

(4) What makes this case newsworthy? 

 

 

(5) Who decides on the angle to be taken and on what basis? 

 

(6) How do you go about gathering background information? 

 

 

(7) Whom would you use as sources and why? 

 

(8) What would you be aiming for in the publication of this story? 
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(9) What are the features of a case such as this that might prompt a 

journalist or your editor to consider it to be a scandal? 

 

(10) How is it decided that a case such as this warrants a front page with 

big headlines and pictures of the child, parents or grandmothers? 

 

(11) What would you consider needs to be covered for your reporting to 

be socially useful? 

(12) What would you recommend to professional bodies, policy makers 

in government and interest groups if they have an angle on a story that 

they want to promote through a daily newspaper such as The West 

Australian? 

 

(13) Is there anything else you would like to add or do you have any 

questions for me? 

 

Thank You for your participation. 

 
 

 

 

Approval to conduct this research has been provided by the University of Western 
Australia, in accordance with its ethics review and approval procedures. Any person considering 
participation in this research project, or agreeing to participate, may raise any questions or issues 
with the researchers at any time. 

In addition, any person not satisfied with the response of researchers may raise ethics 
issues or concerns, and may make any complaints about this research project by contacting the 
Human Ethics Office at the University of Western Australia on (08) 6488 3703 or by emailing to 
humanethics@uwa.edu.au 

mailto:hreo-research@uwa.edu.au
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All research participants are entitled to retain a copy of any Participant Information Form 

and/or Participant Consent Form relating to this research project. 

Appendix E:  Published Papers and Conference Presentations 

 

(1)  The perfect storm: Politics, media and child welfare policy making 

Communities, Children and Families Australia  

Volume 8 Issue 2 (Dec 2014) 

Harrison, Celine
1
; Harries, Maria

2
; Liddiard, Mark

3
 

Abstract: This paper is the first of a series emerging from a study of the practice 

of policy creation when a child welfare event comes to the notice of the public as a 

scandal and engages the attention of politicians and the media. The daily newspaper, 

The West Australian reported extensively on the Coroner's finding into the death of an 

11month old toddler, Wade Scale, known to the child protection department. Debate 

and policy responses in the West Australian Parliament during the period of four 

months in 2006 are used as a case study to explore and identify the policy proposals that 

emerge out of a politicized landscape. The aim was the development of a theoretical 

framework and practical strategies to enable the public to have a more nuanced 

understanding of this complex issue and develop more supportive practice models for 

vulnerable families. The analysis identified specific policies dominated by a discourse 

of blame and regulation. 

  

https://search.informit.com.au/browseJournalTitle;res=IELFSC;issn=1833-6280
https://search.informit.com.au/browsePublication;py=2014;vol=8;res=IELFSC;issn=1833-6280;iss=2
https://search.informit.com.au/search;search=author%3D%22Harrison,%20Celin%22;action=doSearch
https://search.informit.com.au/search;search=author%3D%22Harries,%20Maria%22;action=doSearch
https://search.informit.com.au/search;search=author%3D%22Liddiard,%20Mark%22;action=doSearch
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(2) Removal at birth and infants in care: Maternity under stress 

Communities, Children and Families Australia  

Volume 9 Issue 2 (Dec 2015) 

Harrison, Celine; Harries, Maria; Liddiard, Mark 

Abstract: This paper focuses on the removal and placement in state care of 

newborns and infants. National child protection data show a growing proportion of 

infants entering care. Pre-birth provides an unparalleled opportunity for early 

intervention. Arguably, the removal of infants from their mothers undermines this 

opportunity and unarguably, creates cascading negative effects on women and their 

families. Western Australia is used as a case study wherein data over a seven-year 

period details an increase in infants entering care. This paper presents these data and 

examines the policy text to identify how they portray the problem of risk to infants, 

represent their mothers and shape practice. The findings suggest a lack of attention to 

the interdependence of the mother-infant relationship and the needs of vulnerable 

women. Being exploratory and interpretive, these findings constitute a guide for 

alternative representations and solutions that promote the health and wellbeing of the 

mother-child unit. 

  

https://search.informit.com.au/browseJournalTitle;res=ielhss;issn=1833-6280
https://search.informit.com.au/browsePublication;py=2015;vol=9;res=ielhss;issn=1833-6280;iss=2
https://search.informit.com.au/search;search=author%3D%22Harrison,%20Celine%22;action=doSearch
https://search.informit.com.au/search;search=author%3D%22Harries,%20Maria%22;action=doSearch
https://search.informit.com.au/search;search=author%3D%22Liddiard,%20Mark%22;action=doSearch
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(3) Children Australia, Volume 43, Issue 3 

September 2018, pp. 198-207 

Child Protection, Child Deaths, Politics and Policy Making: Numbers as Rhetoric 

Celine Harrison 
(a1)

, Maria Harries 
(a1)

 and Mark Liddiard 
(a2)

  

https://doi.org/10.1017/cha.2018.13 

Published online: 28 March 2018 

Abstract 

Child welfare policy making is a highly contested area in public policy. Child 

abuse scandals prompt critical appraisals of parents, professionals and the child 

protection system creating a tipping point for reform. One hundred and six transcripts of 

debates in the West Australian Parliament from August until December 2006 relating to 

child welfare and child deaths were analysed using qualitative content analysis. The 

analysis found that statistics about child deaths were conflated with other levels of 

childhood vulnerability promoting blame, fear, risk and an individual responsibility 

theme. The key rhetorical strategy was the use of numbers to generate emotion, 

credibility and authority to frame child maltreatment narrowly as a moral crime. 

Rhetoric and emotions are about telling causal stories and will remain ubiquitous in 

social policy making. So, in order to guide policy debate and creation, ground their 

claims and manage ambiguity and uncertainty, policy makers, researchers and 

practitioners working with complex social issues will do well to step into this public and 

political discourse and be strategic in shaping more nuanced alternative frames. 
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Presentation: Australian Institute of Family Studies 2016 Conference. Melbourne 

(1) Strategic Framing of Research Findings and Statistics: A Case Study of 

Politics and Child Welfare Policy Making 

Many child welfare policies are crafted in response to a crisis. The deaths of 

children and infants trigger collective emotional reactions.  Furthermore, if there is any 

suggestion of systemic problems within the government department or individual failure 

the event can become a scandal. This presentation describes policy making in the 

aftermath of a child abuse scandal. The study sheds light on how in this context, 

politicians use research findings, statistics and expert opinion to frame the debate, 

construct the problem, connect it to broader social values, speak with authority and 

legitimate the choice of solutions.  Using debates in the West Australian Parliament as a 

case study, 233 transcripts of political debates from 2004-2010 relating to child welfare 

and child deaths were downloaded from the Hansard website.  A subset of transcripts 

consisting of discussions, debates and questions in Parliament in which politicians 

referred to research findings, expert opinions and statistics was analysed utilising 

qualitative content analysis, specifically thematic analysis focusing on words, 

statements and patterns.   Regulatory mechanisms to structure and scrutinise practice, 

public institutional reviews, the employment of additional child protection workers and 

child removal dominated the debates. The findings suggest that research, statistics and 

expert opinion became heuristic devices acting as mental shortcuts to convey arguments 

for particular policy options and the key themes that underpinned their interpretation 

were emotive and risk based. Further the presentation examines the unintended 

consequences for service delivery for seemingly intractable social problems such as 

child welfare and ways in which these can be circumvented. 
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Presentation (2): Australian Institute of Family Studies 2016 Conference. 

Melbourne 

 

Maternity care social work: pre-birth planning policies and the interface with 

child protection 

Celine Harrison 

With: Maria Harries, Mark Liddard,  

 

Over the past decade, widespread media coverage of infant deaths and child 

death reviews led to policy reforms aimed at preventing harm to infants. Child welfare 

policy making is highly reactive to crisis and the media influence the framing of the 

problem. How women’s problems and their mothering are represented has policy 

implications and affects decision-making by maternity hospital social workers about 

child protection risk. An effect has been an increasing number of newborns and infants 

being removed from their birth mothers and remaining in care. This presentation will 

focus on the assumptions underpinning pre-birth planning and its relationship with 

media coverage. The methodology used qualitative content analysis with techniques 

from communications studies, psychology and sociology; these were frame analysis and 

agenda setting. The case study was based in Western Australia during 2001–2010. Data 

sources were pre-birth planning policy documents, political commentary, associated 

media coverage in The West Australian newspaper and annual reports of the statutory 

child protection department in Western Australia. The research questions focused on 

how the problem that constituted an adverse child abuse event was defined, the causal 

connections that were implied, what was missing in these representations and the ethical 

and moral assumptions that underpinned them. The analysis found emotional and risk-
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based framing of the problem. The silences in particular had implications for maternity 

care. The discussion of these findings will center on the practice assumptions needed to 

optimize the window of opportunity presented by a pregnancy and to emphasize a 

framework that values the permanence of the mother–infant dyad. 
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Appendix F: Codes and Definitions Used for Hansard Debates 

 Codes Focusing Event/Trigger 

1 Aboriginal Children References of harm to children with specific 

mention of Aboriginality; 

2 Abuse in Care Stories of abuse of children in care-not aggregated 

data, individual stories, e.g. the piano teacher story; 

3 Child Sexual Abuse Statistics and stories of child sexual abuse; 

4 Death of a Child Individual child death-usually based on Coroner’s 

findings or criminal court; 

5 Review 

Report/Inquiries 

Child Death Review Committee reports, Ford 

review, other commissioned reports about foster 

care; Annual reports from Australian Institute of 

Family Studies 

6 Numbers Aggregated figures to denote extent of child abuse 

What was the cause? 

7 Disadvantaged living references to poverty, disadvantage, housing, 

material needs, circumstances that negatively affect 

well-being; 

8 Individualised 

parental Deficit 

Parents described with reference to addiction, 

mental illness, past history of abuse to other 

children; 

9 Unpredictable 

complex problem 

Difficult decisions; judgment is complex; 

10 Departmental 

process 

Descriptions of manual and guidelines, audits or 

how decisions were made;  

11 Social work practice Social theories, academic; 

12 Failed 

executive/Minister 

Controlled by ideology; responsible for culture, 

incompetent 

13 Inadequate 

resources/staff 

Budget allocation; staff overworked, high caseloads 
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14 Training and 

qualifications of 

staff 

Not enough training to ensure a child protection 

focus 

What was the Solution? 

15 Children’s 

Commissioner 

Legislation to establish this position-was 

recommended by Gordon Inquiry and favoured by 

Opposition; debate centred on reporting structures, 

extent of powers to investigate complaints and 

individual cases; 

16 Mandatory 

Reporting 

Long history in Australian debates about child 

welfare-first introduced in Victoria after the death 

of Daniel Valerio, there was vast commentary; 

usually promoted  for control over professionals, for 

state to control behaviours of families and regulate 

interventions; associated with mistrust of 

professional judgement; its proponents argue that 

such legislation would reduce incidence of child 

abuse and neglect 

17 Royal 

Commission/Parliam

entary Inquiry 

Calls for Royal Commission and inquiries, usually 

with a view to finding out who is to blame, and 

usually rationalised as accountability, promoting 

transparency, the need to know whom to blame and 

to ensure that such adverse events will not recur; 

18 Take punitive action 

against individuals 

Calls for Executive and Minister to step down or be 

sacked; 

19 Increase expenditure Associated with service delivery-need for more 

staff; 

20 Remove Children Child centred, removal from abusive parents and 

placed in care; 
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21 Prevention & early 

intervention 

These words explicitly stated in the debates or news 

stories; more community building; provision of 

material goods, better housing; Early education; 

preventative health-life opportunities; also about 

getting involved early to monitor and regulate 

parental behaviour and parenting;  

22 Family strengthening Parenting courses, therapeutic input; 

23 Broader 

issues/Easing social 

suffering 

Circumstances are beyond the control of 

individuals, an acknowledgement that disadvantage 

and poverty may be the consequences of wider 

structures; 

24 Support Humanistic; care and relationship-based 

intervention 

 Whose Voice/Sources/Claims Makers? 

25 Government Where the media quote the government; 

26 Expert/Individual Such as Professor Fiona Stanley, Professor Maria 

Harries, Dr Freda Briggs; mainly academics or 

professionals with a high standing; 

27 Family Families of dead child, e.g. the grandmothers or 

other families affected by child protection 

decisions; 

28 Interest Group Foster Care Associations, President of Survivors of 

Child Sexual Abuse; 

29 Research References to studies that have been conducted; 

30 National or 

International 

Practice 

Comparisons to what is being done in other 

countries or other Australian States; 

31 Other stakeholders Health professionals, community organisations, 

police; 

32 Opposition What the Opposition Party has stated; 

33 Media Reference in Parliament to what was reported in the 

media; 
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34 Union/staff 

representative 

Staff representative; 

35 Whistle-blower Inside information communicated as anonymous; 

 What was the Evaluative/Moral Component/Rhetoric? 

36 Blame, angry, 

condemn; appalling; 

horror 

Use of these words-categories of censure and 

vilification; 

37 Disgusting Effect is performative; 

38 Urge, warn;  Related to risk, escalate fear of worsening; 

heightens state of tension; rhetoric of persuasion; 

alerts to one side of a moral conflict; 

39 How many? 

Numbers 

Usually in the form of questions; also repetitive, 

giving information as data, offered as statement of 

fact, associated with feeling; 

40 Sad, tragic These words used –emotive, usually as a preface to 

the word ‘death’ or ‘Wade Scale’ 

41 ‘we’, ‘I’, ‘us’ Emotive, using personal experience as proof of 

one’s view, appealing to listener as sharer of 

experience; constructs the other/them; 

42 ‘know’, ‘we know’, 

‘the fact is’  

Firm belief asserted as knowledge imply normative 

statement, commonly shared as a counterpoint to 

expert or academically derived; 

43 ‘Ideology’/dysfuncti

onal 

This word used in a negative way and juxtaposed 

with descriptions such as dysfunctional and culture; 

Also suggests being “soft”, “bleeding heart”; 

44 ‘Vulnerable child’, 

‘precious’, 

‘Innocent’ 

Morally powerful; disguises structural vulnerability  

45 ‘the child’, ‘the best 

interests of the child’ 

Used as shorthand; Child centred usually versus 

parents; Guard the best interests; best interests are 

paramount; these words used but not defined 

46 ‘help’ Reference to poverty and material needs; giving 

support; 
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47 ‘allowed’ Suggests culpability; act of commission; 

48 ‘Absolutely’ Certainty; 

49 Personal stories To emphasize plausibility: proof of one’s view, 

appealing to the listener as sharer of experience, 

constructing the other; 

50 ‘Sexual predators’/ 

‘monsters’ 

Directed at parents, highlight need to protect 

children; focus on parental deficits to justify 

punitive intervention; 

51 People of WA, the 

community 

Creating moral binary: us and them; 

52 Sexual abuse Conflating all harm as sexual abuse; ‘all about 

sexual abuse’, ‘huge increase’, Coded here when 

the foreground reference is about other abuse or a 

child death review report, but sexual abuse is 

referred to as a way of illustrating risk or alarm or 

need to act and legislate 

53 Take away Refers to removing children, amplifies a separation 

from parents seen as unworthy or incapable and 

culpable 

54 ‘do nothing’; sit 

back 

Failure to act; associated with blame and failure; a 

binary to ‘deserves nothing less than’ 

55 Accountable, 

transparent 

Words used to suggest a need to bring out in the 

open, denotes secrecy and not to be trusted, about 

blame 
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Appendix G:  Models of Care - Child Abuse and Child Protection 

Service Delivery 

 
Model Key Underlying 

Themes 

Mode of service 

Delivery 

Outcomes 

Statutory Child 

Protection/Child 

Centred 

Best interest of the 

Child; 

Shift in 

responsibilities for 

children from 

families and 

communities to 

government;  

neo-liberal 

ideology-individual 

responsibilisation; 

deficit based 

Assessment of risk; 

forensic orientation; 

managerialist; 

Parents carry burden of 

care with limited 

government assistance 

to alleviate material 

needs and other 

problems arising from 

disadvantage and 

poverty;  

Legislative mechanism 

favoured, usually 

mandatory reporting; 

Removal of children 

from parental care; 

More child protection 

workers employed; 

Budget allocation 

skewed to tertiary end 

of need; 

Less attention to 

supportive 

interventions; 

Parents stigmatised and 

fearful of seeking help. 

Family Support; 

child is the 

primary 

stakeholder  

Restricted state 

intervention; 

People meet their 

own needs; build 

social support 

networks; 

Voluntary state 

subsidised family 

support services 

provided by non-

government usually 

faith-based 

organisations; 

When a report is 

received by child 

protection services, 

they are assessed to 

determine whether a 

child protection 

investigation of referral 

to voluntary support 

services is warranted. 

Differential response 

models designed to 

offer multiple pathways 

for addressing needs of 

families and children. 

Safeguarding general 

well-being; can expose 

families to surveillance 

and risk net widening 

and earlier 

intervention; 

Services aimed at 

improving families’ 

capacity to care for 

children; 

 Public Health 

Model  

United Nations 

Convention on 

Rights of Child; 

Principles of public 

health model for 

disease prevention; 

Continuum of 

responses; 

Community wide 
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Model Key Underlying 

Themes 

Mode of service 

Delivery 

Outcomes 

prevent entry into 

protective systems; 

Social and 

Structural factors 

external to 

individual are 

responsible for 

struggles faced by 

families; 

Universal 

prevention that does 

not alienate 

families; 

Child wellbeing 

promotion targeted 

to general public; 

Public health issues  

sit on a continuum 

of severity and 

many families with 

access to universal 

services may 

occasionally require 

secondary services 

to support their 

parenting or address 

other areas of need. 

This concept of 

proportionate 

universalism 

acknowledges that 

disadvantage is not 

a static concept for 

vulnerable families. 

 

Universal preventive 

interventions (primary 

prevention) are targeted 

to the general public not 

identified on the basis 

of individual risk; 

desirable for everyone 

in that group.  

Secondary prevention is 

targeted to individuals 

or a population 

subgroup whose risk of 

experiencing parenting 

difficulties is 

significantly higher than 

average.  

More intensive and 

statutory interventions 

for high-risk individuals 

where child abuse and 

neglect has occurred 

and the child is or has 

been at significant risk 

of harm.  

Provides differentiated 

pathways into service 

systems  

 

 

 

universal interventions 

and secondary have 

advantages when their 

cost per individual is 

low, the intervention is 

effective and 

acceptable to the 

population and there is 

a low risk from the 

intervention; Early 

prevention; 
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Appendix H:  NVivo11 screen –Coded Hansard Transcript  
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Appendix I:  Screenshot of Coded Transcript of Interview with 

Journalist  

 




