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the barons and their retainers works for the good of
the country. When the monarchy is weak the barons
tend to fight amongst themselves, the stronger ones
taking power, land and resources from the weak.

The old age psychiatry barons (amongst others)
arc short of retainers. Their bid for status as a psychi
atric specialty is like looking to the king for support.
It may be their due but I wonder if the monarchy is
strong enough to redress the imbalance of power?

NEILMARGERISONSi Luke 's-Woodside Hospital
Maxwell Hill, London
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Return of abused children to their
parents
DEARSIRS
I was greatly concerned by some of the points made
by Dr Asen in the article describing the activities of
the Marlborough Family Day Unit (Bulletin. March
1988. 12, 88 90). He stated that Social Services
frequently requested the unit to assess whether
an abused child or children should be reunited or
permanently separated from their family.

Whilst numerous risk factors have been identified
in parents who abuse their children, much less work
has been done to identify which parents will re-abuse
their children once they have been returned to them.
However, it is said that 10% of children die as a result
of the abuse, 25% may become mentally retarded
and 60% will be re-abused.' Therefore, the decision
to return an abused child to his or her parents must
never be taken lightly, but should this be a medical or
psychiatric decision?

It has been estimated that less than 10% of
abusing parents have evidence of formal psychiatric
disorder.2 So it is reasonable to ask whether psy
chiatrists have anything to offer the majority of these
people who arc not mentally ill?

The author told us that family systems psycho
therapy is the treatment strategy used at the
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Marlborough Day Unit. However, further on in the
article it became clear that some parents will have
engaged in therapy with the knowledge that good
behaviour at the unit could lead to a recommen
dation being made that their children should be
returned to them. Surely this is not the basis on which
psychotherapy should be undertaken. We were alsotold that "Social Services are required by us to put in
concrete language ... what sort of changes they
would need to see for them to be sufficiently con
vinced that the parents could have their childrenliving with them". I would argue that we do not know
the answer to this question, other than the obvious:
not to abuse their children.

A day hospital staffed with psychiatric nurses, a
visiting psychiatrist, and a social worker is hardly a'normal' environment in which predictions can be
made about how parents will behave in their own
homes. Such an activity is nothing more than
speculation.

Child abuse is an evocative subject and one that
provokes a desire to help and protect. The decision to
return an abused child to his or her parents is essen
tially a moral problem. I would argue that in the
majority of cases psychiatrists do not have any exper
tise in this area and to offer a professional opinion
would be unethical. It is up to the courts to make this
decision and psychiatrists should not be seduced into
making pseudoscientific predictions made in an arti
ficial environment and based on little or no scientific
evidence.

JOHNDUNN
The Maudxley Hospital
London SES
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Dr Asen replies
DEARSIRS
I would like to make the following points in responseto Dr Dunn's letter.
(1) When Dr Dunn wonders whether psychiatrists

have anything to offer in child abuse cases, he
entirely overlooks the possibility that physically
abused children may also be suffering from
related psychological disorders. Almost all of the
abused children referred to the Marlborough
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