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Abstract  

This article is based on a study of children’s experiences of being in care in which 
children were given the opportunity to choose either their own social worker or an 
outside researcher to interview them for the purposes of the research. The starting 
point of the study was that children’s views are necessary to inform child welfare 
research and practice. However, as the topic is sensitive, there is a need to give 
children different options to participate in research. In this article, we examine 
how the children (N=17) describe their choice of interviewer and also explore how 
the social workers  (N=8) experience their role as research interviewers.  
 
The findings highlight that there is no single reason for children for choosing 
either a social worker or a researcher to be the interviewer. Familiarity in 
particular can either be a motivation or an obstacle. The dual positions of children 
as research interviewees and as clients as well as the dual positions of social 
workers both supported and hindered the interviews. Social workers reported new 
insights into their knowledge about children’s views as a result of the research 
interview experience. It is argued that the choice of the interviewer may be an 
option for some children to have their voice heard in research. Ethical balancing 
and critical dialogue are also suggested as having a role. 
 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Sensitive issues pose a challenge for research ethics. This is especially so when 

very private, stressful or sacred issues are studied and when the studies focus on 

people who either live in vulnerable situations or are vulnerable themselves (Lee, 

1993). The aim to protect people from the possible harms of research may then 

result in restrictions or avoidance in child welfare research: children may be 

approached by researchers only under very regulated conditions, if at all (Berrick 

et al., 2000; Parkers et al., 2015); child welfare case files are not made easily 

accessible for research (e.g. Hayes & Devaney, 2004); or certain issues such as 

children's experiences of abuse are likely to be excluded from the agenda of 

research (Cater & Øverlien, 2014; Mudaly & Goddard, 2006). Consequently, 
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issues which are seen as being “sensitive” and people who are seen as 

“vulnerable” are excluded from knowledge production for the sake of protection. 

This may be problematic from the point of view of child welfare policy and 

practice which need to learn about the views and experiences of those people in 

order to provide services to meet their needs and interests. 

 

There is, fortunately, also an ambition to introduce sound ethical principles to 

overcome the variety of ethical challenges in research with and about children in 

vulnerable situations  (e.g. Baker, 2005; Balen et. al., 2006; Bogolub & Thomas, 

2005; Fern &Kristinsdóttir, 2011; Ellonen & Pösö, 2011; Grahan et al., 2013; 

Holland  et al., 2014; Holland et al., 2010; Kendrick et al., 2008; Schelbe et al., 

2015; Willumsen et al., 2014). In particular, there are calls for developing 

sensitive research practices: how research is carried out with “vulnerable people” 

about “sensitive, stressful or sacred” issues becomes more important than the very 

debate about whether certain themes or groups of people should be excluded from 

research for the sake of protection (Cater & Øverlien, 2014; Daley, 2012; Graham 

et al., 2013). Alternative ways to design sensitive research are needed (Chan et al., 

2015).  

 

In this article, our view of research in child welfare rests on the idea that children 

in vulnerable situations should be given opportunities to make decisions about the 

ways research is carried out. We explore one element in research practice,  the 

choice of the interviewer, in a study about children in out-of-home care which is 

often seen as a sensitive research topic but also a topic which should not be 

silenced in child protection research (e.g. Holland, 2009; Kendrick et al., 2008). 

As we were aware of the ethical tensions, we wanted to implement a research 

design which would allow the children to make choices as to their research 

participation. The choice included first, the decision whether to participate or not 

(the standard meaning of informed consent), and second, the choice of the 

interviewer. The choice of the interviewer is a concrete, small yet meaningful way 

to enable children’s involvement in making decisions about how data is produced. 

The choice of the interviewer does not guarantee any full ethical symmetry in 

research (Christensen & Prout, 2002), but it recognises the differences among 

children as will be demonstrated later in this article. We will describe the rationale 



of this research design later in this article and empirically examine the choice of 

the interviewer. However, first we will present the thematic context of interview 

studies of children in out-of-home care, addressed here as ‘substitute care’. 

 

 

Interviews with children in substitute care  

 

Being in care, out of one's own home, is a very personal and emotional childhood 

experience which may be overshadowed by experiences of shame and silence (e.g. 

Eronen, 2011; Farmer et al., 2013). Substitute care, at its best, may mean a 

considerable improvement in one’s quality of life, but still the experiences are 

often shadowed by longing, sadness and lack of trust and sometimes even by 

abuse and neglect. Thus children might experience a strong need to talk about their 

life in care but also personal, social and cultural obstacles in talking (Leeson 

2007). Recent reports of historic abuse demonstrate that some experiences of care 

may remain unworded and unheard for years (e.g. Sköld & Swain, 2015).   

 

Our interest in interviewing children in substitute care is based on the view that 

children's lived experiences of care should be learnt from the children themselves 

as other informants such as parents or professionals may only indirectly provide 

information about children's experiences (Unrau 2007). Yet, as in any interview 

study or professional interview, interaction between the interviewer and 

interviewee matters and the outcome of their interview is more or less a co-

production of the participants and thus not a full portrait of the lived experience as 

such (e.g. Holstein & Gubrium, 1997; Korkman, 2006; Kvale, 2007). From this 

standpoint, research ethics becomes interwoven in the process of interaction and 

research methods in use. This is described by Kathryn Daley in the following 

extract: 

 

“There is a place for prescriptive principles in human research ethics 

guidelines, and these guidelines can inform projects’ designs. But to 

inform researchers’ practice, caring – with the researcher as care-giver and 

participant as cared-for – is the most ethical way to negotiate the complex 



situations which arise when conducting research with vulnerable young 

people.“ (Daley, 2012: 33.) 

 

When interviews are “done” (Kvale, 2007), the contract between the interviewer 

and interviewee is constantly negotiated. The informed consent, for example, may 

require repeated negotiations during the research process as the power relations of 

the research evolve (e.g. Aaltonen, 2016; Holland et al., 2010; Renold et al., 2008; 

Thomas & O´Kane, 1998; Willumsen et al., 2015). Children may use their own 

strategies to withdraw from the interview interaction or to influence it (e.g. 

running away, playing, changing the topic, silence) (Eskonen, 2005; Helavirta, 

2011). Some researchers intentionally use strategies to encourage children to 

interrupt the interview whenever needed (e.g. Leeson, 2014) or choose places for 

interviews which provide more relaxed contexts of interview interaction (Mayall, 

2000; Punch, 2002; Ross et al., 2009; Jeysingham, 2016). The child's maturity and 

skills to make informed decisions belong to the key issues of informed consent 

and research ethics with children (e.g. Graham et al., 2013; Hill, 2006a). These 

issues are typically examined by adults, who, as gatekeepers, decide whether the 

child is mature enough to make an informed choice about his/her participation in 

the research. With regard to sensitive issues such as being in substitute care, there 

are several gatekeepers – birth parents, child welfare authorities, foster 

parents/carers in residential institutions, ethics review boards among others – 

whose permission is required even before the child's opinion and interest in 

making any choices can be consulted. Consequently, the child makes his/her 

choices of sharing the personal and intimate childhood experiences with research 

in the midst of institutional gatekeeping and power relations. 

 

The research design and data 

 

The study on which this paper is based – “Care order as interventions – the 

process view from inside” – was carried out with two social worker teams in two 

municipalities in Finland. These teams took care of children who had been placed 

in substitute care. The research aimed to open up the “black box of care” by 

studying children's first year in care. The study was motivated by the finding that 

very little is known in Finland about the immediate processes in children's 



everyday lives and institutional practices initiated by the care order decisions 

although the care order decision is the most intrusive decision into the rights of 

children and families by public authorities and thus a very particular childhood 

experience (see also Mitchell & Kuczynski 2010). The start of care is marked by 

the care order decision, authorised by the Child Welfare Act (417/2007), which 

restricts parental rights and places the child in substitute care. The placement is 

meant to be only temporary, including annual reviews of the care plans and 

relevance of the decision (Pösö & Huhtanen 2017).  

 

As our interest was in the process after the entry into care, the prospective design 

included two temporal points for data collection. The first point – six months after 

the care order –  was chosen so that it allowed the children to have had some time 

to settle in care before the data collection and the next point  –  at 12 months – 

allowed us to see the first full year in care. The research design was developed 

together with the social workers of the two teams. Working with children in care 

can be professionally, ethically and emotionally challenging (e.g. Buckley, 2003; 

Forsberg & Vagli, 2006; Lonne et al., 2016) and therefore studies on care can be 

experienced as an intrusion into one’s professionalism; on the other hand, they 

may provide a welcome platform for practitioners for constructive reflection on 

one’s work. The latter view was the starting point for this study which rests on 

cooperative research between the social workers and researchers. In the early 

stages of the planning process the issues of interviewing the children were 

discussed as the interviews challenge not only the ethics of research but also the 

procedures to gain access to children. Social workers experienced that some 

children might not be willing to meet an outsider – an unknown person – for an 

interview. This was due to personality issues, shyness for example, but also due to 

a feeling of jadedness as so many adults interview children: social workers, 

psychologists, school teachers as well as other professionals. Although such 

interviews are of professional and institutional nature, a new person – a researcher 

in this case – might feel like an extra burden for some children. The social workers 

thought that in general children in substitute care would be willing to share their 

experiences of care but should be given a choice how to do it. The choice of the 

interviewer was the key issue. Based on their experience in practice, they 



suggested that some children would most likely prefer to do the interview with 

their own familiar social worker. 

 

When building the research design, we took these concerns and advice – also 

recognisable in the literature on studies with children (Hill, 2006b) – very 

seriously. Consequently, children were given the opportunity to choose between a 

researcher and a social worker. The options for the research interview were 

introduced by their own social worker. There was an information sheet which they 

looked at together when discussing the choice of the interviewer. Before that, the 

written permission to interview the children had been received from their parents 

and the social welfare agencies. In addition, the Regional Ethics Review Board at 

the University of Tampere had reviewed our research plan. The interviews were 

targeted at children who were seven years or older and who had been taken into 

care during a certain six (bigger municipality) and eight (smaller municipality) 

month period in 2013. Thirty-four children met those general criteria. When 

inviting the children to join the research, the social workers had to assess whether 

the children were in such stable situation that the interview would not harm them. 

Children who were in psychiatric hospital care or had experienced recent 

traumatic events at the time of the study, for example, were excluded from the 

group of invited children. The ultimate decision whom to ask was based on social 

workers' professional assessment. The recruitment process was concluded when 

the appropriate number of children was included in the research so that it was 

possible to interview the children twice within the time frame of the research 

project. The children were told, orally and in the written information sheet, that the 

choice of the interviewer was up to him/her. The confidentiality of the interviews 

was highlighted to the children as well as the fact that the research nature of the 

interview meant that they were separate from the other interviews in child welfare. 

As a result, nine children chose a social worker and eight a researcher to be the 

interviewer. Children were also instructed that they could choose the place for the 

interview – all interviews were carried out in the children's placement, either in a 

foster home or in the residential institution, mostly in their own room.  

 



As a result, the interview data includes interviews with 17 children, of whom 15 

were interviewed twice. Two children were not available for the second interview 

as they had aged out of care at the point of 12 months after the care order.  

The children were between the ages of 7 and 17, the majority of them (12) being 

between the ages of 14 and 17. The interview scheme in both interviews covered 

the issues of every-day life in care, including contact with families and social 

workers and quality of life in a general sense. The first interview also included 

topics about transition into care.  

 

Self-evidently, an important precondition for this design was that the social 

workers were willing to conduct the interviews. Their agreement was established 

in the early parts of the process of the research. We – three researchers with PhDs 

in social work and professional experience in social work and social workers – 

organised sessions to discuss the aims, methods and ethics of the interview study. 

In particular, we discussed ethics in a situation in which the research interviews 

would reveal something new and sensitive for child welfare practice. The issue of 

confidentiality was obviously a complex issue from the practitioners' point of 

view. We agreed that the borders between research and child welfare work should 

be kept clear. If there was a reason to think that the information given by the child 

in the research interview would need institutional attention, this would then to be 

discussed with the child before any action. It was also decided that the social 

workers should not make any notes in the case files about the information gained 

in the interviews in order to mark the separate role of the research interview. The 

children were told about these principles when the interviews started. Despite the 

complex confidentiality, every social worker in the teams agreed to being an 

interviewer if the child so wished. As an MA degree is required in Finland for 

social workers, the interviewers had some understanding of research methods in 

order to carry out the interviews.  

 

The rich data gathered in this design has provided basis for analyses published 

elsewhere (e.g. Pösö et al., 2015; Pösö et al. 2016; Helavirta 2016; Laakso 2016). 

In this article we focus on examining how the children describe their choice of 

interviewer. We also explore how the social workers experience their role as a 

research interviewer. To do that, we use two parts of the data. First, the children 



were asked in the second interview why they chose a certain interviewer. The 

answers – very short, a couple of sentences at most  – were recorded and 

transcribed and used for a thematic analysis of the reasons the children gave to the 

choice of the interviewer. Secondly, we asked every interviewer to “think aloud” 

about the interview they just had finished with the child interviewee. The 

instruction was that they should voice-record their thoughts about the interview 

(e.g. whether the interview included any surprises). Eight social workers, of whom 

seven were women, recorded their thoughts after the first round of the interviews 

and seven social workers after the second round. We missed one recording in the 

second round as that social worker was short of time as she explained informally 

to the researcher afterwards. These reflections (N=15) lasted between five and ten 

minutes. They have been transcribed and thematically analysed for this paper with 

one main question in mind: what are the characteristics the social workers attach 

to the research interview.  Both types of data have been thematically analysed by 

one research group member. In case the descriptions were difficult to understand 

or to thematically categorise, they have been discussed by the whole team.  

 

The following analysis is structured so that we first present the children’s 

descriptions of their choices of the interviewer, categorised into four themes, after 

which the social workers’ descriptions on conducting the research interview are 

presented. For reasons of confidentiality, we do not contrast the children's 

accounts with those of the social workers but analyse and present them separately. 

We call all children “children”, regardless of age, and all social workers as social 

workers. 

 

Limitations 

 

The study is very limited in terms of the number of children and child welfare 

agencies involved. We had the opportunity to work with two highly skilful and 

research minded social work teams which helped to develop among other things 

such a code of ethics for the interviews that met the ethical standards of practice as 

well. Despite the skills of the social workers and their motivation to join the 

research, we are not fully aware of the selection of the interviewees and possible 

biases, or the tensions created by the combination of practice and research. In 



particular, we lack an understanding of the impacts of the research interviews on 

the relationships afterwards. The interview, whether carried out by the researcher 

or the social worker, was inevitably an intervention into the existing relationships 

in the care system; unfortunately, the examination of the impacts was not included 

in this study. In addition, the study excluded younger children from the design, 

which is a shortcoming for countries with a majority of younger children in the 

care system. The findings do, however, highlight that children used the 

opportunity to choose the interviewer for their individual reasons, and therefore 

the findings could be used for further exploration and testing of designs 

recognising the differences among children. 

 

 

Findings 

 

Children: who can interview me? 

 

The children (9) who chose a social worker as their interviewer were between the 

ages of 7 and 17 while those children (8) who chose a research interviewer were 8 

to 17 years old. Boys in particular (five out of six) chose the social worker to be 

the interviewer, which we find difficult to explain. The explanations of choosing a 

social worker as an interviewer fall into the following four categories of which the 

issue of familiarity was most important.  

 

It is easier to talk with someone familiar 

When children explained why they had chosen the social worker to be the 

interviewer, they mention familiarity as the important element. Familiarity was 

referred to in two meanings. First, it meant that the child knew the social worker 

as a person already before the interview as they had met previously. Secondly, 

children sometimes described the social workers as familiar persons even if they 

had not met before: the children said that the social workers would know their 

“case” anyway by reading the case files. If someone knew their “case”, it would be 

easy to talk. The following extracts demonstrate how familiarity was taken for 

granted as a reason; it did not need much exploration. 

 



Well because it is easier for me to speak with someone I know. (Pekka) 

 

Of course it is nicer when it is someone whom you have met before and 

who knows my situation. (Anna) 

 

Familiarity as an obstacle 

Sometimes familiarity was seen as being an obstacle for an interview, and 

therefore the social worker was not chosen. Someone said that “the social worker 

is so familiar” and chose a researcher to be the interviewer. For him, familiarity 

was an obstacle as it was for the other child in the following extract.  

 

I thought that I would rather take someone unknown, it is easier to speak to 

a stranger about things. (Jani) 

 

More detailed descriptions of why familiarity would be an obstacle were rare. One 

child referred to her earlier negative experiences with that specific social worker. 

As she was given the opportunity to speak with someone else, she chose a person 

who did not know her and with whom she did not have any shared history of 

conflicts.  

 

The institutional role of the social worker 

Children reported that social workers have the rights and duties to make decisions 

about children’s lives. These institutional tasks were the reasons why some 

children chose a researcher: the researcher would not use the information of the 

interviews when making institutional decisions. Talking with a social worker 

would be more limited as the child would need to control what was said. Some 

children expressed concerns that the social workers could use information against 

their own wishes later.  

 

Because she makes decisions about my things, so I would like to 

speak with someone else. (Eeva) 

 

The social worker can use my stories against me. (Sonja)  

 



A child mentioned the social worker’s institutional tasks in a very different 

meaning: she was concerned about the social worker’s use of time. If she chose 

the researcher, her social worker would have more time to work with other 

children. 

So that the social worker has time to go somewhere else, to help other 

children. (Mari) 

 

It did not matter  

When asked about the reasons to choose a certain type of a person to be the 

interviewer, some children replied “I do not know”, “it did not matter” or “I do not 

remember”. Their answers demonstrate that the interviewer was not very 

important or that it was difficult to remember anymore why the choice had been 

made in a certain way. They also demonstrate some reluctance to give any report 

about the reasons.  

 

 

Social workers: balancing between the roles of a researcher and a worker 

 

When social workers “thought aloud” about the research interview from their 

point of view, the descriptions can be grouped under three main themes: shifting 

positions, learning new things about children and children as information 

gatekeepers. The reflections after the first and second interviews did not differ 

between each other.  

 

Shifting positions 

The social workers pointed out that it was not always easy to fit a research 

interview into their busy social work schedule. It was also difficult to find the 

“right” mode to interview a child for a research interview. The first extract below 

describes the shifts which the social worker had to go through when starting the 

research interview with a child. The emotional landscape of child welfare 

overshadowed the start of the interview; nevertheless, the interview was properly 

done, as noted by the interviewer. The second extract highlights the continuum in 

child welfare: the interview cannot be cut off from the previous events in child 

welfare. 



 

I went there to the interview situation from a very difficult meeting 

in which we had to make quite difficult decisions. I was a bit 

concerned whether I could calm down for this interview. (Katja)  

 

I have a rather good feeling; before I was a bit worried about the 

thoughts that will turn up, when the girl thinks of the situation now, 

when she has gone to that place, transferred from another place, it 

has been quite something as she herself says here; so that she was at 

the police for a while, and then it was the men from the transport 

agency who took her. I thought that there could be something; I got 

this girl only in January, but it was nice now to do this interview so 

that we learnt to know each other. (Maarit) 

 

The social workers reported that they positioned themselves as listeners and 

learners in the interview situations: they were there to learn about the child’s 

situation and views instead of assessing the child’s situation or making new plans. 

Sometimes the learning and listening element was strong because they had not yet 

met and learnt to know the child as the previous extract demonstrates. 

 

Learning new things about children 

When interviewing children according to a research interview guide, the social 

workers addressed themes that they did not conventionally address in their 

professional work with children. This was often remarked upon by the social 

workers. They also expressed their surprises regarding the children’s narratives; 

they had learnt new things about the children.  

 

One of the surprises was caused by the theme about the reasons for the care order. 

In the first interview round, we wanted to learn how the child described the 

reasons for him/her being in care and this theme was accordingly in the interview 

guide. This was a difficult question for most children. This surprised the social 

workers because they remembered that they had often discussed this theme with 

the child. The surprise is described in the following extract. 

 



The boy has been there only a year and I was surprised as a social 

worker that he did not have any idea, and has not spoken anything 

about it when I visited him a couple of times, and we have gone 

through the reasons for the care order several times. But these issues 

do not seem to be clear for the boy, or he does not admit them. 

(Leena) 

 

An even more surprising event in the interviews was the episode between a social 

worker and a boy, 13, in which the boy asked the social worker to explain why he 

was in care. The boy explained that he did not know the reasons and he especially 

did not know why he was placed in a residential institution instead of a foster 

home which had been his wish. The social worker had thought that the boy was 

aware of all the reasons; however, the lack of knowledge was revealed in the 

interview.  

 

When listening to the child’s experiences of care, the social workers learned about 

the concerns the child had. The concerns, as mentioned in the ‘”think-alouds”, 

were especially about restrictive practices and unfair treatment in alternative care. 

One social worker mentioned that she had learnt about such practices in a 

residential institution with the result that she had to sort out the poor practice with 

the institution. In another interview, the boy told the social worker about his 

experiences of abuse in his birth family. A social worker reported to us how 

relieved the boy seemed to be after he had told about the abuse.  She describes her 

own position in the interview in the following way:  

 

When this abuse turned up, it was a surprise. That is why I could not say 

anything. But it was good to hear that the boy was so relaxed after he had 

had the opportunity to tell about it. The story is that this boy was in a foster 

home the quality of which I am not satisfied with. It was the most 

surprising thing that the boy put that place as a “five”on the scale and this 

present home as a “ten”. I almost started to cry as I feel that the boy now, 

really, has been rescued. (Ulla) 

 



Among the positive surprises was the choice the children made in the interview to 

address the social worker as one of his/her important people.  

 

It was of course that positive issue which I remember; if the social 

worker is counted as a trustworthy person by the child, of course it is 

a fine thing. It means that one has managed to create a relationship of 

some kind even though we have not yet met that often. (Meeri) 

 

The surprises encountered by some social workers contrast the nature of a research 

interview against the professional interview. The social workers reported that the 

research interview gave more space for the child to tell about her/his experiences 

than had been enabled by the professional encounters. This is described in the 

following extract.   

 

I really understood only now what it means that one should have 

opportunities to tell a bit more freely, that it would not only be talking in a 

meeting. That it should be free. That it would not be so structured but that 

the child could just talk. I got the feeling that now the child had the 

opportunity to speak more freely. (Jenni) 

 

Children as information gatekeepers 

In the social workers' view, the information which the children shared in the 

research interviews differed to some extent from the information known in child 

welfare practice. This made the social workers aware of the children’s agency as 

gatekeepers of information as they put it. The children silenced some themes in the 

interviews. According to the social workers, the silenced themes were especially 

sad and emotionally troubling themes which they themselves had learnt to know in 

their institutional role. One girl, for example, had recently been raped but this was 

not mentioned in the interview at all. Sometimes care was described more 

negatively than the social worker understood it to be. One child described the 

substitute home as a place where nothing happened but the social worker recalled 

several visits to fun parks. 

   



He gave wrong information about the placement, that they do not do 

anything there. They visit many places, fun parks and such but he says not. 

(Marja) 

 

He did not describe any adults in his placement as being important to him. 

I know, and I am told by the adults in the placement, and I see it when I 

visit the place, that he has a really good relationship with the place and his 

case worker. (Tuula) 

 

As a consequence of the realization of children’s active choice of silencing some 

themes, the social workers expressed their concern about the validity of children’s 

accounts in the interviews. From their point of view, there was a discrepancy 

between the research interview and their institutional knowledge. As they had 

known the children for longer, they also remarked on the impact of the time when 

the interview was done. The research interview picked up only temporal fragments 

of children's time in care and was thus bound to provide non-permanent 

information. 

  

A couple of weeks ago it was quite different and even the girl's face looked 

 different. (Johanna) 

 

Discussion: familiarity and dual positions 

 

What we have seen above is that the option to choose the interviewer is actively 

used by some children. Other children are more nonchalant about this option or at 

least withdraw from reporting their reasons for choosing a particular interviewer. 

This may tell us something about the position of children in which the choice of 

the interviewer is embedded. Children meet a variety of professionals, many of 

them interviewing children for institutional reasons, and when asked to make a 

choice for a research interviewer, the choice may appear to be difficult or 

meaningless. The children’s position in adult-led situations does not necessarily 

encourage them to ask questions and therefore their very informed choice may be 

limited. 

 



When making and reporting active choices, the familiarity of the interviewer plays 

an important role as was expected at the beginning of the research process. When 

familiarity is positively important, the interview is “easier” for the child as 

described above; the fact that the social worker knows the child is seen as strength. 

As we know based on the literature presented earlier, that being in care may be a 

sensitive issue, it is important that there is a way to make it “easy” for the child to 

enter the interview relations. Familiarity may lower the threshold for sharing one’s 

experiences in care as the interviewer knows the background already, and it may 

lessen the experiences of (possible) shame in an interview situation. Some children 

used this opportunity to tell social workers more and differently than they had 

done in the previous institutional encounters with social workers. The boy who 

told about his previous experiences of abuse is a good example of this. 

Unfortunately the data does not allow us to explore the reasons for “telling more” 

in detail but one may assume that the interview scheme and the style of interaction 

(social workers as listeners with sufficient time) played their part. Following from 

what has been said above, the option to make a choice of a familiar interviewer 

may be a relevant precondition for a study with (some) children in substitute care.  

 

However, familiarity is also an obstacle for some children due to the dual position 

of a social worker as a researcher interviewer and a practitioner. Some children 

wanted to be allowed to tell their views to a stranger who did not have any 

previous knowledge and who could not use the interview information for any 

institutional decision. When they chose a researcher as an interviewer, they also 

chose someone who could not test the validity of information in the same way as 

their social worker. The platform with a researcher welcomes a space without any 

shared history and any future implications for substitute care.  

 

Indeed, we have seen that the formal positions of a social worker and client did not 

vanish in the data collection process. This was so despite the interview design 

positioning the interview partners differently from their ordinary positions. 

Children still recognised the social work interviewer in her institutional role and 

the social workers negotiated their roles, duties and interests as professionals in 

addition to those of the research interviewers.  

 



Due to the roles of clients and social workers, the struggles with the nature and 

confidentiality of interview data are interwoven in the implementation of this 

design despite our separation of the research interviews from the practice 

interviews. Every party was aware of the sensitive nature of the interviews and 

tried to master it in their different ways. We have seen, for example, that some 

children explicitly said that they did not want their social worker to know 

“everything” and we have seen that the social workers struggled not to use the 

interview information that they had learnt in their institutional capacity. Some 

social workers assessed the validity of information given by the children by 

contrasting it with the knowledge they had otherwise learnt. This is a reminder of 

how in practice social workers constantly make and re-make sense of knowledge 

to understand the case of the child they are working with (Buckley, 2003). This 

may – or may not – influence, intentionally or unintentionally, later relations with 

the child interviewed for the research as the relations between the children and 

social workers continued after the project.  

 

These struggles between the different roles, positions and knowledges are not 

easily solved in a design such as ours. In fact, our ambition to address the ethics of 

research with children in care by providing children an opportunity to choose the 

interviewer ended up in new ethical controversies. Cham and his colleagues 

(2015) discuss alternatives to keeping research processes separate from or 

integrated in practice and present both protective and minimalist approaches. The 

latter aims to keep clear boundaries between research and treatment processes – as 

we aimed to do but the boundary was challenged in research practice. Their 

recommendation about ethical balancing states that 

The inclusion of clients in methodological discussions could integrate 

knowledge related to methodological rigor with information about the way 

different research forms affect participants. This integration may lead to 

creative research approaches and the possibility of offering research 

participants choices of different levels of separation-integration between 

research and intervention processes. (Cham et al. 2015) 

 

Following from that, we suggest that the step forward would be to integrate the 

findings of familiarity and dual positions into a critical dialogue of the ways in 



which different knowledges are produced (and indeed silenced) in the everyday 

relations in child welfare research and practice (e.g. Reynold et al. 2008). The key 

question as suggested by this study would then be why children tell more, less or 

differently about their care experiences to a practitioner in an interview for 

research purposes compared with an interview for professional purposes. This 

question challenges both child welfare as well as research practice, and it would 

hopefully invite social workers, children in care and researchers to address the 

question. In addition, it would be important to examine empirically the impacts of 

the integration of research and practice on the relations between children and 

practitioners so that the long-term impacts would become better known than in the 

study in question. 

 

 

Conclusions 

 

The study has highlighted that children used the opportunity of choosing the 

interviewer for different reasons, with familiarity of the interviewer being the key 

reason for or against a social worker as an interviewer. “A stranger” was the 

preferred interviewer option for some children. The approach of “choice” 

recognised children’s individual interests, situations and needs, and indirectly, 

their different views on what “sensitivity” means in research on care experiences. 

 

As a result, we suggest that there could be some potential in exploring the element 

of choice in sensitive research with children and in developing practices of ethics 

so that children are given the positions to make more choices in their research 

involvement. Similar issues are addressed in designs of participatory and service-

user-led research with children (e.g. Horgan, 2016). Our study highlights that even 

a “small” choice could matter and facilitate some children’s participation in the 

research. This potential could be explored more if we distance ourselves from 

over-sensitivity towards ethical matters in research with and about children 

(Solberg, 2014; Horgan 2016) and balance wisely the children's right to be 

included in research against the right to be protected from research. The most 

important argument would, however, be that the policy and practice of research 

ethics should recognise the differences among children – not only their difference 



from adults (Hill, 2006b). In this way we could acknowledge the different interests 

and ambitions the children have in joining a research interview. An even more 

complex issue is, however, how to do it in such an institutional context as child 

welfare, which, to some extent, determines the positions and agency of children. 

The complexities and ethical controversies for children and practitioners have 

been highlighted in this study, resulting in the suggestions about ethical balancing 

and critical dialogue. Self-evidently, alternative and more detailed suggestions for 

sustainable research designs are still needed. 
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