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Using knowledge in 
assessing risk and making 
child welfare permanency 
decisions: A qualitative 
study
Dr Paul McCafferty 
Queen’s University Belfast



Background to my interest in 
decision making. 
• In a case 

conference, an 
angry tearful 
parent once 
screamed at me, 
‘what the fck 
would you 
know’? 



‘The Decision’. 

• Deciding to remove a child is 
not scientific (Fleming et al.
2015).

• Government guidance 
(DoHNI, 2017) acknowledges.



‘The Problem’. 
• Assessing significant harm and 

deciding whether the child 
meets the threshold criteria for 
removal from parental care is 
complex, requiring extensive 
knowledge to make an 
informed decision. (DoHNI, 2017) 

• However, social workers have 
no unitary knowledge base to 
draw on to inform this decision 
(Enosh and Bayer-Topilsky, 2015).   



‘The Result’. 
• We lack a robust 

empirical knowledge 
base to make 
decisions in child 
welfare cases, 
resulting in low levels 
of agreement among 
social workers (Osmo 
and Benbenishty, 
2004). 



‘The Test’. 

• Read the case 
study on your 
seat and make 
a decision.  



‘The Solution’?

(i) restructuring services 
and providing procedures 
to follow or,

(ii) strengthening the 
knowledge and skills of the 
social workers and 
providing them with a 
supportive organisational 
environment (O’Sullivan, 
2011).  



My contribution
Rationale
• Discern the 

knowledge that 
social workers 
currently use to make 
recommendations 
regarding 
permanency 
arrangements for 
Looked after 
Children.  

Aims
• Use the findings to 

inform education, 
training and 
supervision practices 
with the intention of 
increasing the 
robustness, 
consistency and 
defensibility of 
decisions taken.



Method/ology
• Theory
• Qualitative 

methodology
• Method 
 Case Study
 Thinking-aloud
 Semi-structured 

interview 
• Sample
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Thematic analysis

• Organisational knowledge
• Practitioner knowledge
• User knowledge
• Research knowledge
• Policy community 

knowledge
Pawson et al., (2003) 

• Theoretical knowledge
Drury-Hudson (1997 and 1999) 

10



Findings Theme I 
• The decision 

– Foster care 5
– Adoption 10
– Kinship care 2
– Residential care 0
– Return to parents 

0

11



…Claire needs 
stability, she needs to 
know what her future 
is going to be like ‘this 
is where I belong’ 
and I think for Claire, 
adoption would give 
her that more so than 
anything else.

…It was a hard 
decision but I 
think I would go 
long term 
fostering. It would 
be the best 
option

I would look at 
the kinship 

option first of 
all 

The Decision



The findings: Theme 1(i)The rationale 
for the decision. 

• Age
• Need for 
stability 

• Attachment 

• Adoption
• Foster care
• Kinship care



For example: Age 

Given her age, she 
is five, I think 

having a 
permanent home 
for this wee girl is 

the most 
important. I would 

probably say 
adoption would be 

my choice.

In consideration with 
Claire’s age I would 
go down the route 

of long term 
fostering 

In consideration 
with Claire’s age 
I would look at 

the kinship option 
first of all. 



What can we infer from this?
• A lack of consistency and uniformity 

between the decision makers? (Osmo and Benbenishty, 2004; 
Hayes and Spratt, 2008; Benbenishty et al. 2015; Spratt et al, 2015). 

• A risk averse workforce? (Munro, 2011).

• Consistency between decision makers?



Consider however;
• In the UK, caught 

between a more Child 
Protectionist orientation 
and a Family Support 
orientation, swers are 
increasingly more 
disposed towards an 
overly interventionist 
approach (Spratt, 2001; Devaney and Spratt, 
2009; Hayes and Spratt,2008;Benbenishty et al, 2015; Hood, 2019).



• … the politics of fear…has re-
oriented social work practice 
towards managing and securing 
against risk as opposed to 
genuine attempts to respond 
meaningfully to need. 
According to this discourse 
social workers are fearful – ‘we 
fear for our physical and mental 
well-being; we fear that we will 
be blamed when things go 
wrong; and we fear the loss of 
the integrity of our profession’ 
(Stanford, 2010: 1065). 

Within such a 
context, a 

more family-
orientated 

approach to 
intervention is 

difficult to 
envision. Duffy at 

al. (2016: 41) 



The Findings: Theme II The Knowledge 
Used to make the Permanency Plan. 
(i) Organisational knowledge

– Children Order
– Policy & 

procedures
– Human Rights Act

– All accurately cited

• Adoption
• Foster Care
• Kinship Care 



For example

Deciding on 
adoption: ‘here the 

Children’s Order 
and Claire’s 

paramountcy 
needs…take 

precedence’. 

On fostering: 
‘Obviously, you 
are looking at 
your Children’s 

Order in terms of 
the welfare 

check list, the 
best interest of 

the child’. On kinship care: 
‘Obviously, we work 
under remit of the 

Children Order and 
also looking at safety 

is our paramount 
concern’. 



Absence of wider contextual 
knowledge in the form of:

• Government statistics

• Findings from either Case 
Management Reviews/Serious Case 
Reviews, 

• Critical incident reports, 

• Outcome reports for LAC, 

• Audits or governance reports



What might we infer from this finding (i)?
• Decisions were interventionist in 

orientation 
1. Possible relationship between an 

over dependence on 
organisational knowledge and 
the more restrictive interventionist 
approach?

2. Muscular state intervention plans
(Featherstone et al. 2014). 

3. Organisations becoming more 
bureaucratic and rules led?



What might we infer from this finding 
(ii)?

4. Risk averse staff & organisations?
5. Privileging more readily accessible 

and immediate sources of 
knowledge?

6. Policy & procedures, whilst 
corporately precise, may not 
unequivocally serve to meet 
individual needs? (Munro, 2010).

7. ‘Practitioners addicted to 
compliance’ (Lane et al. 2016: 2) 





(ii) Practitioner knowledge(ii) 

you do refer to your 
own practice and 
what you have done 
in previous situations, 
so that supports you 
and guides you in 
terms of reassuring you 
that you are doing the 
right thing. 

helps you 
understand 
situations a 

whole lot better. 
You are a lot 

more tuned in 
and sensitive



(ii)Practitioner knowledge
Advantages 

• More naturalistic (Cook, 2016).

• Has real-world validity in the field 
(McDermott at al. 2017).

• Practitioners are able to make 
decisions that are at least as equally 
successful, as decisions made via 
computation (Topolinski, 2011; 
Gigerenzer, 2014, 2015;).

• The practitioner intuitively knows 
(Dreyfus and Dreyfus, 1986).

Disadvantages 
• Contains bias (Spratt et al. 2015).

• Can potentially predispose the 
decision maker to disproportionally 
favour one option over another, 
irrespective of the decision maker’s 
expertise (Zeijlmans et al. 2019). 



Is there evidence of this? 
• Aunt Mary was ruled out on 

the grounds of her 
intermittent mental ill-health, 
being a single parent and the 
fact that she already has two 
of her own children to care 
for – one of whom 
experiences autism. 

• However, no one that ruled 
Aunt Mary out provided any 
objective corroborative 
evidence to support their 
decision.

So, I thought after 
reading all about Aunt 

Mary’s stuff - while she is 
a very important person 
to Claire and wants to 

care for her, I don’t 
think it is the right 

placement for Claire.



Why is this important? 

• The issue here is not the decision itself. 
The decision itself may essentially 
prove to be correct, albeit 
coincidentally and unwittingly. 

• The issue here has more to do with the 
fact that the decision possibly 
exemplifies a potentially unapprised 
and hypothetically biased opinion. 



This is problematic!
• It presents the social worker in this 

instance with a substantial challenge 
to confidently validate and formally 
defend this distinctly significant and 
emotionally charged decision not to 
rehabilitate Claire.

• It leaves the practitioner vulnerable 
to the social, political and economic 
influences of the day (Davies and 
Duckett, 2016). 

• May inexorably lead to privileging an 
increasingly interventionist culture.



(iii) Theoretical knowledge.

• 4 people using theory 
explicitly. 

…I did some research around Dan 
Hughes’s work in terms of attachment and 
impact of neglect…One of the greatest 
learning for me with Kim Golding’s work…is 
understanding that bit where children are 
in the process of moving, when they are 
moving from a really insecure place, to 
trusting people. This is the point where most 
foster carers break because behaviour 
escalates…this heightened behaviour is 
about the fact that the child is feeling safer 
and wants to test more and that is when 
they (foster carers) break. 



Other less theoretically orientated 
comments

There is some 
level of theory

around it as well 
but I can’t think 

of it just now 

There is a mixture of 
everything in there but 

it is not something I 
would constantly go 
and say, ‘while using 

this theory…in this way, 
it has made me 

decide…’, 



What theory was used? 
• Psychological theory of 

attachment was used 
exclusively. 

• No mention of political, 
ideological or organizational 
theory and sociology was 
mentioned only once.



The use of attachment theory to 
decide on permanency. 

• Perhaps of more interest, 
was the way in which 
attachment theory was 
used to inform the 
permanency decision.

• Using attachment theory, 
practitioners decided on:  

Adoption (3 people) 
and
Kinship care (1 person).



What might we infer from this? 
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