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ABSTRACT 

This study explored the beliefs and assumptions that affect professionals in the decision 

making process about contact between children in permanent alternative care and their 

birth parents. Nine professionals from three groups, guardian ad Litems; judges and 

independent experts, were interviewed, using semi-structured interviews. The 

verbatim transcripts of these interviews were the data for an interpretative 

phenomenological analysis. Five overarching themes emerged in guiding the work of 

professionals, which were described as, parental capacity; children's rights and wishes; 

contact as central to identity; the safety and the age of the child. There were seven 

other common themes, which were described as, permanency and stability; having an 

open mind; adoption as different to other forms of permanency; attachment; 

ethnicity/race/gender/culture; views of alternative parents and power and 

responsibility. Three themes occurred in only one group or individual interview, and 

were described as, having differing and conflicting views to others; contact as having a 

symbolic function and the law as paramount. The guardian ad Litems emphasised the 

importance of contact as central to identity, and were strongly influenced by research 

supporting this view. They often felt disempowered in legal proceedings. The experts 

took a "detached", evidence based position, and were particularly concerned about the 

safety and emotional needs of children. The judges worked within a legal framework, 

within which individual differences emerged. The issue of power and responsibility 

given to certain discourses is discussed. The sirtfilarities and differences within and 

between groups are understood in tenns of the different ways in which professionals 

position themselves in relation to contact, based on professional roles and 

responsibilities, within a social and cultural framework, and influenced by a range of 



professional and personal experiences. ' Consideration is given to how the themes are 

played out in discourses used to present and argue a position. A number of tensions 

and contradictions emerged. Findings were considered in the light of outcome 

research and a social constructionist perspective, "The co-ordinated management of 

meanings". Possible recommendations for ways in wMch professionals may become 

more aware of their beliefs and assumptions affecting decision maldng about contact, 

are made. The open and thoughtful manner in which professionals responded to the 

research interview and sought feedback supports the idea that greater openness in the 

decision making process about contact, between children in permanent alternative care 

and their birth parents, would be beneficial. 
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Introduction 

INTRODUCTION -ý- 11 1 

Much has been written about contact between children placed in substitute care and 

their birth parents but most of this is anecdotal, drawing on small scale studies, personal 

accounts and speculation based mostly on the experience of a "closed moder' of adoption. 

The empirical evidence to support or condemn contact is sparse, although contact seems 

to be emerging as a factor making disruption'of permanent placements less likely. 

Maintaining contact between parents and children who are placed away from them is now 

believed to be so important as to be written into the Children Act, 1989 (Department of 

Health, 1991), and agencies are being encouraged to explore more open models of 

adoption. 

Contact encompasses a range of information and physical contacts between 

substitute and biological fan-dlies. Also the types of substitute care is highly varied, 

ranging from overnight accommodation in a variety of settings to living permanently with 

an alternative family. The latter may be an adoptive family, the one instance when parental 

responsibility, as defined in the Children Act, 1989 (DoK 1991) is removed from 

biological parents, and long term fostering. Clearly these also represent different 

experiences for children and both families. 

For the professionals involved in maldng decisions about whether contact between 

children placed away ftom their birth parents/relatives should take place, the picture from 

the research is not clear. There remains ambivalence among some practitioners and 

adopters about contact and warnings not to see sometimes quite limited studies as carrying 

too much authority. There is also a complex set of interrelationships between the many 

systems involved in the decision making process, in which those in more powerful 
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Introduction 

positions than others may often have the greatest influence. The arguments employed in 

this process may include theoretical models about child development, evidence from 

research and statutory responsibilities, all of which may be mediated by personal and 

professional experiences and beliefs. This study was an attempt to explore the beliefs and 

assumptions influencing professionals in making recommendations and decisions about 

contact between children in alternative care and their birth parents. This was thought to 

be an essential starting point from which to explore how the decisions and the contact 

itself is experienced by children and families. 
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Introduction 

CONTACT 

Permanence policies, with the emphasis on rescuing children from their birth 

families, and offering them a "fresh start" featured highly in the 1970's. The emphasis was 

on the importance of an exclusive relationship with adoptive parents to avoid a child 

being affected adversely by having to relate to more than one set of parents. Although 

permanence has figured highly in the child care literature and thinking fi-orn the mid 

1970's, it was not until the early 1980's that substantial numbers of children were placed 

ýwith pennanent substitute families. Children with special needs or "hard to place', often 

had to wait for permanency and typically may have had several attempts to rehabilitate 

them with many changes of placement (Thoburn, 1990). 

In the 1980's there was a growing awareness of the importance of more openness 

and less secrecy in adoption. These ideas developed from retrospective reports that 

children's sense of identity seemed linked to their understanding of their origins and a 

sense of continuity with the past. Triseliotis (1993) and others, had demonstrated the 

importance to adopted people of knowledge of their origins and the right to birth records. 

Personal accounts by adopted people of their search for members of their family of origin 

demonstrated their need for a sense of personal history and identity. However, it should 

be said that little is known about adopted people who do not come forward or appear to 

be seeking this information. Therefore the maintenance of contact between members of 

the birth family and adopted child is a recent development. The degree of contact 

resulting in three different forms of adoption being available, are summarised below. 
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Introduction 

"Adoption with contacf' is a term used in the UK and North America generally in 

relation to adoptive or permanent foster families for children with special needs, where 

meaningful links with members of the birth family are preserved, whilst also providing 

stability and continuity of care for the children. 

"Open adoption! ' refers mostly to the adoptions of infants. The birth parents are 

actively involved in hearing about and choosing would be adopters. There are lots of 

variation in how this is carried out, with the majority of the experience and research in this 

area being in New Zealand and more recently in the USA. - These are reviewed in detail by 

Joan Fratter (Fratter, '1996). 

"Semi-open adoptiore' is when the agency provides full but non-identifying 

information to the birth parents and would be adopters, about each other. Birth parents 

choose from the adopters profiles but no face to face meetings are arranged. The agency 

does the screening with the birth parents having a degree of choice. Occasionally there is 

one face-to-face meeting but no exchange of names and addresses. Non-identifying 

information is passed between the two sets of parents. - 

ý Contact is used to describe a variety of forms of direct or indirect communication 

between a child and a range of people, including birth parents, siblings, grand, parents, 

previous foster parents and others who may have been important in the child's life. It 

represents a continuum of possibilities ranging from initial exchange of non-identifying 

information, via the agency, to on going contact in some form, negotiated directly by 

members of the birth and adoptive family. It* encompasses face to face meetings and 

letters, telephone calls and messages by third parties. 
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Introduction 

THE RESEARCH EVIDENCE 

There appears to be a lack of empirical evidence either, for or against contact 

between children in pennanent substitute care and their birth families. 

Researchfindings. 

in a recent paper reviewing the research on contact Quinton and cofleagues 

(Quinton, Rushton, Dance and Mayes, 1997), indicate that few studies distinguish between 

de facto and planned permanence. The data from samples of children in long-term foster 

or residential care show no systematic relationship between contact and placement 

breakdown; children's emotional or behavioural development or intellectual attainment. 

There is some evidence that contact arrangements can work fairly well in the placement of 

younger children, but there are no studies of contact and its effect during adolescence 

(Quinton et al. 1997). 

Different issues emerged in relation to contact in permanent placements made in 

infancy and those made when children are older. Empirical studies, generally case note 

and/or survey studies, suggest that permanent placements become increasingly more 

problematic after the age of two (Fratter, Rowe, Sapsford and Thobum, 1991). The 

issues surrounding contact change as children are more likely to retain strong and/or 

negative memories of their birth parents. There has been a change in thinking about 

contact with birth parents and children after adoption. This has moved from a position of 

termination of all contact post-adoption to greater openness, in new placements and 

granting adoptees access to their birth records. The issue was highlighted by Sant's (1964) 

observation of the "genealogicar' bewilderment described by adoptees referred to clinical 

services. Research in the USA and here highlighted the desire of some adult adoptees for 
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Introduction 

reunion with birth parents and the continuing, distress of birth parents themselves 

(Triseliotis, 1973), although most adoptees only wished for information about their origins, 

rather than contact. Berry's review of research findings on openness in adoption (Berry, 

1991) appeared to demonstrate that open adoption was of most benefit to birth parents, 

rather than the alternative carers or the child. She highlighted the lack of research on 

adoptive fathers and their ý feelings and experiences of openness.. She also conducted a 

questionnaire survey of 1396' adoptive parents in the USA, 1988-1989, on the 

acceptability of contact (Berry, 1993). The response rate was 62 percent. Sixty-nine 

percent of adoptions were made under I year of age and 92 percent under 5 years. About 

two-thirds of adoptive parents were comfortable, with contact, ' but ý, less than one fifth 

thought it had positive benefits. The age of the child was not related to level of comfort- 

Studies of open adoptions by Dominick (1988) four years post-placement, and 

Ivanek (1987), 7-11 years after placement, examined open adoptions that involved the 

birth parents' input to the choice of adopters. They concluded that contact brought initial 

benefits to adopters and birth parents. Neither measured benefits for the children or 

included placements with no contact. ' Only 20% of Dominick's sample were still in 

contact at four years. McRoy and her colleagues (McRoy, Grotevant and White, 1988), 

interviewing a small self selected sample of adoptive and birth parents, concluded that 

adopters and birth parents saw contact as being positive for children and birth parents, but 

less so for adopters., Children who are placed away from their parents permanently tend to 

have multiple problems that are not resolved quickly. They have experienced poor 

parenting, often over many years and suffered emotional, physical or sexual abuse and 
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Introduction 

neglect. Cross-sectional, or even retrospective studies, will not be the most effective way 

of evaluating the usefulness of contact. - 

Quinton et al. (1997) in their review of the research on contact conclude that 

information about their children is important to many birth mothers and that some direct 

contact can be acceptable to both sets of parents. However, they point out that the 

studies are of small self-selected samples with high refusal rates and no studies have 

compared outcomes with and without contact. In their view no conclusion can be reached 

about the superiority of adoption with or without contact. Joan Fratter (1996) studied a 

small sample of 15 children with special needs, having a range of type and frequency of 

contact, four years after the placements were made. Most of the children were beyond 

toddler stage. This is a longitudinal study, the credibility and reliability of which was 

enhanced by follow up interviews and sufficiently long gaps to allow for more than first 

experiences and impressions to be shared. Seventy percent of the adoptive parents were 

initially positive about contact but the remainder reported tensions and difficulties. This 

study had a high drop out/refusal rate. She draws attention to the evolving nature of the 

relationships surrounding contact and how these develop over time. Her study 

demonstrates how a child centred approach by both sets of parents may be considered to 

be a good indicator of success in maintaining contact with birth families. 

Permanent placements become increasingly problematic as children get older. Issues 

about contact become more complicated as cHdren are likely to retain strong memories, 

both good and bad, of birth families. 

Most research in the area has looked at the acceptability of contact and its effect on 

the placement overall. Quinton et al. (1997) in their review, conclude that open adoption 
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Introduction 

with contact for older children can work well, although Berry (1991) asserts that the 

greatest gain is for the birth parents. Barth and Barry (1988) compared 57 disrupted with 

63 intact placements. In both groups some children had contact with birth families and 

some did not. Many children (79%) had face-to-face contact. - Thirty-one percent of new 

parents, found contact helpful, 38% did not. Disruption rates were not significantly 

different between the open and closed adoptions. Control over contact by the new 

parents appeared crucial in finding it positive. This study is weakened by high refusal rate. 

Fratter et al. (1991) looked at the effects of contact on the stability, of permanent 

placements of 1165 children. They found that the strongest predictors of disruption were 

- child's age at placement and whether children showed emotional, behavioural or 

institutional behaviour. Nevertheless when these and other factors were taken, into 

account continued contact with parents increased placement stability significantly. 

There does however appear to be one point on which there is agreement - that 

substitute parents should have a secure sense of the right to parent. Clearly, given the 

range of possible factors influencing any permanent placement, each assessment for 

contact should be made on a case by case basis. 

Methodological issues. 

The methodological problems in studies for and against maintaining contact are 

similar and are well documented by Quinton et al. (1997). These include sampling issues 

- often small or unrepresentative samples are used; lack of prospective research designs; 

poorly defined measurements of contact; individual differences between subjects in terms 

of their own attributes as well as the variety of experiences and use of placements, rather 

than individuals, as the unit of outcome, studies investigating the acceptability of open 
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adoption have tended to be of small self-selected samples or samples with high refusal 

rates. Longitudinal studies of carefully selected and representative samples. - with reliable 

measures, are necessary to help begin to unravel the complex set of factors, indicating the 

appropriateness of contact, and the processes that appear to be linked to "good" 

outcomes. No studies have yet compared the outcomes from adoption with some form of 

contact to adoption without contact. The majority of studies have looked at responses to 

openness when the children were still in mid to late childhood. Studies of later permanent 

placements have tended to have larger samples but have also tended to rely on case-note 

data or simple questionnaire measures. The dilemmas in conducting research into such a 

complex area seem to be that large scale research may not -address the subtleties and 

complexities of each particular families' experience, yet small, poorly controlled studies, 

are difficult to - generalise from. Cross - sectional studies fail to take into account the 

developing needs of children and the issues raised at different developmental stages, e. g. 

adoptive families' experiences when the child is a teenager as compared to their earlier 

experiences of him/her as a younger child. However, from the research that has been 

conducted to date, generally cross-sectional, interview and questionnaire surveys, some 

themes to guide practice and research do emerge. These include the importance of the age 

of the child at placement; levels of emotional and behavioural difficulties in the child; 

attachment relationships; the acceptability or not of contact to both sets of parents and the 

degree to which alternative carers feel "entitled" to parent. 

. .1 
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Introduction 

JUDICL4LL ATTITUDES TO CONTACT 

The advent of contact orders appears to reflect a major shift in emphasis, with 

judges seeming readier than before to contemplate adoption with contact. Any contact 

order made is meant to be in the benefit of the child concerned. Courts are generally 

reluctant to make any contact order against the wishes of the adopters., When considering 

how decisions are made in relation to contact it may be that the views of potential 

adopters will be particularly influential in judicial decisions and important to consider 

when making assessments. 

Once a contact order is made, there has to be provision for enforcement. The 

context within which it will be carried out, e. g. social services involvement and the 

feasibility of practical arrangements may also be important in assessing whether an order 

should be made. 

SYSTEMS TIHEORY 

Previous, explanatory models and research often appear to ignore, the complex 

processes involved in making assessments about contact with birth parents. An exception 

to this is Quinton and colleagues detailed analysis of the first year of placement for 61 

children joining new families, (Quinton, Rushton, Dance and Mayes, 1998). Most have 

attempted to establish linear, causal links between contact and limited outcomes such as 

placement stability and parental satisfaction. Overlooked -is the complex set of 

interrelationships between the many systems involving the child and influencing decisions 

about his/her care. These have been highlighted by Caroline Lindsey (Lindsey, 1995a), 

and include the birth and substitute families, Social Services, adoption agencies and the 
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legal system. 'She alerts us to the recursive nature of these, any movement in one part of 

the system having an impact on other parts of it. 'The actions that people take will be 

influenced by the beliefs and ideas they hold. These will include those about the child and 

the families involved and views about contact and its usefulness. The idea that meaning is 

dependent on context is therefore important in understanding the ways in which family 

relationships acquire significance, (Bateson, 1972). ý As, Caroline Lindsey points out 

(Lindsey, 1995b): "In fostering and adoption family relationships are not created 

biologically, but are brought into being through a series of conversations and interactions, 

which provide the context for their existence". These conversations clearly involve a wide 

range of people with differing experiences and beliefs. As outlined by Berry (1991) to 

adopt requires the psychological ability to become part of a triangle -a family system that 

includes the adoptive family, the birth family and the child. It requires a capacity to help 

the child integrate his/ber story with a story that evolves in the newly formed family and to 

accept the, child's previous experience., Caroline Lindsey goes on to describe "non- 

parental parente'- a role ideally taken up by birth parents in which they accept that they no 

longer have responsibility for parental tasks, but have a capacity for concern and interest 

in the child and the ability to support the role of the substitute parents. This resonates 

with Beck's (1994) finding that successful contact appeared to be linked to the birth 

parentsV capacity to assume a non-parental role, - and adoptive parents in facilitating this. 

Perhaps this should be thought of as a rectangle as a fourth position, that of the 

professionals - involved and the views they contribute to the process - also - need to be 

considered. 
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MULTIPLE LEVELS OF MEANING 

People have many selves, in many contexts, their behaviour being influenced by the 

beliefs or assumptions they hold about the way in which relationships work. These ideas 

are maintained or modified via feedback from interactions with others in different 

situations or contexts. Social constructionists (Gergen, 1985 and Pearce & Cronen, 1980) 

have taken this idea further by exploring in detail the processes by which way people give 

meaning to their experiences through social interaction, mediated by language. In contrast 

to systems theory language is not predominantly seen as just ý the medium of 

communication, but as containing a complex set of culturally shared embedded meanings. 

They recognised that people construct meaning in their lives through multi-layered 

contexts, which at times may be in contradiction to one another. ý Cronen and Pearce 

(1985) propose different levels of relationships which mutually effect one another,, e. g. 

cultural context, family context, relationship context, episode in which an action takes 

place and the action/behaviour, and so on, in ascending degrees of influence. Each level is 

influenced by those above and below. The degree of influence is seen in the observed 

effect. Social constructionism therefore offers a framework for understanding contact, the 

meanings this has for individuals and the relationships which bring it into being and are in 

turn affected by it. Different professionals are likely to be influenced by the ethics, beliefs, 

practises and knowledge base derived from their professional trainings; by the ethos of 

their agency and their personal fife experiences. In the case of experts this may include 

theoretical models such as attachment and systems theory. For guardians a more 

humanistic, child focussed set of beliefs may dominate. For judges a legal framework is 

likely to prevail. 
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SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIONISM AND POWER 

Much has been written about whose view prevails and who has the loudest or most 

effective voice in maldng decisions about people's lives. The court arena and the notion 

of being "expert" in making decisions about who children should five and have contact 

with, carry with them a great deal of power and influence, and with it responsibility. Terri 

Apter (Apter, 1996) is critical of expert positions, as ones in which experts can refuse to 

move from their own points of view, or narratives, and silence those of less influential 

individuals. She writes of the difficulties in changing narratives, when the psychologist's 

voice claims, or is presumed to have, expert status. The assumptions people make about 

us will influence what they tell us. She reminds us of our responsibility for what we bring 

forth in conversation. Perhaps one of the clearest demonstrations of this is in care 

proceedings, where decisions are shaped by those defined as being "expert", perhaps at the 

expense of views defined within this context as less expert e. g. parents. Apter illustrates 

vividly how cultural/social narratives influenced how the women responded to her 

questions and how they experienced their stories being interpreted within a framework of 

assumptions that marginalised their changing stories. A dominant cultural/social narrative 

in the area of adoption would seem to be that although contact with birth parents is valued 

and enshrined in law, adoption is still seen by most as "closed". She warns against the 

power of being "expere' being misused and reminds us that we need to be aware of the 

possible effects of our work and on those we interview. We need to observe ourselves at 

work. 

Social constuctionism and systemic approaches both recognise, that the observer 

invariably perturbs what is being observed. A social constuctionist position (Gergen, 
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1985), makes it possible to include social structures, and the role of language in shaping 

what is experienced as real, within the meaning systems of individuals and families. 

Foucault (1976) in his exploration of the history of ideas, has made it possible to 

consider the role of power relations within society, without attributing the intention to 

exercise power to individuals participating in the dominant discourse. -Understanding 

therefore requires an analysis of the position from which such power is exercised. In 

particular his questioning of how certain ideas, become privileged in certain eras is an 

important reminder against believing that the final answer has been found. 

The absence of an ultimate truth and an awareness that certain people and groups 

attempt to impose their version of the truth as the only one, seems to be the foundation 

upon which social constuctionism is built. Therefore a wide variety of constructions may 

be applied to any occasion, often resulting in competition over whose voice prevails. 

Gergen's (1989) view is that one of the main ways in which "voice" is achieved is through 

conventions of warrant, i. e. rationales or justifications as to why one voice or option is 

superior to others. Some versions of events "warrant voice" more than others . This may 

be because those in relatively powerful positions have the authority and resources to make 

their versions of events "stick". 'and are generally skilful and confident discourse users in 

marshalling discourses to suit their positions*, (Gergen, 1989). This is likely to be the case 

in expert opinion. , 

Other writers e. g. Potter and Wetherell (1987) emphasise that the implications of 

what people say go beyond the immediate social situation they are engaged in and are tied 

in with particular forms of society and social practise. In relation to contact, the judiciary 

and experts are sanctioned to make decisions about the lives of others. 
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PROFESSIONAL BELIEFS IN DECISION MAKING. 

The arguments put forward against open-adoption appear to focus on interference 

by birth parents preventing attachments to the adoptive parents and a climate of insecurity 

with the adoptive parents not feeling in control of the situation. These arguments may 

well lead experts to be influenced by perceived patterns of attachment and the effects of 

contact on the adoptive parents sense of security. 

The advantages claimed for open-adoption are : Children have the opportunity to 

ask questions directly of their birth parents, about their background, the circumstances of 

their relinquishment, and have a detailed medical history. It is thought to reduce the 

feelings of loss and rejection; avoid unrealistic fantasies about their background and assist 

in the development of clearer self-images. It has been argued that disregarding earlier 

attachments leads to poorer outcomes (Hill, Lambert and Triseliotis, 1989). Others claim 

that for older children, maintaining contact can lead to more stable placements (Fratter, 

1991 and 1996, Wedge and Mantle, 1991). These ideas may also result in experts 

assessing attachments, the meaning of these relationships and how these are managed. 

In relation to the birth parents, arguments include: lessening the element of loss; less 

guilt leading to easier relinquishing of a parental role and less worry about the child. 

Arguments against include: interference with the child's rearing - destroying their sense of 

security and belonging, and unresolved mourning. The position of birth parents may 

therefore be viewed in tenns of their ability to relinquish their parental role and support 

the adoptive or foster carers. For adoptive parents the questions reflect similar issues 

from another position, in terms of their ability to parent in the context of ongoing contact 

and whether they feel empowered to do so. 
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RESEARCH EMPLICATIONS. 

As experts we may be seen as sldHed discourse users whose'views are given sanction 

and authority by the social contexts we find ourselves in. As such we have a high level of 

responsibility invested in us, to reflect on our practise and the range of alternative, perhaps 

less privileged discourses that do not get given "voice'., It seems to be imperative that 

alternative realities must be continually reviewed, not just those that legitimise and endorse 

our own views. We need to be reflecting on the effects we and what we represent has on 

those we assess. Experts may be seen as masters and mistresses of discourse, with well 

honed language skills, rather than experts in "objective realitiee'. 

The range of information available to experts in this area is confusing and uncertain, 

with the same evidence being employed to argue for and against contact. - This is within a 

context of legislation, a very powerful context, in which research and clinical practise are 

being guided by, social policy; rather than clear evidence. The positions of professionals 

on the question of contact, between children in permanent alternative care, and their birth 

parents, is likely to vary. This may be based on their professional responsibilities and 

experiences, as well as more personal influences. Broader legal and other social contexts 

may well play -a part, which may include the research conducted, within these. How 

individuals position themselves in relation to contact, and the discourses they employ to 

make their arguments, are the focus of this study. 
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RESEARCH AIMS 

The overall aim of this study was to develop a greater understanding of the beliefs 

and assumptions employed by professionals in the construction of decision-malcing about 

contact between children in permanent alternative care and their birth parents i. e. an 

attempt to explore the beliefs and discourses professionals draw on and the relationship 

between these and the contexts in which they occur. 

The study aimed to explore the psychological processes which influence and 

maintain the views held by key professionals about contact between children in alternative 

care and their birth parents. Given the complexity of the system, with many levels of 

context to consider, in which experts operate, the aim of this study was to begin to 

understand the starting positions of experts in this area. Given the emphasis on individual 

meanings a comparative study was not considered appropriate. However, experts from 

three groups, viewed as having different positions in relation to this process, i. e. those 

offering expert opinion, judges and guardian ad Litems, were chosen. The comparative 

element within the design aimed to provide a wider or increased understanding of the 

discourses employed in this area. This study is intended to be the first step in a longer 

term research project, in which the positions, beliefs and discourses for children, birth 

parents, alternative carers i. e. foster and adoptive parents and the social workers will also 

be explored. Having begun to identify the prevalent/dominant ideas employed by 

"experts", it is hoped to explore whether these are shared by others, and what some of the 

alternative discourses may be that are perhaps not given "warrant", in the decision making 

process, yet crucial in the long term outcome. 
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Research question&lGuidingpropositions 

Of central interest is the beliefs and assumptions professionals draw on in making 

assessments and judgements about contact. Although within the chosen methodology no 

specific hypotheses were stated prior to data collection, there were a number of ideas 

based on my experience and the literature available that guided the design of the semi- 

structured interview. These assumptions generated a number of research questions: 

1. Assumption - Professionals/experts draw on a variety of beliefs/experiences in 

assessing and arguing for or against contact. 

1. Research question - How are assessments of contact "brought forth" by professionals. 

What beliefs/experiences do they draw on? 

2. Assumption - These beliefs/discourses are influenced by the contexts within which such 

assessments are taking place and may also have a hierarchical influence on one another. 

These may include: 

Social/cultural levels of meaning e. g. as demonstrated in the legal framework; 

Agency scnpts e. g. the agency view of contact and relationship to the other players; 

Professional scripts e. g. theoretical models such as attachment theory, systemic theories 

and those relating to identity formation; Personal scripts e. g. personal experiences; and 

The relationship between the interviewer and the interviewee. 

2. Research question - Is this a helpful way of understanding the beliefs held by 

professionals and if not do other discourses/frameworks emerge? 
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3. Assumption - Professionals will draw on a range of discourses from a range of contexts 

within which they operate. These may be in contradiction. 

3. Research question - Do some contexts appear to be more influential than others and are 

there contradictions between these? 
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DESIGN 

Rationalefor method 

Given the focus on meanings rather than generalisability and in order to address the 

questions and aims of the study, a qualitative approach was thought most appropriate. 

Central to this study is an attempt to gain a picture of the beliefs and explanations held by 

professionals working in this area. Therefore an in-depth study of small samples of 

experts involved in maldng decisions about contact between children in substitute care, 

and their birth parents, was chosen. The study is not comparative, although there was 

some selective sampling into 3 professional groups, in order to obtain a range of views. 

This is largely a cross-sectional study, focusing on one interview. It is also collaborative 

and has a longitudinal element, in that participants were sent summaries of their interviews 

and their comments on these sought. 

More specifically the type of approach chosen was Interpretative Phenomenological 

Analysis (IPA) (Smith, 1996 and Osbone and Smith, 1998). From a social constructionist 

position, the role of the researcher is important as her presence is seen as having an effect 

on the experience and behaviour of the participants. An assumption in, IPA, is that 

meanings are interactional and the position of the interpretor is central,, hence the 

"interpretative' aspect of this method. Within this methodology there is an attempt to 

understand the world from the position of the "Othee,, from an observer position. This is 

in contrast to Discourse Analysis (DA) (Edwards and Potter, 1992), which argues that 

beliefs vary across inter-personal contexts, which is perhaps a more fragmented view of 

the self and identitY and hence beliefs. 
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In many ways IPA is quite close to grounded theory. Grounded theory is based on 

an inductive approach, i. e. theory is generated from data rather than being a reflection of 

the researcher's view (Strauss, 1987). However, a strict grounded theory methodology 

was not adopted, since moving from individual experiences to developing generalisations, 

individual meanings may be lost. Indeed, in an extreme form it may be argued that such 

generalisations, as with traditional positivistic approaches, may be viewed as representing, 

objective, external reality (Charmaz, 1995). Some aspects of grounded theory were used 

e. g. successive coding and generating themes in a systematic way. In this sense IPA is a 

form of grounded theory, but one which has developed from a psychological perspective. 

There is a fluidity and evolution of qualitative methods of analysis. In reality many 

researchers use many aspects of these various methods. IPA connects with these other 

forms of data analysis -but is also being developed as a more robust and independent 

method of analysis. It aims to make sense of the meanings, events and experiences of the 

participants involved. It also takes the position of the interviewer into account, in which 

research is recognised as a dynamic process. This process is circular or systemic, in ýhat 

the participants) view of the researcher will effect how they wish to present themselves. 

Generally,, attempts are made to examine a small number of respondents in detail, often 

using sený-structured interviews to explore in depth their responses to a particular topic. 

PARTICIPANTS AND SANDLING 

Three groups of participants were sought, those offering expert opinions i. e. child 

psychiatrists and, psychologists; judges and those acting on behalf of the child, and 

instructing the experts i. e. guardian ad Litems. Three participants were recruited to each 
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group, totalling nine. However, this is not designed as a comparative study of three 

professional groups, but one that focuses on the meanings that guide individuals in 

decision making, regardless of professional affiliation. These professional groups were 

chosen because each is seen as having a particularly influential position in the process 

under consideration. Each appears to approach the question of contact from a different 

position and may be assumed to be working within differing sets of constraints e. g. - judges 

from case law and the possibility of the court of appeal; experts from professional 

positions and policies and guardians from the position of being the child's advocate, whilst 

also instructing the experts. 

Sampling issues 

Unlike quantitative research, qualitative methodologies, given the search for depth 

and meanings, often involves much smaller samples. The requirements of quantitative 

research e. g. control and randomisation of the sample, to ensure representativeness and 

generalisability, are not seen as important as issues of validity in terms of the 

meaningfulness or applicability of concepts. Hence this isý a theoretical sample, 

participants being selected because they are thought to illuminate the area being studied. 

This sample included differences in professional backgrounds; position in relation to the 

question of contact and included men and women. Given their seniority within their 

profession all were of fairly similar age, but were from a fairly small pool of possible 

participants. Clearly there are potential sources of error and bias in the sample, in 

particular those who agreed to be interviewed all stated an interest in the area and 

motivation to contribute to further understanding of the issues involved. However, these 

sources of bias may be countered by the validity offered by a thorough exploration of each 
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participants views in which demand characteristics, participant characteristics and effects 

of the interviewer become visible. Similarly, although not offering the generalisability of a 

large sample, this research aims to provide an in-depth examination of the meanings at 

work (Smith, Harre and Van Langenhove, 1995). 

Finally, within this framework an attempt is made to be as transparent as possible via 

an exploration of how the views of the researcher has structured the way in which the 

findings are collected, defined and presented. The activity of studying something will 

always affect it and a reflexive analysis as proposed here should attend to the meanings 

brought by the researcher to the area under investigation. Throughout the study a 

research journal was completed (Appendix 11) in order to continually reflect upon this 

process. 

METHOD 

Interview schedules 

A semi-structured interview ýwas developed following the procedure defined by 

Smith (1985). This involved constructing an interview schedule, covering the broad range 

of themes or question areas outlined above (research questions). These were put into 

what seemed to be the most appropriate sequence i. e. any personal influences being put at 

the end of the interview and a description of each persons context being at the beginning. 

Questions related to each area were then generated, followed by possible probes and 

prompts. Questions were phrased in the most open form possible, designed to elicit 

individuals' own definitions. This was then discussed with colleagues working in the same 

area and underwent a number of revisions. The final set of questions used for all the 
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participants was piloted by conducting the interview with an "expert" colleague and her 

feedback was incorporated into the final version., 

-ý Two interviews were developed one for experts and guardians (Appendix 111) and 

the other for judges (Appendix IV), with different questions in relation to the contexts in 

which they work to ensure face validity. The main difference in these 2 interviews is the 

section relating to context. In the interview for judges this addresses the type of court 

they sit in. For the other two groups their contexts were considered to be sufficiently 

variable to warrant the same open-ended set of questions for both groups. 

PROCEDURE 

Recruitment ofparticipants 

'Participants were approached initially by letter, in which the aims of the study, the 

time commitment, the researcher's profession and role in the study and issues of 

confidentiality ý were addressed (Appendix V). This letter was then followed up by a 

telephone call when questions about the research were answered. If those approached 

agreed to be interviewed, which all bar one did, the date and time of the interview was 

agreed. 

Me interviews 

1. The aim of the research was described again, any further questions answered and the 

confidential nature of the interviews emphasised. 

2. Interviews lasted approximately one and -a half hours during which questions were 

adapted to the specific context and issues which arose were probed, 
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Each interview was audio taped, participants giving signed consent to this (Appendix 

VI). Ethical approval for the study had been obtained from the researchers place of work 

(Appendix I). 

4. Each tape was then transcribed verbatim and returned to participants for verification. 

5. Following data analysis a summary of my understanding of the main themes (Appendix 

VII) was sent to each participant. This was followed by a 'phone call in which they were 

invited to comment on this summary. A central aspect of this research was to attempt a 

collaborative production of data, as well as a respectful approach to participants. It also 

allowed respondents to disagree with the "experC' researcher, producing more reflective 

data and a form of respondent validation of it. 

6. A summary of the overall findings were then sent to each participant with an invitation 

to reflect further on these findings if they wished to do so. 

Data analysis 

The interview transcripts were analysed individually using an interpretative 

phenomenological approach as outlined by Osborn and Smith (1998). This analysis is 

organised around themes which emerge from the transcripts and are considered in relation 

to the literature. The procedure is as follows: 

1. Interview transcripts were read, and re-read a number of times. Notes were made of 

potential themes and these were informed by the experience of the interview itself. 

2. The text was re-read and any emergent themes identified and loosely organised. 

3. The themes were defined in more detail and their interrelationships considered. These 

broad clusters of themes are not theoretically driven. 
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4. Some of the texts and emergent themes were also read by a colleague. The themes 

were then reflected on again, in the fight of this feedback. 

5, Each respondent was sent a summary of their interview to comment on. Any feedback 

was incorporated into the final analysis. 

6. The themes were then organised into superordinate themes with sub themes within 

these. The sub themes do not occur in all the superordinate themes as no two individuals 

are the same. This allows for pattern and shared ideas alongside individual differences. 

This is not dissimilar to systemic interviewing in which recurrence of themes, and 

interconnectedness is sought. 

7. When a group of coherent themes which were interconnected with each other were 

established, these were considered in the light of the literature available. 

ReliabiliCWValidity 

U La ii "li , Lud 

Two people who had not taken part in the project, each carried out an independent 

audit of the data analysis, in an attempt to ensure that the account produced was credible 

and based on the data collected. Each were given the research questions, the interview 

schedules, an audio-tape, annotated transcripts, codings and initial categories, and a 

summary of the themes. They were asked to consider whether the interview schedules 

were designed to address the research questions. They then listened to a recorded 

interview, read the transcript, the codings and categories from these and then read the 

summary of the themes. Their task was to check that the conclusions drawn were credible 

in terms of the data and that a logical progression ran through the chain of evidence, but 
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not the only or definitive account that could be produced. Each agreed that a coherent 

chain of argument ran from the raw data to the themes that emerged. 

Reflexivity and co-operative enqui1y. 

Reflexivity is an inevitable consequence of engaging in research with people and can 

be harnessed as a valuable part of the research. This was carried out in two ways: 

a). Respondent validity. Each respondent was sent a summary of their interview and the 

themes that emerged. Each agreed that these were an accurate and fair account of the 

views they expressed. Some re-emphasised particular points, which were incorporated 

into the final analysis. 

b). Research journal. In order to provide a reflexive account of the research process a 

diary was kept throughout the process of data collection and analysis (edited version in 

Appendix II). 

inter-rater reliabilit 

An independent rater was given six cards on which each of the main themes were 

described, She was then asked to match 30 pieces of text, from two interviews against 

these. A Cohen's Kappa coefficient of agreement was then calculated (Appendix VIII) 

giving a value of 0.80. TWs represents an agreement of 80%. 

Rhetorical powe . 

The quality of a piece of research should be judged by the extent to which those 

working in the field are persuaded by the findings. This study aimed to present adequate 

examples from the analysis to enable the reader to judge its viability in this respect. 
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RESULTS 

This chapter is divided into five sections. In section one the process of analysis is 

described. In section two five super ordinate themes are described in detail and the ways 

in which they are used differently by the three professional groups are discussed. Themes 

common to any two professional groups are also mentioned. In section three the 

similarities and differences within each group are considered in detail. In section four a 

summary of the similarities and differences between and within groups is presented. In 

section five the position of the interviewer is considered by reflecting on the diary kept 

throughout the period of data collection and analysis (edited version in Appendix 11). 

In order to convey the tone and complexity of individual narratives, numerous 

excerpts of the transcripts have been included. For ease of reading, these have been 

edited, and the participants are not named. Summary analyses of an interview from each 

professional group are appended, (Appendix M). 

SECTION ONE - DATA ANALYSIS 

Overall, 114 themes were generated from the interviews. From these 47 main 

themes emerged, which could be clustered under five super ordinate themes, seven other 

common themes and two idiosyncratic themes. During analysis of the data some 

differences emerged between groups which warranted separating the themes out by 

groups. This was particularly the case with some of the more idiosyncratic themes. The 

super ordinate themes, common to the majority of participants, are outlined in table 1. 

The further seven commq themes, present in two professional groups, are outlined in 

table 2. The more idiosyncratic themes, particular to one group or individual, are outlined 
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in table 3. Exploration of these themes illustrated how, although apparently very similar, 

initiafly, these had different meanings for each participant. From the ways in which these 

were employed during the interviews, different actions were implied. Therefore the 

themes may be seen as discourses which are used and operate in different ways according 

to the position of the participants and the ways in which they wish to present themselves 

and argue their position. 

Table I: Super ordinate themes. 

Dominant themes to emerge. 

1. Parental capacity. 
2. Children's rights and wishes. 
3. Contact as central to identity. 
4. Safety. 
5. Age of the child. 

Table 2: Other common themes. 

Themes to emerge in two professional groups. 

1. Permanency and stability. 
2. Having an open mind. 
3. Adoption as closed. 
4. Attachment. 
S. Ethnicity/race/ gender/culture. 
6. Views of the alternative carers. 
7. Power and responsibility. 

Table 3: Idiosyncratic themes 

Themes particular to one group or individual. 

1. Having different and conflicting views to others. 
2. The law as paramount. 
3. Contact as having a symbolic function. 
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Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis 

The process of identifying emergent themes from each individual interview, looking 

for connections around which these may cluster, leading to the production of super 

ordinate themes is a form of qualitative analysis, interpretative, phenomenological analysis 

(IPA), described by Smith and Osborne (in press). The author then searched for themes 

reflecting shared views for all participants, and then examined the ways in which these 

were similar and different across and within professional groups, in which patterns, 

connections and tensions could be explored. Finally I returned to a consideration of the 

individual meanings and experiences of participants, the role of my own views and 

experiences and the effect of these on the data collection and analysis. Summaries of the 

emergent themes for one member of each group are appended (Appendix IX). 

To illustrate the analytic process I have presented in detail the process of developing 

the theme of Contact as central to identity. 

From an analysis of the interviews I started initially to code the text. This then led 

to groupings of codes into emerging themes. These were then clustered into main themes, 

which I was then able to clarify into over-arching themes, within and across interviews. 

An example of one of these is Contact as central to identity. 

Stage I: looking for initial themes in the first interview. 

In the first interview a number of themes emerged which included contact as the 

most important consideration; the meaning of contact to give a sense of identity; the views 

of others as being conflicting/unhelpfuVundermining; the age of the child as important in 

decision making as were parental factors, the presence or not of siblings, ethnicity/race 
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and culture and the children's wishes and the strong influence of particular outcome 

studies. 

Stage 2: emerging themes. 

With further analysis some of the themes began to cluster together, and in this first 

interview began to emerge as, identity as central and contact being key to this; the 

importance and limitations of birth parents; issues of responsibility and having differing, 

conflicting views to others. 

Stage 3: clustering of themes. 

As the subsequent interviews were analysed further themes emerged, including 

stability and permanency of placement; safety of the child; having an open mind; the law as 

paramount; contact as having a symbolic function and power and responsibility. 

Stage 4: super ordinate themes. 

The next stage of analysis was to look for themes reflecting shared experiences of all 

participants. Throughout this process attempts were made to look at each interview 

afresh, and, in particular, to keep the coding emergent from the interviews. What 

characterised all the interviews was the principle of focusing on the best interests of the 

child. However, the emphasis on what guided assessments of this, varied between 

individuals, with key clusters such as Contact as central to identity, emerging. Other 

themes occurred only in certain groups or individual interviews. In total five super 

ordinate themes emerged. These are outlined in table 1. 
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The following examples give a flavour of the theme Contact as central to identity: 

Guardian 2 "1 knew that for an older child, an older child's history will always He 

with his birth family and you cet sever it ........ and then if you destroy ....... take that bit of 

the child's history away, yotfre damaging it's ability to make a link with it's new family" 

(10.7). 

Expert 3. "I'm thinIcing about adults who have been adopted and who I suspect if 

they'd seen their parents from a time to time, would probably have felt more complete, 

than not having done so" 

Guardian 1 "Contact is important to their sense of identity, the sense of self, aH this 

figures largely in how successful they are in maintaining some integrity of the personality 

as they get older" (25.7). 

Expert I "we're not talking about children who had a wonderful life with their 

parents but who clearly did not feel settled .......... anywhere else but, where their origins 

were'(7.13). 

Stage 5: theme definition 

From the interviews the theme of Contact as central to identity became defined as 

follows: 

"The underlying principle is that contact with birth parents and relatives is important 

in developing a coherent sense of self, while maintaining an ongoing relationship; 

providing information about origins/history and enabling the development of new 

relationships. " 
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SECTION TWO - SHARED THEMES BETWEEN GROUPS 

Super ordinate themes. 

The super ordinate themes, common to the majority of participants, appear to be 

linked to professional beliefs about what they consider to be important and are guided by, 

in making decisions about contact. There were other important beliefs, which were less 

commonly shared, which are discussed later in this section. The super ordinate themes 

were: 

1. Parental cavacity, defined as the ability of the parent to prioritise the needs of the 

child over their own. This included the birth parents ability to support permanency and 

the placement. For example: 

Expert I:........ if they can actuaRy talk about the chfld and not talk about 

themselves and their own problems, that gives me a sense that there is a 

possibility ........ they can think about what's best for the child and many of them fail 

thaf'(9.13). 

Expert 3: "The parent that can convey that they are not supportive of the child's 

placement, I think is a contra indication for contacf'(5.22). 

2. Children's ril! hts and wishes, defined by demonstrating an active concern to ascertain 

and to take account of the feelings and wishes of the child. For example : 

Expert 3: "I think to overrule a child, is another reason against contact .......... the 

child has to wish for contact to take place'(5.15). 

Judge 2: "the wishes and feelings of the child are first"(12.12). 

3. Contact as central to identity see earlier section. Contact with siblings was included 

under this heading and references to roots and origins. 
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4. Safetv, included ensuring the child's physical and psychological safety in relation to all 

contact. For example: 

Expert 3: "first of all contact has to be safe for the child"(4.20). 

Guardian 2: "where the parent has been abusive or violent, I'm not sure the child 

should be exposed to that"(43.15). 

5. Age of the child, when the child's age was central to decision making in relation to 

contact. For example: 

Judge I: "if you've got a teenage child ....... who's been implacably opposed to 

contact, it's then very difficult to order if'(8.8). 

Guardian I: Ahe baby's case was different because of the age"(36.20). 

Of these five themes Contact as central to identity; Safety of the child, Children's 

rights and wishes and Ae age of the child, featured significantly in all three groups. 

However the emphasis placed on these varied both within and between groups, with the 

guardians and one of the judges, placing particular emphasis on Contact as central to 

identity. For the group of experts Safety was particularly important, as were 

Stabilitylpermanency of placement (common theme), and the Capacity of the birth 

parents to meet the needs of the child and to support permanency. This was also 

emphasised by two of the guardians but was absent from the judges' interviews. 

Children's rights and wishes were emphasised by all the experts and one of the judges. 

Although mentioned by the guardians this was not given particular weight. For one judge, 

the wishes of children below the age of 10 orl I years, would hold little weight. Although 

the Age of the child was mentioned by all three groups, the meaning behind this generally 

appeared to be different, within and between groups. Within the guardian group this was 
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linked to attachment in two instances, but in apparently different ways. For one, a young 

child with an attachment had a better chance of making a new attachment, whilst for 

another a young child must have a lot of contact, because of their attachment. For this 

group and the experts, age, particularly older children was linked to identity, For the 

judges age appeared to be linked to the views of the child, although for one judge this was 

in terms of the weight given to these, for another it was in terms of how to ascertain 

these. Parental capacity, in terms of the capacity of the birth parents to meet the needs of 

the child and support permanency, featured highly for the experts and two of the 

guardians. It was touched on only briefly by one of the judges. 

Other common themes. 

Themes that occurred across groups but did not emerge as super ordinate themes 

are fisted in table 2. More idiosyncratic themes, occurring in one group or individual are 

discussed in Section 3- within group comparisons. The beliefs of individuals are also 

described in detail in that section. The other common themes were: 

1. Permanency and stability, which included both relationships over time and stability of 

placements. This was very important to the experts and was mentioned by one of the 

judges. 

2. Open mind, was defined as beginning from a position of "not knowine' and neutrality 

and was common to the experts and judges. 

3. Adoption as being, different to other permanent placements, and closed i. e. without 

contact, occurred in two participants (one expert and one judge), which may be linked to 

personal influences. 
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4. Attachmentwhich included attachment of the child to the birth parents, and other 

carers, and the birth parents attachment to the child was mentioned by both experts and 

guardians. 

5. Ethnicitv/ race/ gender/ culture, was defined as a sensitivity to and action based on, 

taking these factors into account. This was only emphasised by the guardian group, with 

the exception of one expert, rather in passing, 

6. Views of the alternative carers was defined as the attitude and feelings of alternative 

carers being considered to be important in enabling contact between a child and their birth 

parents to be successful. This was important to the experts and two of the guardians, 

although others mentioned it in passing. 

7, Power and responsibility, as a theme occurred in all three groups, but often with 

quite different foci, and was not considered to be a super ordinate theme. For the experts 

and judges, when mentioned, it was often in relation to a sense of responsibility for the 

influence held. The guardians on the other hand often appeared to feel disempowered by 

the inequality of power they experienced, although their role was clearly an influential one. 

It is interesting that although each participant explained their guiding principal as 

being "child focused" and their role as assessing what is in the best interests of the 

children, when examined in detail this appears to be understood and acted upon in both 

sirnilar and different ways, by each participant. 

Influences on decision making. 

All participants described a range influences on their thinking, including those that 

were defined as external e. g. constraints of provision, outcome research and the Court of 
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Appeal. Others defined as internal included personal experiences that clearly had had a 

major impact on their thinking. 
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SECTION THREE - WITBIN GROUP COMPARISONS 

THE EYPERTS 

This group consisted of two child psychiatrists and one clinical psychologist. All 

have extensive experience in the field and have national reputations as "experts". 

The position of all three experts appeared to be one in which each was looking for 

evidence, in as detached a manner as possible. However, what they focused on and were 

influenced by were at times similar and at others different. The safety of the child, and 

stability/permanency of placement featured highly within this group as did the capacity of 

the birth parents to meet the needs of the child and support permanency. This was central 

to expert one, for whom the rights of the children were also key. She described a strong 

sense of responsibility and need to be realistic, and was sensitive to the needs of birth 

parents. This awareness of the birth parent's position was also the case for the other 

experts. 

For expert two safety appeared to be most important, followed by stability in 

children's lives. For this expert adoption was seen as different to other forms of 

permanency and closed. 

For expert three , permanency and a secure attachment were her first consideration. 

She saw contact as having a positive symbolic function in communicating the reality of 

permanency, dispelling myths and reassuring children about birth parents. However, she 

also saw contact as being used to avoid the pain and loss of separation. Like expert one, 

she saw the views of the child as crucial. This expert was critical of what she saw as the 

two brigades, those for and those against contact. In her view those against were often 

resource, rather than child needs led, and those against sometimes ignored the issues for 
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the child, focusing on the parent's needs. In hoping to reach a balanced view, she tried to 

begin each assessment with an open mind. 

Common themes. 

The themes clearly shared by all three experts included the following, of which the 

first four were emphasised by all three experts : 

1. Attachment. 
2. Parental capacity/ability to support permanency. 
3. Stability/permanency. 
4. Safety. 
5. Contact as central to identity. 
6. Age of the child. 
7. Power and responsibility. 

Of these, items 2,4,5 and 6 were common to aH three groups and considered to be 
super ordinate themes. 

1. Attachment. 

On this issue two experts appear to have fairly similar views, in that attachment, as 

ensuring or enhancing pennanency/stability, was central. 

When discussing the wishes of alternative parents, expert three struggles with the 

child's need to have contact with their birth parents, in terms of his/her identity, and 

concludes that attachment as enhancing stability/permanency should take precedence: 

Expert 3: "the need for permanence and attachment are paramount .............. then I 

think that there are situations where contact has to be sacrificed for the permanency and 

secure attachment of the child (7.2). 

Expert two appears to focus on attachment as being particularly important in 

relation to the child's identity and maintaining important relationships: 
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"Probably the most important element of that assessment would be, what I view to 

be the quality of the attachment ........... not of the parent to the child but the child to parent. 

We're tallcing about whether, in fact, this child has a Idnd of, mental representation of this 

adult as their mother. (9.5). 

She goes on to expand: 

"if their primary attachment, whatever it's quality, has been with one of their natural 

parents, then contact will be important". (9.17). 

2. Parental capacity. 

For expert one the capacity of a birth parent to put a child's needs before their own, 

whether attached to that child or not, was of paramount importance: 

"In terms of the adults, if they are sitting in with me for an hour, if they can actually 

talk about the child and not talk about themselves and their own problems, that gives me a 

sense, that there is a possibility of , even if only momentarily, they can think about what's 

best for the child and many of them fail that. (9.13). 

For expert two this was embedded in attachment, although like expert one also 

linked implicitly to parental sensitivity to the child's needs: 

"I observe parenting and what yodre doing at the same time is observing what you 

might call the emotional sensitivity of the parent (2.19). 

For expert three the importance of the birth parents to support the alternative 

placement and permanency, which implies an ability to a relinquish their own needs, but 

not stated explicitly, is central. She emphasises the importance of permanency/stability: 
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"If the intention is for this placement to be permanent, the parent must find a way of 

not conveying to the child that they are going to get the child back .............. contact 

carft ............... mustn't undermine the child's permanency". (6.6). 

Stabilitv/12ermanenev. 

This was a theme that was both stated separately, as well as being linked to 

attachment and parental capacity and their importance in relation to stability and 

permanency. 

For expert two, safety appeared to be of paramount importance (see 4. Safety 

below), second to that was the importance of stability and continuity in children's lives: 

Expert 2: "what these children need most of all is stability, and a special kind of 

stability. (31.18). In developing this theme she drew on personal experiences as a parent. 

For expert three permanency and a secure attachment were crucial, and anything 

which might undermine that e. g. the parents not supporting a placement, were contra 

indications for contact: 

"the need for permanence and attachment are paramount ................. then I think 

there are situations where contact has to be sacrificed for the permanency and secure 

attachment of the child"(7.2). 

Safetv 

This was particularly important to this group, who are all, as well as being experts, 

clinicians. It may well be that from the position of working with children and young 

people who have been neglected or abused, this was a particularly influential and 

important principle. It is also generally the case that experts are only instructed in the 
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more complex, contentious cases, where unresolved issues relating to abuse may well be a 

more common feature. 

Expert one when weighing up whether a mother with a mental illness should have 

contact with her child concluded: 

"When she was too disturbed then clearly it would be damaging for the child", and, 

"if the child is going to feel incredibly responsible or incredibly terrified .............. 
I 

may not go with contact"(1 1.18). 

Expect two is unequivocal, and for her safety would, I believe, be her highest 

ordering principle: 

"the two issues are, are they going to be safe ............. and to benefit, actively benefit, 

from the contact" (17.19). 

As is expert three: 

"first of all contact has to be safe for the child and, you know, starts with the 

physical safety, and goes on, you know, sexual safety and so on, but also emotional safety 

(4.20) 

5. Contact as central to identity. 

Although this featured in the accounts of all the experts, it was not given particular 

emphasis by any of them, in comparison to the guardian! s (see next section), for whom it 

seemed to be of paramount importance. 

Two of the experts put greater emphasis on this theme than the other, often drawing 

on their past experience of children who return to their parents, or on findings from 

studies of adult adoptees. 
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Expert I: "I have shifted into recognising that when push comes to shove the birth 

family maybe what the young person has when they are 18 or 21"(7.13), and, 

"So I think it (contact) is really important in terms of the child's identity" (32.18). 

Expert 3: "I'm thinking of adults who've been adopted. I suspect that if theýd 

seen their parents from time to time, would probably have felt the more complete, than 

not having done so"(21.3). 

6. Age of the child 

Although mentioned by each of the experts, this did not feature highly as a guiding 

principle, except perhaps in being subsumed under another theme such as attachment. In 

the case of expert three she struggled with making decisions about younger children, 

which she explained in terms of the difficulties in ascertaining their wishes: 

'I don't know why it should be more difficult with little ones than the older ones, I 

think that the older ones can tell yoW'(31.15). 

7. Responsibilitv and power 

For expert one there was a strong theme of realism and being flexible. This was 

linked to her sense of responsibility for her influence as an expert working within a context 

of financial constraints: 

"I have had to take more responsibility for looking at the resources" (17.20), and, 

"not being quite so rigid in terms of what I think ................. the optimum that's 

possible realistically" (18.13). 
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When describing a case she was involved in, her recommendations effectively used 

up a local budget, the results of which: 

"means we haveift got anything left to spend on specialist provision for any one else, 

and you think, "Hang on, what have I done? "(19.14). 

For expert two her autonomy was essential. She saw herself as separate and not 

accountable to an organisation, or influenced by the views of others: 

I leave other people to struggle, with the stuff, they are after all paid for it" (20.19). 

Expert three struggles with the responsibility of making decisions about younger 

children, partly it would seem because it is difficult to gain their views and also because of 

the responsibility: 

"I dont know why it should be more difficult with the little ones than the older 

ones, I think that the older ones can tell you. I think it's the responsibility" ( 31-15). 

Themes shared by two of the three were: 

1. Childreds rightsIviews/wishes. 
2. Having an open rnind. 
3. Views of the alternative carers. 

Children's wishes. 

These were central to two of the experts thinýng. For expert one this featured 

highly and was encapsulated in the dilenima of ascertaining the views of children, yet 

balancing this with adult responsibility: 

"Children' s rights, I think that's exercised me a lot, how we take seriously what they 

say and yet retain the adult responsibility for key decision making" (23.4). 
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For expert three the child's wish for and agreement to contact was central. She 

would always want to: 

"explore why the child doesn't want it (contact)" (5.10), but, in the final analysis if 

the child is against contact: 

"I think to overrule a child, is another reason against contact, or rather the child has 

to wish it for contact to take place' (5.15). 

The themes of having an open mind and the views of the alternative carers were 

mentioned by two of the experts, but without much emphasis. 

Idiosyncratic theme. 

Contact as having a symbolic function. 

in this group this was a major theme for only one individual, to whom it was central. 

To her changes in contact demonstrated in a tangible way, the reality of living apart 

permanently from birth parents. She also saw maintaining contact as being used on 

occasions to avoid the real pain of separation and loss in permanent alternative care: 

"I think this issue of loss is very difficult 'cos I think we fudge the issue by wanting 

to sweeten the pill of loss, by having contact" (16.7), and: 

"Contact has to reduce in frequency ............... to such an extent that it becomes 

tangible for the child" (17.23). 

The issue of the pain of loss, which is also touched on here, comes up for expert 

one when she discusses what she experiences as being most difficult in this area of work. 

In this extract she is talking about birth parents: 
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"I also know a great deal about them and the awfulness of what life has done to 

them and the child within them that, you know, probably didn't have a chance, and I think 

thafs what I find most pain%l and difficult" (16.6). 

This awareness of and empathy with the position of parents may well be a particular 

feature of this group, who as clinicians work with parents and children on a daily basis. 

Also embedded within the idea of contact as having a symbolic of function, is the emphasis 

yet again on the reality of permanence as enhancing the stability of a placement. 

Influences on thinking 

All three experts mentioned the strong influence of theoretical models, although 

each from a slightly different orientation. The most marked of these being experts one and 

two. 

Expert I: "the work of Bion and Winnicott on primary maternal preoccupation, 

reverie, the containing function, internalising, so the significance Of One's internal 

relations"(8.9). 

Expert 2: "I do a little mental health screen .............. 
just for depression and anxiety 

and the general health questionnaire"(1 1.24), and, 

"direct recording using the child/parent game categories of parenting" (12.7). 

Experts one and two both mentioned the importance of learning through experience, 

"the apprenticeship model". This included the central importance of whom they learned 

from in their training and particular cases that had shifted their thinking. 

Although also linked to the autonomy of experts, expert two clearly saw her 

assessments as less connected to available resources, than expert one. This may be 
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explained in part by expert one being connected closely with the struggles of local 

authorities in an active capacity, whilst expert two works out side of the NHS. 

THE GUARDIAN AD LITEMS. 

This group consisted of three guardian ad Litems, one of whom was also a panel 

manager and one of whom was a relatively new guardian i. e. appointed after the 

implementation of the Children Act, 1989 (DoK 1991). For the guardians as a group, 

contact was seen as highly valued, particularly in enabling and facilitating a child's sense of 

identity. All three guardians valued the role of birth parents in supporting permanency, as 

well as the attitude of the alternative carers towards the birth parents, as making contact 

"work! '. Guardian three felt that she was more in favour of contact than guardians 

appointed before the implementation of the Children Act. Each were sensitive to race, 

ethnicity, culture and gender in their choices of professionals and placements for children. 

Guardian one was particularly occupied by the conflicting roles of being both a guardian 

and panel manager. Guardian two grappled with issues of safety with contact and 

guardian three with assessing parents when at their most vulnerable. 

They saw themselves as often being opposed to the views of the local authority 

(although not always social workers), who they regarded as frequently being constrained 

by fixed and rigid policies and practices, which were resource rather than child needs led. 

The feeling of being disempowered however, varied between them, with one guardian in 

particular, using the differences she perceived, especially in relation to experts, to her 

advantage. 
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Common themes. 

The themes shared by all three guardians included : 

1. Contact as central to identity. 
2. Childrees rights/wishes/views. 
3. Safety. 
4. Power and responsibility. 

Of these items 1,2 and 3 were considered super ordinate themes. 

1. Contact as central to identitv 

The idea that contact with birth parents and relatives is important in developing a 

coherent sense of self, via maintaining ongoing relationships; providing information about 

origins and history and enabling the development of new relationships was central to all 

three guardians. Indeed on the basis of this principle one guardian could think of no 

circumstances under which she would not consider at least letterbox, i. e. in direct contact. 

Guardian 2: "1 won't ever say there shouldn't be post box contact ............. ever I 

can think of no circurnstances"(12.3). 

Not only was contact seen by guardian two as central to developing a coherent 

sense of self, an absence of this in her view would impair the child's ability to make 

relationships: 

"an older child's history will always lie with his birth family and you carft sever 

it 
................... and then if you destroy 

.............. take that bit of the child's history away, your 

damaging its ability to make a link with its new family" (10.7). 
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This also seemed to be the case for both other guardians. Contact in some form 

needs to be available, in order to prepare children for what was seen as the inevitable wish 

to contact their birth family: 

Guardian 1: "allowing for the door to be kept open as the child grows older, so that 

they grow up with an awareness and knowledge, if it's indirect contact for a while it may 

eventually change to direct, when the child's old enough to choose" (25.14). 

Guardian one spoke movingly of her experiences as a mother and her anticipation of 

when she would be a grand mother, this reinforced her views about the importance of the 

extended fan-dly in establishing a child's sense of identity. 

Guardian 3: "how important it is even in adoption, for children to be prepared, if 

there is no contact, to meet the family, because they're going to. I mean most children are 

going to"(19.20). 

The idea that the meaning of contact is to give a sense of identity pervades these 

three interviews. It includes contact with grandparents and siblings and contact with 

adoption. 

Guardian three, rather like judge two who saw denying contact as: 

"Those statutes ................ 
do treat adoption as being a closed situation, the only 

event in a child's life which would disassociate them from their birth parents in the same 

way is death"(5.21). 

Went on to say : "how does the child maintain its identity? Lose everything they 

have come with! Pretending that the other family doesdt exist" (16.9). 

In all of these views is the idea articulated by expert three that contact has a 

symbolic function, in communicating to all concerned the ideas/beliefs held by others. 
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2. Children's riehts/wishes/views. 

Being the representatives of the child, it is perhaps not surprising that the views of 

children features in all the interviews with the guardians. However, the importance and 

meaning given to this issue does appear to vary. For example guardian two only touches 

on this once and in relation to respecting a child's wishes, whilst also needing to protect 

her and the effect this has on the guardian! s relationship with this child. She also mentions 

the importance of this girl's relationship with her mother and how influential this is. 

The others two guardian! s focus is more on ascertaining the child's view: 

Guardian 1: "my two priorities really, getting a solicitor, and meeting the 

children ............ 
I ask them to tell me their story" (15.15) and, 

"I've got straight from them what it was like. That was my priority" (17.4). 

Guardian three would see the child's view as very influential. When discussing 

possible contra indications for contact: 

11 if the child said very clearly they diddt want to see the parente' (8.9). 

This is a similar view to that expressed by expert three. 

3. Safetv. 

Although mentioned by all three guardians, this was generally in response to 

questions relating to contra indications or exceptions to the strongly held principle of 

contact : 

Guardian I: "there are exceptional circumstances, I think the violence and sexual 

abuse and sometimes emotional abuse" (34.17). 

For guardian two tWs is clearly linked the importance of reliability: 
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"but even say a parent had a kind of mental illness that rendered them incapable of 

caring but not loving, and if they could be a modicum of reliability, 'cos reliability is 

significant, I would still consider contact" (13.13) 

One guardian clearly struggled with contact, when there was an issue of safety as 

well, When discussing possible contraindications for contact she says: 

"Where there is a grave mental incapacity, substance abuse ................. anything 

which is potentially detrimental to the child, no, history of violence, but where there is no 

reason to suppose that it's going to be a barrier to the placement the answer must always 

be yes" (41.22). 

4. Power and resnonsibilitv. 

All three guardians spoke of the importance of their role being independent of 

statutory responsibilities. This was also mentioned by expert two who emphasised her 

autonomy and independence. One however, was very preoccupied with the issues of 

monitoring (as a panel manager, employed by the local authority), independent 

practitioners: 

"It's a difficult role managing independent practitioners" (2.5). 

This guardian also touched on the disempowered. position of birth parents: 

"and its not comfortable, very hard to manage, any body would find it really hard, so 

I think they ask an impossible job of parents to manage contact, because, you know, 

they've taken that child ofr' (28.1). 
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Similarly guardian 3: "if s impossible to ask parents to consider the future when 

they're going to put everything into getting their children back, so then I think they're in a 

very difficult position to be able to be assessed on that basis" (7.25). 

This guardian rather than feel disempowered by experts, used her position to harness 

their expertise to her clients advantage : 

"I tried to make sure they had an expert that colluded with their position and I even 

tried to bring in other experts in that ........ who have been a very good at making sure these 

issues (of race) are back on the table" (14.4). 

Themes that were shared by any two of the guardians included: 

1. Parental capacity/ability to support permanency. 
2 Age of the child. 
3. Ethnicity/race/gender/culture. 

The first 2 of these items were super ordinate themes. The theme of the views of 

alternative carers appear to be linked in this group to parental capacity. 

1. Parental caDacitv. 

For the guardians the aspect of this theme that was important was, the ability of the 

birth parents to support permanency. This featured more highly in the interviews with 

guardians one and three. Guardian three's views where not dissimilar to those held by 

expert three, that contact with birth parents must demonstrate Support for permanency. 

Guardian three touches upon how central the relationship between both sets of parents is : 

"It's also about the mother, the parents, and how they accept the situation. There 

are times when some parents get on very well with the foster parents, and that's a good 

indication of how they're going to move the situation on" (7.14). 
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Similarly guardian one focuses on this interaction: 

"I think an awful lot depends on a placement ............... contact should be enjoyable 

and if its not positive its going to be quite destructive, so you need to know the placement, 

and how the carers of the child feel about contact, because they can give the child a feeling 

of split loyalty". (27.5) 

This awareness of the importance of the relationship between both sets of carers, 

raises the dilemma addressed later on about how to make meaningful decisions and 

recommendations at a fixed point in time, when the new parents have yet to be decided 

upon. 

2. Age of the child was emphasiscd by all three guardians, although not often explained. 

Generally this seemed to be linked either to attachment or, in the case of older children to 

identity. 

3. Ethnicitv/race/2ender/culture. 

The other principle that appeared to be particularly important to the guardians was 

the issue of being sensitive to ethnicity, race and gender. This was demonstrated by 

choosing appropriate professionals to work with as well as taking these issues into 

account when making recommendations for a particular child. For guardian three this was 

also linked to how she employed her influence and power to ensure these issues were 

addressed, for example by choosing professionals who would represent a child 

appropriately : 

"its a black family who are really angry with the way of the local authority dealt with 

this particular case, because the child has been so inappropriately placed ................... 
I was 

so concerned .............. I asked for it to be dealt with in the High Court" (12.8), and, 
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"I've tried to bring in other experts in that ........... who have been very good at 

making sure those issues (racial)are back on the table" (14.4). 

Guardian two similarly used this principle of matching professional to the situation: 

"I do try to appoint racially appropriate solicitors where its necessary" (4.6), and, 

"If there was a relative who represented that culture, I would encourage strong 

contact" (27-4). 

Guardianl: "The first thing I do is appoint a solicitor and in doing that I would look 

at the age of the child, ethnic origin, gender and try and match a children panel solicitor 

that I know" (13.3). 

Idiosyncratic theme. 

Having different, iDotentialIV conflicting views to others. 

One theme emerged from this group alone. This was one in which they felt that 

their views were often both different to, and often in conflict with those of other 

professional groups. Most commonly this was in relation to the local authority, who they 

often saw as being policy or resource driven. Sometimes the guardians saw the local 

authorities as favouring parents, especially alternative carers, at the expense of the child's 

needs. I am reminded of expert three, who said that there were often two opposing 

"brigades", the pro- and anti-contact brigades. In her view : 

"I think the anti-brigade is very much resource led rather than child's needs 

led ............ people who are pro-contact I think sometimes ignore issues for the child, and 

are often based on the parents rather than the child's needs". 
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Although different in emphasis this resonates with the somewhat embattled position 

described by the guardians. Each of the guardians said that they were strongly influenced 

by research that has been conducted by what may be described as a particularly pro- 

contact school of thought. This is discussed in more detail below, when outlining some of 

the influences mentioned by this group. 

In terms of policies and procedures: 

Guardian I: "The local authority would be more inclined to say no 

contact ............. what we're coming across is sometimes a kind of formulaic approach to 

contact from the courts and local authority" (23.20). 

Guardian 2: "1 think family placement workers have a very precious attitude towards 

their adopters and I find ifs not always the child's interests they are serving" (13.2). 

Guardian 3: "because its so new (contact in adoption) local authorities are not keen 

to look at the future of adoption in terms of resource implicatione' (22.2). 

Experts are also seen as potentially undermining of the guardians : 

Guardian I: "I know a lot of guardians feel strongly that social work is being 

undermined by the use of experts. That actually social workers and guardians have got 

the expertise" (18.11). 

For guardian two this also included the parents, the local authority, experts and 

judges : 

"the parents that we're seeing, there! s greater instability ............. and so therefore 

their hostility to authority is much greater and so then you don't always ask about families" 

and, 
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"you have a parent who in some cases they're just intractable, and there's nothing 

you can do, and they have to have their say, and it's a waste of public money, but it's civil 

liberties and you have to go along with it" (19.10). 

This seemed to contrast with her strongly asserted views about the importance of 

the birth family. 

I wonder to what degree this view of others is linked to a sense of not feeling 

valued 

"it's one of the ways the service functions, 'cos they rely on the goodwill of people 

with second incomes 
.... 

it's not easy I would have thought to bring up a family doing this 

kind of work" (2.14). 

Influences on thinking 

All three guardians were strongly influenced by the work of June Thobum 

(Thobum, 1990) and Joan Fratter (Fratter, 1996). 

Two of the three guardians spoke movingly, of the influence of being a parent, 

anticipating becotning grand parents, and their own life experiences, in developing their 

ideas in relation to contact. 
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THE JUDGES 

The judges interviewed worked in a range of courts, including a Magistrates Court, 

A District and County Court and a I-Egh Court. Although all starting from the position of 

applying the law, the judges differed in their personal views and influences. Each were 

guided by the welfare checklist and the principle of contact with natural parents, although 

judges one and three differed in their confidence in this. AR were influenced by the Court 

of Appeal, with judges two and three placing more emphasis than judge one on the views 

of others, e. g. guardians and the child. 

Judge one was concerned about being isolated from feedback. He took into 

account, parental capacity to reflect on the child's needs and was empathetic to the 

position of fathers. He saw adoption as different to other forms of permanency and 

"closed", unlike judge two. In her view closed adoption was outdated, denying origins 

and needing to include both permanency and contact. She appeared to struggle with a law 

that conflicted with her own views. 

Judge three described an immense sense of responsibility, which was eased by 

sharing decisions and the advice of experts. She appeared to struggle with an apparent 

contradiction in the law, on occasion, when she saw an adult relationship having an 

detrimental effect on children. As a group only one theme was common to all three judges 

(see below). Other themes, common to the majority of participants and considered super 

ordinate, such as Safety, Age and Wishes of the child and Contact as central to identity 

often occurred in one or two members of this group. 
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Common theme. 

1. The law as paramount in decision making. 

This was clearly the major guiding principle for all the judges, as their role is to 

apply the law. This is demonstrated in attention to the welfare checklist (Children Act, 

1989), and the principle that contact with a natural parent is in the best interests of a child. 

It was also the only theme shared by all three judges. However, interestingly, this was not 

the main preoccupation of two of the judges, one of whom clearly struggled in cases 

where she was not clear whether contact with a birth parent was in a child's best interests. 

Each of the judges was conscious of the Court of Appeal and case law in guiding 

their decisions, one in particular was very conscious of putting her own views to one side: 

"My personal view is very much in favour of contact, however, I am aware of my 

limitations, sitting as a judge"(8.2 1). 

Another, saw enforcement of the law, as important and described a rare case of 

imposing a prison sentence on a mother, who continually refused to obey a contact order: 

"That's not something I would ever like to do, but I did do it once, and I did it 

because the Court of Appeal said, in the end, if you make orders which you are making 

for the benefit of children, you must try to enforce them" (26.20). 

However, whilst working within their understanding of the law, there were marked 

differences in what influenced these judges in their decision maldng. 

A central theme for judge one was the degree to which he felt that the birth parents 

had thought through the issues of contact. He used this as a measure of their motivation 

and ability to consider the child's needs. Not a dissimilar idea to that of parental 

capacity: 
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"she came out of it the worst really, because he came across as reflective, and 

looking not just at his own interests but the interests of the child" (17.10) and, 

"You do query their motivation if they haven't worked out the details" (11.19). 

Other shared themes: 

1. Safetv 

This was also a factor, which was something of a preoccupation for judge three. It 

was she who clearly struggled with ordering contact when she felt it might be 

psychologically unhelpful : 

"I am sometimes worried that the contact with that violent parent might be 

absolutely wrong and we're taking responsibility for the child seeing that violent parent" 

(5.5) 

2. Adot)tion as closed. 

Judge one clearly saw adoption as different to other forms of permanency, and one 

where there should be no contact. This was not the view of judge two, although she was 

aware that the law differed to her in this respect. 

3. Aize and wishes of the child. 

Both judges one and two saw the age of the child as important, but apparently for 

different reasons. For judge one this was linked to the wishes of the children, to which he 

did not give particular weight, unlike judge two. 

Judgel: "Really, indeed one has to say quite firmly that the suggested views of the 

child, say, five or six cant be given a great deal of weight" (8.15). He does however feel 

that the views of older children are important: 
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you've got a teenage child ....... who's been implacably opposed to contact, then 

it's very difficult to order if'(8.8). 

In contrast judge 2: "the wishes and feelings of the child are first" (12.12), and, 

"You would expect to be able to glean the wishes and feelings of the child through 

the guardian" (12.14). 

Contact as central to identity. 

Judges two and three both saw roots, origins and identity as important, particularly 

judge two: 

"a situation where the child becomes part of that family and has to forget about its 

previous ongins ................ that concems me really" (11.4). 

For this judge the importance of origins to children was central and she was very 

critical of the closed nature of adoptions: 

"those statutes ............. 
do treat adoption as being a closed situation, the only other 

event which would disas sociate them from their birth parents in the same way is death" 

(5.21). 

For this judge the law was outdated and needed to change. When asked in what 

ways she said: 

"I think an order for permanency, which can't be challenged by the parents, to 

prevent repeated applications to the court, throughout the child's life" (11.14), and, 

"an order for permanency which does not pretend that the child! s parents are dead or 

extinguish parental responsibility, in the way adoption does"(1 1.16). 

Here the need for permanency and links with origins are brought together. 
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S. Stabilitv and permanency 

Although judge two was clear that she was bound to apply the law and was 

constrained by this, she placed most emphasis on stability and permanency, when 

considering the issue of contact: 

"contact has to dovetail with the security of the placement as being the priority for 

the child"(4.13). 

In order for contact not to be destabilising in any way: 

"contact not to be an unsettling influence on the placement, professionals will be 

looking to parents accepting the principle of permanence and, to be able to cope with 

structured arrangements for contact" (4.22). 

6. Open mind 

For judge three beginning with an open mind and not pre-judging an issue was 

central. She expressed extreme concern about the possibility of bias towards parents at 

the expense of the needs of the child. This was also linked to the high levels of concern 

and responsibility she felt about failing the child or making mistakes: 

"it does worry us that they (guardians, social workers and probation officers), maybe 

swayed by the one parent they've had most contact with" (6.22). 
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7. Power and resl2onsibilitv. 

Both judges one and three discussed at length their feelings of responsibility. For 

judge one this was in terms of not knowing much about the outcome of his judgements. 

He was strongly of the view that judges would benefit from more shared work and 

feedback in order to evaluate their performance: 

"one actually doesret get any feedback 
.............. 

I make a decision, I may be taking a 

risk .................... there! s a risk element in all these decisions" (12.6), and, 

"one of the judges difficulties is you never see another court in action" (15.8), and, 

"I dont get feedback in those cases where I dont order contact ............... 
it an 

enormous weakness in the system" (12.22). 

Judge three had a rather different preoccupation, the responsibility of getting it right 

for the child and a fear of failing him or her : 

"It is a vexed sense of responsibility ............... they look forward or are frightened of 

the meeting and both ways yodve failed, if it doesift take place or if it takes place 

acrimoniously or doesift work out" (14.21). 

For judge three there was an apparent contradiction in the child's needs being 

paramount when in her view this could conflict with the child seeing a natural parent. This 

was particularly apparent in relation to violence between parents : 

"the law is veering towards always saying, or nearly always saying, that a parent is 

better than no parent, or the second parent is better than no second parent, but when 

there's been violence ................ I am sometimes very worried that the contact with the 

violent parent might be absolutely wrong" (5.5). 
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For judge two she was acutely aware of the powerlessness of the birth parents: 

"once an adoption order is made, the birth parents dodt have an automatic right to 

apply for contact" (7.24), and, 

"it does place the birth parents in a disadvantaged position" (8.2). 

Inj7uences on thinking 

These included the Court of Appeal, more senior judges, the views of guardians and 

particularly experts and the resources available. The theme of realism so characteristic of 

much of what expert one said, re-emerged: 

Judge I: "One is interested in practical arrangements" (10.18). 

The views of experts as being influential appeared to be important for judges one 

and two in terms of providing information. For judge three the emphasis was on 

reassurance and guidance. 

Judge one appeared to be empathetic to the position of fathers, and said of himself : 

"I know it was Wd then that I favoured the men rather than the women .......... 
but at 

least I am conscious of it" (32.18). 
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SECTION FOUR - SUMNILARY OF SINHLARITIES AND DIFFERENCES BETWEEN 

AND WITIHN GROUPS. 

Common themes. 

Of the super ordinate themes Contact as central to identity; Safety of the child, 

Children's rights and wishes and The age of the child, featured significantly in all three 

groups. However the emphasis placed on these varied both within and between groups, 

with the guardians and one of the judges, placing particular emphasis on Contact as 

central to identity, with the guardians using pro-contact research and personal experiences 

to support their positions For the group of experts Safety was particularly important, as 

were Stabilitylpermanency ofplacement and the Capacity of the birth parents to meet the 

needs of the child and to support permanency. They spoke of beginning with an "open 

mind", and using their experiences as professionals and theoretical frameworks to justify 

their positions. Children's rights and wishes were emphasised by all the experts and one 

of the judges. Although mentioned by the guardians this principle was not given particular 

weight, although each spoke of being the child's advocate. For one judge, the wishes of 

children below the age of 10 orl I years, would hold little weight. Although the Age of 

the child was mentioned by all three groups, the meaning behind this generally appeared to 

be different, within and between groups. Within the guardian group this was linked to 

attachment in two instances, but in apparently different ways. For one, a young child had 

a better chance of making a new attachment if already attached to a parent, and should 

haYC EUIC ContaCt5 WhilSt for another a young child must have a lot of contact, because of 

this attachment. For this group and the experts, age, particularly older children was linked 

to identity. For the judges age appeared to be linked to the views of the child, although 
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for one judge this was in terms of the weight given to these, for another it was in terms of 

how to ascertain these. Parental capacity, in terms of the capacity of the birth parents to 

meet the needs of the child and support permanency, featured highly for the experts and 

two of the guardians. This is an area that experts are commonly instructed to assess. It 

was touched on only briefly by one of the judges. 

Of the other shared but not super ordinate themes, Permanency and stability of 

placement were very important to the experts and was mentioned by one of the judges. 

For the experts this was also linked to attachment and parental capacity, as being seen as 

important factors in ensuring stability of placement. For the guardians contact was highly 

valued, particularly in facilitating a child's sense of identity. They were the only group 

that emphasised race, ethnicity, culture and gender, in decision making, which for them 

was linked to identity, although this was mentioned by one expert. Yhe law as paramount 

in decision making was the only theme shared by all three judges, and was idiosyncratic to 

this group. For one this raised anxieties about meeting the needs of children, and the 

possibility of making mistakes. For another the law contradicted her beliefs about contact 

with adoption, which she felt should be open. Only two participants felt that adoption 

should be closed, one expert and one judge, which may be linked to personal experiences. 

Power and responsibility was mentioned by all three groups, but in quite different ways. 

One expert described a strong sense of responsibility and a need to be flexible and realistic, 

influenced by her experiences in this area of work. Another emphasised her separateness 

from others in proceedings and her autonomy, which she saw as part of being 

Independerif'. All three experts were sensitive to the disempowered position of birth 

parents, as were one of the guardians and one of the judges. Although each of the 
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guardians presented an "embattled" position, one of the guardians exploited differences 

she perceived to her advantage, which may, partly be linked to her appointment after the 

implementation of the Children Act. Judges two and three discussed their feelings of 

responsibility in quite different ways. For one it was in terms of ensuring the law was 

carried out, and evaluated, for which he felt the greatest responsibility. For the other it 

was in terms of her fears of failing children, in carrying out the law, whom she felt were 

her greatest responsibility. Previous experiences, one in being overturned by the Court of 

appeal, the other in feeling she had failed a child seemed to have been very influential. 

Idiosyncratic themes. 

Of the more idiosyncratic themes contact having a symbolic function was central to 

one of the experts who saw contact as having a positive function, in communicating the 

reality of permanency, dispelling myths and reassuring children about their parents. She 

also felt that it was used to avoid or deny the pain and loss of separation. Although 

mentioned less explicitly this idea was alluded to by others, e. g. judge two's view that 

closed adoption represents the end of a relationship for a child with a parent in a similar 

way to the death of that parent. 

Having different, potentially conflicting views to others, was a theme particular to 

the guardians, and featured highly for them all. This difference seemed to be most marked 

in relation to social services and local authorities, who they perceived as being policy and 

resource driven. They felt that local authorities often favoured alternative parents. Expert 

three described two opposing "brigadee', one pro- and one anti-contact. Her explanation 

that the pro group favoured birth parents at the expense of children's needs was different 

to the guardians. They saw contact as favouring children. The guardians and this expert 
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agreed that those against contact were often guarding resources. In general the guardians 

seemed to feel in a somewhat embattled position, and one felt that her views were often in 

opposition to guardians appointed before the implementation of the Children Act, 1989, 

who she felt to be less pro-contact than she was. 

Influences 

All three experts mentioned a strong influence of explicit theoretical models, 

although each from a slightly different orientation. Other influences, common to all 

groups were their experiences as professionals, although these were varied. Expert one 

felt that these had resulted in her taking a more realistic, balanced, view, where as judge 

three felt that her experiences had made her more cautious. For the guardians, they were 

united in the importance they placed on the work of particular writers who tended to be 

pro-contact in relation to identity. 

in terms of personal experiences, there was only one man in the sample who was 

also the only one who paid Particular attention to the role and position of fathers. There 

was also only one black person, who emphasised racial issues in decision making. Many 

of the participants were parents and linked these experiences to their understanding of the 

needs of children. The adoptive parents were not in favour of contact in adoption. 
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SECTION FIVE - THE INTERVIEWER. 

in reflecting on the interviews and my role within thern, I have looked at the notes I 

made in my journal. 

Firstly I am very aware of being another expert who works in an institution that is 

seen by some as being "expert". Although each participant was asked what effect this 

might have, few felt that it had. One to whom I had been speaking previously, on a 

separate issue said that she might have answered some of the questions differently, if she 

had not checked out my other views first. I was also conscious when analysing the 

transcripts, of not always following up some points made by the experts, perhaps because 

I felt I had a shared understanding of what they said. 

Two of the guardians spoke of feeling disempowered by experts, the third, of using 

her authority to harness the influence she saw experts as having. However, the somewhat 

isolated nature of their role, that the guardians may experience, and sense of being 

embattled may well have resulted in them being less open, or of saying what they thought I 

expected or hoped to hear. Certainly I noticed on two occasions, particularly in relation 

to the importance of birth parents supporting permanency, agreeing with respondents 

rather vigorously. 

The judges were clear and precise, but surprisingly varied in their views. The 

magistrate appeared to value expert opinion very highly which may well have been 

emphasised by her perception of my role. 
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DISCUSSION 

OVERVIEW - 1, 

AU of the respondents, in making recommendations or decisions about contact 

between children in pennanent, alternative care, and their birth parents, focused on "the 

best interests of the child". In doing that, each felt that their assessments were child 

focused. However, as these ideas were explored in detail, a number of beliefs emerged 

that organised individuals in the assessment and decision making process. Of these five 

main themes were 'discovered, that seemed to be particularly salient, and were 

conceptualised as, parental capacity; children's rights and wishes; contact as central to 

identity; the safety and the age of the child. There were seven other common themes 

which were described as ý permanency and stability; having an open mind; adoption as 

closed; attachment; ethnicity/race/gender/culture; views of alternative carers and power 

and responsibility. Three themes occurred in only one group or individual and were, 

having conflicting views to others; contact as having a symbolic function and the law as 

paramount. Many of these themes occurred in all the interviews, although with different 

degrees of emphasis, others occurred only in one or two professional groups. These 

similarities and differences are understood in terms of the different ways in which 

individuals position themselves in 
. relation -to the question of contact, based on 

professional positions and responsibilities and influenced by a range of professional and 

personal influences. Consideration is given to how the themes are played out in terms of 

the discourses professionals used to present their position and argue different cases, and 

some of the contradictions, to emerge. In essence the guardian ad Litems, as child 

advocates put a great deal of weight on the importance of contact, as central to identity 
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and were strongly influenced by research supporting this view. - Despite their influential 

position,, they often felt disempowered, in legal proceedings. The experts took a more 

"detached", evidence based position, and were Particularly concerned about safety and 

emotional needs of children., The judges worked within a legal framework, within which 

individual differences emerged. The issue of power and responsibility given to certain 

discourses is discussed. 

DISCUSSION OF METHODOLOGY - 

One of the strengths of the research was the openness with which participants 

responded to the request to be interviewed, and the interview itself. This is an area in 

which all those approached welcomed further investigation. Many commented on the 

"closed" nature of proceedings, i. e. in-which there was little feedback about the 

consequences of their, actions, or comparisons made with views of others, in similar 

positions. This research offered feedback both about the processes they are involved in 

and the findings of this study. They were very open about both their 

professional/theoretical views and personal ones, which were often interwoven in complex 

ways, reflecting the nature of the assessments they were involved in making. The 

inclusion of as much of their words as possible, is an attempt to capture this. 

Gaining a sample was not a problem, although given that there were three different 

professional groups, a sample of nine may be considered to be a rather small, There was 

only one man in the sample, and although this'was not a group design, ideally the sample 

would have been more representative in terms of gender. The complexity of the data 

gathered from each respondent has meant a selectivity and concern about missing 
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information. However, the responses to the summary letters suggest that the participants 

felt well and fairly represented in their views. 

An important aspect to consider is respondent bias. My influence on the 

interviewee's answers is an issue, about which I became increasingly aware, in analysing 

the transcripts and reading my journal. From a systemic perspective there is a recognition 

that meanings come out of interaction and I was an active participant in the interview 

process. Although working from as neutral a position as possible, I clearly had an 

influence on the process, both in terms of my responses and the beliefs held about my role, 

the institution I work in and reasons for conducting research of this nature. IPA is 

particularly relevant here, as research is seen as a co-construction between participant and 

researcher, in that it emerges from the researcher's engagement with the participant and 

the data. Although there were themes that occurred across all groups, and some that 

occurred particularly within groups, individual meanings were not lost. In some ways, this 

design is similar to a multiple single case study, in which the individual nature of each case 

is considered first, followed by comparisons across cases, and similarities and differences 

may be explored ([Elhard, 1993). 

7he issue of reflexivity. 

As mentioned above, as the interviewer I was inevitably a participant in the 

meanings generated, in this process. Not only was I engaged in the process, the 

intemewee's perceptions of my role, expectations and reasons for conducting the research 

would influence how they chose to present themselves to me, and the discourses they 

employed. Keeping a research diary was helpful in tracking some of my assumptions and 

theoretical biases. In analysing the guardians! interviews I was conscious of being a 
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member of a group they felt undermined by. This may have effected what they said in 

relation to the role of experts. Similarly my reading of the expert's transcripts led me 

initially to the conclusion that they were more theoretically grounded than the other 

participants. However, this assumption that the experte understanding of theoretical 

models was more accurate than that of others, may be understood as a psychological 

discourse, in which we have colonised certain meanings e. g. attachment. This assumption 

may have the effect on disempowering others in relation to these ideas. Certainly, one of 

the judges expressed a concern about "not knowing", and needing to be told by experts, 

about the psychological needs of children. Having an interview format, a set of probes 

and working from a position of curiosity, were all helpful in maintaining my role of 

researcher and not engaging in a conversation in which I was the expert. 

Ethical issues. 

With a small sample, taken from a fairly small and well known group of potential 

interviewees, issues of confidentiality have been critical. Much of what was said made 

participants identifiable. Therefore at the expense of some of the data, particularly 

personal influences, some of the findings are presented with specific, identifiable details 

removed or disguised. 

In relation to the impact of the interview on the participants, each received a detailed 

summary of their interviews, which they were invited to comment on , prior to inclusion in 

this report. All were pleased with the sununary they received, feeling that it was an 

accurate and fair summary of their views. A number re-emphasised particular points and 

these were included in the final data analysis. 
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DISCUSSION OF RESULTS. 

From the interviews 5 overarching, 7 common and 3 idiosyncratic themes emerged, 

within which there were sub themes. Not all of these themes were present in all 

interviews and some clustered in terms of the importance given, within professional 

groups. For individuals, within each of these clusters, there were differences in the 

emphasis placed on certain principles, some appearing to be of a higher order, in terms of 

organising their thinking about contact, than others. Pearce and Cronen, (Pearce and 

Cronen, 1980) offer -a helpful model for conceptualising this, "The co-ordinated 

management of meaning! ',, which is discussed in more detail later in this chapter (Multiple 

levels of meaning). 

Experts. 

The experts as a group presented themselves as working from a position of being 

open-minded, detached and evidence based. This group expressed their theoretical 

positions, although varied, with confidence. Attachment Theory offered a guiding 

theoretical framework common to them all. The quality of attachment as an important 

precursor for future relationships was crucial. For one of the experts this was the key to 

stability, whilst for another, the capacity of birth parents, whether attached to a child or 

not, to support permanency, was the key. This in accordance with recent research 

findings that significantly poorer outcomes were found in children placed away from their 

parents, who had been rejected at birth by their birth parents, (Quinton et al 1998). 

Children who had not formed strong attachments and did not return affection to others 

were experienced by new parents as unrewarding and stressful to them. 
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The capacity for birth parents to relinquish their role as parents, whilst maintaining a 

positive influence in terms of supporting alternative carers, and not being seen to reject the 

child has been highlighted by Caroline Lindsey (Lindsey, 1995a). However the difficulties 

in assessing parental capacity at the stage of care proceedings, is difficult. Indeed it might 

be argued to be impossible for parents to relinquish their parental role and remain mature 

and rational, at this time, particularly as many may have been parented poorly themselves. 

it could also be argued that at the stage of care proceedings it is in the interests of the 

children to experience their parents as not rejecting of, but fighting for them. Perhaps the 

importance put on this discourse reflects, in part, an attempt to accommodate the painýl 

and contradictory pressures of protecting children ý both from neglect but also from 

rejection. The experts, two of the guardians and one of the judges touched on the 

vulnerability of birth parents in this process. Their voices appear to be the least powerful, 

as reflected in their often having the poorest legal representation. Certainly parental rights 

and advocacy was noticeable in it's absence. This may in part be linked to the perception 

of these parents as having failed or "damaged" their children in some way. One of the 

guardians referred to the children she saw as being damaged, rather than having had 

damaging experiences. Others spoke of the difficulties of alternative carers in supporting 

birth parents who had injured a child. These ideas carry negative, rejecting views of birth 

parents. This did not appear to be the case for the experts, perhaps because they often 

work with parents as clients, before, during and after proceedings. 

Safety also appeared to be more important to this group, than the other two. ý It may 

be that as clinicians working with children and young people who have been abused, this is 

particularly influential. For one of the experts this could be thought of as the highest 
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ordering principle, whereas for the other two safety was embedded in ensuring stability 

and'permanency. Contact as important to identity was mentioned by the experts but did 

not feature as highly as for the guardians. This was a little surprising, as identity as a 

psychological concept might have been more salient for the experts. However, the way in 

which this concept is discussed by the guardians is in "humanistie' rather than theoretical 

terms. The rights and wishes of children appeared to be more important to the expert 

group than any other. For the experts attachment and other theories, as being based on 

scientific "facf', was employed to support'these beliefs. Within this area of work, 

"expertness! ', based on "fact" may be understood as a particularly powerful discourse. 

Underlying these beliefs were a number of assumptions about the nature of relationships 

based on developmental, "biologicar' and psycho-dynamic models. For the guardians the 

strongly held belief about the importance of contact appeared to be based on assumptions 

that reflected liberal 'chumanistic" assumptions about relationships. The use of outcome 

research to support these views, may in part be an attempt by a group that often felt 

undermined by "experte', Ito employ a discourse that has particular power in this context. 

Indeed they were very concerned that the validity of some of this research had been 

questioned recently. Each of the guardians described personal experiences that both 

shaped and supported their views about relationships between parents and children. For 

both groups these particularly, salient beliefs can be seen as reflecting cultural, agency, 

professional and personal norms. 

The symbolic function of contact as communicating underlying messages or beliefs 

about relationships is an interesting- theme. The guardians employed research that 

supported the idea of contact being important to maintain a sense of self and used those 
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studies in arguing their views. For one of the experts, she emphasised how contact can be 

used to demonstrate tangible changes in relationships and to deny painful realities, perhaps 

too difficult for professionals to face or own, 

For this group as described above, theoretical models appeared to play an important 

part in their arguments., There was also an awareness of the socio-cultural norms in which 

Itexperts" have power invested in them. The responsibilities that accompanies this was 

important for two of the experts who were concerned about how realistic or 

representative their recommendations were. The ability to shape, e. g. as with the judges, 

and possibly to silence, e. g. as feared by the guardians, the discourses of others is the 

concern raised by Apter (Apter, 1996), about expert positions'. 

7he guardians. 

ý, For this group the idea that contact with the birth parents is important in developing 

a coherent sense of self was central. Their arguments were supported by specific research 

studies indicating that a child's sense of identity seems linked to -their understanding of 

their origins and to a sense of continuity with the past. Each of them mentioned feeling 

unsettled by a recent paper in which the methodological bases of these findings had been 

reviewed (Quinton et al. 1997). They described feeling confused by the contradictions in 

the research and hoped for guidance from new research. -The strongly held belief in the 

importance of contact, was at times in conflict with issues of safety within this group, One 

member in particular appeared to'struggle with this contradiction without apparently 

finding a resolution. Also some of the views held about birth parents, appeared to 

contradict with the value placed on their central role in maintaining a child's sense of 

identity. 
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As representatives of the child, it was not surprising'that the views of the children 

featured in all the interviews with the guardians. Perhaps more surprising was the lack of 

emphasis placed on these. Each mentioned the views of children as important, yet spent 

little or no time in explaining how these would affect their practice, This was in contrast 

to the weight given to the views of parents in their assessments. This may be related to 

the powerlessness of children, who, without adult assistance have little -access to 

proceedings. 

Parental capacity in terms of both sets of parents supporting one another, was 

important to the guardians. They stressed the importance for the new parent to feel a 

sense of entitlement, and the role of the birth parents in facilitating this. The age of the 

child at placement was also addressed by the guardians, particularly in relation to older 

children maintaining contact with their "roote'. 

, The guardians were the only group to prioritise being sensitive to race, gender and 

culture in matching a child to professionals and placements. However, no consistent 

differences in terms of outcomes, based on gender, ethnicity and race matching have been 

demonstrated in the literature. It may be that for this group this is linked to the strong 

belief in contact as central to identity. 

A strongly held view, particular to this group, was that their views were often 

different to and in conflict with those of others. Most commonly this was in relation to the 

local authority, who they saw as often being policy or resource driven, against contact 

and in favour of alternative carers. They explained their position, of being in favour of 

contact as focusing on the child's needs. This was a different explanation to that given by 

one of the experts. She was critical of the pro-' and anti-contact brigades. - The former as 
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ignoring issues for the child, favouring birth parents, the latter being resource driven. On 

this second point she is in agreement with the guardians. 

It was perhaps not surprising to find the guardians feeling in a different position to 

that of social workers and the local authority. The latter are working within a framework 

of child protection and statutory responsibilities. They have the responsibility of 

implementing the legislative framework for contact, whilst ensuring the safety of children. 

GuardiaWs see themselves as representing the child's voice, in which they see their sense of 

identity as central. 

Two of the guardians felt undermined and disempowered by the use of experts, the 

third used her position and influence to harness the authority given to experts, to meet 

what she felt was the needs of those she represented. It is perhaps not surprising that 

those entrusted with representing the most vulnerable people in this process, the children, 

should feel the most vulnerable and embattled themselves. The guardians' uncertainty 

about their position is somewhat surprising, given the importance placed on their views by 

the judges. It may be that within this arena the voice of "expertnese' prevails over that of 

experience and advocate, particularly given possible social/cultural nonns about the group 

being represented e. g. - as "damaged"' and potentially "damaging/failing7'. 

lbejudges. 

For the judges, the law was paramount in their decision-making about contact, as 

outlined in the Children Act, 1989. In this act, the word access was replaced by "contact", 

and parental rights by parental "responsibility". These shifts underline changes in attitude 

to contact as a mutual relationship between parents and children and an acknowledged 

need for continuity in their relationship with their parents (Lindsey, 1995). The notion 
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that contact with a natural parent is in the child's best interests was a given for two, but 

not the third judge. She grappled with what she saw as a contradiction between this 

principle and that of the childs needs, when seeing a parent might not meet these. In this 

she was influenced by what she saw as a previously mistaken decision, in applying the law. 

The dfferences in views within this group were quite marked. This may be a function of 

different experiences, but also the courts in which they sit. However, all believed 

themselves to be applying the principles of the Children Act. In doing this one understood 

hearing the voice of the child as having particular importance, whilst another gave equal 

weight to all the items on the welfare check list. The judge who emphasised the voice of 

the child, like the guardians valued contact which she saw as linked to identity. This in 

turn, she linked to enhancing stability of placement. This strongly held belief was'in direct 

conflict with the law on adoption, with which' she struggles. All were conscious of the 

highest context for them - the Court of Appeal - although two focused primarily on 

concerns about stability, safety and identity, based on their experiences in this area. One 

judge attempted to enforce the law as paramount even though it might contradict with his 

personal view of what was right. The discourse used in explaining this position was that 

ultimately the law is there to protect, and should be upheld as paramount. Something that 

sat more comfortably with judge one than three. 

As a group, this was probably the most diverse, yet each believed themselves as 

applying the same set of principles. Each account was strongly influenced by personal 

experiences. At times these appeared to conflict with the principle . of law as being 

paramount in decision making, at others not. - When this happened the views of "experts7' 

were employed to help organise their thinking, not those of parents. 
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Allparticipants 

Overall the guardians presented the most pro-contact group and explained this as 

being congruent with their role of the child's advocate, in which identity was central. The 

experts presented a more central, although generally pro-contact group, 'in which the 

capacity and needs of parents were emphasised. This is understood in terms of the 

professional context of working clinically with parents and children. Their reservations 

about contact and emphasis on safety may be linked to working with children who have 

been abused severely and in the context of placement break down. The judges were more 

mixed although clear that they had a duty to apply the law in which the need for children 

to maintain their family identity is emphasised. Although generally pro-contact they varied 

in their confidence in whether this was always in the best interests of the child. This lack 

of shared views may also be linked to the somewhat isolated position of judges, with the 

exception of the magistrate, who rarely see one another work, or receive feedback about 

their decisions. 

All the participants spoke of the difficulties of making decisions, when the future is 

unknown and hard to predict, given the changing nature of relationships. 

L 

MULTIPLE LEVELS OF MEANING 

As mentioned earlier, Pearce and Cronen, (1980), proposed a model called "The co- 

ordinated management of meaning7'. in which they identified six levels of meaning-creating 

contexts., These contexts inter-relate with each other, so that meaning arising out of one 

level of context is affected by another, in a recursive manner. , The themes or beliefs 

identified in this research contain meanings from each of the different levels identified by 
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Pearce and Cronen. For example, socio-cultural beliefs, based on the legal'system; 

professional beliefs based on the ethos of the agency; more individualistic professional 

views based on experience and training; personal beliefs about the role of parents in 

relation to children based on family beliefs and particular experiences and relationships as 

these are created. These multi-layered contexts may at times be in contradiction to one 

another. In applying these ideas to contact Lindsey (1995a), suggestý that these 

contradictions account, for much of the confusion and conflict that surrounds contact. 

This seems to be helpful in understanding contradictions in the research literature, in which 

similar findings appear to be used, to support both the position for and against contact. 

Here the socio-cultural norms (the highest and -most general of contexts), influencing 

different groups may be seen as in conflict with one another. These norms are built up 

from beliefs derived from other contexts, so that the practice of professionals will be 

affected by their own life history and training, as well as the contexts, e. g. implementing 

the law; representing the child and assessing the roles of A concerned, in which they 

work. -, For example, the salient themes of attachment; identity and protection appear at 

times to be linked and at others, in contradiction to one another. Each may be seen as 

operating at the socio-cultural level and played out at and influenced by the feedback from 

other, levels. These levels of context can therefore be helpful in understanding how these 

beliefs organise the work of professionals. -- Confusions arise when beliefs at different 

contextual levels or within one level appear to be in conflict. For judge three, the legal 

system (socio-cultural level) which emphasises. contact with ý birth parents and duty to 

apply the law (agency level), appeared to conflict with her views on safety (socio-cultural; 

professional and personal levels). Similarly for the guardians, the central importance of 

83 



Discussion 

contact in relation to identity appeared to conflict at times with concerns about safety. 

Within each level of context there also appeared to be a range of discourses available. For 

one of the guardians particular outcome research and her experiences as a parent, were 

used to resolve some of the contradictions she experienced about contact and safety. 

This guardian may be understood as employing an "expere', socially sanctioned and 

therefore powerful discourse of research in an attempt to argue her position. Here the 

professional demands on an individual are seen as having a strong influence on other levels 

of meaning, which in turn are influenced themselves, e. g. life experiences, contributing to 

the construction of the professional context. 

Neither the direction of influence, or it's effect, are pre-determined. One of the 

guardian's belief in contact (socio-cultural norm), appears to contradict with her 

experience of a potentially unsafe contact (episode), yet her belief in contact remains. In 

contrast for one of the judge's her concern about failing children (life script, a lower 

norm), appears to result in her questioning her understanding of and the usefulness of an 

aspect of the law (socio-cultural norm). The experts demonstrated how their theoretical 

orientations were influenced by their personal experiences and trainings, often mediated by 

particular relationships and meanings. For one, to give an independent assessment of the 

needs of an individual child, (socio-cultural and agency norms), contradicted with the 

impact of resources for others (professional and agency norms). The discourses employed 

in struggling with this dilemma were linked to other beliefs at these levels e. g. the 

imperative from the Children Act to work in partnership. Another dealt with a similar 

issue by arguing the importance of being "independenf'. 
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MLICATIONS OF THIS RESEARCH. 

The views of those interviewed are central to decisions that are made about the lives 

of others in the context of care proceedings. This includes decisions about whether 

children placed away from their birth parents permanently, should have contact with them 

or other family members. Those about whom these decisions are made, both parents and 

childreiiý are particularly vulnerable. They often have multiple problems which may take 

many years to diminish; have experienced poor parenting; suffered emotional, physical or 

sexual abuse or neglect and have experienced many changes of placement and carer. 

Given the particular characteristics of this group it seems essential that the process of 

decision-making and the complex range of influences on this begin to be understood. 

Important contexts for contact have been created by legislation. Howthe law is enacted 

by the Court, Social Services policies, and the range of professionals involved, will be 

effected by their life histories, experiences and their child care theories and research. 

Beliefs about parenting and separation will affect the two sets of parents ability to maintain 

contact and how they relate to the children involved. Hence this complex set of inter- 

relationships will detennine both decisions about contact and the success of this in the 

longer term. These experiences in themselves will further affect relationships, practice and 

beliefs, in future assessments. 

These findings have begun the process of exploring the underlying beliefs 

professionals have and the influences that are central to this process of assessing for and 

deciding about contact., Even with this small sample there are many differences in what is 

considered to be most important in making decisions that can have such wide reaching and 

long lasting implications. 
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IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE 

Many of the participants spoke of the lack of predictability of what will make 

contact work, or not, particularly in the light of unknown infonnation e. g. the availability 

and nature of potentially available carers. Assessments at the stage of care proceedings 

seem to be only the beginning of a lengthy process, working with some of the most 

vulnerable children and families. From the author's experience, for some experts this is 

also the beginning of work with social services, in planning to meet the needs of these 

children and families. Often this is not the case, as with joint instruction, the "expert" 

must be seen to be independent of all parties and is not generally involved -after the 

proceedings. , This is often left, if requested, to other clinicians who have not been 

involved in the often complex process that led up to a particular decision. This is also true 

for social workers, a case often being passed onto another worker or team to implement a 

decision they were not party to. The commitment to such decisions is not surprisingly, 

variable, with vulnerable children and families feeling as uncertain and powerless as before. 

It seems that assessments for care proceedings and then for placement and of potential 

carers, should be carried out separately, by the same professionals, to ensure a greater 

sense of continuity and commitment in the professionals. 

Given the importance placed by the participants on both sets of parents capacity to 

work together, recommendations should attend to what might facilitate the development 

of that relationship, in the future. From this research the views of the alternative carers 

was felt to be central to this. This may involve a degree of "matching", in terms of shared 

values and beliefs - e. g about parenting and the'. importance - of origins. Similar 

considerations should be given to future parent/child relationships as well. Although not 
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addressed directly by this research, from a recent study (Quinton et al. 1998) it has been 

suggested that many placement difficulties arose because of a mismatch between parents' 

style and children's needs. 

What is described here indicates a huge demand on alternative carers and the 

resources of local authorities. In order to sustain contact birth parents may require a high 

level of support, at a time when professionals are melting away. However, the costs in 

terms of placement break down and children drifting in care, with the subsequent 

emotional, educational and social difficulties that follow, may be higher. 

This research project was designed as a starting point from which, the outcomes of 

decisions about contact may be the evaluated. This first stage has been to begin a process 

of examining the influences on different professionals in reaching decisions. A framework 

developed by social constructionists, the "co-ordinated management of meaning", has been 

useful in understanding the different meaning-creating contexts which affect the ways in 

which professionals think about and act in relation to contact. There are some shared 

beliefs within and across professional groupswhich may at times conflict with other 

strongly held beliefs. Professionals need to be aware of these discourses and alert to their 

role in decision-making, in order to evaluate their own performance. The participants of 

this research will receive feedback of the findings. Other opportunities for feedback in the 

form of group training and information sharing is indicated. 

Further research. 

Further research is required to explore influences on decision-making in a larger 

sample of participants. The views of other key professionals such as social workers 

should also be included. The "voices" of parents and children are also missing, a detailed 
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exploration of the meaning of contact to them, and how it is experienced, would be 

valuable. To date research has focused primarily on parent satisfaction in relation to 

contact, and placement stability and breakdown, often with self selecting groups of 

individuals. 

CONCLUSION 

This present study represents the beginning of an exploration of the beliefs and 

assumptions that affect professional decision making about contact between children in 

alternative permanent care and their birth parents. The emphasis was to begin to 

understand the meanings that influence professional assessments and decision-making, and 

how these meanings are used to present their views and argue a particular case. Shared 

meanings within and between a professional groups were examined, whilst individual 

meanings were retained. The sample size was smaU and the group not representative. 

However, a number of similarities as well as differences between individuals and groups 

emerged, which were considered in the light of outcome research and a social 

constructionist perspective. This is a fruitful avenue of research that can be developed 

further. 
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DISSERTATION 

RESEARCH DIARY 

OCTOBER 1998 - APRIL 1999 



October Ist, 1998. 

1. What are my hypotheses? 
2. What assumptions am I making? 
3. What am I hoping to find? 

1. HI. Assessments of whether contact should take place and in what form, between 
children in permanent alternative care, and there birth parents, is based on the beliefs held 
by those involved 

H2. Professionals will be influenced by, and will draw upon the arguments from theoretical 
models such as attachment theory and contextual influences including -legislation and local 
constraints such as the resources available. 

H3. People from the same profession will share certain beliefs about contact. 

H4. People from different professional groups/positions Will have differing beliefs about 
contact. 

2.1 am assuming that given the lack of clarity in the literature, and the ways in which 
similar evidence appears to be used to argue different points of view, there will be some 
marked differences in the beliefs professionals hold about contact. 

I am assuming that professionals will a draw on theoretical models such as a attachment 
and identity theory and will be influenced by what is expected of them by their agency. 

I am also assuming that these differences will be more marked between, rather than within 
professional groups. 

I am assuming that professionals will be influenced by a range of assumptions which 
maybe hierarchically ordered and influence one another in a recursive way. 

I am also assuming that some individuals will be more articulate and skilful than others in 
arguing their positions. 

3.1 am hoping that this research will begin the process of understanding what influences 
recommendations and decisions about contact between children and their parents, who 
they are placed away from, as a starting point for beginning to explore the outcomes of 
these decisions. I am also hoping that this will lead on to an exploration of the meaning 
and experience of contact to those most affected by it i. e. children, their parents, the 
families involved and social workers who are expected to work with the decisions made. I 



am also hoping that by making explicit the assumptions and beliefs held by professionals, 
this will enable them to examine these and the role they play more explicitly. 

October 2nd 1998. 

First interview carried out. I stumbled with the tape recorder, but luckily the participant 
was very patient. I was struck by her openness and generosity in answering my questions 
so fully. It felt like a privilege to be able to interview her. I failed to follow up some of the 
replies and didn't probe as deeply as I might have done. I'm concerned that some of my 
questions are rather repetitive. Also she was very clear that she would have answered 
some of my questions differently, is she had not checked out my views prior to the 
interview. I took this to mean a less openly. Meaning certainly seems to be constructed in 
language and in interaction! 

I am left with some questions - are the questions clear enough or too repetitive? 
The idea of an apprenticeship model came across strongly. Is this covered adequately in 
the questions? 
What is the effect of my position on the interview? 

15th October, 1998. 

I was trying to write my literature review today and arrange further interviews. It's 
interesting how, as I re-read much of what influenced my earlier ideas, these are 
developing. I've realised that although I strongly hold the view that the views of adoptive 
parents should be included in assessments, I dorft think I've given much space for this in 
the interview schedule. 

23rd October, 1998. 

Interviewed a guardian today. I was surprised by how she used the "expert" status of 
research to justify and endorse her views, and those of others who share similar views, I 
wondered if all my interviews will tap this. 

I have a question - how do individuals claim "warrant" for their views? What discourses to 
they employ? 

28th October 1998. 

I spoke to a judge today. Her view is that the judiciary treat adoptive parents as "second 
only to God" and will always comply with their wishes. She contrasted this to contact in 
private law cases, e. g. when a mother does not want a child to have contact with an 
abusive father. The Children Act says that contact should be encouraged. Is this a gender 
issue or are birth parents, whether in care proceedings or not, not considered to have a 
legitimate view? 



29th October 1998. 

in interviewing the other judges, I am left wondering about my own expertise. How 
difficult it must be for parents who are struggling not to lose the care of, all contact With 
their children, to feel competent. 

13th November 1998. 

Interviewed another guardian today. I found her criticism of the role of "experts" rather 
unsettling. Again, very illuminating in terms of the research she draws on, all pro-contact, 
as were the other guardians. I wonder what affect my role and where I work had on what 
she chose to tell me. My view of guardians is shifting. I certainly see them as less "neutral" 
and "open-minded" than before. 

7th December, 1998. 

Interviewed two more judges today. Although both believe very strongly that their own 
views were not important and that they worked within the constraints of the law, both 
seemed to interpret this in different ways, particularly in the detail. Both were very pro- 
contact, except one is worried about it and the other thinks it should never happen in 
adoption, but nearly always in foster care. There also seemed to be a gender issue, with 
the male judge indicating a high degree of empathy with the "non-residential parent", 
generally the father. The views of the children did not feature highly at all. 

Question - everyone to date has described their role as a "child focused", but few, so far 
have mentioned the views of children. 

19th December 1998. 

Two more experts interviewed today. I have found interviewing those that I perceived to 
be closest to my own position, particularly difficult. I have found it hard to be neutral and 
not express my own views, especially when they say something that I agree with 
particularly strongly. I am aware of how easy it would be to take a judgmental position 
and keep wondering how the participants see my role. They may well be offering me views 
they think I want, or will influence my view of them in a particular way. Only one person 
has responded to the question about the effect of my role on the interview, the first expert. 
Everyone else has denied any affect. 

22nd December, 1998. 

The last guardian, and first black participant. Issues of race and racial identity were high 
on her agenda, more so than with any one else so far. It's interesting how much of one! s 
experiences we bring to what we do, however open-minded and neutral we claim to be. I 
realised how much lower these issues are on my list of priorities, than on hers, when 



carrying out an assessment for contact. The conflict guardians experience in relation to 
social services has emerged in all three interviews with them. 

3rd February 1999. 

Reading and re-reading the transcripts of the interviews, I am very conscious of the leads I 
follow, and those I doift. The latter maybe because it can appear as very challenging. This 
seems to be much harder than when working on therapeutically with children and families. 
I'm left wondering whether this is an issue of sanction i. e. a therapeutic contract makes it 
possible; power and authority i. e. I am socially constructed as an "expert"; or being too 
close to those interviewed and unable to see differences when the fit is too good. 

Also some of the questions in the interview reflect my assumptions e. g. assuming everyone 
carries out an assessment. The guardians refer to their work as an investigation. How 
much do I miss by starting from the position I do? Even with pre-written questions, I am 
increasingly aware of how organised I am by the feedback I receive. 
I am feeling very worried about the data analysis. How will I ever organise this much 
material? 

18th February, 1999. 

I I have been revising my ideas about my data analysis. I began, hoping to use some of the 
ideas from discourse analysis. However, I am concerned about the loss of individual 

voices, and the possibility that some constructions or beliefs are held quite firn-dy and exist 
over time. I have been reading papers by Jonathan Smith and am feeling that IPA will be 

more helpful. It's a fit that mirrors my own position as both a psychologist and systemic 
therapist, who spends a lot of time unravelling the stories people tell about their lives. 

I have been struck by how pro-contact the guardians staff, almost at "any cost". The 
experts seem to take a more middle, possibly more neutral fine, but is this just my view? 
They varied in their awareness of and how much importance they placed on, the wider 
context, and the degrees to which they felt responsible for this. 

I'm getting very worried about issues of confidentiality. The pool from which the 
respondents have come is quite small, and much of what they say could identify them. 
They have also been very open about personal influences. Although extremely rich and 
illuminating I think I shall have to leave a lot of that out. 

2oth February 1999. 

The coding of the interviews seems to be getting clearer. I find that if I reflect on the story 
I feel that they are trying to convey to me, it's easier. Rather like clinical work. 

I 
Two issues that I feel are having a strong influence on the narratives: 



a). Qualitative differences between how those who are, and those who are not, parents, 
talk about the needs of children. 
b). Power issues seem to be always there, but rarely spelled out. 

21 st February, 1999. 

in carrying out the data analysis, a lot of the richness of detail seems to get lost. I really 
want to represent those I interviewed fairly, and not lose the unique essence of their views. 

24th February, 1999. 

I have been reflecting on the research the guardians emphasise and my discomfort with it. 
The samples they interview in this research are very different to those we see clinically. 
They are generally not clinical samples, not the more worrying court cases that come our 
way. This may be why this research she seems less applicable to the experts. 

I have also become increasingly aware of the limitations inherent in making assessments at 
a fixed point in time. Many of those interviewed mentioned the relationship between both 
sets of parents. At the stage of care proceedings, one of these is as yet unknown. 

26th February, 1999. 

Had someone do have an independent audit trail on one of the interviews today. I was 
very anxious. However, it was both reassuring and interesting. They were able to see how 
I reached my conclusions. We had an interesting discussion about the themes, agreeing 
that some of the quotes could fall into more than one category. Themes embedded in 
themes. It's difficult to know when to stop the analysis. I also worry now about the sample 
size. It seems so inadequate for such a large topic. 

4th March, 1999. 

Sent off summery letters to all the respondents today. This was really helpful in clarifying 
my ideas about the themes. Again I struck by the importance of personal influences in 
making decisions about people who have had a very different life experiences to those 
who assess them. 

12th March, 1999. 

I have had several phone calls from participants in response to their summary letters. They 
were all very positive and I was glad to have taken so much care over them. I am anxious 
again about the final write up and sending them all a summary, both in terms of 
confidentiality and not appearing to be critical. I appreciate the struggles they have in 
trying to reach the best conclusion for each child. 



14th March 1999. 

I'm spending most of my time writing up now, or so it seems. The family have gone away 
for two weekends now, and I am immersed in themes and tables of themes. I've sent the 
first drafts of some of my analysis to my supervisor. I have left a lot of what was said in 
the draft, and it is very long. It does seem important though, to truly catch the meaning of 
what people said 

21 st March, 1999. 

Last weekend before the school holidays, and I am racing. I've just seen a new book by 
David Quinton and colleagues, surnmarising their research. They have found some 
predictive or risk factors in relation to placement breakdown. Children rejected by their 
birth parents seem to often have the poorest prognosis, perhaps because they in turn are 
often fairly unresponsive. Back to attachment theory again and matching children to 
families. 

6th April 1999. 

I have sent a final draft in my supervisor and am awaiting comments. I feel frustrated that 
so much material has had to be taken out and am worried about what has been lost. Will I 
be representing the participants fairly? The word limit is frustrating, although it may also 
be my difficulty in being succinct. This has been an exciting and at times daunting 
experience. However, myself and a colleague have just written a proposal to look at the 
meaning of contact to children and families and how they experience it. My trainee has 
started interviewing social workers. So who knows what next. 



APPENDIX III 

INTERVIEW SCHEDULE: EXPERTS AND GUARDIANS BELIEFS ABOUT 
CONTACT BETWEEN CHILDREN IN ALTERNATIVE CARE AND THEIR 

BIRTH PARENTS. 

Section I: Introduction to the study 

Thank-you for agreeing to take part in this study. As you will know from the 
information I sent to you about the study I am a member of a clinical team working in 
the area of adoption and fostering at the Tavistock clinic and this particular piece of 
research is for my doctorate. When the study is complete I shall be sending every one 
who took part in it a summary of the findings. 

As you will know ftom the earlier information, my interest is in exploring 
professionals' views about contact between children in substitute care and their birth 
parents. In particular I am interested in what influences you and others in terms of your 
professional contexts, trainings and experiences in this area and the knowledge and 
theoretical models you may draw upon. 

Section 2: Their context. 

i. Can you describe your work context and role within it to me? 
Could you map it out for me on paper? 

2. Could you tell me at what stage of proceedings you become involved? 

, Prompt : how do requests for assessments reach you, from whom etc. A flow chart 
may be helpful. 
3. Who else is involved in doing this work with you? 
4. How many of these assessments would you carry out, on average, a year? 

_Section 
3: General question re : influences. 

1. Where would you put yourself on a line of being for or against contact? 
2. What do you think influences people making assessments/decisions about contact? 
3. Which of these things do you think influence you in particular (what do you draw 
I on)? 
4. Could you outline for me how you approach an assessment? 

- Prompt: tests used, frameworks etc. 
5. How might your answer about contact be different if I was to ask you about birth 

relatives? 



Section 4: (A) Theme I Theoretical models. 

What theoretical models/frameworks do you use in making assessments about 
contact? 
'Prompt: attachment/systemic/identity formation. 

2. What evidence do you look for? What are the indicators for and against contact? 
Prompt: factors in relation to the child e. g. age, family of origin previous 

experiences and in relation to the adults e. g. previous behaviour and experiences and 
attitudes. 
3. What arguments do you use? 
4. What do you use in arguing for or against contact, other than theoretical ideas? 

03) Theme 2 Past experience. 

i. From your experience of doing this work, what experiences/particular cases have 
been influential in your thinking about contact? 

2. What aspects of decision making about contact challenge you the most? 
3. What are your explanations about this? 

(D) Theme 3 Professional context. 

What other issues do you consider to be important when making decisions about 
contact? 
Prompt: resources, previous knowledge of local authority, parental health, age of 

the child etc. 
2. What role does the views of others involved have on your position? 
3. Does your position differ to that of your agency? If so in what ways? 
4. What influence has changes in legislation had on your practise, if any? 

SectLon 5: Reflections on the interview 

1. Having discussed your views and current practise in relation to contact is there 
anything that is particularly striking to you? 

2. Is there any thing you would like to add? 

BREAK IN THE INTERVIEW 

Section 6: A case 

1. Could you describe an interesting case that has puzzled you/caused you particular 
concern in this area? 

2. What were the main issues for you? 

Sectign 8: Ending. 

If I were to ask you the question about your position in relation to contact again, 
what would your answer be? 



2. Do you think that there are any personal experiences that influence you in this area 
and that you draw on? 

3. Do you think that this interview has been influenced in any way by your perception 
of my role and where I work? 

4. Is there anything you would like to add? 
5.1 will be contacting everyone with a written summary of the interview. Would you 

like to/be prepared to discuss this further? 



APPENDIX IV 

SCBEDULE: JUDGES BELIEFS ABOUT CONTACT BETWEEN 
CMLDREN IN ALTERNATIVE CARE AND TBEIR BIRTH PARENTS. 

Section I: Introduction to the study 

Thank-you for agreeing to take part in this study. As you will know from the 
information I Sent to you about the study I am a member of a clinical team working in 
the area of adoption and fostering at the Tavistock clinic and this particular piece of 
research is for my doctorate. When the study is complete I shall be sending every one 
who took part in it a summary of the findings. 

As you will know from the earlier information, my interest is in exploring 
professionals' views about contact between children in substitute care and their birth 
parents. In particular I am interested in what influences you and others in terms of your 
professional contexts, trainings and experiences in this area and the knowledge and 
theoretical models you may draw upon. 

Section 2: Their context. 

For Judges 

1. What kind of court do you mainly sit in? Could you describe your work context and 
roles? 

2. ' What sorts of directions are you likely to give in order to assist you in coming to a 
judgement? 
Prompt: what types of reports/assessments do you seek. 

3. What are your impressions about what influences professionals in coming to their 
conclusions? 

4. What informs your decision making? 
- 'Prompt: what has the most influence for you in reaching a judgement, what 

convinces you e. g. the knowledge base people draw on, the ways in which parents 
present in court etc. 

_Section 
3: General question re, : influences. 

i. Where would you put yourself on a line of being for or against contact? 
2. What do you think influences people making assessments/decisions about contact? 
3. Which of these things do you think influence you in particular (what do you draw 

on)? 

Sectign-4: (A) Theme I Theoretical models. 

1. What evidence do you look for? What are the indicators for and against contact? 



Prompt : factors in relation to the child e. g. age, family of origin previous 
experiences and in relation to the adults e. g. previous behaviour and experiences and 
attitudes. 
2. What arguements do you use? 
3., What do you use other than theoretical ideas? 

(B) Theme 2 Past experience. 

From your experience of doing this work, what experiences/particular cases have 
been influential in your thinking about contact? 

2. - What aspects of decision making about contact challenge you the most? 
3. Vhat are your explanations about this? 

(D) Theme 3 Professional context. 

i. What other issues do you consider to be important when making decisions about 
contact? 
Prompt: resources, previous knowledge of local authority, parental health, age of 

the child etc. 
2. What role does the views of others involved have on your position? 
3. Does your position differ to that of others in your position? If so in what ways? 

Section 5: Reflections on the interview 

i. Having discussed your views and current practice in relation to contact is there 
anything that is particularly striking to you? 

2. Is there any thing you would like to add? 

BREAK IN THE INTERVIEW 

Section 6: A case 

i. Could you describe an interesting case that has puzzled you/caused you particular 
. concern in this area? 

2. What were the main issues for you? 

_Section 
8: Ending. 

If I were to ask you the question about your position in relation to contact again 
what would your answer be? 

2. Do you think that there are any personal experiences that influence you in this area 

I and that you draw on? 
3. Do you think that this interview has been influenced in any way by your perception 

of my role and where I work? 
4. Is there anything you would like to add? 
5, -I will be contacting everyone with a written summary of the interview. Would you 

like to/be prepared to discuss this further? 



APPENDIX V 

LETTER OF INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

Dear 

I am writing to you, (at the suggestion of .............. 
)as someone who would be 

prepared to be interviewed about the issue of whether children placed away from their 
birth parents should continue to have contact with them. 

I work clinically as a member of a multi-disciplinary team at the Tavistock Clinic 
working in the area of adoption and fostering. The team consists of Dr. Caroline 
Lindsey, Consultant Child Psychiatrist, Lorraine Tollernache, Senior Lecturer in Social 
Work, and myself, Consultant Clinical Psychologist. A substantial part of our work is 
requests for assessments in relation to whether children placed in permanent substitute 
care should continue to have contact with their birth parents and if so in what form. I 
am particularly interested in the positions professionals start from in making 
assessments and decisions in this area and this work will be submitted for my 
doctorate. In order to do this I shall be interviewing a number of professionals working 
in the area including social workers, Guardian ad Litems, those giving expert opinions 
and judges, and hope that you will agree to being one of these. I envisage the 
interview lasting for about one and a half hours, with a short break within that time. 

The interview is designed to look at what influences you and others in relation to 
contact between children living in permanent substitute care and their birth parents. I 
shall be asking you to describe aspects of your role in relation to these cases. I shall 
also be hoping to gain your views about contact between these children and their birth 
parents and what in your view influences both yourself and others in coming to 
particular conclusions. I would also welcome hearing about any additional ideas that 
you have that are not covered in the interview. 

I shall be tape recording the interviews, which will then be transcribed. The 
information will be completely confidential. When the research is complete the tapes 
will be erased and the transcripts destroyed, or returned to participants. I shall be 
sending every-one interviewed a summary of the findings. I very much hope that you 
will agree to taking part in this study and will follow this letter up with a telephone 
call, when we can discuss this further. 

With best wishes/Yours sincerely 

Rita Hams 
Consultant Clinical Psychologist 



APPENDIX VI 

CONSENT FORM 

This is a form given to all participants, to confirm that you give your consent to be 
interviewed by me, Rita Harris, about your views in relation to contact between 
children in substitute care and their birth parents. 

Please read this and sign underneath: 

I have read through the information provided about this research and have discussed 
any concerns I have about it. I give my consent to be interviewed and for the 
interviews to be audio-taped. I understand that these tapes will be erased after they 
have been transcribed and that the transcripts will be destroyed, once the research is 
completed. I understand that the information obtained may be used in publication of 
the research, in a way that ensures total anonymity of participants, I understand that I 
can withdraw from the research process at any point. I understand that while in the 
possession of the researcher, any tapes, transcripts or notes relating to what I have said 
will be kept in a safe place. 

Signed: 

Date: 



APPENDIX VII 

SAMPLES OF SUMMARIES OF DATA SUMMARY LETTERS 



Dear 

Re: Contact between children in alternative care and their birth parents 

Thank-you again for taking part in this study and for talking to me about your views in 
relation to contact between children in permanent substitute care and their birth 
parents. As promised I am writing to you with a summary of my impressions of this 
interview. I have listed the main themes as I saw them, and have then described my 
understanding of these. I grouped the themes under the following: 

" identity as central, and the role of contact in that 
" the importance of and limitations of birth parents 
" responsibility 
" different positions and views 
" child focused positions 

I gained a clear sense of responsibility you feel in ensuring that a clear picture of each 
individual child is obtained. A child focused stance was central to your thinking, 
which could at times result in your feeling at odds with the Local Authority. At times 
they could appear to have more fixed attitudes, linked to policies and procedures. 

From the onset you begin to establish what the issues will be and start a process of 
matching, both in terms of work and your choice of additional expertise such as the 
solicitor you choose. I was left with a strong impression of how important you see 
sense of identity as being for each child, in which their history and family of origin 
have a part to play. You therefore saw the issue of contact as being central, 
particularly between siblings. You would be looking for placements for children, 
where contact would be possible. You also saw limitations to contact, which included 
unreliable parents; mental illness in parents; violence and abuse and sometimes if the 
child is very young. You saw contact as having different functions in different 
situations and find yourself struggling, on occasion, with the benefits of contact and 
openness versus issues of safety. 

Thank-you again. It was a privilege talking to you. 
(I 
I would welcome an opportunity 

to discuss this summary with you briefly over the phone. Perhaps I could ring you 
over the next few days for your response. 

yours sincerely 



Rita Harris 
Consultant Clinical PsycholoRist 



Contact between children in substitute care and their birth parents 

Thank-you again for taking part in this study and for talking to me about your views in 
relation to contact between children in permanent substitute care and their birth 
parents. As promised I am writing to you with a summary of my impressions of this 
interview. I have listed the main themes as I saw them, and have then described my 
understanding of these. I grouped the themes under the following: 

" Permanency and secure attachment as crucial 
" Protection of children as central 
" The importance of origins and identity 
" The child's views and wishes 
" Opinion versus prejudice 
" Contact as representing relationships and processes 
" Problems of predictability 

you started from a position to seeing contact as generally a good thing so long as 
certain conditions are met. You were very clear about these and they included 
cnsuring the child's physical and emotional safety; that they were not opposed to 
contact and that it would not undermine the permanent placement. You were very 
clear that a secure attachment and sense of permanency were of paramount importance 
in your thinking about a child's interests/needs. You also suggested that people who 
held extreme views either for or against contact, were not considering the needs of the 
child, but rather supporting their own prejudice. You were very sensitive to what you 
described as the fine line between opinion and prejudice. 

Your reasons for seeing contact as being useful, if the conditions outlined above are 
met were linked to adult studies. You feel that so long as contact did not interfere with 
new relationships it could help to dispel fantasies about birth parents; reassure 
children about them and give them valuable information about their biological origins. 
These seemed to be important for the development and well being of children. 

I was particularly struck by how in your view contact reflects the messages children 
receive about decisions and relationships. It could be used unhelpfully to judge the 
reality of painful decisions and subsequent losses, or more positively to emphasise the 
reality of permanence, by being decreased. You saw the question of frequency as 
being problematic. It often felt like an arbitrary decision; potentially undermining a 
sense of permanency and being linked to the unpredictability of what the future may 
bring for each child. You touched generally on problems of predictability to provide 
what was planned for a partiýular child and family. Finally, I was aware of the sense 
of responsibility you feel particularly for younger children, whoseviews it is hard to 



ascertain, and for younger parents. Both groups were felt to be particularly 
vulnerable. 

Thank-You again. It was a privilege talking to you. I would welcome an opportunity 
to discuss this summary with you briefly over the 'phone. Perhaps I could ring you 
over the next few days for your response. 

Yours sincerely 

Rita Harris 
Consultant Clinical Psychologist 



Dear 

Re: Contact between children in substitute care and their birth parents 

Thank-you again for taking part in this study and for talking to me about your views in 
relation to contact between children in permanent substitute care and their birth 
parents. As promised I am writing to you with a summary of my impressions of this 
interview. I have listed the main themes as I saw them, and have then described my 
understanding of these. I grouped the themes under the following: 

" The law as paramount in decision making 
" Contact with natural parents is in the interests of children 
" The needs of parents versus those of children 
" Contact in adoption in not helpful 
" Responsibility and accountability 
" Gender differences 

You clearly see your role as applying the law. Within that frame work your starting 
position is that normally contact with a natural parent is in the interests of the child. 
the exceptions to this would be if contact posedA threat to a child. In order to assist 
you in making decisions you have the welfare checklist, within which you give each 
item equal weighting. In making a decision you are also influenced by how they have 
thought through the practical implications of what they plan to do. You were also 
concerned about delays to proceedings, which were often due to lack of resources and 
at times allegation of abuse by one parent against another. You were generally aware 
of how difficulties between parents could affect their relationship with the child. You 
did not see the wishes of the child as having greater weight than other items on the 
checklist. You did not feel that the views of young children, say below the ages of 
five or six, could be given the same weight as those of a teenager. You were aware of 
possible differences in the ways in which you dealt with men and women, but 
believed this not to be the case. I was aware of the responsibility of your position and 
you mentioned the inherent risks in making decisions without evaluation of outcome 
or feedback. You saw this, alongside of the limited resources available following 
proceedings, as weaknesses of the current system. I was aware of the difficulties for 
you in enforcing contact orders and dealing with intractable hostility when there may 
also be based on genuine fear and concern for the child: 
Thank-you again. It was a privilege talking to you. I would welcome an opportunity 
to discuss this summary with you briefly over the 'phone. Perhaps I could ring you 
6ver the next few days for your response. 

Yours sincerely 



Rita Harris 
Consultant Clinical Psychologist 



APPENDTX VTTI 

COBEN'S KAPPA COEFFICIENT OF AGREEMENT 



Crosstabs 
Case Processing Summary 

Cases 
Valid Mi Ing Total 

N Percent N Percent N Percent 
RATER1 * 

, RATER 30 100.0% 0 . 0% 30 100.0% 

RATER1 * RATER2 Crosstabulation 

Count 

RAT ER2 
1.00 2.00 3.00 4.00 5.00 6.00 Total 

RATER1 1.00 4 1 5 
2.00 4 1 5 
3.00 1 4 5 
4.00 1 4 5 
5.00 1 4 5 
6.00 5 5 

Total 5 5 6 5 4 5 30. j 

Symmetric Measures 

Asymp. Approx. 
Value Std. Error* Approx. Th Sig. 

Measure of Agreement Kappa . 800 . 082 9.811 . 000 
N of Valid Cases 

30 

a. Not assuming the null hypothesis. 
b. Using the asymptotic standard error assuming the null hypothesis. 

Page I 



APPENDIX IX 

SAMPLES OF SUMMARIES OF DATA ANALYSES 



Data summary: Tape 4 GAL 2 

Themes 

1. Contact as most important consideration 

a) When being asked where she stood in relation to contact in principle, p9 line 8 "I'm 
absolutely more for, I've always been in that continuum". 

b) p9 line 20 "the cut and run theory ........... I was deeply uncomfortable with that". 
C) p 12 line 3 "1 won't ever say there shouldn't be post box contact .... ever .... I can 

think of no circumstances. 
d) p 12 line 14 "1 begin to query long term fostering versus adoption and I certainly 

don't automatically assume adoption because I might be recommending contact". 
e) p29 line 8 "all teenage children need contact". 

When discussing possible contra indications for contact, p42 line 3 "history of 
violence..... but where there is no reason to suppose that it's going to be a barrier to 
the placement the answer must always be yee'. 

g) p47 line 7 "1 think that my view is that contact is almost always beneficial if the 
adults involved can agree". 

h) p 14 line 10 "1 see it as a criteria, they (alternative carers) accept the possibility of 
some face to face contact". 

2. The meaning of contact is to give a sense of identity 

a) p 10 line 7 "an older child's history will always lie with his birth family and you can't 
sever it ... and then if you destroy ... take that bit of the child's history away, you're 
damaging it's ability to make a link with it's new family". 

b) p 13 line 2 "it's where the child's history lies and where the attachments 
lie ........ even in adoption, a child sort of six, seven, eight..... we'll use that as the 
kind of area, I would still be considering contact". 

C) p14 line I "for an adoption or foster placement to really work, the substitute carers 
have got to take the child and their history, and if they are so unwilling to consider 
this child's history, to the point that they cannot countenance contact, I say well this 
may not be the right placement". 

d) p2l line 12 "they(grand parents) would be pleased to have contact with the baby, 
and I recommended ... because this baby was going to need to know something of 
where she came from". 

e) p25 line 7 "I'm very clear from meeting all these children over the years that contact 
is important to their sense of identity, the sense of self, all this figures largely in how 
successful they are in maintaining some integrity of the personality when they get 
older. A sense of self. " 
p40 line 2"the meaning of contact is to give the child a sense of their identity and to 
maintain a link with the natural parent while being all6wed to move on to a new 
placement". 

g) p49 line 7 "children should gather up all their history, they shouldn't be fragmenting 
and splitting7'. 

3. Roles/positions of others as being different/unhelpful/cofiflicting/not valued 
(includes a general lack of respect for everyone, or of feeling valued). 



a) p4 line 17 "the parents that we're seeing, particularly in care proceedings, there's 
greater instability 

......... and so therefore their hostility to authority is much greater 
and so then you don't always ask about families 

b) p5 line 10 "I've had two cases recently, I mean one involving a family where you 
simply can't visit..... the risk factor becomes greater". 

C) p7 line 3 "whether or not any expert is instructed, and one resists it as much as 
possible". 

d) p7 line 21 "there's a sort of exaggeration about these cases, with multiplicity of 
experts, I think it doesn't happen as much as people would like to think it doee. 

e) p 10 line I When discussing what influences others, in this case social services "if the 
parents had been truculent or difficult, they would cut off contact". 

f) p 12 line 9"the local authority argument with an older child, where I might say this 
child needs to have some contact, they'll argue, well, we can't get a placement if 
you do". 

g) p 13 line 21 "1 think family placement workers have a very precious attitude towards 
their adopters and I find it's not always the child's interests they are serving". 

h) p 19 line 10 "you have a parent who in some cases they're just intractable, and 
there's nothing you can do, and they have to have their say, and it's a waste of 
public money, but it's civil liberties and you have to go along with it". 

i) p37 line 15 "they'll (local authority) very often use the resources excuse as to why 
they can't do it". 

j) p42 line 17 "the judge used to say (imitates plummy accent) 'What am I to do with 
these mothers who simply won't let their children see their fathers, what am I to 
do? " 

..... sometimes they even suggested sending the mother to prison". 
k) p50 line 17 "case conferences and ritualistic reviews ........... 

but the case 
conferences are often quite meaningless". 

Guiding princip-les 

4. Age of child 

a) p 10 line 7 "an older child's history will always lie with his birth family and you can't 
sever it... and then if you destroy... take that bit of the child's history away, you're 
damaging it's ability to make a link with it's new family". 

b) When discussing contra indications for contact pII line 21 "When it's a young very 
young child.. say, under two or three'. 

C) p13 line 2 "it's where the child's history lies and where the attachments 
lie ........ even in adoption, a child sort of six, seven, eight..... we'll use that as the 
kind of area, I would still be considering contacf'. 

d) p29 line 8 "all teenage children need contact". 
e) p35 Une 20 "in a lot of these adolescent cases children go home to parents who for 

a younger child you'd never allow, but you can't stop them. So it's the same thing 
with contact, they vote with their feet". 

5. Safety 



a) pII line 22 when discussing contra indications for contact "Where the mother has, 
say, mental health problems or is itinerant or there's an issue of violence, or a 
substance dependence, and there's going to be unreliability". 

b) p 13 line 13 "but even say a parent had a kind of, a mental illness which rendered 
them incapable of caring but not incapable of loving, and if there could be a 
modicum of reliability, 'cos reliability is significant as well, I would still consider 
contact". 

0 P41 line 22 'I've always been prepared to consider it (contact) within limits, where 
there is a grave mental incapacity, substance abuse, any thing which is potentially 
detrimental to the child, no ...... history of violence ...... but where there is no reason 
to suppose that it's going to be a barrier to the placement the answer must always 
be yee'. 

d) p43 line 15 "where the parent has been abusive or violent, and I'm not sure that the 
child should be exposed to thaf'. 

6 Siblings are important (probably a subset of identity). 

a) p12 line 24 "1 might recommend a child of six, seven or eight, because he had an 
older sib, should go on having contact". 

b) p29 line 15 " but they hadn't even organised contact between the siblings .... 
just 

couldn't understand it ". 
C) When discussing placement of a sibling group, pjO line 7 "if the children were 

placed separately that contact was almost a given7'. 

7 Ethnicity/culture/religion as influential 

a) p4 line 6 "1 do try to appoint racially appropriate solicitors where it's necessary". 
b) p25 line 22 "same race placement or cultural issues 

.... 
I feel quite strongly about 

that, but I also feel strongly that I would rather see a child eventually placed than 
left in limbo because they couldn't make a same race placement 

C) p27 line 4 "if there was a relative who represented that culture, I would encourage 
strong contact". 

d) p28 line 19 "I've said that this child if not placed within the extended family needs 
to be placed at least with an Irish Catholic family that can understand and be 
sympathetic". 

e) p28 line 25 "the cultural thing is very important to me" 

8 Outcome studies/research 

a) p24 linel I read some outcome studies, there's this wonderful, I mean there was 
Joan Fratter book and June Thoburn, I rely on that quite heavily". 

b) p24 18 "the pragmatic approach taken by June Thoburn whom I regard very 
highly"'. 

C) p25 line 4 "it's not highly academic, but it's what I rely on because for me outcome 
studies matter, what works mattere'. 

d) p27 line 20 "you don't use academic research, you use practitioner 
research ....... and the BAAF stuff has credibility". 

9. Children's wishes (hardly featured at all, except on a few occasions) 



a) The issue of respecting children's wishes whilst protecting them p34 Iiiie 12 "a 
fourteen year old girt who even tells me this week "So what if my mum's drunk, if 
I'm there I can look after her and I want to go home", and I say to her 'Vell grown 
ups need to make this decision and you are not going to see your mother 
unsupervised",... she hates me because her mother hates me". 

Struggles/dilemmas: 

1. Rather negative views of others I wonder how much this is linked to a sense of not 
being valued e. g. p2 line 14 "it's one of the ways the service functions, 'cos they 
rely on the goodwill of people either with retirement incomes or with second 
incomes .......... it"s not easy I would have thought , to bring up a family doing this 
kind of work". 

2. Given her position on contact and identity the birth parents/family are very 
important, however she has a very negative view of parents whose children are 
placed away from them. For example parent are seen as damaging rather than 
children have damaging experiences, p23 line 2 "not putting a child with 
diff..... disabilities with a childless couple 'cos their need for a perfect child is so 
much greater ...................................... an imperfect child". 
P38 line 6 "who was brainwashing the child .......... cos the mother wouldn't let 

90 
P3 8 line 14 "this mother 'cos she'd been so hateful, spiteful". 

3. p40 she summarises her theories, and is beginning to see contact as having different 
functions, but does not see the nature of contact as being different (contact at all costs) 
p40 line 1 "once you've decided it isn't rehab, the meaning of contact is to give the 
child a sense of their identity, and to maintain a link with the natural parent while being 
allowed to move on to a new placemenf. 
She also grapples with the dilemmas of when contact is not safe p40 line 6 "and then 
that's compounded by the security ....... the best arrangement of course is when both 
children are out and with their foster carers and both get on when they see one 
another ....... you like the informal arrangements". 



Data summary: Tape 6 Expert 3 

Themes. 

1. Permanengy and secure attachment as crucial. 

a) p5 line 21 "contact within which the parent can convey that they are not supportive 
of the child's placement is I think a contraindication for contact". 

b) p6 line 6 "if the intention is for this placement to be permanent , the parent must 
find a way of not conveying to the child that they are going to get the child 
back 

.... contact can't ... mustn't undermine the child's permanency". 
C) p7 line 2 "need for permanence and attachment are paramount ....... then I think that 

there are situations where contact has to be sacrificed for the permanency and 
secure attachment of the child". 

d) p 19 line 8 "contact has to be such contact that it does not convey a message other 
than the long term plan for the child". 

e) p20 line 2 "attachment and all that goes with it is completely paramount". 

2. Contact asrepresentinprelationshipýiprocesses/realiiy/reassurance/deniaI (includes 
the idea of contact as having a symbolic function)Origins of roots may be subset 
and SYMBOLIC FUNCTION BEING I-HGHER ORDER with reality vs denial and 
reassurance as subsets. 

a) p 15 line 7 "the reason for that is partly curiosity and partly the dispelling of myths, 
"cos children will construct their own pictures ... and I guess on the whole realistic 
pictures are better than fantasised ones". 

b) p 15 line II "the other consideration is for, certainly for older children, they need to 
know that their parents are ... as good as they can be, knowing about parents' 
welfare, because I think children get extremely worried about parents and not 
infrequently guilty about what's happened to the parent". 

C) p16 line 7 "1 think this question of loss is very difficult 'cos I think we fudge the 
issue by wanting to sweeten the pill of loss, by having contact". 

d) p 16 line 24 "there actually has to be a separation and a loss, I mean I don't think we 
can get away from the loss". 

e) p 17 line 12 "a pseudo indicator for contact is to soften the loss, it's a 
contraindication". 
p 17 line 23 "contact has to reduce in frequency ........... to such an extent that it 
becomes a tangible change for the child". 

g) p 18 line 12 1 don't think you can continue contact at the same rate if there's going 
to be a permanent move, because I think the child won't believe it". 

h) p1$ line 6 "a ghastly reality.. and the only way that they can begin to face it 
, and 

then deal with it is to reduce contact". 
i) p 19 line 7 "contact has to be such contact that it does'not convey a message other 

than the long term plan for the child". 
j) p20 line 8 "if there's going to be contact , the mother needs to become the 

equivalent of an aunt". 
k) p23 line II "for the parents contact sometimes, I think lulls them into a sort of false 

hope'. 



3. Guiding, ptinciple 

i) Safety 
a) p4 line 20 "first of all contact has to be safe for the child and, you know, starts with 

physical safety, and goes on, you know, sexual safety and so on, but also emotional 
safety". 

b) p5 line 4 "child protection at it's crudest is the first basis". 

ii) The child's views and wishes. 
a) p5 line 61 think that imposing contact on a child who doesn't want it is, 

undesirable ...... highly undesirable". 
b) p5 line 10 '1 don't think I would advocate contact there and then if the child 

doesn't want it .... we need to explore why the child doesn't want it". 
C) p5 line 15 "1 think to overrule a child , is another reason against contact, or rather 

the child has to wish it for contact to take place". 

iii) Alternative carers. 
a) p6 line 17 "there are times when the alternative parent's wishes must take 

precedence .............. contact has to be sacrificed for the permanency and secure 
attachment of the child". 

iv) Birth parents must support permanenM/altemative parents. 
a) p5 line 22 "the parent can convey that they are not supportive of the child's 

placement I think is a contraindication for contact". 
b) p20 line 8 "the mother needs to become the equivalent of an aunt". 

4. Contact as important for odpins/roots/identity. 

a) p3 line 6 "1 base that on talking to children and indeed adults who have lost contact 
with biological relativee. 

b) p2l line 3 "I'm thinking of adults who've been adopted I suspect that if they'd seen 
their parents from time to time, would probably have felt more complete, than not 
having done so". 

c) p22 line II "this sort of curiosity about who our biological roots are" 
d) p22 line 23 "1 think that the power of biology is overwheln-ang". 
e) p 14 line 24 "1 think children want either now or later to know something about their 

biological relatives". 

5. Open mind. 

a) p9jine 17 "1 never read files before I see everybody". 
b) p9 line 23 "1 can then say, I'll hear your story and then I'll read the filee'. 
c) p 10 line "we work from the general to the particular": 
d) p3 line 16 "there seem to be rather polarised views..... at one end there is the pro 

contact brigade and on the other hand there is the anti contact brigade 
........ 

I mean 
I think some of these beliefs amount to prejudicee'. 

e) p4 line 6 "1 think the anti brigade is very much resource led rather than child's needs 
led 

........... people who are pro contact I think sometimes ignore issues for the 
child, and are often based on the parents' needs rather than the child's neede'. 



6 Eclectic model of assessment. 

a) p 13 line 23 "I'm a complete unashamed, greedy, eclectic who takes from 
everywhere". 

b) p14 line 6 "systemic thinking is certainly part of our thinking ......... Attachment 
informs our thinking .............. what stage of development the child 
is 

........... psychodynamic , undoubtedly informs one's thinking as well". 
C) p29 line 21 "we're basing our thinking on a lot of assumptions which may or may 

not be proven". 

7. Struggles 

i) Age of child - less clear for younger children 
a) P 19 line 20 "it's quite difficult to argue for a very frequent contact for very young 
children, because you are building something into their lives, about whose purpose you 
have to be very clear". 
b) p3 I line 15 "1 don't know why it should be more difficult with little ones than the 

older ones, I think that the older ones can tell you". 
C) p32 line 61 think it's the responsibility for the younger onee'. 
ii) Unpredictability 
a) p23 line23 "I think we are sometimes asked to give an opinion about future plans 

which is completely silly because you cannot legislate in advance for years to 
come". 

b) p24 line 5 "care plans are not accountable to anyone else". 
c) p30 line I "it's a bit like chaos theory, you give a little touch and it goes elsewhere". 
iii) frequency 
a) p30 line7 I feel least certain about frequency 

.... I think it's the most difficult". 

General points : pragmatic vs theoretical 



Data Summary: Tape 5 Judge I 

Themes: 

1. The law as paramount in decision makingJ Law is the guiding principle 

a) p5. Line 21 "it's not only I think their viewpoint but it really is what the law is and 
so, I think most professionals try to see if contact can be arranged" 

b) p7 line 18 "if we don't go through the welfare checklist we can be criticised by the 
court of appeal". 

C) p9 line 5 'judges have to play safe, really, by applying the act ......... we're expected 
to say in every judgement that we have taken into account the checklist" 

d) p9 line 18 "the law plainly is, the law as interpreted by the court of appeal plainly is 
that contact is generally in the best interests of the child". 

e) p 15 line 21 "the court of appeal judgement, that's the only check on my own 
performance' 

f) p 15 line 18 "if I'm reversed by the court of appeal" 
g) p25 line 13 "you still get this question as to whether or not, at the end of the day, 

you should send someone to prison for failing to obey a contact order... I have 
done it but I've only done it once" 

h) p26 line 20 "1 did it because the court of appeal said, in the end, if you make orders 
that are in the best interests of the children, you must try to enforce them". 

i) p32 line 5 "1 must say, of course, I'm only going to apply the law". 
j) p32 line 22 "I've been more affected by appeals than anything else, not by what 

people said about me, if the court of appeal said I was getting it wrong that would 
influence me". 

2. Contact with natural parents is in the best interests of the child. 

a) p5 line 18 "contact to a natural parent, is in the best interests of the child-that's 
the starting point". 

b) p9 line 18 "the law plainly is, the law as interpreted by the court of appeal plainly is 
that contact is generally in the interests of the child 

C) p24 line 15 "anything that keeps parents in contact with their children must be for 
the overall benefit of children" 

d) p25 line 7 "we all want to be able to make contact ordere' ( because it's the law 
seel above or in interests of child? ) 

e) p27 line 12 "the child's interests are to know both parents, its better to reside with 
the father and have contact with the mother than to reside with the mother and have 
no contact with the father". 

f) p6jine 22 "the very fact that the contact's being applied for generally indicates that 
the parent's got some interest in the child" 

g) P14 line 2 "when the child's sixteen, they invariably go back to their old family unit 
and seek them out, well, if that is right we would do better trying to encourage 
them to have some contact in the meantime". 

Guiding principles 

i) Knowledge from past experience 



a) p 14 line 2 "when the child's sixteen, they invariably go back to their old family unit 
and seek them out, well, if that is right we would do better trying to encourage 
them to have some contact in the meantime", 

ii) Child's safety 
a) p5 line 23 "only demur fi-om that if they think the child is in danger 

... 
from having 

contact to a parent" 
b) p28 line 20 1 wasn't sure really how much the child was going to benefit from 

contact with a father who was maybe mentally ill, who might suffer more 
breakdowns. 

iii) The Law (includes welfare checklist and that contact is seen as to be aimed for) 
a). p7 line 13 "we have under Section I of the Children Act, we have a checklist of 
matters to which we must have regard" 
b) p7 line 18 "if we don't go through the checklist we can be criticised by the court of 

appeal". 

iv) Motivation and reality(includes degree to which arrangements have been thought 
through and degree to which these reflect genuine concern. Also includes ability to 
put child's interests first (see next section on the needs of parents vs those of 
children)). 

a) p 10 line IS "one is interested in practical arrangements .... and in dealing with 
physical, and to a lesser extent, educational needs". 

b) p 10 line 21 "and the effect of the change of circumstance, one does want to know 
what a husband is going to do (assuming its a husband) on a contact visit". 

C) pII line 6 "you need to know what the parents thought about it ... and with very 
young children, what arrangements are going to be made for meals, clothes 
changing, that sort of thing ... transport ... these are factors which I think are 
important". 

d) p 17 line 7 "you make your decision not just on what people say in writing but of 
course how they respond in court". 

e) P17 line 10 "I've been doing a contact case today, and the father came across as 
calm and the mother came across as nervous and anxious and possessive, she was 
opposed to substantial contact .... she's not opposed to the principle of contact, but 
she came out of it the worst really, because he came across as reflective, and 
looking not just at his own interests but the interests of the child". 
pII line 13 "if they haven't really thought it through, if they're seeking an order for 
the sake of it, that whilst you would still order a contact, it'll be for quite short 
periods initially". 

g) pII line 19 "you do query their motivation if they haven't worked out the details ... I dop't think- that parents, whether they're the residential parent or the parent seeking 
contact, always have worked out how emotionally demanding it is for everyone 
concerned" 

v) Age of child 
a) p8 line 8 "and I think it's certainly true if you've got a teenage child... perhaps from 

an age of about eleven or twelve onwards .. who's been implacably opposed to 
contact, it's then very difficult to order it" 



b) p8 line15 "really, indeed, one has to say quite firmly that the suggested views of the 
child, say, five or six can't be given a great deal of weight". 

C) p8 line 19 "so the weight I give to each item on the checklist obviously does vary 
on the factual background of each case, but in particular the age of the children". (nb 
compare with p7 line2l. "I think the parties themselves tend to try and concentrate 
on the ascertainable wishes and feelings of the children concerned, but I don't... I 
try to apply the checklist broadly" 

d) p9 line I "I don't think you can lay down guidelines and say, "I won't take any 
notice at all of any wishes of children if they are under the age of, say nine and I'll 
take an enormous amount of notice if they are above nine" because the act doesn't 
say that". 

vi) Gender 
a) p32 line 13 "1 know it's said that I do favour men, as opposed to women" 
b) p32 line 18 "and I know it was said then that I favoured the men rather than the 

women .... but at least I am conscious of it". 

4. The needs/interests of parents versus those of children or Parentayadult relationships 
as separate to those of children or relationship between needs of children and parents. 

a) p 17 line 17 "1 felt with her, that she was too obsessed with her general anxiety 
about the father..... and didn't appreciate the importance of the child seeing the 
father". 

b) plO line 6"the behaviour of the parents towards themselves is not something to 
which I pay much regard .... because I think adults can be pretty violent and 
unpleasant towards one another without it by any means following that they will be 
nasty or unpleasant towards their children7' 

C) p 10 line 13 'Ve don't look at their own past conduct". 
d) p 18 line 16 "and it's usually left to the residential parent who may be the losing 

party to explain the decision to the child..... well, that's not very good". 
e) p 19 line 15 "and those are often in cases where actually there has been violence 

between husband and wife, or violence exhibited in the past, in the presence of the 
child, and if the mother has a genuine fear, and if you think that fear is going to get 
communicated to the child ... then, even if you think the fear isn't really justified, you 
may say it's in the child's interests not to have contact". 
p20 linel "you have to try and distinguish those cases where the mother really has 
no rationale for her view and is simply being awkward... and those cases where she 
does have some rationale for her view and is simply anxious and troubled ........ that 
will be reflected in the way she deals with the child" 

5. Responsibility and accountability/Evaluation of outcomes/Monitoring performance. 

a). p9 line 5 "judges have to play saf6" 
b) p9 line 12 "you do a balancing exercise" 
c) P 12 line 16 "one actually doesn't get any feedback... I make a decision, I may be 

taking a risk... there's a risk element in all decisions" 
d) p12 line 22 "1 don't get any feedback in those cases when I don't order contact, 

again I'm not told ....... 
it's an enormous weakness in the systeie' 



e) p 13 line 4 "we hear these cases in private and no one has done any detailed 
research ...... to see to what extent those orders are applied". 

f) p IS line 8 "one of the judges difficulties is you never see another court in action" 
g) p 15 line 12 "it's personal trial and error". 
h) p IS line 21 "the Court of Appeal judgement, but that's the only check on my own 

performance .... apart from self regulation". 

6. Adoption as different to other permanent placements. 

a) p29 line 5 "an adoption order is transferring the paternity of the child to somebody 
else ... legally". 

b) p29 line 9 "1 think that those parents ... the new parents, should have the opportunity 
of bringing up the child as their child, and the legal tie having been completely 
broken with the other parents... I don't really favour that sort of contact" 

c) p29 line 16 "no social workers think that there should still be contact with the 
natural parents" 

d) p30 line I "it must be an awful strain on the adopting parents to feel "well this is 
our child now, in law, we have full responsibility for it ....... but somebody, he or she 
might shoot off to the natural parents". 


