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What knowledge do social 
workers use to inform 
their decision regarding 
permanency for Looked 
after Children?

Dr Paul McCafferty 
Ulster University



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’? 
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• It’s an interesting 
question, because 
social workers have no 
unitary knowledge 
base to draw on to 
inform this decision (Enosh and 

Bayer-Topilsky, 2015).   
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‘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). 
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‘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).  
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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.
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Method/ology
• Qualitative methodology
• Method 
Case Study
 Thinking-aloud
 Semi-structured interview 

• Sample
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Thematic analysis
1. Organisational knowledge
2. Practitioner knowledge
3. Theoretical knowledge
4. Research knowledge
5. User knowledge (Pawson et al., 2003; Drury-Hudson, 1997 

and 1999). 
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Findings Theme I 
• The decision 

–Adoption 10
–Foster care 5
–Kinship care 2
–Residential care 0
–Return to parents 0
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• This finding of inconsistency 
in decision making in child 
welfare is not unique to this 
study. 

• Inconsistency remains a 
stubbornly recurrent and 
challenging phenomenon 
in child welfare (Osmo and Benbenishty, 2004; Hayes and 

Spratt, 2008; Benbenishty et al. 2015; Spratt et al, 2015). 
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Let’s look at the rationale for the 
decision. 

• Age
• Need for 
stability 

• Attachment 

• Adoption
• Foster care
• Kinship care
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…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



Theme ii The Knowledge

(i) Organisational knowledge

– Children Order
– Policy & procedures
– Human Rights Act

– All accurately cited, 
but…

• they supported, 
– Adoption
– & Foster Care
– & Kinship Care 

13



What might we infer from this finding?
1. Decisions were interventionist in 

orientation.  

2. That there is a possible relationship 
between an over dependence on 
organisational knowledge and the 
more restrictive interventionist 
approach?

3. Resulting in muscular state intervention 
plans (Featherstone et al. 2014). 
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Questions worth considering. 
1. Are organisations becoming more 

bureaucratic and rules led?
2. Are more readily accessible and 

immediate sources of knowledge 
privileged over other forms of 
knowledge? E.g. McSherry et al. 2013). 

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

4. Do we have 'practitioners addicted to 
compliance’ (Lane et al., 2016: 2)? 
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Something to think about!!
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(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
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(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). 
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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. 19



(iii) Theoretical knowledge.

• 4 people 
using theory 
explicitly. 
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13 not using theory explicitly 
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What might we infer from this? 
• It is positive that some did use 

theory. 
• However, Claire’s permanency 

decision appears not to be 
theoretically informed in three 
quarters of the decisions taken.

• Consequentially, it could be 
assumed that the decision of the 
remaining thirteen was in essence 
theoryless; (Thompson, 2018).
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Why is this important? 
• Theoryless practice can result in 

practitioners constructing their 
understanding of singular 
phenomena in practice situations 
on stereotypes and prejudiced 
conventions, thus reconstructing 
oppressive and 
counterproductive outcomes 
through possibly misguided 
interventions (Deacon and Macdonald, 2017). 
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What theory was used? 
• Psychological theory of 

attachment was used 
exclusively. 

• No mention of other 
psychological, political, 
ideological or organizational 
theory and sociology was 
mentioned only once.
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The use of attachment theory to 
decide on permanency. 

• Interestingly however, 
the use of 
attachment theory 
did not result in any 
consistent 
recommendation for 
permanency. 

Adoption (3 people) 
and
Kinship care (1 person).
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(iv) Research knowledge. 
• all the interviewees said that:

– they use research to inform 
their decisions, 

– that its use was important to 
them, 

– that they refer to research 
when making decisions, 

– and that it strengthens 
decision making reports. 
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…I am 
going to 
be honest. 
I know 
there is 
research. 
Do I read 
it? No. 

…To be honest it 
[research] wouldn’t 
be a big factor. I 
know in University it 
would have been the 
‘in thing.’ In terms of 
quoting anybody or 
anything, it wouldn’t 
be something that I 
could do.  
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The danger in this, is that children and families, already 
disadvantaged by power and status structures within decision 
making forums (Winter, 2010; 2015), and lacking cultural capital, (Bourdieu, 1995; 2005), may 
therefore acquiesce and defer to professionals who are using ‘the 
research’ to support their views. 
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(v) Service user knowledge. 

• Service user knowledge is a key 
source of knowledge and should 
therefore be harnessed, enabling 
practitioners to make fully rounded 
decisions (Pawson et al., 2003)

• This idea is supported by others (e.g. Dill et al. 2016; 

Duffy, 2008; Duffy and Collins, 2010; Duffy et al. 2017; Beresford and Croft, 2016), who feel 
that service users possess vital 
knowledge, gained from first-hand 
usage of, and reflection on, 
interventions. 29



• All participants 
agreed that 
Claire’s wishes 
and feelings 
needed to be 
listened to. 
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• However, we all 
know that 
listening to the 
voice of the child 
in child 
protection can 
be challenging, 
(McCafferty, 2017). 
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Therefore, service-user knowledge appeared to 
be knowledge conveyed to Claire, not 
knowledge received from Claire. 
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The overall possible implications of the research?

• Participants interpreted risk differently and 
applied different thresholding criteria to make 
their permanency decision. 

• Thus, it might be possible to argue that decision 
making in permanency is possibly:
– heuristically constructed, 
– idiosyncratic to individual inclinations,
– influenced by factors other than the individual needs 

of the service user,
– biased, and
– based on knowledge that privileges the more 

interventionist options. 33



• Participants were using knowledge 
that privileged organisational and 
practitioner knowledge at the 
expense of research, theory and 
service user knowledge. 

• Using only two out five sources of 
essential knowledge to make 
effective decisions, appeared to 
reinforce the more protectionist 
orientation of the participants.
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What can we do?

• Social workers could be trained in, 
and regularly use, intuitive based 
thinking, in conjunction with more 
rigorous analytical decision 
making tools, which Taylor (2017a) 
and Gambrill (2012), argue are 
essential for effective, unbiased 
decision making. E.g. decision 
making trees (Munro). 
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• Embed a model of critical thinking 
into the professional supervision of 
social workers, with the obvious 
intention of helping social workers 
make more critically informed, 
knowledge based decisions. 

– E.g. Osmo and Landau’s (2001) 
model of ‘explicit 
argumentation’.
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Further research is needed to improve 
decision making in permanency!  

• The use of explicit 
argumentation as a 
method for improving 
the greater use of 
knowledge to make 
decisions could be 
tested. ‘Any offers’???
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Thank you for your attention. 

Any questions??

38


	What knowledge do social workers use to inform their decision regarding permanency for Looked after Children?
	Background to my interest in decision making. 
	Slide Number 3
	‘The Result’. 
	‘The Solution’?
	My contribution
	Method/ology
	Thematic analysis�
	Findings Theme I 
	Slide Number 10
	Let’s look at the rationale for the decision. 
	The Decision
	Theme ii The Knowledge
	What might we infer from this finding?
	Questions worth considering. 
	Something to think about!!
	(ii) Practitioner knowledge(ii) 
	(ii)Practitioner knowledge
	This is problematic! 
	(iii) Theoretical knowledge.
	13 not using theory explicitly 
	What might we infer from this? 
	Why is this important? 
	What theory was used? 
	The use of attachment theory to decide on permanency. 
	(iv) Research knowledge. 
	Slide Number 27
	The danger in this, is that children and families, already disadvantaged by power and status structures within decision making forums (Winter, 2010; 2015), and lacking cultural capital, (Bourdieu, 1995; 2005), may therefore acquiesce and defer to professionals who are using ‘the research’ to support their views. 
	(v) Service user knowledge. 
	Slide Number 30
	Slide Number 31
	���Therefore, service-user knowledge appeared to be knowledge conveyed to Claire, not knowledge received from Claire. �
	����The overall possible implications of the research?��		
	Slide Number 34
	What can we do?�		
	Slide Number 36
	Further research is needed to improve decision making in permanency!  
	Thank you for your attention. 

