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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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The initial study 

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



• 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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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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Three findings emerged 

8

The knowledge 
used to decide 

The barriers to 
knowledge 

acquisition and 
utiliasstion

The decisions 
taken 



Thematic analysis used.

Theme 1 
The 
knowledge 

Organizational knowledge

Practitioner knowledge

Theoretical knowledge

Research knowledge

User knowledge (Pawson et al., 2003; Drury-Hudson, 
1997 and 1999). 
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Theme 2: The barriers
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ABILITY AND CONFIDENCE IN 
USING THEORY AND RESEARCH 

TRAINING AND LEARNING ORGANISATIONAL ISSUES 



Theme 3 Findings Sub 
theme i
The decisions

Adoption 10

Foster care 5

Kinship care 2

Residential care 0

Return to parents 0
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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

(participant 2).

…It was a hard decision,

but I think I would go

long term fostering. It

would be the best option

(participant 12).

…I would look

at the kinship

option first of

all (participant

17).

…In regard to the option for residential 
care…I’m not reading anything here that 
says…she would need that sort of care or 
accommodation.   For that reason, I’d be 

able to rule out residential care and I 
wouldn’t be making that recommendation. …I’ve ruled out re-unification…they 

haven’t fully committed to 
change…[Claire] needs to be cared 

for safe and secure now and the 
change that the parents may need 

is longer than Claire may need 
(participant 2).



Theme 3 Sub theme ii findings: The rationales used to decide
Participant & Rationale for 

adoption
Quotation

1

Age and the need for stability.

Having too many moves is 
more damaging to children. 
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.

15

Need for stability

It is difficult but I’d be leaning 
toward adoption.  First thing 

you look at is the 
rehabilitation to the parents, 
but there has been chronic 
neglect before Claire came 

into care for three years and 
their engagement for last 

seven months that Claire has 
been in care has been 

inconsistent.
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Participant & Rationale 
foster care 

Quotation

12

Attachment

Claire seems to be attaching to 
the carers that she is with and 

there seems to be an 
attachment there that is making 

her feel safe and secure.
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Need for stability

To go into adoption then is a 
very big decision and when it 

[lack of stability] is already 
impacting on her at the 

moment in long-term foster 
care, adoption may have a 

greater impact on her. Long 
term foster care…is the 

decision…the reason for that 
was she would be stable.

17

Age and need for stability

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

of long term fostering with 
support and the reason why I 

would choose long term foster 
care is because we could 

maintain the child in a 
placement where she is familiar 
with. Plus, she has carers who 

are willing to provide a 
placement for her despite the 

difficulties they are 
experiencing.

Participant & 
Rationale kinship 

Quotation

17

Age and the need for 
stability and 
attachment

In consideration with 
Claire’s age I would look at 
the kinship option first of 

all. The reason I would 
look at that option is 

because obviously as a 
Trust we try and retain 

children within their 
family circle or with a 

family member.
8

Attachment.

The reason we always 
want them to be with 
their [relatives] is that 

children grow up better at 
home if possible… in 

foster care her basic care 
needs are being met but I 
would have reservations 
of long term care needs. 
She has a member of her 

family who is motivated to 
look after her. Going by 
my experience family 

seems to work better with 
social services when their 
own family is looking after 

their child because the 
link is still there.



Theme 3 sub-theme iii findings: Same rationale different 
decision
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Discussion: theme 3 
sub-theme 1 The 
decisions 
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Social workers in the UK, caught between 
a more child protectionist orientation and 
a family support orientation, are 
increasingly disposed towards an overly 
interventionist approach based on the law, 
lest they leave themselves open to 
criticism if something goes wrong (Hood, 
2019).

The trepidation of making a mistake 
therefore can result in decisions, which 
whilst procedurally correct and possibly 
more manageable for the practitioner, do 
not necessarily meet the nuanced needs 
of children, hence the reluctance to send 
Claire home.



Discussion: theme 3 
sub-theme 1 The 
decisions 
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Driven by a possible desire to manage risk and 
protect themselves from blame, it could be 
argued that the decisions coalesce around the 
more interventionist options, not because they 
meet Claire’s needs, but because they are safer, 
less contestable and based on the rules, which is 
more manageable for the practitioner (Stanford, 
2010).

It may therefore be contended that what Berrick 
et al. (2016) describe as a normative decision—
one in which decisions are made coalescing 
around common values, has been taken by most 
participants. Within this paradigm, it may be 
possible to hypothesise that the reason for 
adoption and fostering being chosen by the 
majority was more to do with the social workers 
taking the safer decision, something also 
recognised by Munro (2011). 



Alternatively 

It could be argued that it is 
reassuring that participants decided 

not to return Claire home.

In this alternative hypothesis, it 
could be argued that a consistency 

in the risk assessment and decision-
making process exists, leading to 
carefully considered permanency 

decisions that rightly ruled out the 
risky possibility of returning Claire 

home.



However.

It is still nevertheless significant that the 
spread of options decided on predominantly 
privileges the most restrictive possibilities 
with a spread of workable alternatives largely 
disregarded.

This interventionist inclined pattern 
recognised here is not unique!!

Other research into decision making in child 
welfare (e.g. Hayes and Spratt, 2014; 
O’Connor and Leonard, 2014; Lauritzen, 
2018), confirms that a child protection bias 
exists within social work in the UK, fuelled by 
a possibly innate bias to following the rules 
that are easily understood and followed.
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Discussion theme 3 
sub-theme 2: The 
rationales used to 
make the 
permanency 
decision

It was positive to see that the participants 
analysed Claire’s circumstances competently 
and assessed Claire as a vulnerable child with 
additional needs; i.e., Need for stability, 
attachment, age etc.  

Considering the experience and qualifications 
of the participants, this finding is perhaps 
unsurprising. 
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Discussion theme 3 
sub-theme 3:
Same rationale used 
to inform the 
permanency decision 
but a different 
decision for 
permanency made

Participants decided on different permanency 
options for Claire based on the same rationale. 
This finding further highlights that the lack of 
uniformity and consistency in decisions 
previously identified by Osmo and Benbenishty 
(2004) and Falconer and Shardlow (2018) still 
exists, confirming previous studies on social 
work decision making (e.g. Taylor and Whittaker, 
2018).

Taylor and Whittaker argue that challenges such 
as shifting definitions of thresholding to meet 
administrative targets, legal and risk standards 
equivocally expressed by organisations causing 
individual confusion as well as definitions of the 
best interests of the child remaining ambiguous 
and having vague guidelines for intervening in 
cases of child maltreatment, continue to prevent 
a consistent approach to making decisions in 
child welfare. 
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Overall:

This is problematic for 
social work and for the 
people we work for…. 
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Implications recommendations for 
practice 
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Participants assessed and interpreted the level of risk differently and applied different 
thresholding criteria to their intervention decisions.

Whilst the participants all offered valid rationales for their decisions, those rationales 
resulted in a similar level of inconsistency.

By implication, one might be able to speculate that in some cases at least, decision making 
in child welfare permanency decisions is heuristically constructed, idiosyncratic to individual 
inclinations and possibly influenced by factors other than the individual needs of the service 
user; an hypothesis supported by Lauritzen et al. (2018) and that this results in an 
inconsistent approach to making decisions (Taylor, 2017).



Implications recommendations 
for practice 
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By implication, some children and young people, either entering or already 
part of the child welfare system, are possibly subject to decisions that may 
to some extent be biased and that privilege the more interventionist 
options.

By implication, some children and young people, either entering or already 
part of the child welfare system, are possibly subject to decisions that may 
to some extent be biased and that privilege the more interventionist 
options.

The general implication for wider practice could possibly support other 
findings of larger studies in this area; that when making child welfare 
decisions, social workers continue to be restricted in their ability to make 
fully rational decisions, free from the influence of conscious or unconscious 
bias. Therefore, workers more widely, like the social workers in this study, 
may be affected by the current social and political mores of the day and 
these are not always benign.

The general implication for wider practice could possibly support other 
findings of larger studies in this area; that when making child welfare 
decisions, social workers continue to be restricted in their ability to make 
fully rational decisions, free from the influence of conscious or unconscious 
bias. Therefore, workers more widely, like the social workers in this study, 
may be affected by the current social and political mores of the day and 
these are not always benign.



Implications recommendations 
for practice 
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We support the training in, and the use of, a range of cognitive 
approaches (intuitive and analytical) when making permanency 
decisions. Scholars (e.g., Thompson and Dowding, 2009; Platt and 
Turney, 2014) already accept that a combination of both the 
intuitive and analytical modes of decision making are best suited to 
dealing with the irreducible uncertainty of the world of social work.

We support the training in, and the use of, a range of cognitive 
approaches (intuitive and analytical) when making permanency 
decisions. Scholars (e.g., Thompson and Dowding, 2009; Platt and 
Turney, 2014) already accept that a combination of both the 
intuitive and analytical modes of decision making are best suited to 
dealing with the irreducible uncertainty of the world of social work.

To this end, we support Shlonsky and Wagner’s endorsement of 
assimilating intuitive (clinical) with analytic (actuarial) judgements 
in a single assessment tool, that classifies risk factors identified by 
practitioners intuitively, which are then ordered and scored 
analytically, so that decisions may be more consistent, reliable and 
objective. 

To this end, we support Shlonsky and Wagner’s endorsement of 
assimilating intuitive (clinical) with analytic (actuarial) judgements 
in a single assessment tool, that classifies risk factors identified by 
practitioners intuitively, which are then ordered and scored 
analytically, so that decisions may be more consistent, reliable and 
objective. 



Conclusion 

The study found that the decisions made, and the rationales offered for each decision, 
differed depending on the social worker making the decision, but that the decisions 
favoured a more interventionist permanency plan. The research suggests that the decisions 
were affected by the social and political mores prevalent in Anglo-Saxon countries, which 
are protectionist and interventionist in orientation. To offset bias in permanency decisions, 
the research recommends the use of structured-decision tools to help improve the 
consistency, reliability and defensibility of decisions.
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If you are keen on some additional reading 
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So, if anyone is still 
awake, we’d love 
some questions 
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