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Abstract 

Latest research shows the number of children in care in England continues to rise, a pattern that 

is also seen in other parts of the world. This is not a new development, the safety and wellbeing 

of children with birth parents who are unable to provide adequate care, has been an issue 

provoking much discussion and debate for many years. Legislation provides an overarching 

framework in which professionals deliver their support to children and families. The child’s ‘best 

interests’ should always be at the forefront of these decisions. Social workers must decide what is 

‘good enough’ when making choices about children who are at risk of being removed from their 

birth homes. Children must have their basic needs of food and shelter met but their more 

emotional needs like affection, respect and esteem cannot be ignored. Written from an 

international perspective, this paper outlines the place of child removal in the child protection 

system. Permanence and stability, and the importance of children feeling ‘a sense of belonging’ 

when they are removed from birth homes is examined first. Attachment bonds are also explored 

due to their significance in the context of permanency. The consequences of children’s exposure 

to trauma and Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) are investigated alongside the relevance 

of a trauma-informed approach. As children removed from birth homes can experience 

breakdowns and losses (with some experiencing a series of these), the impact of these 

experiences is also summarised. The focus of this paper is to examine the strengths and 

weaknesses of child removal and its implications for social work practice. 

 

Keywords: child removal, adoption, fostering, permanence, stability, trauma, ACEs, 

breakdowns, losses, intervention 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

“Children’s social care exists to enable children to grow up in loving, safe and stable families 

and where this is not possible, for care to provide the same foundations for a good life.” 

 

(MacAlister, 2022, p33) 

 

1.1 Context 

As the number of looked after children continues to rise each year in England (NSPCC, 2024; 

GOV.UK, 2023), it is important to understand the complexities of their lives and keep improving 

the overarching practices in child protection. Although literature reviews are focused on 

answering the research question (Machi and McEvoy, 2022), due to the nature of this paper’s 

question, there would be no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ answer. This is because everyone is unique and 

although some children thrive in new families, other children are better being supported in their 

birth homes. This chapter will explore the rationale for this research topic as well as the aims and 

objectives. Additionally, the importance of reflection will be outlined, and three key themes 

identified in the literature review will be explored. 

 

1.2 Rationale for this Research Topic, Aims and Objectives 

My motivation for this topic comes from my personal and professional interest in child 

protection. I feel passionately that children should have a happy childhood and the opportunity to 

reach their potential as they grow into adulthood. This inspired me to return to university as a 

mature student to retrain, so I could acquire the skills required to work in frontline child 

protection. Additionally, I have always been interested in the outcomes of children who are 

fostered and adopted, and I wanted to gain a greater insight into this area of practice. 
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This paper aims to present a critical analysis based on a selection of articles relevant to children 

at risk of being removed or who have been removed from birth homes. The research also gives 

some insight to relevant practice and theories that relate to this subject. Research is an essential 

tool for social workers, contributing to evidence-based practice and policy (McLaughlin, 2007). 

Therefore, the principal objective of this paper is to inform social work practice by presenting an 

understanding of the issues and complexities involved in the most invasive practice of child 

removal. 

 

This research process has enabled me to critically reflect on the ‘good enough parenting’ phrase 

as social workers must interpret this when assessing risk and needs within a family. Parenting 

may not be ‘good enough’ in extended families if professionals have concerns about their 

parenting suitability (GOV.UK, 2023), despite this conflicting with policy which favours family 

(legislation.gov.uk, 1989). Professionals must consider the ecological context of the environment 

that families live in which may not be ‘good enough’ due to the external factors that are 

impacting them (Choate and Engstrom, 2014). Differing standards of ‘good enough’ may easily 

result due to the personal views and the potential personal and systemic biases of professionals 

(Choate and Engstrom, 2014). 
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1.3 A Reflective Journey 

 

 

Figure 1.3.1 Stages of Reflection (Maclean, 2016) 

 

I have continually ‘reflected in action’ (see Figure 1.3.1) while writing this dissertation due to the 

sensitivity of the topic of child removal. This means I have reflected on the issues raised as I 

have progressed through the stages of writing this paper. Probst and Berenson (2013) 

propose ‘reflexivity’ is having an awareness of how literature affects the researcher. Donald 

Schön (2009) developed the reflection-in-action concept that occurs during practice. He believed 

this was a skilled position where interaction can be altered ‘on the spot’ (Ruch, 2009). This 

reflective model helped me ‘stop and think’ about how the children and their families must feel 
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and how professionals make such lasting decisions. Critical reflection is an integral part of social 

work as it enables us to reflect on our actions and decisions, challenge practices and maintain 

professional curiosity (Social Work England, 2024; BASW, 2023). 

 

1.4 Structure  

Chapter Two analyses the methodology used for the literature review including consideration of 

thematic analysis. Limitations, constraints and ethical considerations are also explored.  

Chapter Three presents the literature review which explores the phrase ‘good enough parenting’ 

and examines three key themes that evolved from the research: Permanence and Stability, 

Trauma and ACEs and Breakdowns and Losses.  

Chapter Four investigates certain key implications for social work in relation to this 

controversial area of social work practice.  

Chapter Five summarises key findings from the literature review, considering other factors like 

limitations and gaps in research, validity, reliability and ethical considerations. 

 

1.5 Further Thoughts 

Due to word limit constraints, other pertinent areas of interest were not explored in this paper. 

One area I believe warrants further research in future is that of ‘resilience’. Research indicates 

that although looked-after and adopted children are faced with much adversity, some of them 

demonstrate remarkable resilience (Fisher, 2015). Understanding the reasons for their resilience 

could be very helpful for future social work practice.  
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1.6 Conclusions 

This chapter gives an overview of the rationale, aims and objectives of this paper. This paper 

provides a solid basis of insight and knowledge into the complexities and relative merits of 

intervention and family support versus child removal. It aims to provide useful clarity and 

understanding to support professionals working with children requiring protection. The next 

chapter will explore the methodology used in this paper. 
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Chapter 2: Methodology 

“Research is an underused but essential tool for the busy social worker in undertaking their 

difficult, demanding and often contradictory tasks within society.” 

 

(McLaughlin, 2007, p1) 

 

2.1 Introduction 

A methodology can be defined as a set of working methods within a given field (Onwuegbuzie 

and Frels, 2016). This chapter will explore the methodology I chose for this dissertation. It will 

highlight the importance of research, the sourcing of the literature and my rationale for the 

methodology chosen. Limitations, constraints and, importantly, ethical dilemmas and bias will be 

critically explored and evaluated. 

 

2.2 The Importance of a Literature Review  

A comprehensive literature review is a methodology in itself (Snyder, 2019). Machi and McEvoy 

(2022) suggest it is a written argument supporting a topic, providing context, background 

knowledge, positioning, and conclusions of a subject. The literature review aims to inform social 

work practice by exploring intervention versus child removal within families. This research will 

evaluate arguments for each choice and conclude with a positioning about what is best for the 

child long-term. There are two central types of literature reviews: systematic and ‘narrative’. 

Systematic reviews use a more rigorous analytical process than narrative reviews (Kiteley and 

Stogdon, 2014; Snyder, 2019). Critics of narrative reviews suggest they lack clarity and 

structure, but using a focused approach, they can be as effective as the more ‘scientific’ 

systematic review (Carey, 2013). As systematic reviews are more time consuming, I chose a 
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library, and Google Scholar (which I synced to the university’s SocIndex). I used a range of 

databases to reduce inclusion biases because critics consider relying on one database can give an 

insufficient range of data (Pascoe, Waterhouse-Bradley and Mcginn, 2021). I narrowed down the 

search by using a combination of keywords and the Boolean operator ‘and’ and ‘or’ (Machi and 

McEvoy, 2022). 

 

Following this, I identified further relevant articles and added them to my database (see 

Appendix B). I organised my data in a ‘systematic’ way on a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet and 

categorised articles using multiple sheets to store supporting research (Onwuegbuzie and Frels, 

2016). Although the spreadsheet could not store complete articles, I used hyperlinks to overcome 

this limitation (Onwuegbuzie and Frels, 2016). 

 

2.4 Rationale for Thematic Analysis 

Most of the literature I selected was secondary research that used a variety of methods, known as 

a ‘mixed method’ approach (Aveyard, 2019). I used thematic analysis for my research design, to 

identify and analyse themes within the data (Braun and Clarke, 2006). This simplified method to 

review literature in social care detects themes in a six-stage process and is known for its 

flexibility (Nowell et al., 2017; Braun and Clarke, 2006). Critics of thematic analysis believe that 

its flexibility can lead to lack of coherence and inconsistency (Holloway and Todres, 2003). 

From my analysis of the literature, similar themes emerged, and I worked through the stages 

below as shown in Table 2.4.1. 
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2.6 Ethical Considerations 

As ethics permeate a literature review, I was careful not to misrepresent the research findings 

(Onwuegbuzie and Frels, 2016). I followed the professional social work code of ethics (BASW, 

2023a), by upholding good values and principles, while developing my professional knowledge. 

 

I remained objective by assessing the quality of the writing and credibility of the writers. Using 

peer-reviewed journals, I considered how the writers conducted their research. To ensure high 

reliability and validity, I only used data ‘directly’ relating to the topic and Government 

documents, which are considered highly trustworthy (Mackieson, Shlonsky and Connolly, 2018). 

Some literature used in this literature review had received ethics committee approval, but as this 

dissertation is secondary research, I did not require approval from the University Research Ethics 

Committee (Research Ethics Committee, 2022).  

 

2.7 Conclusions  

This chapter has explained the literature review as a methodology, and its importance in social 

work. It describes how the data was sourced, the thematic analysis process used, and the 

limitations and ethical considerations studied. The high volume of literature on this topic and 

time restraints made an organised ‘systematic’ approach the most suitable option. Significant 

themes that emerged from the literature will be reviewed and analysed in the next chapter.  
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Chapter 3: Literature Review 

“Childhood experiences have a lifelong influence.” 

        (Department of Education, 2016, p5) 

 

3.1. Introduction 

Research questions provide a focused framework for interpreting data (Onwuegbuzie and Frels, 

2016). This chapter is a critical review of relevant literature addressing the research question: “Is 

professional support and intervention or permanent removal best for the child long-term?”  

 

The question poses two outcomes, intervention or removal, therefore thematic analysis was used 

to explore diverse perspectives (Nowell et al., 2017; Braun and Clarke, 2006). A literature review 

provides background subject knowledge pertaining to a research question (Machi and McEvoy, 

2022). It is a methodology in its own right and helps social workers keep abreast of the latest 

developments to adapt current practice (Aveyard, 2019). 

 

‘Good enough’ is a familiar term in child protection. The title “When good enough parenting is 

not good enough” has been included because social workers evaluate parental capacity and 

decide if a parent is ‘good enough’. Guidance on implementing what is considered ‘good 

enough’ is scarce and the term feels ambiguous, yet social workers must use their judgement to 

assess potential risk in families (Choate and Engstrom, 2014). The ‘good enough’ concept 

originated from Donald Winnicott (2021), and is based on what is sufficient to raise a child 

successfully. It is recognised that mothering must be ‘good enough’ for children to flourish 
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(Winnicott, 2021; Howe, 2011). However, this is a notion that parents can fail and try again, 

rather than strive for perfection (Choate and Engstrom, 2014).  

 

Maslow’s ‘Hierarchy of Needs’ theory describes people’s needs in stages, ranging from basic 

needs such as food and water through to complex needs including security, love and a need for 

belonging (O’Brien, 2020). Using this model for children in ‘at risk’ birth families, ‘good enough 

parenting’ could indicate that their basic needs are met but that higher stages may not be 

achieved. Research suggests that maltreated children who have been removed from birth families 

can feel loved and have a sense of belonging in a new family (Palacios et al., 2019). When 

children’s basic needs are met, together with safety and love, children can advance to higher 

levels and feel a sense of self-respect and esteem (illustrated in Figure 3.1.1). Critics of 

Maslow’s framework believe that it has limitations owing to people’s unique individual needs 

and because some people may not progress through the stages in a ‘neat hierarchical’ order 

(O’Brien, 2020).  

 

 

Figure 3.1.1 Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs Theory (Kenrick et al., 2010)   
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This literature review critically analyses three key themes that emerged from the analysis of the 

selected data summarised in Chapter 2. These themes are: 

• Permanence and Stability  

• Trauma and ACEs 

• Breakdowns and Losses 

 

3.2 Theme 1: Permanence and Stability: A Sense of Belonging 

Permanence, stability and a ‘sense of belonging’ are key benefits for children who are removed 

from their biological homes (Palacios et al., 2019; Beckett, Pinchen and McKeique, 2014). 

Research shows that permanence and stability can promote children’s emotional wellbeing 

following maltreatment and trauma (Palacios et al., 2019; Davidson-Arad, 2010). Social workers 

must balance these gains with legislation that favours children remaining in their families where 

they are ‘best looked after’, which is a key principle of the Children Acts 1989 and 2004. 

 

3.3 Strengths and Limitations 

Children are placed out-of-home when they are at risk of ‘significant harm’ or have been 

‘significantly harmed’ within their families. When children are removed from their birth home, 

they are placed with extended family, friends or relatives, foster carers, residential children’s 

homes or they are adopted. The most appropriate option depends on the child’s background and 

circumstances (Palacios et al., 2019). For some children, adoption can offer life-long stability 

and a feeling of permanence within a new family (Palacios et al., 2019; Soares et al., 2019; 

Department of Education, 2016). Although adoption offers many benefits, research indicates that 

some children wait too long in temporary placements before finding a permanent home (Beckett, 
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Pinchen and McKeique, 2014). Evidence highlights that delays in securing permanence can be 

damaging to children (Ward et al., 2010 ; Ward, Dearden and Munro, 2006). 

 

Although there is substantial research on the impact of child removal and out-of-home care, there 

is less research available that monitors outcomes of removed children in later years. Beckett, 

Pinchen and McKeique (2014) explored this by following 59 children, four to six years after care 

proceedings, finding that 66% had remained in permanent placements. Half of the remaining 

children moved back to their birth family or extended family and half experienced a placement 

breakdown. 

 

Although MacAlister (2022) suggests that adoption can provide a loving permanent home in 

which to thrive, for some children, staying in their birth family is the best choice. This aligns 

with legislation affirming that children are ‘best looked after in their own families’ (Department 

of Education, 2021; Spratt and Callan, 2004). Research suggests that family intervention benefits 

older children and those with sibling bonds (Beckett, Pinchen and McKeique, 2014).  

Intervention programmes offer parents an opportunity to make the changes needed to keep their 

children at home (MacAlister, 2022). Literature highlights the importance of early help and 

intervention through programmes that show improvements in negative parenting practices 

(NSPCC, 2023; Demeusy et al., 2022).  

 

Although there is significant literature concerning children in out-of-care placements, there is 

less data on the long-term outcome of ‘at risk’ families who received specialist intervention. 

Ward et al., (2010) addressed this lack of evidence by following 43 high-risk children until their 
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third birthday. The research found interventions were kept to a minimum to reduce dependency 

on services. The small sample size in this study means that further findings should be verified 

with larger groups to achieve greater validity and reliability. The lack of research makes it 

difficult to understand the outcomes of children who were at risk of removal but remained with 

their families due to support and intervention. 

 

3.4 The Importance of Attachment  

Family support and intervention can be best for the child because it retains parental attachment. 

Bowlby’s attachment theory recognised a psychological bond between mother and infant as 

fundamental to the child’s development  (Abbott and Burkitt, 2015; Bowlby, 2005; Holmes, 

1993). Bowlby suggested that the type of attachment established by a child in infancy is 

unchangeable and will determine the quality of their relationships throughout life (Karakaş and 

Dağlı, 2019). However, later evidence suggests that attachment can be built with other carers and 

attachment styles can change and improve throughout a person’s life (Payne, 2021).  

Based on each child’s unique circumstances and experiences, social workers must decide what 

out-of-home care is best for each child. Adopters and carers can provide important bonding and 

commitment, making children feel unconditionally loved. Evidence suggests that it is important 

for children to form new bonds and connections to attachment figures (Palacios et al., 2019). 

Permanence helps adopted children form secure connections with attachment figures (Palacios et 

al., 2019). Contrasting research indicates that some children may be better suited to remaining in 

long-term foster placements, where strong attachments have been formed (Beckett, Pinchen and 

McKeique, 2014). This includes older children entering care who could be best placed in long-
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cognitive functioning, attachment, academic and behavioural aspects of their lives (Palacios et 

al., 2019; Soares et al., 2019; Fisher, 2015; Ward et al., 2010). 

 

Out-of-home care can provide a healing space for children to recover from trauma (MacAlister, 

2022). However, Soares et al. (2019) states that adopted children experience challenges and 

difficulties too. The timescale between being removed from a birth home and moving to a new 

family can be lengthy. Minimal delays for children being adopted lessens the impact of trauma 

and early adverse experiences (Palacios et al., 2019). It also allows additional time for children to 

get used to their new family.  

 

Positive relationships are a buffer to adversity for children who have ACEs (MacAlister, 2022). 

In contrast, Neil (2012) finds that children who have experienced pre-placement adversities can 

have challenges when making new attachments. Although withdrawing children from birth 

families can be the right decision for some children, for others, removing them from their birth 

family can increase their risk of triggering separate ACEs (Vinnerljung and Sallnas, 2008). 

Developmental trauma can develop from early childhood experiences when basic needs are not 

met (Beacon House, 2024). Children removed from their birth mother can also develop disorders 

including Complex Developmental Trauma (Complex PTSD), which can advance after a child 

has experienced repeated trauma including abuse, neglect, abandonment or loss (Beacon House, 

2024).  

 

Fisher (2015) states that some fostered and adopted children are susceptible to disorders 

including anxiety and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). This correlates with research 
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conducted by Palacios et al., (2019) and Thulin, Kjellgren and Nilsson (2019) which identified 

that abused children can suffer from PTSD which links to avoidant behaviour. Avoidant 

attachment behaviour indicates that parents are unresponsive to their child’s needs (Howe, 2009). 

Complex Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (C-PTSD) can be the effect of childhood trauma through 

the experience of unavailable carers. This early exposure to harm can continue into adulthood 

(Beacon House, 2024a). 

 

3.6 Intervention as an Alternative 

Cognitive therapy can be a positive intervention for children who have experienced PTSD or 

development traumas (UK Trauma Council, 2024). Research indicates intervention and support 

for children suffering ACEs and trauma can be successful. Thulin, Kjellgren and Nilsson (2019) 

suggest that Combined Parent Child Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CPC-CBT) for families at 

risk of physical child abuse achieves positive results. This study states that CBT can help 

traumatised children process trauma and create cognitive distance from abuse. Intervention 

results show decreased violence but the study’s small sample size of 20 children, must be 

considered as a limitation. MacAlister (2022) agrees that family intervention can make a positive 

impact. However, owing to the lack of resources it is often not possible to tackle complex family 

issues, (Atwool, 2021). 

 

3.7 A Trauma-informed Approach 

An overarching ecological framework and trauma-informed approach enables intensive 

intervention which has the potential to stabilise and positively transform families in crisis 

(Atwool, 2021).  
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Figure 3.7.1 Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (Lopez et al., 2021). 

 

Bronfenbrenner’s model (shown in Figure 3.7.1) illustrates the four levels (microsystem, 

mesosystem, exosystem and macrosystem) in which children grow (Lopez et al., 2021; Beckett 

and Taylor, 2016). The development of children affected by ACEs is shaped in all areas, with 

interplay between different layers, individuals and environments. Negative and abusive family 

environments within the microsystem affect children’s mental and physical health. Parental 

traumatic experiences have a detrimental effect on their parenting and their child’s development 

and attachment (Lopez et al., 2021). 
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3.8 Theme 3: Breakdowns and Losses: A Double Jeopardy? 

Although foster and adoption placements often provide much needed stability, breakdowns occur 

for some children. Research by Palacios et al., (2019) reports that adoption breakdowns range 

between 1% and 27% internationally. Factors attributed to this wide variation include children’s 

age, special needs, time span considered and data quality. These factors must be considered when 

measuring the reliability and validity of research. Adoption breakdowns are another loss and 

continued trauma for the child (Beckett, Pinchen and McKeique, 2014). Adoptees experience 

losses throughout their life including relationships, their status, identity and ethnic connections 

(Smith and Brodzinsky, 2002). Factors affecting breakdowns include the child’s age and their 

background adversity. Placement breakdowns are considered harmful for a child’s sense of value 

unless the placement has been an unhappy one. This can also reinforce a belief that they are 

difficult to manage and love (Beckett, Pinchen and McKeique, 2014). 

 

3.9 Grief and Loss 

When reflecting on child removals, the loss felt by everyone involved in the process should be 

considered. The ‘adoption triad’ highlights that loss is experienced by birth parents who have lost 

a child, adoptees who feel the loss of their parents and adopters who may mourn the loss of a 

child they could not have (Javier et al., 2006). Children moving placements can experience a 

series of losses which impacts their ability to form relationships and trust others. Research shows 

that placement moves are stressful and often experienced as losses and rejections for children, 

which can leave lasting effects carried into adulthood (Palacios et al., 2019). 
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Literature recognises grief and loss is experienced by children who are removed from birth 

homes and when they transition from interim foster carers to adopted parents. One article 

described an adoptive placement that broke down for one child after three years, because he was 

thought to be grieving for his preceding foster carers (Beckett, Pinchen and McKeique, 2014). 

Research indicates that adoption breakdowns occur less often than foster-care breakdowns. 

Considerations for this include the fact that children are often adopted at a young age, while 

older children are fostered. Studies show that younger children have more stability (Beckett, 

Pinchen and McKeique, 2014). 

 

Beckett, Pinchen and McKeique (2014) studied 59 children who were subject to care 

proceedings between 1 April 2004 and 31 March 2005 and found that 18% of cases resulted in 

breakdowns. Challenging behaviour and attachment issues led to the breakdowns (Beckett, 

Pinchen and McKeique, 2014). It is important to note the children studied experienced their 

interventions ten years earlier, so reliability and validity must be considered. However, due to a 

lack of recent data following children several years after removal, this article is included. Social 

workers must continually advance professional development and keep up to date with relevant 

research (BASW, 2023). Tensions within social work research include the prolonged time 

between research and practice (Lamont, Allen and Geoghegan, 2020). Additionally, social 

workers identify time pressures as a main barrier for not engaging in research (Finne, Ekeland 

and Malmberg-Heimonen, 2022). 

 

Research by Soares et al., (2019) examines 102 children, adopted from care. The researcher 

discovered a lack of research on the middle part of childhood, where feelings of loss can be felt 
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more strongly at this growing stage. This middle ‘mini cycle of development’ stage of life is 

labelled the latency period, which is an important stage because it focuses on learning (Jacobs, 

2006). This study is unique because it analyses children aged eight to ten who were adopted 

between two months and eight years old. Adoptees expressed feeling birth family, relationship 

and ‘status’ losses. ‘Status loss’ occurs when adoptees experience a negative attitude from people 

who know they are adopted, affecting their self-esteem and identity (Soares et al., 2019). 

Interestingly, this article highlighted that more than half the children in the study could not 

express their worst adoption-related experience. This brings into question the validity of the 

findings as children might not feel able to express grieving their losses (Soares et al., 2019; 

Brodzinsky, 2011). This was considered as a limitation of the research and may indicate that 

these children were not expressing their true thoughts to avoid hurting their adoptive parent’s 

feelings. 

 

3.10 Double Jeopardy 

Research conducted in a study of 57 children before their first birthday by Ward et al., (2010) 

identified that 60% suffered a ‘double jeopardy’. This means that they separated from their birth 

families and separated again from temporary carers before a permanent placement was found. 

This ‘double jeopardy’ generates further loss for the child (Beckett, Pinchen and McKeique, 

2014; Ward et al., 2010). The study followed 43 of these children until they were three years old. 

Limitations with the small sample size are considered but as ‘double jeopardy’ affected over half 

of the children, this article was considered pertinent (Ward et al., 2010). A further limitation of 

this research is the use of recorded data, as the study relies on a social worker’s own views which 

include their biases.  
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3.11 The Future 

Research suggests that many families with adopted children stay together, but experience 

relationship difficulties. (Palacios et al., 2019; Livingston Smith, 2014). While researching this 

topic, I noticed a lack of literature on the long-term outcomes of children who were long-term 

fostered and adopted. Follow up research on adults who were removed from birth homes as 

children would be extremely beneficial. Palacios et al., (2019) observes that more adopted adults 

are sharing their experience of adoption providing important lived experiences from which 

professionals can learn. Palacios et al., (2019) acknowledges the loss experienced by birth 

parents when a child is permanently removed. This research is especially interesting because it 

was the only article from the selected literature that recognised the birth parent’s experiences. 

Further research about birth parents’ thoughts and feelings would be valuable. 

 

3.12 What About Ethics? 

A study by Thulin, Kjellgren and Nilsson (2019) interviews children who have been physically 

abused. Interviewees may be uncomfortable in discussing sensitive topics and researchers need 

to be sensitive to this (McLaughlin, 2007). Ethical implications should be considered before 

asking questions which could be retraumatising (Castro Batic and Hayes, 2020). Additionally, 

working with people suffering trauma may trigger different emotions in professionals and could 

potentially cause vicarious trauma (Ruiz-Fernández et al., 2021). 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

implications. 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

28 

Chapter 4: Implications for Social Work 

“The world is a dangerous place to live; not because of the people who are evil, but because of 

the people who don't do anything about it.” 

 

Albert Einstein (Egan, 2015, p37) 

 

4.1 Introduction 

In a recently published survey of more than 3,500 people, 74% of respondents believed that 

social workers want the best for people (Social Work England, 2024). However, social workers 

are frequently portrayed negatively in the media (Leedham, 2022). Social workers are often 

under pressure with heavy workloads and require clear guidelines when working with children 

and their families.  

 

While researching this topic, I found that the phrase ‘good enough parenting’ requires further 

clarification to ensure that social workers are not left to determine individually what is ‘good 

enough’ for the child (Choate and Engstrom, 2014). This is important for making decisions about 

the risk to the child and parenting capacity. To support decision making, Munro (2008) proposes 

a framework that assesses risk in five stages: what is or has happened; what might happen; how 

likely are these outcomes; how desirable are they; and what is the general judgement of risk. This 

chapter will focus on informing social work practice in the areas of permanence, stability, 

trauma, ACEs, breakdowns and losses. This will include timescales and relationships with birth 

families; interventive practices and support, and the application of appropriate theories and 

practice frameworks. 
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4.2 Permanence and Stability 

Legislation favours caring for children in their birth homes, requiring social workers to consider 

the best option for the child in light of their age and circumstances (legislation.gov.uk, 1989). 

Research indicates that some children stay too long in temporary placements before being 

permanently placed. Social workers must be mindful of evidence which shows that early 

placement enables easier integration into new families and balance this with issues including 

legal and statutory timeframes, and finding suitable carers (Department of Education, 2016). 

 

Literature suggests that adoption is a superior option to foster care for stability and permanence 

(Hjern, Vinnerljung and Brännströ, 2019). However, social workers need to consider children’s 

pre-adoption relationships as adoptees may express feelings of loss relating to their birth parents, 

siblings and friends (Soares et al., 2019; Brodzinsky, 2011). This suggests that professionals may 

require more specific training to work with children in an empathetic way and to help them adapt 

to new placements after separating from previous relationships (Soares et al., 2019). By using 

empathy and respect, social workers can empower an individual’s self-efficacy (Pan Sussex, 

2022; Department of Education, 2018). 

 

Findings also indicate that is it important for adoption professionals to help children adapt and 

bond in the first months of a new placement. This includes creative and collaborative working 

with teachers, school staff and parents to help the socialisation of adopted children in their new 

environments (Soares et al., 2019). It is helpful that adoption services have become more attuned 

with family contact options, including life-story work and letterbox contact (MacAlister, 2022). 
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4.3 Trauma and Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) 

Literature highlights the importance of being more curious and compassionate when working 

with children with ACEs. This includes reflecting on the child’s early development and 

adversities. Practitioners must consider these issues in a more detailed, holistic way when 

completing assessments for individuals who have experienced adversity (UK Trauma Council, 

2021). 

 

Research suggests focusing on the capabilities in families using a strengths-based approach 

(Featherstone, Morris and White, 2014). Strengths-based practice draws on a person’s strengths 

with the underlying belief that, with support, people can be enabled to make positive changes in 

their lives (SCIE, 2024). The Munro Review of Child Protection (2011) emphasises the 

importance of strengths within a family.  

 

Evidence indicates that professionals must reframe their understanding of childhood trauma to 

appreciate the importance of preventative help, intervention and support for at risk children 

(Thulin, Kjellgren and Nilsson, 2019). Trauma-focused CBT appears to be the best-evidenced 

mental health intervention for young people with PTSD and other traumas (UK Trauma Council, 

2024a). Neuroscience research on changes in the brain indicates that the deepest damage occurs 

before birth and in the first 18 months of a child’s life (Trauma Council, 2024; Munro, 2011; The 

Royal Society, 2011). 

 

Trauma-informed practice is built on the understanding that exposure to trauma can impact 

biological, neurological, psychological and social development. For social workers, this means 
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being aware of the negative effect of trauma on individuals. Models such as the Trauma 

Recovery Model (illustrated in Figure 4.3.1) are useful when working with people affected by 

trauma to empower them to make positive choices (GOV.UK, 2022). 

 

 

Figure 4.3.1 Trauma Recovery Model (adapted from TRM Academy, 2021) 

 

Social workers are encouraged to use Motivational Interviewing (MI) to promote change in 

individuals by using open-ended questions and active listening (Bischof, Bischof and Rumpf, 

2021). Research by Sypniewski (2016) suggests that MI is a successful intervention for trauma-

informed care and because it reduces negative health behaviours, its use is expected to be 

expanded in schools (Sypniewski, 2016). 
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4.4 Breakdowns and Losses 

Families seeking post adoption support can face challenges, especially within mental health 

services (Palacios et al., 2019). Evidence suggests practitioners should provide pre-and post-

adoption support and services to ensure that placement stability with support is seen as a 

strength, not a parenting failure (Palacios et al., 2019). Professionals can support children 

removed from birth homes by talking about their losses and gains to give positive meaning to 

their experience. Acknowledgement of adoptees’ losses can help parents, teachers and health 

professionals to interpret children’s behaviour and empower them to support children through the 

loss and grieving process (Soares et al., 2019). 

 

In view of time pressures, it may be beneficial to consider other health professionals who could 

support families in overcoming potential risks (Ward et al., 2010). Working with children who 

have been maltreated is emotionally challenging, therefore adequate time must be found to allow 

social workers critical reflection and supervision (Munro, 2011). Critical reflection allows social 

workers to challenge themselves, maintain professional curiosity and analyse complex situations 

(BASW, 2022). 

 

4.5 Conclusions 

The social work profession has a responsibility to protect children from harm (BASW, 2023). 

This benefits society because instability in childhood has been associated with criminal 

behaviour in adulthood (Lindner and Hanlon, 2024). This chapter highlighted areas of practice 

where social workers can consider different approaches when working with children who are at 



 

 

 

 

examined.   
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Chapter 5: Conclusions 

“Not all of us can do great things. But we can do small things with great love.”  

Mother Teresa (Hall, 2022) 

 

5.1 Overall Findings and Key Points 

This research has highlighted several key factors relevant to child removal. Permanence, stability 

and a ‘sense of belonging’ are crucial for children who have been removed from their birth 

families (Palacios et al., 2019). When deciding whether parenting is ‘good enough’, practitioners 

must consider established family relationships, support and intervention and balance these with 

the safety and the ‘best interests’ of the child.  

 

When a decision has been made to permanently remove a child, adoption and fostering are likely 

outcomes. Adoption appears to provide the best outcomes for children removed from birth 

homes, but factors including the younger age of children who tend to be adopted, must be 

acknowledged (Beckett, Pinchen and McKeique, 2014; Hjern; Vinnerljung and Brännströ, 2019). 

Research suggests delays in finding placements is damaging for children, impacting them 

negatively in their future bonding and attachment in new families (Beckett, Pinchen and 

McKeique, 2014). 

 

Children who are removed from birth homes are affected by ACEs, but they can recover and heal 

in a safe family environment. Interventions and trauma-informed practice can make a positive 

impact in families, but more of this is needed (Thulin, Kjellgren and Nilsson, 2019). 
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Breakdowns are an inevitable aspect of out-of-home placement care and are considered another 

loss for children (Beckett, Pinchen and McKeique, 2014). Children who are placed in foster care 

and then placed with a new family experience ‘double jeopardy’, so consideration of the child’s 

feelings is essential (Ward et al., 2010).  

 

5.2 Considerations and Limitations 

I believe I have achieved what I set out to accomplish through this project. I was not expecting to 

find a ‘right’ answer to my research question, which has been proved correct due to each 

individual’s unique circumstances. I can see there are strengths and weaknesses in ‘keeping’ and 

‘removing’ children from their birth families. There is an abundance of literature on children who 

are being cared for outside their biological homes, which did not surprise me. Because of this, I 

concentrated on long-term fostered and adopted children (not kinship, special guardianship), to 

keep my study focussed and make the best use of my time.  As well as constraints on time 

available, I encountered other limitations, including the maximum word count of this paper and 

the pressures of a busy placement. I have considered my own researcher bias whilst giving the 

subject of child protection and child removal a great deal of thought. I managed this by reflecting 

‘in-action’ while writing the paper, seeking to mitigate any potential bias (Ruch, 2009). I also 

used literature that presented both the strengths and weaknesses of removing children versus 

keeping them in their birth homes.  

 

5.3 Gaps in Research 

Although there is considerable literature on child removal and out-of-family care options, I 

noticed a lack of research that examines outcomes of children who have been in some form of 
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care. Additionally, there appears to be little research monitoring children removed in later years, 

and those who stayed in ‘at risk’ homes who may have been on the cusp of removal.  

 

5.4 The Reflective Practitioner 

As a researcher, I have learnt that being inquisitive and having a questioning perspective is 

crucial (Kumar, 2019). Working independently to read and evaluate literature has made me think 

in a more critical way. Instead of just accepting an article (as I have done previously), I now look 

more closely at the sample size of the study, assessing the validity and reliability (Kumar, 2019). 

This attention to detail is essential as evidence from Serious Case Reviews shows the importance 

of professional curiosity and critical thinking (Samuel, 2024; NSPCC, 2022). As much of the 

information I have read has been of a sensitive nature, I have reflected on how the research has 

affected me, practicing the concept of reflexivity (Probst and Berenson, 2013). I have taken a 

reflective ‘in action’ stance, aligning with reflexivity, which is considered important in the 

methodology of qualitative research (Ide and Beddoe, 2019). 

 

5.5 Moving Forward  

There is scope for future work to concentrate on larger sample sizes as much of the literature I 

reviewed covered small numbers of children. Ward et al., (2010) suggests there are difficulties in 

accessing large numbers of children who meet the criteria. I recommend future exploratory 

studies covering children who are grieving losses, as research shows not enough attention has 

been paid to this area (Soares et al., 2019). I would also like to see more studies of adoptee adults 

and those who have experienced care ‘telling their stories’, which would provide insightful, 

holistic evidence of their lived experience. This could provide inspiring reading for children 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

practice. 
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