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Abstract
This integrative review aims to evaluate the experiences of health and social care 
practitioners with regard to how they exercise professional curiosity in child protec-
tion practice. Professional curiosity gained significant currency following the Munro 
Review of Child Protection (2010) in England, as a means of seeking clarity on what 
is happening within a family. However, a recurrent finding from child safeguarding 
practice reviews is that practitioners continue to struggle to exercise curiosity. This 
is evident within both the United Kingdom and international literature, although de-
scriptors for the concept may differ. This study attempted to identify facilitators and 
barriers to applying professional curiosity to provide a greater understanding of this 
theoretical concept. Title and abstract review of 1428 articles identified from data-
bases and 11 from other sources resulted in 52 papers for full-text review. The quality 
of each article was appraised using the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme tool for 
qualitative studies, the Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool (MMAT) for quantitative/mixed 
method studies and the Joanna Briggs framework for theoretical/opinion papers. Key 
findings were recorded in the Summary Table of Literature Reviewed. Data extracts 
were thematically analysed. Twenty-four papers predominantly from the UK, but also 
from Australia, Italy, Sweden and USA formed the data set. Overarching themes that 
emerged from the thematic analysis included: noticing dissonance, emitting curiosity, 
constructing meaning, facilitators, individual professional challenges, organisational 
and macro-level influences and conceptual development. This review demonstrated 
that professional curiosity is multifaceted and involves a whole system approach, 
from empowered, knowledgeable and competent frontline practitioners to creative, 
innovative and empathic organisations, that value staff contributions and place the 
child's best interests at the forefront of service development. Recommendations are 
made for practice and further research.
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1  |  INTRODUC TION

The aim of this integrative review is to evaluate the experiences of 
health and social care practitioners with regards to how they exer-
cise professional curiosity in child protection practice. Professional 
curiosity has been accredited significant attention in recent years in 
the UK, promoted by a plethora of multi-agency guidance to inform 
best practice. Defined by Manchester Safeguarding Partnership 
(2022:1) as ‘the capacity and communication skill to explore and un-
derstand what is happening within a family rather than making as-
sumptions or accepting things at face value’, it might be questioned 
whether the explanation fully acknowledges the complexity of the 
concepts being outlined (Kidd & Hayden,  2015). The lack of pro-
fessional curiosity is frequently cited in learning from safeguarding 
practice reviews (Hudson et al., 2021), yet little attention is given to 
the experiences of practitioners themselves. Likewise, minimal at-
tention is applied to how organisational and professional cultures 
influence practice (Ferguson, 2005).

The child protection statutory guidance in England, Working 
Together to Safeguard Children (HM Government, 2018), clearly be-
stows responsibility for safeguarding to ‘everyone who comes into 
contact with children and families’ (HM Government,  2018, p. 6). 
Consistent with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 
Child 1989 (UNICEF, 2018) recommendations, the guidance clarifies 
the functions of safeguarding and promoting the welfare of children 
in terms of both ‘protection’ from maltreatment and ‘prevention’ of 
harm (HM Government, 2018, p. 7), with a significant focus on early 
intervention and support. Moreover, it is apparent that safeguarding 
is not considered a static event, but rather a continuum of needs 
(Appleton & Peckover, 2015), reflecting the changeable or cumula-
tive nature of childhood adversities, requiring anything from early 
help to statutory intervention.

One of the recurrent themes from Child Safeguarding Practice 
Reviews (CSPR), (previously known as Serious Case Reviews (SCR) in 
England) and undertaken in the UK when a child is seriously harmed 
or has died as a result of abuse and neglect, relates to professionals 
accepting at face value parental explanations. Between 2009 and 
2022, six CSPR/SCRs including the recent national review into the 
deaths of Arthur Labinjo-Hughes and Starr Hobson paid specific 
reference to accepting face value explanations (Ball, 2022; Griffin 
& Wiffin,  2018; Hudson,  2022; Muir,  2009; Raynes,  2011 and 
Wonnacott, 2013). Equally apparent is where insufficient consider-
ation and reflection is given to the plausibility of the circumstances 
outlined (Brandon et al., 2005; Sidebotham et al., 2016) or indeed 
to the voice and experiences of the child. Lord Laming's  (2003: 
322,205) public inquiry into the death of Victoria Climbié, intro-
duced the terms ‘healthy scepticism’ and ‘respectful uncertainty’ to 
encourage professionals to critically examine the information pre-
sented and maintain an open mind as to all possibilities. This phi-
losophy was further developed within the Munro Review of Child 
Protection  (2010:18), referring to the concept of ‘professional 
curiosity’.

The concept of curiosity has gained significant currency since 
its conception. In 2013, reference to a lack of professional cu-
riosity was alluded to in a number of highly publicised CSPRs 
in England, including ‘Daniel Pelka’ (Lock,  2013:6) and ‘Hamzah 
Khan’ (Maddocks,  2013:57). A similar observation was noted in 
a further 182 safeguarding reports, ranging from 2009 to 2020 
(NSPCC, 2021). However, despite the extensive learning from these 
reviews and others (Brandon et al., 2020; Hudson et al., 2021), refer-
ence to a lack of curiosity in safeguarding reports continues to pre-
vail. Hence, it was anticipated that this review would seek to unpick 
the experiences of practitioners working with children and families, 
by exploring what has been written about professional curiosity in 
the wider literature.

It is for this reason that both health and social care practi-
tioners were encompassed within the inclusion criteria. In the UK, 
the local authority and its social workers have specific roles and 
responsibilities to lead the statutory assessment in relation to child 
protection enquiries, when it is suspected that the child is suffer-
ing or likely to suffer significant harm (HM Government,  2018). 
Similarly, all healthcare practitioners, working with children, 
young people and/ or their parents and carers, have a duty to pro-
tect children from harm (RCN, 2019) and to contribute to the stat-
utory assessments. Working in partnership with parents/carers, 
local authorities and other agencies, healthcare practitioners are 
proactively involved in promoting the well-being and outcomes of 
all children and require the relevant training and competencies to 
do so.

What is already known about the topic?

•	 There is a dearth of research which examines the experi-
ences of health and social care practitioners exercising 
professional curiosity.

•	 A lack of professional curiosity is frequently cited in 
child protection case reviews.

•	 Exercising professional curiosity should enable prac-
titioners to seek the voice of the child, determine the 
plausibility of the circumstances outlined and inform an 
assessment of risk.

What the paper adds

•	 Professional curiosity is multi-faceted and should be 
reflected within every child and family contact and at 
every organisational level.

•	 Elucidates key attributes of professional curiosity.
•	 Requires a whole system approach including knowl-

edgeable, competent and empowered practitioners and 
organisations which put the child's best interests at the 
forefront of everything they do.
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1.1  |  Background

To understand some of the challenges professional curiosity pre-
sents, an insight into the theoretical underpinning of the concept 
is beneficial. As early as 1899, William James, a philosopher and 
psychologist, suggested curiosity to be ‘an impulse towards bet-
ter cognition’ (Kidd & Hayden,  2015: 450). Berlyne  (1954) later 
expanded on this perspective, using the Gestalt interpretation of 
psychology to explain why some information might be sought over 
another. According to Gestalt psychologists, ‘humans need to make 
ordered sense of the world’ (Kedge & Appleby, 2009: 636) and in 
so doing, closed gaps in perception or knowledge (Berlyne, 1954). 
Interestingly, whilst Loewenstein  (1994) in his review of curiosity 
concurred with the earlier psychologists, he also tempered curios-
ity with fear and the exposure to potential risks this might provoke.

Some like Beswick  (2004) consider curiosity to be an intrinsic 
quality which motivates the individual to seek to understand and 
make sense of novel events or circumstances. He hypothesised that 
highly curious individuals are more likely to be sensitive to discrep-
ancies in an ordered backdrop and consequently have two con-
trasting traits: to be open to novel events and to seek orderliness. 
In contrast, Kashdan et al. (2013) proposed that how individuals re-
spond is determined by personal characteristics. Whilst some might 
seek novelty, and manage uncertainty, others may prefer closure, for 
fear of the consequences (Loewenstein, 1994).

Kashdan et al.  (2013) further reiterated that how people per-
ceive the same event may be quite different, again influencing how 
they respond. Coping with tension, anxious thoughts and feelings of 
uncertainty curiosity is thought to provoke can be intrinsically sat-
isfying for some, enhancing their confidence, growth and develop-
ment (Kashdan et al., 2013). However, as Silvia (2006) advised, this 
is more likely to occur when practitioners believe the search to be 
within the confines of their capabilities.

1.2  |  Aim

The intention of this integrative review was to critically appraise 
the literature to understand how health and social care practition-
ers exercised professional curiosity when working with children and 
families in a child protection situation. The following questions were 
addressed:

•	 What factors enable health and social care practitioners working 
with children and families to be curious when they encounter pos-
sible child protection concerns?

•	 What barriers exist that prevent these practitioners from being 
curious when potential child protection concerns arise?

•	 Can further clarity be sought with regard to professional curi-
osity by taking into account the theoretical underpinning of the 
concept?

•	 What recommendations can be made for practice, including areas 
requiring further research and development?

2  |  METHODS

2.1  |  Design

The integrative review methodology, originally outlined by 
Cooper  (1989), provided a means of synthesising findings from 
a diverse range of literature to develop new theoretical insights. 
Whittemore and Knafl (2005), extending Cooper's earlier work, de-
scribed five stages for undertaking an integrative review within a 
rigorous and systematic framework. In view of the limited number of 
empirical studies identified within the initial scoping compared with 
the number of other sources that referenced professional curiosity, 
the integrative review methodology appeared well-suited. A com-
prehensive literature search was undertaken using key words and in 
accordance with the inclusion criteria. The quality of the studies was 
appraised using the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) tool 
for qualitative studies (CASP, 2019), the Mixed Methods Appraisal 
Tool (MMAT) (Hong et al.,  2018) for quantitative/mixed method 
studies and the Joanna Briggs  (2015) framework for theoretical/
opinion papers.

2.2  |  Literature search and critical appraisal

A systematic search was undertaken of six healthcare and two so-
cial care databases to reflect the study's scope. Databases accessed 
included: the British Nursing Database, Cumulative Index of Nursing 
and Allied Health Literature, Medline, PsychInfo, PubMed, Allied and 
Complementary Medicine—Ovid, Social Care On-line and Social Care 
Abstracts. The timeline was set from the year 2000, the year Victoria 
Climbié died due to maltreatment, resulting in the first use of the 
terms ‘healthy scepticism’ and ‘respectful uncertainty’, predecessors 
of ‘professional curiosity’ (Laming,  2003: 322, 205). Search terms 
and Boolean operators (see Tables 1 and 2) were identified, utilising 
the PICO mnemonic (Population, Issue, Context, and Outcome) to 
answer the research questions (Smith & Dixon, 2009). Having origi-
nally been developed to conduct quantitative systematic reviews 
(Cooke et al.,  2012), and later adapted to facilitate qualitative re-
views, i.e. using ‘issue’ instead of ‘intervention’ and ‘context’ in place 
of ‘comparison’ (Aveyard et al., 2016), the PICO tool is well suited to 
address the diversity of an integrative review.

The identification of relevant data became an iterative process, 
frequently following leads from the literature. Reference lists were 
scanned, and some databases suggested links to other studies which 
might not have been considered in the original search. Mendeley 
software was used to store and organise the data.

Abstracts were initially screened to confirm relevance, regard-
less of methodological quality or theoretical design (Robertson 
et al., 2011). Selected articles were then briefly reviewed to deter-
mine whether the inclusion criteria were likely to be met. As Cooke 
et al.  (2012) predicted, the search terms or synonyms were more 
commonly found within the text as opposed to the key words or the 
abstract. The inclusion criteria included (1) the UK and international 
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papers published in English from the year 2000, (2) full-text arti-
cles freely available, (3) primary research peer-reviewed and/or, (4) 
theoretical/ opinion articles, and (5) papers were required to fulfil 
each category of the research questions, i.e. PICO, either directly or 
through the inclusion of a synonym. A search conducted on Google 
Scholar search engine found duplicates of papers already identified.

Selected papers were analysed using the CASP tool for qualita-
tive studies and the MMAT for quantitative/mixed method reviews 
to determine the authenticity, rigour and methodological quality 
(Hopia et al., 2016; Kirkevold, 1997). As neither CASP nor MMAT 
offered checklists for theoretical/opinion articles, a framework de-
scribed by the Johanna Briggs organisation was co-opted for this 

purpose. A summary table of the literature reviewed was developed 
to record the key characteristics of each paper including design, 
methods, and findings (see Table 3). A record was also maintained 
of the first author's decision-making process, adding to the rigour 
and credibility of the outcome (Hopia et al.,  2016; Whittemore & 
Knafl, 2005). A selection of papers was reviewed by the second au-
thor (academic supervisor) and data included within the summary 
table of literature was reviewed and discussed by both authors. Due 
to the limited number of articles that met the inclusion criteria, all 
papers were considered of sufficient quality or value, in terms of 
their contribution to the research aim and questions to be incorpo-
rated into the analysis.

2.3  |  Data analysis

The process of thematic analysis, described by Braun and 
Clarke (2006), was used as the framework for data analysis.

In order to become familiar with the contents, the papers were 
read repeatedly, and the text highlighted if it referred to information 
pertinent to answering the research questions. The data extracts, 
including direct quotes, were grouped into basic commonalities or 
codes which appeared relevant to the review (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 
It was of note that data extracts from all the articles, whatever the 
design, were integrated during the process (Harding et al.,  2019). 
This was believed to add to the review's richness, providing a combi-
nation of lived experiences of practitioners, theoretical debate and 
innovation.

Data extracts within each specific code were compared with 
others within the grouping to identify underpinning themes. Themes 
were also compared across the whole data set as some had rele-
vance in more than one area.

The next stages involved in-depth consideration and refinement 
of the themes to seek overarching concepts and the identification 
of similarities and relationships between the coded data. Thematic 
maps were used to aid the process and to evidence decision path-
ways. It was imperative to keep the research aim and theoretical 
framework of curiosity at the forefront of the analysis to ensure 
the process remained focused (Braun & Clarke,  2006). Following 
substantial critical analysis and self-reflection, seven overarching 
themes were described, each with several subthemes.

3  |  RESULTS

Title and abstract review of 1428 articles identified from databases 
and 11 from other sources resulted in 52 papers for full-text review, 
which were then retrieved and assessed for eligibility. From these, 
24 articles fully met the inclusion criteria, representing the data set 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). Thus, the data set included 8 primary quali-
tative studies, 1 mixed method and 1 quantitative study, 5 ethno-
graphic studies, 3 literature reviews, 4 theoretical/ opinion articles 
and 2 citing professional commentary (see Figure 1).

TA B L E  1  Research questions using PICO mnemonic

Research elements Key terms Synonyms

P = Population Health 
Professionals

Nurses

Doctors

Social Workers GPs

Paediatricians

Health Visitors

Midwives

Practitioners

Clinicians

I = Issue Professional 
curiosity

Inquisitive

Wonder

Probe

Enquire

Sense-making

C = Context Child protection Child maltreatment

Child abuse and 
neglect

Safeguarding

At risk

Harm

O = Outcome Experience Perception

Awareness

Insight

Observation

TA B L E  2  PICO Search strategy

1. Health Professional OR Social Worker OR Nurs* OR Doctor 
OR GP OR Paediatrician OR Health Visitor OR Midwife OR 
practitioner OR clinician

2. Curiosity OR inquisitive* OR sense-mak* OR wonder* OR probe 
OR enquir*

3. Child maltreatment OR child protection OR child abuse and 
neglect OR safeguard* OR harm OR at risk

4. Experience OR perception OR insight OR awareness OR 
observation

Note: * = Truncation.
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Although the retrieved literature was predominantly from the UK, 
a range of studies from other countries including Australia, Germany, 
Iran, Italy, Pakistan, Sweden and the USA were identified within the 
cohort and assessed for eligibility. One of the challenges was the in-
terpretation of language, acknowledging that the term ‘professional 
curiosity’ may be unfamiliar outside of the UK, whilst the concept of 
curiosity was described within the narrative. A further matter of note 
related to the role of health and social care professionals within other 
countries and the impact of the different legislative frameworks in 
which they worked, directly influencing practices.

Seven main themes were identified reflecting the study questions: 
noticing dissonance, emitting curiosity, constructing meaning, facilita-
tors, individual professional challenges, organisational and macro level 
influences and conceptual development. Although the term ‘curiosity’ 
was not always used within the papers, the themes encompassed el-
ements of a process for being curious, as well as influencing factors. 
Table 4 summarises the themes in relation to the source and category, 
to provide a further level of transparency and rigour.

3.1  |  Noticing dissonance

Noticing dissonance was used to describe an overarching theme 
whereby the practitioner became aware of a novelty, stimulus or in-
congruency within a specific set of circumstances. The theme was 
characterised by an intuitive sense of knowing triggering a silent 
alarm, or in some circumstances, featured a situation that put a pro-
fessional on edge.

Nine papers, from a predominantly health perspective, recorded 
how some practitioners experienced a gut feeling or intuitive aware-
ness that something was not right, triggering the need to seek fur-
ther information (Cook, 2017; Cowley et al., 2018; Finnbogadottir & 
Dykes, 2012; Lazenbatt, 2010; Lines et al., 2017; Ling & Luker, 2000; 
Mauri et al.,  2015; Rouf et al.,  2011; Whittaker,  2018). Ling and 
Luker (2000: 574) described how health visitors identified ‘indicators 
of concern’ which they attributed to intuitive awareness, prompting 
practitioners to probe more thoroughly. Within antenatal care ser-
vices, both Lazenbatt (2010) and Mauri et al. (2015) expressed how 
some midwives picked up subtle cues or behaviours which raised 
doubts about the safety and welfare of their clients.

Similarly, Naqui  (2013) outlined how social care practitioners 
noticed small details and non-verbal cues which sparked their inter-
est and desire to find out more. This was further substantiated by 
Cook  (2017: 438) who surmised that the ‘intuition of incoherence 
piqued the worker's interest before she was initially able to artic-
ulate why’, implying an unconscious sense of awareness. However, 
it was the subtlety of the cues on which Whittaker (2018) focused, 
claiming that these might be missed by less experienced practi-
tioners as they were likely to require a more sophisticated evaluation 
and analysis.

3.2  |  Emitting curiosity

Having identified the stimulus or trigger with regards to a set of 
circumstances, the second overarching theme related to emitting 

F I G U R E  1  Flowchart of the screening process adapted from PRISMA (Moher et al., 2009).

Database search 
(n = 1428)

Addi�onal records iden�fied through 
other searches 

(n = 11)

Records/ abstracts screened
n = 1439 

Duplicates removed  
(n = 10)

Full text ar�cles assessed for eligibility 
(n = 52) 

Countries = Australia, Germany, Iran, 
Italy, Pakistan, Sweden, UK, USA

Ar�cles iden�fied in data set 
(n = 24)

Countries = Australia, Italy, Sweden, UK, 
USA

Records excluded
(n = 1377)

Ar�cles excluded as did not fulfil 
each category of the research 

ques�ons i.e., PICO, either 
directly or through the inclusion 
of a synonym (key words most 

likely iden�fied in text)
(n=28)



12  |    MUIRDEN and APPLETON

curiosity. Two sub-themes were apparent, seeking evidence and 
managing tension.

Seeking evidence either by asking questions (Anderson,  2019; 
Cook,  2017; Crisp & Lister,  2004; Hall & Williams,  2008; 
Lazenbatt,  2010; Mauri et al.,  2015; Rouf et al.,  2011; Tweedlie 
& Vincent,  2019; Williams & Chisholm,  2018), or by talking about 
and reflecting on situations with colleagues (Finnbogadottir & 
Dykes, 2012; Helm, 2017) predominated. An addiction' nurse in the 
Crisp and Lister (2004) study reiterated that where concerns were 
identified it was imperative to look into them. Both Finnbogadottir 
and Dykes  (2012: 184) and Mauri et al.  (2015:502) described how 
difficult it was to ask ‘the right questions’, and then worried about the 
consequences of enquiring in greater depth, within the antenatal set-
ting. In contrast, Lazenbatt (2010) and Williams and Chisholm (2018) 
articulated how questions asked sensitively can give and solicit in-
formation without being unduly intrusive or threatening.

Closely linked to seeking evidence was managing the tension 
and uncertainty this was thought to provoke (Burton & Revell, 2017; 
Cowley et al.,  2018; Helm,  2017; Lines et al.,  2017; Saltiel,  2016). 

Lines et al.  (2017: 315) highlighted the tension nurse practitioners 
experienced when faced with vague and uncertain situations, the 
balance between prioritising the child's wellbeing and the anxiety 
of ‘getting it wrong’. Anderson's  (2019) commentary demanded 
that professionals be curious, follow up instincts and actively seek 
evidence of the child's welfare. Yet what wasn't alluded to was the 
courage required in order to do so (Finnbogadottir & Dykes, 2012). 
As Saltiel (2016: 2107) noted in the context of decision-making, yet 
no less valid here, it was easier to ‘pick out the familiar, the vivid, 
the ‘obvious' and overlook the unfamiliar, the complex, the less 
predictable’.

3.3  |  Constructing meaning

The third theme, constructing meaning, incorporated three sub-
themes, sense-making, pattern recognition and confirmation bias. 
Sense-making was evident throughout both health and social care 
literature. Helm  (2013:34) suggested sense-making to encompass 

TA B L E  4  Summary of themes in relation to the source and category

Author
Noticing 
dissonance

Emitting 
curiosity

Constructing 
meaning Facilitators

Individual 
professional 
challenges

Organisational and 
macro-level influences

Conceptual 
development

Anderson (2019) √ √

Burton and Revell, (2017) √ √ √ √ √

Cook (2017) √ √ √

Cowley et al., (2018) √ √ √

Crisp and Lister (2004) √ √

Daly (2016) √

Finnbogadottir and 
Dykes (2012)

√ √ √ √ √

Hall and Williams (2008) √

Helm (2013) √ √ √

Helm (2017) √ √ √ √

Jackson et al. (2015) √ √ √ √

Lazenbatt (2010) √ √ √

Lines et al. (2017) √ √ √ √

Ling and Luker (2000) √ √ √

Lynch et al. (2019) √ √ √

Mauri et al. (2015) √ √ √ √

Naqui (2013) √ √

Platt and Turney (2014) √ √ √

Revell and Burton (2016) √ √ √

Rouf et al. (2011) √ √ √ √

Saltiel (2016) √ √ √ √ √

Tweedlie and 
Vincent (2019)

√ √ √

Whittaker (2018) √ √

Williams and 
Chisholm (2018)

√
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‘careful consideration of multiple perspectives and ways of know-
ing, often in the absence of any degree of certainty’, whereas 
Whittaker  (2018) defined it as a process whereby quick, intuitive 
judgements were made followed by analytical reasoning.

Helm  (2013) further asserted that to achieve effective sense-
making, clarity needed to be sought between the congruence of 
one's own concerns as opposed to where there was dissonance, 
prompting further consideration and curiosity. A similar observation 
was offered by Rouf et al. (2011) acknowledging how practitioners 
tried to balance or rationalise perceptions and feelings involved in 
sense-making. This could infer an emotive as well as a cognitive el-
ement to the concept, built on the astuteness, experience and tacit 
knowledge of the practitioner (Saltiel, 2016; Whittaker, 2018).

Two ethnographic studies documented how experienced practi-
tioners were more likely to have enhanced sense-making skills (Ling 
& Luker,  2000; Whittaker,  2018), enabling them not only to cope 
with large volumes of information but also to be selective about the 
key sources on which to focus. More so, they were able to spot pat-
terns and missing information, facilitating the triangulation of data 
in the search for truth (Whittaker, 2018). This was further validated 
by Cook (2017) who described how expert practitioners drew on a 
repertoire of patterns to make sense of complex circumstances.

From an alternative perspective, Platt and Turney  (2014) pro-
posed that pattern recognition could have a detrimental effect on as-
sessments by busy front-line practitioners.This suggests that where 
patterns were recognsied in the data, an outcome response might 
be made to fit the pattern without further  exploration. Similarly, 
Saltiel  (2016:2106) observed how processes can be shaped by the 
social contexts in which they occur, resulting in the grouping into 
‘preconceived pigeonholes’, potentially leaving children vulnerable 
and unprotected.

Confirmation bias exists where professionals are drawn to what 
they know, the vivid and familiar, the comfortable (Saltiel,  2016). 
Cook  (2017: 433) describes it as ‘the tendency to interpret infor-
mation in a way that confirms our preconceptions’. Three papers 
recognised how easily this can permeate practice, particularly 
within pressurised working environments (Burton & Revell,  2017; 
Helm, 2017; Platt & Turney, 2014). Of note is that each paper was 
from a social care perspective, possibly illuminating some of the un-
derpinning pressures within the organisational systems.

3.4  |  Facilitators

It was evident that several factors appeared to contribute posi-
tively to the ability to exercise curiosity. Five studies specifically 
emphasised the importance of relationship-building with clients 
(Finnbogadottir & Dykes, 2012; Lazenbatt, 2010; Mauri et al., 2015; 
Revell & Burton, 2016; Saltiel, 2016) and how this appeared to in-
fluence the depth of information elicited. Saltiel  (2016) described 
the challenges experienced by social care practitioners and the 
difference relationship-building made to improve outcomes for 
families. This was corroborated by both Lazenbatt (2010) and Mauri 

et al.  (2015), who found antenatal women more likely to disclose 
abuse if a safe and trusting environment was created. Others recog-
nised the importance of empathic and sensitive listening within a safe 
and non-judgemental environment (Finnbogadottir & Dykes, 2012; 
Mauri et al., 2015); however, it was a mixed methods study by Lynch 
et al. (2019), again within social work practice, which articulated the 
significance of this with regards to curiosity.

Lynch et al.  (2019) explained how empathy was communicated 
through high-level communication skills, where a greater number of 
open questions and complex reflections were used within the con-
versation. This not only demonstrated interest but sought a shared 
understanding of the client's perspective, facilitating more effective 
risk assessments and partnership working.

Interestingly, the notion of certainty, where there appeared 
to be concrete clinical observations, was evident in four papers 
(and sometimes discussed in relation to uncertainty) (Cowley 
et al., 2018; Finnbogadottir & Dykes, 2012; Jackson et al., 2015; 
Mauri et al., 2015). Whether certainty can truly be considered a 
facilitator of curiosity is debatable (Revell & Burton,  2016), par-
ticularly in view of the theoretical underpinning of the concept. 
However, the general consensus seemed to be that where some 
degree of physical signs or tangible evidence was available to 
guide suspicions, practitioners felt more confident to act on the 
unthinkable, to ask questions and consequently take appropriate 
action (Cowley et al., 2016; Finnbogadottir & Dykes, 2012; Mauri 
et al., 2015).

3.5  |  Individual professional challenges

Three subthemes were identified within the fifth category, indi-
vidual professional challenges. These included cultural perspec-
tives, normalisation and avoidance. Six papers paid heed to cultural 
influences and attitudes (Daly, 2016; Finnbogadottir & Dykes, 2012; 
Lines et al., 2017; Mauri et al., 2015;Platt & Turney, 2014; Tweedlie 
& Vincent, 2019). Within the reviews, it was clear that the culture, 
values and experiences of each individual practitioner informed how 
they interpreted a set of circumstances and in turn, the decisions 
they made (Platt & Turney, 2014; Tweedlie & Vincent, 2019). Lines 
et al. (2017) argued that whether the abuse was suspected and re-
ported was linked to the practitioners' own subjective beliefs about 
child abuse. This was found to be more apparent within some coun-
tries and communities where either the cultural norms and child-
rearing practices were seen as a private family business (Daly, 2016; 
Lines et al., 2017), or indeed when societal taboos and the position 
of women within that society prevented such disclosures (Mauri 
et al., 2015). Finnbogadottir and Dykes (2012:184) summed up the 
situation quite concisely when they claimed that the practitioner 
presented ‘the greatest obstacle towards initiating a dialogue’, re-
flecting the level of knowledge, skills, attitudes and prejudices of the 
individual.

Normalisation was cited in four reviews from both health 
and social care (Lines et al.,  2017; Ling & Luker,  2000; Platt & 
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Turney, 2014; Rouf et al., 2011). Examples included practitioners 
becoming desensitised to high incidences of health and social 
problems, and so no longer saw the vulnerabilities of the child and 
family (Lines et al., 2017); or alternatively, where workers tolerated 
the discomfort experienced from high levels of vulnerability due to 
risk saturation (Rouf et al., 2011). Platt and Turney (2014) described 
how social care practitioners could become habituated to the high 
levels of need, and as such, minimalised presenting problems.

Avoidance presented a further challenge. Almost predictably, 
the most prominent contributory factor for avoidance was fear. Two 
healthcare studies inferred that fear of the consequences of suspecting 
and reporting abuse negated actions (Finnbogadottir & Dykes, 2012; 
Mauri et al., 2015). From a social care viewpoint, two papers associated 
the attribute with the deployment of emotional disconnect as a means 
of managing adversity (Burton & Revell, 2017; Platt & Turney, 2014). In 
these scenarios, the workers either froze (Platt & Turney, 2014) or as 
Burton and Revell (2017:1515) phrased, ‘turning a blind eye’ so as not 
to think the unthinkable or confront the matter.

Both Platt and Turney  (2014) and Saltiel  (2016) illustrated how 
social workers deflected referrals to avoid taking on cases, whilst in 
health, a similar response was observed by GPs, reporting concerns 
to the health visitor (Crisp & Lister, 2004). Indeed, passing off con-
cerns to other professionals was a recurrent theme (Anderson, 2019; 
Crisp & Lister, 2004; Jackson et al., 2015; Lines et al., 2017) with the 
engagement of a number of creative strategies to do so.

3.6  |  Organisational and macro level influences

Organisational culture, referenced in 10 articles, was seen to have 
a significant impact on practitioners' ability to exercise professional 
curiosity (Burton & Revell,  2017; Finnbogadottir & Dykes,  2012; 
Helm,  2013, 2017; Jackson et al.,  2015; Lines et al.,  2017; Lynch 
et al., 2019; Platt & Turney, 2014; Revell & Burton, 2016; Saltiel, 2016). 
Jackson et al., (2015) highlighted the system-based limitations in 
terms of accessing medical records, whilst in social work, Burton 
and Revell (2017) argued that curiosity was suppressed by bureau-
cratic systems and prescriptive approaches. Likewise, Helm (2013: 
2017) concurred that how workers constructed responsibility and 
made sense of information reflected the culture within the team and 
organisation.

Lynch et al.  (2019) articulated another stance in relation to 
organisational bureaucracy, suggesting that such systems lacked 
empathy towards the workforce and undermined the value and 
contribution of individuals. Consequently, practitioners were vul-
nerable to high levels of stress which could inhibit cognitive and 
emotional processes and hence their ability to demonstrate empa-
thy and curiosity.

Themes in relation to power and authority were evident within 
the macro system and organisational culture, influencing prac-
titioners' responses to concerns. This was particularly pertinent 
within countries where it was mandated in law to report suspi-
cions of abuse, causing greater uncertainty and debate (Jackson 

et al.,  2015). Hierarchical structures and power differentials be-
tween professionals were seen to undermine the voice of front-
line practitioners when senior colleagues were required to validate 
their concerns (Lines et al.,  2017). Revell and Burton  (2016:1594) 
coined the term ‘organisational relativism’ to express how organisa-
tional culture impacted the workforce. They suggested that whilst 
the workforce adapted to the organisational demands, this is ‘how 
it is’, i.e. ‘professional competence’, in contrast, an assumption was 
made by the organisation that practitioners would cope, whatever 
the demands, i.e. ‘assumed professional competence’. Hence, in this 
instance, it might be argued that the organisation is itself ‘turning 
a blind eye’ (Burton & Revell, 2017: 1515) to the vulnerability of its 
workforce. It is therefore unsurprising that workers' ability to exer-
cise professional curiosity was significantly curtailed.

3.7  |  Conceptual development

Burton and Revell (2017) described curiosity as encompassing both 
exploratory and inquisitive behaviours enabling professionals to 
think beyond their previous experiences. Burton and Revell (2017), 
Naqui (2013) and Tweedlie and Vincent (2019) all foresaw that ex-
tending the limits of knowledge could provoke anxiety, however, ap-
preciated that it could also be transformative, facilitating a window 
into the child's lived experience. Five papers, predominantly from 
a social care background, referenced the necessity of reflexivity 
and critical thinking to make sense of the ‘curiosity’ and facilitate 
hypothesis testing (Helm, 2017; Jackson et al., 2015; Naqui, 2013; 
Revell & Burton, 2016; Tweedlie & Vincent, 2019). Two of these arti-
cles further asserted that reflection and analysis unpicked conscious 
and unconscious experiences, identifying inconsistencies, and pro-
vided a level of excitement, exploration and interest (Helm, 2017; 
Revell & Burton, 2016).

Definitively, one of the most valid assets for understanding and 
unravelling curious encounters is within the supervisory framework. 
Five papers paid heed to supervision; Lynch et al. (2019) recognised 
its role to enhance higher levels of empathy, which they found to 
be congruent with curiosity. Burton and Revell (2017: 1513) aligned 
supervision and reflection to Lowenstein's  (1994) ‘uncertainty re-
duction’, whilst Helm  (2013, 2017), Naqui  (2013) and Revell and 
Burton (2016) reported on the need for quality supervision, not just 
to promote reflection and critical analysis, but also to acknowledge 
and contain emotional influences.

4  |  DISCUSSION

Having identified seven overarching themes it is evident that the 
factors influencing how curiosity is enacted are found at all levels 
within organisations and systems. Furthermore, it is also apparent 
that no contributory factor can be seen in isolation.

The first three overarching themes, noticing dissonance, emitting 
curiosity and constructing meaning might be considered the steps of 
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the process of being curious. Noticing dissonance was strongly rep-
resented in the literature, has provided numerous examples of how 
practitioners became aware of discrepancies (Cook, 2017; Cowley 
et al., 2018; Finnbogadottir & Dykes, 2012; Lazenbatt, 2010; Lines 
et al., 2017; Ling & Luker, 2000; Mauri et al., 2015; Naqui, 2013; 
Platt & Turney, 2014; Rouf et al., 2011; Whittaker, 2018). Consistent 
with Berlyne's (1954) early theories, the curiosity was triggered by a 
new stimulus or novelty; however, both Berlyne (1954) and Harlow 
et al.  (1950) expressed caution as to whether the cue should be 
explored, possibly concurring with the tensions and uncertainty 
curiosity is thought to provoke (Burton & Revell,  2017; Cowley 
et al., 2018; Helm, 2017; Lines et al., 2017; Saltiel, 2016).

In contrast, it might be surmised that an underpinning assump-
tion exists, whereby the prompt will instil enough motivation for the 
practitioner to search for further information, to make sense of the 
situation and hence, resolve the discrepancy (Berlyne, 1954). Kashdan 
et al.’s (2013) account, that the response will more likely depend on 
individual circumstances and be informed by past experiences and 
experiential knowledge, might perhaps present a more realistic out-
come, as has been apparent in the health and social care literature 
(Cook, 2017; Ling & Luker, 2000; Saltiel, 2016; Whittaker, 2018).

Piaget  (1969), in his theories of assimilation and accommoda-
tion, might also provide some enlightenment as to how practitioners 
respond to the complexity and subtlety of cues encountered. 
Piaget  (1969) hypothesised that where high levels of stimuli were 
experienced, overloading cognitive processes, a less experienced in-
dividual was likely to ignore some of the information and map to ex-
isting structures. Platt and Turney (2014) and Whittaker (2018) both 
described situations in social work practice which correlated with 
Piaget's theories and indeed were highlighted as a pitfall of practice 
by Broadhurst et al. (2010).

The ability to emit curiosity was noted to be beleaguered by a 
multitude of factors from cultural values to avoidance, fear and ten-
sion (Anderson, 2019; Burton & Revell, 2017; Crisp & Lister, 2004; 
Daly,  2016; Finnbogadottir & Dykes,  2012; Helm,  2013; 
Jackson et al., 2015; Lines et al., 2017; Mauri et al., 2015; Platt & 
Turney, 2014; Rouf et al., 2011; Saltiel, 2016). Both Beswick (2004) 
and White  (1959) proffered that not seeking further information 
was a purposeful choice. Yet as Ferguson (2017) attempted to de-
scribe, when practitioners become overwhelmed by the intensity 
and distress experienced within the child protection arena, they may 
detach themselves emotionally, and dissociate from the children 
and families they are supposed to be supporting. Similarly, Reeves 
et al.  (2015) equated such withdrawal tactics to ‘burn out’, a con-
cept evident within both health and social care literature (McFadden 
et al., 2015; Wallbank & Hatton, 2011).

Tension might be considered a defining characteristic of curi-
osity. Some papers have provided evidence where tension and dis-
comfort have been at the precipice of decisions to emit curiosity 
(Burton & Revell, 2017; Helm, 2017; Lines et al., 2017; Saltiel, 2016). 
Unsurprisingly, Kashdan et al. (2013) related tension to experiences in-
consistent with the individual's usual frames of reference, thus generat-
ing discomfort and uncertainty. Whilst Kedge and Appleby (2009) saw 

uncertainty as the catalyst for curiosity, in child protection practice it 
has, conversely, continued to present as an impediment (Munro, 2019).

What has appeared to underpin much of the findings from this 
review is professional knowledge, confidence and competence 
(Hall & Williams,  2008; Helm,  2013, 2017; Platt & Turney,  2014; 
Whittaker, 2018). Kedge and Appleby (2009) argued in the context 
of nurse education, that unless an individual has the cognitive ability 
to assimilate the information which triggers curiosity, the novelty or 
stimulus will not be recognised and thus the opportunity is missed. 
Likewise, both Silvia (2006) and White (1959) proposed that compe-
tence was a key driver of curiosity, but also contested that individ-
ual responses were more productive where the capacity to effect 
change was within their grasp.

Lynch et al.  (2019) identified a direct relationship between the 
ability of the practitioner to facilitate complex conversations and 
of exercising curiosity. Similarly, both Helm  (2013) and Ling and 
Luker (2000) maintained that experienced professionals were more 
likely to seek an understanding of intricate circumstances, by having 
the level of communication skills, knowledge and expertise required 
to do so. Intuitive reasoning was a predominant theme in noticing dis-
sonance; it was also the precursor to exploration and sense-making 
(Cook,  2017; Ling & Luker,  2000; Saltiel,  2016; Whittaker,  2018) 
again building on experiential knowledge and learning.

Constructing meaning one might argue is the sole purpose and 
outcome of being curious (Loewenstein, 1994). From a child protec-
tion perspective, it is anticipated that sense-making (Helm,  2013; 
Whittaker,  2018), through the process of critical thinking and 
analysis (Helm,  2017; Jackson et al.,  2015; Naqui,  2013; Revell & 
Burton, 2016; Tweedlie & Vincent, 2019; Whittaker, 2018), will pro-
vide the understanding and insight into the child's lived experience 
to inform their future needs and well-being.

In summary, a multitude of factors influence how practitioners 
exercise professional curiosity ranging from individual, organisational 
and system cultures, and the interactions and interfaces that exist be-
tween them (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). However, noticing when things 
begin to go wrong is vital if we are to protect children and intervene 
at the earliest opportunity to improve outcomes (Child Safeguarding 
Practice Review Panel, 2020a, 2020b). In social work practice, a strong 
link has been acknowledged between being curious and theorising 
about families, and how in particular, this can strengthen families to 
‘feel invested in’ and valued (Caffrey & Brown, 2022:518). Yet the re-
sponsibility to do so rests with the whole system, at every level and 
with every individual. If outcomes for children are to be enhanced, 
then there needs to be a whole-system response, with knowledgeable, 
competent and empowered practitioners and organisations which put 
the child's best interests at the forefront of everything they do.

4.1  |  Limitations

To date research on professional curiosity remains limited and there-
fore the inclusion criteria and search strategy, whilst seeking to iden-
tify the most pertinent papers, may have inadvertently excluded some 
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relevant articles. Whilst professional curiosity is becoming a familiar 
concept in the UK, the interpretation of the terminology in other coun-
tries, languages and cultures may be very different. A range of syno-
nyms for curiosity was incorporated into the search strategy; however, 
the list was not exhaustive and included the terms professional curi-
osity/ curiosity rather than ‘curious’, which may have limited results. 
With the selection of papers completed by one researcher, as part of 
a Master of Science dissertation, there is further potential for error.

Whilst the integrative review methodology facilitates the syn-
thesis of a range of published articles and study methods, it can 
be subject to a lack of rigour, inaccuracy and bias (Whittemore & 
Knafl,  2005). By utilising the structure outlined, within Braun and 
Clarke's  (2006) theoretical thematic analysis, it is anticipated that 
sufficient mitigation is evident to eliminate the first two. Although it 
cannot be categorically stated that researcher bias did not occur, the 
experiential knowledge of the authors facilitated a greater depth to 
the synthesis, teasing out more subtle themes hidden within the data.

5  |  CONCLUSION AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER 
RESE ARCH

The intention of this integrative review has been to seek to under-
stand the experiences of health and social care practitioners to 
determine how they exercised professional curiosity in child protec-
tion practice. The systematic approach undertaken has facilitated 
a range of articles to be sought, quality-assured, and the relevant 

data synthesised thematically, to answer the research questions. 
Most stark has been the explicit relationship evidenced between the 
emergent themes and the theories and hypotheses relating to the 
concept of curiosity, and the clarification this has provided, which 
must add to the credibility of the review (see Figure 2 for a diagram-
matic representation).

What has emerged suggests a much more complex, dynamic and 
interdependent relationship between the practitioners and the en-
vironment in which they function, directly influencing how curiosity 
may be exercised. From an individual perspective, it could be sur-
mised that attributes begin with the practitioners themselves, their 
individual characteristics and whether they are intrinsically curious 
and notice dissonance (Beswick, 2004). This is further compounded 
by their level of experiential knowledge and expertise, to inform how 
they would identify cues when things seem wrong.

Facilitators have included motivational theories whereby the 
practitioners gain satisfaction by solving dissonance and achieving 
cognitive harmony (Kagan, 1972). Others have centred on relation-
ships and the practitioner having well-developed communication 
skills to negotiate complex and empathic dialogue. Interestingly, 
some degree of certainty was seen to act as a catalyst for curiosity, 
perhaps providing the impetus or courage to take the next steps.

The challenges to exercising curiosity initially appeared to exude 
from the individuals themselves, influencing how they interpreted 
the world around them, and their perceptions of dissonance. What 
this perspective failed to note were the systems in which the prac-
titioners operated, particularly where bureaucratic or prescriptive 
approaches pervaded. Whereas the normalising and avoidance 

F I G U R E  2  The process of being curious and influencing factors.
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strategies outlined might seem practitioner-driven, conversely, 
overwhelming organisational demands, high workloads and insuffi-
cient support and supervision could all perpetuate the employment 
of such tactics.

Hence, the structures surrounding the practitioner should not 
only empower, value and reciprocate curiosity but be reflected at 
every level within an organisation and conceivably, with every family 
and child in contact with workers. Bodies need to embrace uncer-
tainty, openly acknowledge emerging risks and challenges, encour-
age creativity and innovation, and enable workers to utilise their 
expertise to continue to place the child's best interests at the centre 
of all they do.

To summarise, this study has demonstrated that professional 
curiosity is much more than the definition provided by Manchester 
Safeguarding Partnership (2022) and others. Professional curios-
ity is multifaceted and involves a whole system approach. Kashdan 
et al. (2013: 143) sought to define curiosity as ‘growth over safety, 
complexity over simplicity, autonomy over obedience and rules, 
and openness over closure’. Maybe such terminology should also 
be encompassed within the definition, to acknowledge the dy-
namic and complex nature of what appears to be on the surface, 
just curiosity!

This review has started the debate with regards to professional 
curiosity and how it is enacted within the health and social care 
arena. The theoretical underpinning of curiosity has provided a 
greater insight into how this might impact on practitioners and the 
actions they take. The introduction to this paper outlined the num-
ber of CSPRs that referenced a lack of professional curiosity; by June 
2022 this number had risen to 246 (NSPCC, 2022).

If outcomes for children are to be enhanced, and vulnerabilities 
identified at the earliest opportunity, then practitioners need to have 
the expertise to facilitate those complex conversations, to seek the 
voice of the child, and to respectfully probe and challenge to fully ap-
preciate their lived experience. In turn, organisations should be held 
accountable, to ensure practitioners have the relevant competencies 
and skills and feel adequately supported to apply them; similarly, to 
have the autonomy to make the time, to follow up on those incon-
sistencies or subtle cues, when required. Multi-agency partnerships 
and professional bodies should consider whether their mandatory 
training and competency frameworks fully encompass the high-level 
communication skills required, including the building of empathic 
relationships, to promote an effective workforce. Likewise, com-
munication skills training needs to be woven throughout health and 
social care professional practice courses, to continually build and 
strengthen the confidence and competence of practitioners working 
within a very challenging yet also very rewarding area of practice.

As this paper has identified, despite a plethora of guidelines out-
lining the value of professional curiosity in safeguarding practice, 
there is a dearth of primary research which seeks the voice of prac-
titioners and managers to really understand their lived reality and 
how they have been able to apply the concept. Enabling the views of 
these respected professionals to be heard through further research 

could provide the impetus to embrace curiosity and make a real and 
sustained difference to the outcomes for children and young people.
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