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Abstract

The purpose of this article is to contribute to an in-depth understanding of how immigrant parents’ experiences of the child welfare assessment process shape their trust in the Norwegian child welfare services (CWS). The study is based on qualitative data generated through semi-structured interviews with six immigrant parents who have previous or ongoing contact with the CWS. The study finds that the parents’ experiences of the child welfare assessment process influence their trust in the CWS in a variety of ways, with the central themes being: (1) interactions with child welfare workers; (2) transparency and (un)predictability of the process and outcome; and (3) the risk-oriented, problem-focused and adversarial nature of the assessments. Whilst the parents’ positive experiences of the assessment process are associated with trust, their ambivalent and negative experiences are related to mistrust and distrust in the services respectively.
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Introduction

The relationship between immigrants and the Norwegian child welfare services (CWS) is strained and characterized primarily by fear and distrust, among other things (Fylkesnes et al., 2015; Paulsen & Berg, 2021; Vassenden & Vedøy, 2019). The CWS has been criticized by citizen groups both within Norway and abroad for being biased, discriminatory, and taking unnecessarily intrusive measures, especially against immigrant families (Czarnecki, 2018; Haugevik & Neumann, 2020). Several studies have also highlighted a prevalent lack of trust in the CWS among immigrants (The Norwegian Directorate for Children, Youth and Family Affairs, 2018; Czarnecki, 2018). However, the dynamics between parents’ experiences of the CWS child welfare assessments and their trust in the services have been little explored.

Studies demonstrate that among the various modalities of trust formation, direct personal experience or interactions between the trustor and the trustee have been identified as the most influential sources (Dietz, 2011; Lewis & Weigert, 1985; Rousseau et al., 1998). As such, immigrant parents’1 (hereafter referred to as simply “parents”) experiences with the CWS during child welfare assessments are expected to affect their trust in the services. This is because child welfare assessments underlie almost all phases of the process from substantiation of the child maltreatment referral to the closure of a case. For instance, the decision as to whether to further investigate a case or not, the appropriate level of intervention, and case review to evaluate whether children who have been removed from their parents can be safely reunited with their families and the case, therefore, can be closed, all require child welfare assessment including risk assessments (English & Pecora, 1994; Hughes & Rycusa, 2006).

Besides, as the CWS is family oriented, the scope of the child welfare assessment extends beyond a risk-oriented approach focused solely on intervening after abuse or neglect has already occurred (Falch-Eriksen & Skivenes, 2019; Gilbert et al., 2011). That is, in the context of the CWS, parents’ engagement with the services is even broader, as the assessments encompass a wide range of assessments and interventions aimed at preventing abuse/neglect and also giving therapeutic support to parents to promote a nurturing and safe environment for children. This entails parents’ engagement through interviews, observations, home visits, and evaluations conducted by professionals to determine not only the safety, well-being, and potential risks to the child but also to help parents to care for their children. As such, understanding how parents’ experiences of the assessments and how these experiences shape their trust in the CWS is imperative. However, there is a noticeable lack of studies that have systematically investigated the relationship between parents’ experiences of the child welfare assessment process and their trust in the CWS.

This article thus seeks to enhance understanding of this topic by drawing on parents’ lived experiences, by asking, “How do immigrant parents’ experiences of the child welfare assessment process in child maltreatment cases influence their trust in the services?”

In the following sections, a brief overview of child welfare assessments is given, followed by sections on the conceptualization of trust, methods, findings, discussion, and a brief conclusion at the end.

Throughout the article, I will use the terms child welfare services and child protection services differently since child welfare services is a broader term comprising a broad spectrum of interventions including child protection as well as programs aimed to prevent abuse and neglect from occurring (Cameron & Freymond, 2006, Gilbert et al., 2011). Thus, CWS is used to refer to the Norwegian child welfare services while CPS is used as an abbreviation for child protection services in general.



Child welfare assessment: A brief overview

Child welfare assessment is usually the first step after the initial referral of child maltreatment (abuse and/or neglect). It encompasses a broad spectrum of assessments conducted in various phases of the services’ interventions. These include an initial assessment of child safety, to determine whether the child is at imminent risk and requires an immediate response, risk assessments during the screening protocol to assess whether a referral should be investigated further, as well as assessments regarding child developmental needs, parenting capacity, and ongoing assessment of the match between services and needs (Fairbairn & Strega, 2015). Yet, it lays a foundation for case reviews to assess if and when children who are removed from their parents can safely be reunited with their families and the case can be closed, as well as any changes in the risks and protective factors or changes in the level of risk over the lifetime of the case under consideration (English & Pecora, 1994; Hughes & Rycusa, 2006).

In this article, child welfare assessment is defined as investigations or assessments in various phases to protect children from maltreatment, as well as to determine whether parents have the minimal capacity necessary to protect their child(ren) and if not, whether they can achieve this with available resources and support. This broad conceptualization of child welfare assessment is consistent with the overall objectives of the CWS, which are aimed not only at the protection of children from risk but also at helping parents to care for their children (Falch-Eriksen & Skivenes, 2019; Gilbert et al., 2011).

A review of the literature shows there is a lack of studies exploring the relationship between clients’ engagement with the CWS and their trust in services. Some studies explored the CWS investigation process, albeit with a limited focus on how clients’ experiences of the process are associated with their trust in the services (Christiansen et al., 2019; Havnen et al., 2020; Lauritzen et al., 2017, 2019; Vis et al., 2016). A few studies have also examined the impacts of clients’ experiences with the CWS investigations in the Norwegian or Nordic context. For instance, Aadnanes and Syrstad (2021) found that the child-centric and risk-aversion paradigm, with its focus on uncovering severe violence and neglect, undermined the focus on resilience/strengths in these families, and contributed both to parents’ experiences of the CWS as problem-focused and their distrust in child welfare professionals. Moreover, a Nordic study on Norwegian and Danish parents’ experiences of child welfare assessment found that many parents lack knowledge about the assessment duration and content, and some parents had a feeling of being objectified and exposed to the covert use of power, for example by the social worker controlling the flow of information in a case (Kildedal et al., 2011).

Several studies have also demonstrated that child protection services are increasingly becoming risk-oriented and problem-focused, and that this is undermining the responsiveness of the services (Aadnanes & Syrstad, 2021; Featherstone et al., 2018; Hyslop & Keddell, 2018; Munro, 2010; Ulvik, 2019). However, there exists a knowledge gap regarding how parents’ experiences of the CWS assessments specifically influence their trust in the services, particularly from the perspective of immigrant parents.



Conceptualizing trust

In sociological literature, trust has been defined differently with an emphasis on various aspects and bases of trust (Dietz, 2011; Oomsels & Bouckaert, 2014; Rousseau et al., 1998; Uslaner, 2002). Some scholars define trust as an attitude or belief (Rousseau et al., 1998), an action (Oomsels & Bouckaert, 2014), and a process (Möllering, 2006). Yet others focus on specific characteristics of the trustee: ability, benevolence, and integrity (Mayer et al., 1995); differences between bases and dimensions of trust (Lewicki et al., 2006); attitudinal versus behavioral trust (Kramer, 1999); and the measurement of trust (Dietz & Den Hartog, 2006).

Despite the diverse definitions of trust in the literature, there is a broad consistency and convergence among the various definitions of the concept around the notion of willingness to be vulnerable based on positive expectations as a central element (Rousseau et al., 1998).

In this article, trust and distrust are defined, respectively, as:


Parents’ willingness or unwillingness to be vulnerable by suspending fear or uncertainty, based on the positive expectations that their case will be favorably resolved by the child welfare services or a specific professional/s within the organization.



Trust is conceptualized as a family of concepts comprising distinct yet related members of the “trust family”– trust, mistrust, and distrust (Hardin, 2002; Lewicki et al., 1998; Luhmann, 1979; Oomsels et al., 2019). Whereas trust is a settled belief in the trustworthiness of others, distrust is a confirmed belief about the untrustworthiness of others. Mistrust is rather a novel and distinctive member of the trust family, and it is not based on confirmed/settled beliefs in the trustworthiness of others. It represents doubt or skepticism about the trustworthiness of the other (Citrin & Stoker, 2018; Lenard, 2008). Lenard (2008, p. 313) defines mistrust as “a cautious attitude towards others; a mistrustful person will approach interactions with others with a careful and questioning mindset.” Hence, mistrust can simply be understood as watchful trust, as it rests on the mistruster’s cautious and continuous process of assessments, feedback, updating, and investigative orientations. In the context of this article, mistrust can be understood as: parents’ cautious willingness to be vulnerable based on constant and continuous assessments of the trustworthiness of the child welfare services or a specific professional/s within the organization.

How is trust formed? Given the dynamic and multidimensional nature of trust, there are various factors or contexts that facilitate or inhibit the formation of trust. According to Dietz (2011), people use multiple sources of evidence in assessing whether the other party is trustworthy.

A review of previous studies shows three main modalities of trust formation: (1) direct personal experience, also called interactional source or relational trust (Dietz, 2011; Lewis & Weigert, 1985; Rousseau et al.,1998); (2) the similarity of norms, values, goals, and social characteristics, also known as the trust network (Mayer et al., 1995; Parsons, 1977; Tilly, 2005); (3) at the societal level, social trust is derived from relations between institutions and society (Rothstein, 2000; Uslaner, 2002), as well as social relations and capital within social systems (Fukuyama, 1995; Putnam, 2000; Uslaner, 2002). In addition, trust formation is also largely contingent on an individual’s tendency to trust others or his/her predisposition or propensity to trust others (Mayer et al., 1995). It is thus worth noting that parents’ trust judgment is also influenced by their respective cultures, contexts, education, and previous trust-related experiences, among other things (Fukuyama, 1995; Uslaner, 2002).

Although the various sources of trust are interlinked and feed into one another, studies suggest that direct personal experience or relational trust is the most influential source of trust between the trustor and the trustee, with institutional factors operating more in the background (Dietz, 2011; Lewis & Weigert, 1985). The analysis of the data thus draws on relational trust, which refers to trust formed on the basis of “repeated interactions over time between trustor and trustee” and “information available to the trustor from within the relationship” (Rousseau et al., 1998, p. 399).



Methods

In this article, an exploratory qualitative design was adopted to capture parents’ lived experiences of the CWS child welfare assessment processes and implications for their trust in the services (Berg & Lune, 2012; Ritchie et al., 2013).

A sample of six immigrant parents was recruited from three different municipalities in northern Norway. The inclusion criteria for the study participants were being immigrant parents who are permanently residing in Norway with their children, and have previous or ongoing contact with the CWS due to allegations of child abuse and/or neglect. These criteria were used to purposively sample the participants in a strategic way. Purposive sampling is ideal for the study, as it enables the identification and selection of information-rich cases through the identification and selection of individuals or groups that have knowledge and experience of a phenomenon of interest (Bryman, 2016; Etikan et al., 2016; Ritchie et al., 2013). Accordingly, six immigrant parents, two from Poland, three from Eritrea, and one from Somalia, were chosen for this study. The sample consists of one man and five women, and only one parent from each family was interviewed. All of the study participants encountered the CWS more than twice.

The informants belong to ethnic groups that are among the top ten immigrant groups in Norway (Statistics Norway, 2021). They also represent a variety of factors that may have a bearing on their relationship with the CWS, including culture, religion, acculturation level, reasons for and means of migrating to Norway, and previous experience with public child welfare services in their respective countries of origin.

The participants were recruited using immigrant organizations in different municipalities and snowball sampling. In this regard, leaders and members of these organizations with whom contact had been established at previous points using social media platforms were used as entry points. These individuals assisted as gatekeepers and key informants in giving information about the research to the members, as well as in locating and contacting potential participants.

With regard to research ethics, the participants were given detailed information about the interview purpose and consented by signing an information letter. Thus, participants’ informed consent was secured in advance of the commencement of the interview. In addition, during data analysis, information that was deemed sensitive by the researcher due to potentially revealing the identity of participants or the CWS they had contacted was either deleted or transcribed into broad categories, and numbers were assigned to each participant to ensure confidentiality and anonymity.

A semi-structured face-to-face interview was employed as a method for generating the data from participants. The interviews were conducted based on a flexible interview guide that was organized in three parts: (1) parents’ knowledge and expectations about the CWS prior to initial contact; (2) parents’ experiences with the CWS assessment process and outcomes; and (3) the role of trust in the process and how engagement with the CWS influences parents’ trust in the services.

The participants provided a thorough description of their experiences of contact with the CWS and how these influence their trust in the services. The interviews lasted for between one to two hours. Most of the participants were able to speak English or Norwegian fairly well, while participants from Eritrea were interviewed in a mix of Norwegian and Amharic languages. All of these languages are fluently spoken by the interviewing author and hence no interpreters were required. However, the fact that these languages are not the participants’ native languages may influence the quality and depth of the data collected.


Analysis

The analysis unit for the study is parents’ different experiences and perceptions of the child welfare assessment process. Participants’ interviews were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim. The article’s analytical framework draws on Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis, which is a method for identifying, analyzing, organizing, describing, and reporting different patterns and themes in the data.

During the first level of coding, an inductive approach was utilized to code the data intuitively in a way that captures both the diversity and the patterns within the participants’ data, while at the same time staying very close to the participants’ language and content of the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Tjora, 2018). At this stage, open coding was used to code participants’ responses on how they experienced the assessment process. After this, all the codes and the part of the data associated with them were written down.

After coding was completed, the next level of data analysis was carried out by generating themes from the coded data. The process of developing themes from the codes began by reviewing, comparing, and contrasting the coded data to identify consistent patterns and broader topics or concepts around which the codes can be grouped (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This is followed by drawing connections between codes and combining codes that seem to share a similarity using axial coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1997). After drawing various thematic maps and exploring different clusters of codes, four thematic clusters that were recurrent across contexts and experiences were identified: (1) The workers are open, respectful, considerate/inconsiderate, supportive, parents felt heard and valued (involved/engaged), unwilling, not flexible, and lack understanding of the parents’ situations; (2) The assessment is unclear, unpredictable/ambiguous, accurate/inaccurate, discretionary, helpful/unnecessary, tiresome, and repetitive; (3) The assessment is intrusive and investigative, stigmatizing, based on wrong information, biases, and full of assumptions, focused on finding parents’ problems and faults, insensitive to the family situations and culture, the child’s narrative is more valued than the parents, parents’ feeling of not being valued, of being excluded and distrusted, and powerlessness (helplessness); and (4) Parents’ language and communication challenges, parents’ lack of trust in the workers and the system.

Finally, the aforementioned thematic clusters were further classified into three main categories:

(1) Parents’ experiences of interactions with child welfare workers;

(2) Transparency and (un)predictability of the process and outcome; and

(3) The risk-oriented, problem-focused, and adversarial nature of the assessment.

Consequently, parents’ experiences with the assessment process (positive/negative or ambivalent) resulting from their interactions with child welfare workers were categorized as parents’ experiences of interactions with child welfare workers. Parents’ experiences related to transparency and (un)predictability of the process and the perceived emphasis on risk and contentious nature of the assessment were classified respectively as transparency and (un)predictability, and the risk-focused and adversarial nature of the assessment.




Findings

The findings indicate the impact of parents’ experiences of child welfare assessment on their trust in the services is multifaceted. Besides the three main themes analyzed earlier, factors such as language barriers and a lack of knowledge about the system, as well as normative pluralism as to what constitutes concepts like child maltreatment and child protection, also appear to shape parents’ experiences of the process and trust in the services. The data shows that participants’ experiences were dynamic. Each participant had mixed experiences of contact with the CWS. However, there were also a few cases involving child removal (i.e. two of the participants), where the interviewees expressed overtly negative experiences and thus distrust in the CWS.

Whereas parents’ positive experiences of the process are associated with trust, ambivalent and negative experiences are related to mistrust and distrust respectively. In this section, the main findings of the study will be discussed.


Parents’ experiences of interactions with child welfare workers

The findings appear to indicate that participants’ interactive experiences with child welfare workers during child welfare assessments play a significant role in influencing their trust in the CWS. Participants described how their willingness to be open despite the inherent uncertainty, complexity, and vulnerability is rooted in how these parents perceive the qualities of their interactions with the workers. The data shows that participants’ responses regarding their experiences of interactions with workers during assessments were a mixture of positive, negative, and ambivalent. Participants who expressed having had positive experiences and feeling trust referred to the workers as very professional, fair, balanced, genuine, caring, very calm, respectful, full of empathy, open, very good at listening, and understanding.

The relational aspect of trust and how the caseworker’s openness, respect, and empathy during the assessment process helped one interviewee to overcome her fear of the CWS and gain trust is expressed here:


In the beginning, when we were contacted by the child welfare services, I thought the children would be removed immediately. But after the initial contact, my thought was completely changed. Our caseworker was very calm, respectful, full of empathy, and very good at listening. She understood our challenge, and something tells me in my heart that she wanted to help us. The way she talked to us comforted me a lot and took away my fear. (Interviewee 2)



The role of parents’ interactions with the caseworkers during the assessment in which the parents had a positive experience and gained trust in the services were also expressed in the context where the participants had issues with third parties, like ex-partners, kindergartens, or schoolteachers who sent the referral to the CWS, where the CWS workers helped them to normalize their relations with these parties.

On the other hand, participants’ unwillingness to be open and cooperate with the CWS is stated as being caused by their negative experiences in interaction with the workers. In this regard, parents referred to case workers as prejudiced, unwilling to create a positive relationship, unwilling to listen, unwilling to know the truth, and incompetent. The workers’ perceived incompetence is mainly mentioned in reference to their limited cultural sensitivity and also limited understanding of the broader socio-economic context of these parents’ lives and challenges.



Transparency and (un)predictability of assessment process and outcome

Besides the role of parents’ experiences of interactions with workers, the study also finds that the transparency and (un)predictability of the assessment process and outcome as perceived by the parents are of particular relevance to how these parents relate to and trust the CWS.

When analyzing the interview data, parents’ experiences of the services as transparent and predictable appear to be associated with their willingness to be open and encouraging their trusting attitude, whereas their experiences of the assessment as obscure, ambiguous, or unpredictable are related to distrust in the CWS. Yet, parents’ experiences of the assessment as discretionary seems to have led them towards skepticism or a more cautious attitude (i.e. mistrust) towards the CWS.

In expressing the assessment’s perceived lack of transparency and how this inhibits trusting relationships, one participant said:


If child welfare services are there to protect children, why are they so secretive? If child welfare services are interested in protecting my children, so am I. So there should not be anything to hide between me and them … they interviewed my daughter at school without my knowledge… Were the questions asked in a way that made my child give answers that confirm child welfare services’ suspicions? Nobody knew. I still do not know. (Interviewee 1)



The transparency and the predictability of the assessment process and outcome are vital for the formation of trust, as parents’ willingness to be open and take a leap of faith requires at least partial knowledge and the ability to anticipate the outcome of the case. In mentioning the perceived lack of transparency and unpredictability of the assessment and its debilitating effect on parents’ willingness to volunteer information, the same participant elaborated:


The whole system works like a secret agent. I did not know what they see as child abuse. What they look at to decide what. What is the consequence of my answer or if I gave them information, will that help the case or turn it against me? You never know. (Interviewee 1)



Besides, participants have expressed skepticism or appear to have a cautious belief in the trustworthiness of the services. This is caused mainly by parents varying and inconsistent experiences with child welfare assessments and outcomes. The perceived discretionary nature of the assessment and outcome appears to lead the parents to carefully and continuously assess the trustworthiness of the CWS, based for instance on the caseworkers’ characteristics.

In describing the unpredictable, ambiguous, or discretionary nature of the assessment outcome, one participant pointed out:


[…] in the beginning, they said I am a very dangerous mother and removed the children. Finally, they returned some of the children after a long process and years. But I am still the same person and none of my situations changed from when the children were taken to when they were returned to the home. The caseworkers can decide whatever they want… (Interviewee 6)



The discretionary nature of the assessment was primarily mentioned by the participants in relation to the role of the individual caseworkers. Some of the participants had three or more different caseworkers and stated that they had different experiences with each caseworker. The analysis of the interview suggests that parents who experienced the engagement with the CWS as discretionary, trust or distrust the workers depending on how they perceive the interactions with the workers and are more ambivalent about the CWS as an institution.



The risk-oriented, problem-focused, and adversarial nature of the assessment

The analysis of the study findings reveals that the perceived emphasis on risk and problems, as well as the adversarial nature of the engagement as the modus operandi of the assessment process, negatively influence parents’ trust in the CWS. In this regard, some of the participants perceived the assessments to focus excessively on problems and employ an adversarial approach in their engagement. Frequently mentioned themes in this regard include the focus on finding parents’ failures and deficits, the implied suspicion or presumption of guilt, parents’ feelings of not being trusted, and the adversarial, intrusive, and investigative nature of the assessment process. When analyzing the interviews, it appears that these experiences further undermine parents’ trust, as they generate hostility and thus impede parents’ willingness to be open and engage in collaborative relations with the services.

Participants who experienced the assessment process as adversarial, risk-oriented, and problem-focused felt that the assessment predominantly highlighted parents’ faults and only paid attention to the perspectives and credibility of children, failed to consider families’ perspectives, and bore prejudices about the parents and their parenting capacity. Parents’ experiences in this regard are mentioned primarily in relation to interactions with the workers, the nature of the investigation, and the focus of the assessment.

In describing the problem-oriented and adversarial nature of the assessments resulting from her experiences of interaction with the workers, one interviewee pointed out:


Whenever I told her my views, she [the caseworker], brought what the children said and used it against me to falsify my views. I then told her that you repeatedly told me what the children said but I want you to listen to what I say. And then our communication changed to fighting and negativity. They expect you to accept everything they say. If you disagree, you are a liar and they bring everything to show you are lying. (Interviewee 3)



Another participant remarked on the adversarial and problem-focused nature of the assessment, emphasizing the nature of the investigation and stating that:


My husband and I were interviewed […], with questions like why did you hit the children, without even asking whether we did it or not. We were interviewed like criminals. (Interviewee 5)



Pointing to the risk-oriented and problem-focused nature of the assessment, a participant reiterated:


They did not see that I was an unemployed single mom with four children and could not provide the children with new tablets and telephones, and a house with their own bedroom […] and this created a mess in the family. […] The caseworkers were busy talking about what happened and what the children said rather than understanding why it happened and my struggle. (Interviewee 6)



The finding appears to suggest that the participants’ perception of the assessment as risk-focused and adversarial inhibits their trust as it signals, among other things, that the CWS lacks the goodwill to resolve the matter favorably or in their best interest.

Finally, the study’s findings show a strong positive correlation between parents’ positive or negative experiences of the assessment process and trust or distrust in the services respectively. For instance, participants who experienced the process as ambiguous, unpredictable, and intrusive expressed distrust in the service as a result.

Paradoxically, the study also finds that despite having negative experiences with the assessment process, some parents expressed trust in the CWS due to their satisfaction with the assessment outcome or intervention. This is especially the case in encounters where participants expected the removal of their child(ren), but the outcome turned out to be, for instance, advice and guidance, or financial assistance. One interviewee commented in this regard:


I had a very difficult time with my caseworkers […] but nothing of what I feared happened. They understood the challenges we had with the children. They gave us a course and guidance […] it was very helpful. (Interviewee 4)



This type of trust, also called calculus-based trust, is based on calculative exchanges after weighing the outcomes of the assessments (Lewicki & Bunker, 1995). This suggests, in this context, that the role of parents’ experiences of the assessment process and outcome in influencing trust in the CWS is a product of the interplay between how the clients experience the two phases (i.e. the process and the outcome).




Discussion

The goal of this study was to examine how immigrant parents’ interactive experiences with child welfare assessment processes in child maltreatment cases influence their trust in the CWS.

The findings demonstrate that all three identified aspects, i.e. parents’ interactions with the workers, transparency, and (un)predictability, as well as the risk-oriented, problem-focused, and adversarial nature of the assessment, have a significant influence on parents’ trust in the CWS. Yet, the data shows that in terms of influencing parents’ trust, all identified themes are not standalone aspects but are rather context-driven and intertwined, as they all resulted from parents’ direct engagement with various aspects of the assessment process. This supports the findings of previous studies that have shown that people use multiple sources of evidence to assess whether the other party is trustworthy, with direct relational experience or interactional sources being the most influential source of trust (Dietz, 2011; Lewis & Weigert, 1985). For instance, participants who perceived the workers as open or transparent, respectful, empathetic, pragmatic, and supportive expressed having had positive experiences, satisfaction and expressed trust in the CWS and vice versa. This is consistent with the relational and processual nature of trust (Möllering, 2006; Rousseau et al.,1998). Studies also show that trust developed as a result of repeated interactions between parties can compensate for the absence of similarity of values or goals, as it can lead to the emergence of shared psychological identity (Rousseau et al., 1998). Hence, relational trust between parents and workers can, for instance, make up for the parents’ uncertainties and fear of the CWS. In this regard, the role of the Norwegian CWS workers in shaping clients’ experiences is even more significant, as Norway has not yet adopted a national assessment framework, unlike neighboring Sweden (Barns behov i centrum) and Denmark (Integrated Children’s System). This, in turn, gives the workers extensive discretionary power in the provision of services and thus shapes clients’ experiences of the services (Havnen et al., 2021; Vis et al., 2016). In emphasizing the role of experts working in a given organization in the formation of trust in the organization, Giddens (1990) pointed out that they play a special role, as they are representatives of the system at the “access points” where the trustor experiences the system.

As noted earlier, the role of parents’ interactions with the workers in shaping participants’ trust is also related to parents’ perceptions of transparency and the (un)predictability of the assessment process and outcome. The findings show that parents who experienced the assessment process and outcome as transparent and predictable are more willing to be open and engage in cooperative relations (for example, by giving information or agreeing to intrusive measures), whereas parents who experience the process and outcome as secretive and ambiguous tend to be more distrustful and defensive. This is not surprising, as parents’ willingness to be open by suspending vulnerability based on positive expectations of the CWS is contingent, among other things, on their ability to obtain information or have some knowledge and form expectations (predictability) about the CWS’s future actions. The necessary conditions for trust, in this regard, are thus parents’ partial understanding, as well as their ability to form expectations during the process on the one hand, and the CWS’s ability to fulfill expectations on the other (Rousseau et al., 1998; Simmel, 1950). This is because trust is a reflexive process (Giddens, 1990; Möllering, 2001), which requires “partial knowledge” or “partial understanding” to anticipate the CWS’s future actions.

Further, parents’ perceptions of the assessment as risk-oriented, problem-focused, and adversarial also appear to undermine their willingness to trust, as they erode their belief in the benevolence or goodwill of the CWS to care for their interests and needs, a key element in trustors’ evaluations of trustees’ trustworthiness (Mayer et al., 1995). In this regard, participants pointed out the following reasons for their lack of trust: that the workers emphasized that the parents were at fault, that they were stigmatized, and that the workers were unwilling to form positive relations, among other things. Besides, the adversarial nature of the assessment as perceived by the participants also seems to inhibit parents’ trust, as it not only stems from distrust but also generates hostility, animosity, antagonism, and insecurity, rather than openness, cooperation, and participation. Here, it is worth noting that immigrant parents’ relations with the CWS usually depart from distrust and fear (Erdal, 2015; Fylkesnes et al., 2015). These negative experiences can therefore be detrimental to the formation of trust, as they reaffirm parents’ preconceived notions about the services. For instance, the CWS practice of interviewing children without their parents’ presence and consent was often mentioned by the participants as CWS secrecy, as part of the problem-focused, adversarial nature of the engagements, which undermined their trust in the services. According to Aadnanes and Syrstad (2021), the CWS practice of interviewing children without their parents’ knowledge is rooted in individualistic, child-centric, and problem-focused approaches. Assessment approaches that are based on the premises of individualistic and “child-centered” philosophies may in turn be not only incongruent with the participants’ collectivist parenting cultures that value strong family bonds but also undermine their trust in the CWS, as mentioned by the participants. Such an approach misses the fundamental interdependent context of parents’ and children’s rights and interests (Ursin et al., 2022).

As the way forward, the current social services’ practice dominated by the risk/deficit discourse is being challenged across a range of fields for their narrow focus on individual impairments and risk. This has led to changes in policy and practice in fields like disability and mental health (Featherstone et al., 2018). Studies have shown that assessments and interventions that are resilience or resource-focused contribute to clients’ trust (Toros et al., 2018), whereas risk-oriented and problem-focused approaches are positively associated with clients’ distrust (Aadnanes & Syrstad, 2021; Morgan et al., 2019). The findings of the present study, along with previous studies, point in the direction of the need to reimagine the current individualistic and problem-focused assessment approaches driven by the focus on risk and risk aversion (Featherstone et al., 2018; Hyslop & Keddell, 2018; Munro, 2010; Ulvik, 2019). However, child protection services may face challenges in achieving a proper balance between the mandate to control and investigate while at the same time helping families, especially in serious and dangerous cases of child maltreatment (Aadnanes & Syrstad, 2021). Child protection services in some jurisdictions follow multiple pathways to assess child maltreatment referrals, also called differential response or alternative response. Accordingly, cases with a high risk of maltreatment are subjected to investigative assessment, whereas cases with low risk are examined through family assessment aimed at identifying parents’ needs and connecting them with resources. Studies show that families whose cases were assessed using the differential response approach were more engaged, less worried, gained access to more services, and were satisfied (Loman & Siegel, 2015; Merkel-Holguin et al., 2015). The differential approach is thus associated with enhancing the services’ responsiveness and clients’ trust in the services.

Finally, participants’ responses also indicate that their perception of the CWS assessment and their trust in the services are also related to their disposition to trust, which, in turn, appears to be linked to their less individualistic and more inter-relational, collectivist cultural backgrounds. This can be inferred from the participants’ reactions to the CWS’s secrecy, their expectations of culturally appropriate behavior towards one another, and the sense of being excluded and ignored. Therefore, incorporating relational rights and interdependent well-being approaches into child welfare assessments conducted by the CWS, particularly in relation to immigrant families, not only contributes to fostering parents’ trust in the services but also provides a more suitable framework and milieu for safeguarding the child’s best interests (Ursin et al., 2022).

In general, the overall findings of the study show that immigrant parents’ experiences of the child welfare assessment process shape their trust in the CWS in a variety of ways. The dynamic nature of both parents’ experiences of the process and how these experiences influence their trust in the CWS show the reciprocal, multidimensional, and context-driven nature of the nexus between parents’ experiences and their trust in the CWS.

In the end, more empirical research in the area from the perspective of immigrant families is needed to make up for the long-standing gap in research and the current knowledge base, as well as to enable deliberate integration of transcultural perspectives into all continuum of the child welfare services.




Funding

This research did not receive any specific grant from funding agencies.



Acknowledgments

I would like to express my deepest gratitude to my supervisors, Dr Christian Lo and Dr Emma Seyram Hamenoo from Nord University, and Dr Veronika Paulsen from the Norwegian University of Science and Technology, for their supervision and insightful feedback throughout the process.



References


	Aadnanes, M., & Syrstad, E. (2021). Barnesentrering og risikoorientering i det norske barnevernet: Utfordringer i profesjonell praksis i saker med alvorlig vold eller omsorgssvikt. Barn – Forskning om Barn og Barndom i Norden, 39(2–3).

	Berg, B. L., & Lune, H. (2012). Qualitative research methods for the social sciences (8th ed.). Pearson.

	Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3(2), 77–101.

	Bryman, A. (2016). Social research methods. Oxford University Press.

	Cameron, G., & Freymond, N. (2006). Understanding international comparisons of child protection, family service, and community caring systems of child and family welfare. In Towards positive systems of child and family welfare: International comparisons of child protection, family service, and community caring systems (pp. 3–27). University of Toronto Press. https://doi.org/10.13140/2.1.4248.6409

	Christiansen, Ø., Havnen, K. J. S., Iversen, A. C., Fylkesnes, M. K., Lauritzen, C., Nygård, R. H., Vis, S. A. & Jarlby, F. (2019). Barnevernets undersøkelsesarbeid: Når barnevernet undersøker. Delrapport 4. NORCE, Universitetet i Bergen, NTNU, UiT – Norges arktiske universitet.

	Citrin, J., & Stoker, L. (2018). Political trust in a cynical age. Annual Review of Political Science, 21(1), 49–70. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-polisci-050316-092550

	Czarnecki, M. (2018). Norsk barnevern sett utenfra: Stiller det urimelige krav? Fagbokforlaget.

	Dietz, G. (2011). Going back to the source: Why do people trust each other? Journal of Trust Research, 1(2), 215–222.

	Dietz, G., & Den Hartog, D. N. (2006). Measuring trust inside organisations. Personnel Review, 35(5), 557–588.

	English, D. J., & Pecora, P. J. (1994). Risk assessment as a practice method in child protective services. Child Welfare, 451–473.

	Erdal, M. B. (2015). Når foreldre frykter staten [Researcher op‐ed]. Vårt Land.

	Etikan, I., Musa, S. A., & Alkassim, R. S. (2016). Comparison of convenience sampling and purposive sampling. American Journal of Theoretical and Applied Statistics, 5(1), 1–4.

	Fairbairn, M., & Strega, S. (2015). Anti-oppressive approaches to child welfare assessment and file recording. In J. Carriere, & S. Strega (Eds.), Walking this path together: Anti-racist and anti-oppressive child welfare practice (2nd ed.). Fernwood Publishing. https://www.academia.edu/16747839/Fairbairn_M_and_Strega_S_2015_Anti_oppressive_approaches_to_child_welfare_assessment_and_file_recording_In_J_Carriere_and_S_Strega_Eds_Walking_this_path_together_Anti_racist_and_anti_oppressive_practice_in_child_welfare_

	Falch-Eriksen, A., & Skivenes, M. (2019). Right to protection. In M. Langford, M. Skivenes, & K. H. Søvig (Eds.), Children’s rights in Norway: An implementation paradox (pp. 107–135). Universitetsforlaget.

	Featherstone, B., Gupta, A., Morris, K. & Warner, J. (2018). Let’s stop feeding the risk monster: Towards a social model of “child protection”. Families, Relationships and Societies, 7(1), 7–22. https://doi.org/10.1332/204674316X14552878034622

	Freymond, N., & Cameron, G. (Eds.). (2006). Towards Positive Systems of Child and Family Welfare: International Comparisons of Child Protection, Family Service, and Community Caring Systems. University of Toronto Press. https://doi.org/10.3138/9781442682726

	Fukuyama, F. (1995). Trust: The social virtues and the creation of prosperity. Free Press.

	Fylkesnes, M. K., Iversen, A. C., Bjørknes, R., & Nygren, L. (2015). Frykten for barnevernet – En undersøkelse av etniske minoritetsforeldres oppfatninger. Tidsskriftet Norges Barnevern, 92(2), 81–96.

	Giddens, A. (1990). The consequences of modernity. Polity.

	Gilbert, N., Parton, N., & Skivenes, M. (Eds.). (2011). Child protection systems: International trends and orientations. Oxford Academic. https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199793358.001.0001

	Hardin, R. (2002). Trust and trustworthiness. Russell Sage Foundation.

	Haugevik, K., & Neumann, C. B. (2020). Staten, barnevernet og utenrikspolitikken: Fra indre anliggende til internasjonal konfliktsone. Nytt Norsk Tidsskrift, 37(1), 5–18.

	Havnen, K. J. S., Christiansen, Ø., Ljones, E. H., Lauritzen, C., Paulsen, V., Jarlby, F., & Vis, S. A. (2020). Å medvirke når barnevernet undersøker. Delrapport 5. Barnevernets undersøkelsesarbeid fra bekymring til beslutning. NORCE, NTNU, Regionalt kunnskapssenter for barn og unge (RKBU).

	Havnen, K. J. S., Fossum, S., Lauritzen, C., & Vis, S. A. (2021). How does the Kvello assessment framework attend to important dimensions of the children’s needs and welfare? A comparison with the BBIC and the ICS frameworks for child welfare investigations. Nordic Social Work Research, 1–13.

	Hughes, R. C., & Rycusa, J. S. (2006). Issues in risk assessment in child protective services. Journal of Public Child Welfare, 1(1), 85–116.

	Hyslop, I., & Keddell, E. (2018). Outing the elephants: Exploring a new paradigm for child protection social work. Social Sciences, 7(7), 105.

	Kildedal, K., Uggerhøj, L., Nordstoga, S., & Sagatun, S. (2011). Å bli undersøkt: Norske og danske foreldres erfaringer med barnevernsundersøkelsen. Universitetsforlaget.

	Kramer, R. (1999). Trust and distrust in organizations: Emerging perspectives, enduring questions. Annual Review of Psychology, 50, 569–598.

	Lauritzen, C., Vis, S. A., Havnen K. J. S., & Fossum, S. (2017). Barnevernets undersøkelsesarbeid – fra bekymring til beslutning. Delrapport 2. Evaluering av Kvellomalen. NTNU, Regionalt kunnskapssenter for barn og unge (RKBU).

	Lauritzen, C., Vis, S. A., Ulset, G., Tjelflaat, T., & Rustad, K. B. (2019). Barnevernets undersøkelsesarbeid – fra bekymring til beslutning. Delrapport 3. Meldinger til barnevernet. NTNU, Regionalt kunnskapssenter for barn og unge (RKBU).

	Lenard, P. T. (2008). Trust your compatriots, but count your change: The roles of trust, mistrust, and distrust in democracy. Political Studies, 56(2), 312–332. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9248.2007.00693.x

	Lewicki, R. J., McAllister, D. J., & Bies, R. J. (1998). Trust and distrust: New relationships and realities. Academy of Management Review, 23(3), 438–458.

	Lewicki, R. J., Tomlinson, E. C., & Gillespie, N. (2006). Models of interpersonal trust development: Theoretical approaches, empirical evidence, and future directions. Journal of Management, 32(6), 991–1022.

	Lewicki, R. J., & Bunker, B. B. (1995). Trust in relationships: A model of development and decline. Jossey-Bass/Wiley.

	Lewis, J. D., & Weigert, A. (1985). Trust as a social reality. Social Forces, 63(4), 967–985.

	Loman, L. A., & Siegel, G. L. (2015). Effects of approach and services under differential response on long term child safety and welfare. Child Abuse & Neglect, 39, 86–97.

	Luhmann, N. (1979). Trust: A mechanism for the reduction of social complexity. Trust and power: Two works by Niklas Luhmann (pp. 1–103). NORCE, Universitetet i Bergen, NTNU, UiT – Norges arktiske universitet, Regionalt kunnskapssenter for barn og unge, psykisk helse og barnevern (RKBU).

	Mayer, R. C., Davis, J. H., & Schoorman, F. D. (1995). An integrative model of organizational trust. Academy of Management Review, 20(3), 709–734.

	Merkel-Holguin, L., Hollinshead, D. M., Hahn, A. E., Casillas, K. L., & Fluke, J. D. (2015). The influence of differential response and other factors on parent perceptions of child protection involvement. Child Abuse & Neglect, 39, 18–31.

	Morgan, H. C., Nolte, L., Rishworth, B., & Stevens, C. (2019). “My children are my world”: Raising the voices of birth mothers with substantial experience of counselling following the loss of their children to adoption or foster care. Adoption & Fostering, 43(2), 137–154. https://doi.org/10.1177/0308575919848906

	Munro, E. (2010). Learning to reduce risk in child protection. British Journal of Social Work, 40(4), 1135–1151. https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcq024

	Möllering, G. (2001). The nature of trust: From Georg Simmel to a theory of expectation, interpretation and suspension. Sociology, 35(2), 403–420.

	Möllering, G. (2006). Trust: Reason, routine, reflexivity. Elsevier.

	The Norwegian Directorate for Children, Youth and Family Affairs (Bufdir). (2018). Tillit til barnevernet blant personer med innvandrerbakgrunn [Trust in the child welfare service among persons with immigrant background]. Report. Ipsos.

	Oomsels, P., & Bouckaert, G. (2014). Studying interorganizational trust in public administration: A conceptual and analytical framework for “administrational trust”. Public Performance & Management Review, 37(4), 577–604.

	Oomsels, P., Callens, M., Vanschoenwinkel, J., & Bouckaert, G. (2019). Functions and dysfunctions of inter-organizational trust and distrust in the public sector. Administration & Society, 51(4), 516–544.

	Parsons, T. (1977). Social systems and the evolution of action theory. Free Press.

	Paulsen, V., & Berg, B. (2021). Møter mellom minoriteter og barnevernet. Universitetsforlaget.

	Putnam, R. D. (2000). Bowling alone: The collapse and revival of American community. Simon and Schuster.

	Ritchie, J., Lewis, J., Nicholls, C. M., & Ormston, R. (2013). Qualitative research practice: A guide for social science students and researchers. Sage.

	Rothstein, B. (2000). Trust, social dilemmas and collective memories. Journal of Theoretical Politics, 12(4), 477–501.

	Rousseau, D. M., Sitkin, S. B., Burt, R. S., & Camerer, C. (1998). Not so different after all: A cross-discipline view of trust. Academy of Management Review, 23(3), 393–404.

	Simmel, G. (1950). The sociology of Georg Simmel (Vol. 92892). Simon and Schuster.

	Statistics Norway (SSB). 2021.

	Statistics Norway (SSB). 2022.

	Strauss, A., & Corbin, J. M. (1997). Grounded theory in practice. Sage.

	Tilly, C. (2005). Trust and rule. Cambridge University Press.

	Tjora, A. (2018). Qualitative research as stepwise-deductive induction. Routledge.

	Toros, K., DiNitto, D. M., & Tiko, A. (2018). Family engagement in the child welfare system: A scoping review. Children and Youth Services Review, 88, 558–607. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2018.03.011

	Ulvik, O. S. (2019). Matpakker og makt: Risikodiskurser i tidlig barndom. In A. Jansen & A. Andenes (Eds.), Hverdagsliv, barndom og oppvekst. Teoretiske posisjoner og metodiske grep. Universitetsforlaget.

	Ursin, M., Langfeldt, C. C., & Lyså, I. M. (2022). Relational rights and interdependent wellbeing: Exploring the experiences of an ethnic minority girl with the Norwegian Child Welfare Service. Global Studies of Childhood, 12(1), 27–39.

	Uslaner, E. M. (2002). The moral foundations of trust. https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=824504

	Vassenden, A., & Vedøy, G. (2019). Recurrence, eruptions, and a transnational turn: Three decades of strained relations between migrants to Norway and the Child Welfare Services. Child & Family Social Work, 24(4), 582–591. https://doi.org/10.1111/cfs.12639

	Vis, S., Lauritzen, C., & Fossum, S. (2016). Barnevernets undersøkelsesarbeid – oppsummering av hovedtrekkene i forskningslitteraturen [Child welfare assessments: Summary of main findings in the research literature]. https://hdl.handle.net/10037/26889





Author biography

Tesfahun Alemayehu Terrefe is a Ph.D. candidate at Nord University, Faculty of Social Sciences. His doctoral thesis is about understanding trust in immigrant families’ encounters with the Norwegian child welfare services. His research interests include social work, child welfare, trust, migration and integration (inclusion), identity politics, minority perspective, and qualitative study.






	1. For the purpose of this study, immigrants are defined as persons born abroad of two foreign-born parents (Statistics Norway, 2022).
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