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Sir Michael Rutter who died on October 23rd aged 88 was one
of the most important contributors to knowledge about child
development and to research into children whose lives are
marked by disadvantage and disruption. He was primarily a
child psychiatrist and wrote many specialist medical papers,
for example on genetic components in autism, on which I am
not qualified to comment but was unusual in that he ventured
beyond his discipline to investigate social and economic
factors that affect children's mental health and explored their
relationship to psychiatric and psychological theory. As a
result, his publications cover a wide range of issues of which
many, such as early deprivation, separation, trauma, youth
offending, school cultures and adoption, are highly significant
for child welfare, especially as they are all informed by robust
evidence.
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I will discuss seven of his many contributions to knowledge.
First, among his many strengths was the ability to explain
complex theories in simple language and to seek answers to
fundamental questions surrounding interventions. One of his
achievements was to contextualise social problems as he did
in an early epidemiological study that charted the psychosocial development of all children living on the Isle of Wight to
see how the difficulties that arose for individuals compared
with results for the whole population and, later, to compare
the IOW results with a similar group in inner London.
Second, at a more theoretical level, he refined many general
theories, for example modifying Bowlby's somewhat
deterministic theory of maternal deprivation by arguing that
while separation certainly poses a risk, much depends on the
circumstances in which it occurs. This, along with the
revelations about the genetic aspects in autism mentioned
above, did much to reduce women's guilt as it had been
commonly argued that it was their parenting style that
produced autism and that separation from their child was
inevitably
damaging.
Similarly,
he
disaggregated
Bronfenbrenner's ecological model of child development,
where everything appears relevant to everything else, by
showing which factors were significant, when, which were not
and, most important, why.
Third, was his success in gathering a wealth of new evidence
on fundamental issues like inter-generational continuities in
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health and behaviour and the long-term effects of severe
deprivation, as in the England-Romania adoption research.
In addition to scientific evidence, he contributed four major
ideas to professional thinking. The first was to encourage the
move from research associations to research processes; early
child care studies had established a plethora of statistical
correlations between factors but the key question he sought
to answer was why? He also stressed the importance of testing
the significance of factors derived from retrospective scrutiny
in prospective follow-up studies as only a minority of the
factors found in the former were likely to have much
predictive power and this had led to many false claims and
unnecessary stigmatisation.
The second was to explore the balance between risk and
protective factors to explain why some individuals succumb to
difficulties while others do not. But this never became a simple
trade-off as I recall him stressing when asked if marriage was
a protective factor for male offending that "it all depends on
whom you marry". He also showed how risks and protective
factors interacted with one another and how a factor such as
high intelligence might act as a risk or a protection depending
on the context. Multiple risks also accumulate in an
exponential way to produce a level of severity that is greater
than sum of the parts.
The third was to identify chains of effects which explain the
connection between seemingly unrelated factors. One
example showed how overcrowded accommodation raised
the risk of maternal depression which increased the chances
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of child maltreatment, thus illustrating how quite separate
policy areas, housing and child protection, were related. But
in using this analysis, he was influenced by theories explaining
historical events which show that while single chains of effects
have a logical sequence, what is far more difficult to predict is
when they collide to produce a new situation. An example is
when a care plan is thwarted by an unanticipated event or
piece of irrational behaviour, as is so often revealed in serious
case reviews of child deaths or mental health homicides.
Fourthly, after reviewing child care research in the 1980s, he
drew on his medical training and highlighted the need for
more attention to outcomes as he saw many studies as
descriptive rather than analytic and that the absence of
randomisation studies made it difficult to be unequivocal
about the findings.
Sir Michael was a tough academic but always encouraged
researchers to try something new. He restricted his
publications to science rather than policy which caused many
working in care and education to feel that his approach was
too reductionist. Relational social work seemed to be
undervalued and one article reviewing his book on school
cultures 15,000 Hours was entitled The 70,000 hours Rutter
Left Out. Some critics also accused him of believing that if
something couldn't be measured it doesn't exist. His writing
style was always clear but to the point and could come over as
a bit dull. He seemed happy with this as he believed that
"evidence wins in the end".
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These are minor quibbles given his ability to explain complex
ideas in simple language and his interest in the social and
economic factors affecting children's well-being. These mark
him as a pioneer in child development and, in particular, a
major contributor to knowledge that enhances the welfare of
troubled and troublesome children.
He was a hard taskmaster but in Dartington’s experience he
'was generous when he didn’t have to be’.

5

