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Preface 

 

Before stepping into the world of research, I spent about a decade working 
within Swedish municipal social services, most of that time in child 
welfare. I’ve had the privilege of working as a caseworker in three different 
municipalities and later as a development officer with a focus on 
improving Child Welfare Services (CWS). Alongside most of my research 
studies, I also served as a regional development leader, supporting CWS 
across the sixteen municipalities of Värmland County, Sweden. 

These roles gave me both professional experience and a deep appreciation 
for the complexity, dedication and emotional labor that define everyday 
child welfare work. They also gave me a front-row seat to the challenges 
that social workers, team leaders and families face when navigating 
systems that are meant to protect and support children. 

My motivation to pursue research grew out of a desire to better 
understand and improve the systems I was working within. I often found 
myself asking why certain patterns kept repeating and why some children 
seemed to fall through the cracks. I thought about how professional 
judgment could be both a strength and a source of inconsistency. Research 
offered a way to explore these questions more systematically, by being able 
to step back and reflect, and hopefully to contribute with knowledge that 
could support more equitable and effective practices. 

This thesis is, in many ways, a product of all these experiences. It is shaped 
by the questions that stayed with me after difficult conversations and by 
the patterns I noticed across different municipalities. I have tried to carry 
those realities with me into this work, and I truly hope that this thesis 
reflects them with honesty and care. 

This thesis is dedicated to the children and families who rely on CWS, and 
to the professionals who show up every day to support them, often under 
immense pressure and with limited resources. Your work matters. 

  



 
 

Summary 

 

This thesis explores how violence-exposed children access interventions 
from Swedish Child Welfare Services (CWS), and how team leaders 
support caseworkers in identifying and counteracting bias and disparities 
in assessments, particularly in relation to children’s gender and family 
origin. Drawing on a mixed methods design, the thesis integrates 
quantitative and qualitative data to examine both structural patterns and 
assessment processes. 

The first study in the thesis investigates whether demographic 
characteristics influence how cases involving suspected violence are 
assessed and responded to. Findings suggest that girls, children with 
Nordic family origins and those assessed at high risk of harm are more 
likely to receive interventions, while boys from migrant backgrounds are 
less likely to receive interventions, especially when parental consent is 
considered. These disparities raise concerns about the equitable 
realization of children’s rights under the United Nations’ Convention on 
the Rights of the Child. 

The second study focuses on the role of team leaders in supporting 
equitable assessments. It highlights how supervision can serve as a site for 
recognizing and challenging bias, particularly regarding gender norms 
and assumptions about migrant families. Team leaders were found to 
foster reflective spaces and promote diversity-aware practices through 
collective sensemaking. 

The three key concepts of intersectionality, bias and risk models, and 
supervisorial sensemaking frame the analysis. Together, they illuminate 
how societal, organizational and interpersonal mechanisms shape 
children’s access to support. The thesis concludes by proposing an 
approach for a rights-based and socially just child welfare practice, 
emphasizing knowledge of children’s rights, awareness of bias, 
intersectional understanding, collective reflection and diversity-sensitive 
communication with families. 



 
 

Svensk sammanfattning  

Svensk titel: Att förstå skillnaderna i tillgång till insatser för barn som 
utsatts för våld - Ett socialt rättvisebaserat förhållningssätt för den 
svenska barnavården 

 

Denna licentiatuppsats undersöker våldsutsatta barns tillgång till insatser 
från svensk socialtjänst, samt hur teamledare stödjer socialsekreterare i 
att identifiera och motverka bias och ojämlikheter i bedömningar, särskilt 
i relation till barns kön och ursprung. Genom en mixed-methods design 
integreras kvantitativa och kvalitativa data för att analysera både 
strukturella mönster och bedömningsprocesser. 

Den första studien i uppsatsen undersöker om och hur demografiska 
faktorer påverkar bedömningar och beslut om insatser i ärenden gällande 
barns misstänkta våldsutsatthet. Resultaten visar att flickor, barn med 
nordisk bakgrund och barn som bedöms i hög risk för att fara illa får 
insatser i högre utsträckning än pojkar med utomnordisk bakgrund, 
särskilt när hänsyn tas till föräldrars samtycke till insatser. Dessa 
skillnader väcker frågan kring en rättvis tillämpning av barns rättigheter 
enligt FN:s barnkonvention. 

Den andra studien fokuserar på teamledarens roll att främja jämställda 
och jämlika bedömningar. Studien visar att daglig handledning kan 
fungera som en arena för att identifiera och utmana bias, särskilt gällande 
könsnormer och förutfattade meningar om familjer med icke-svenskt 
ursprung. Teamledare har möjlighet att skapa utrymmen för reflektion 
och att främja mångfaldsmedvetna arbetssätt genom kollektiv 
meningsskapande. 

Tre centrala begrepp, nämligen intersektionalitet, modeller om bias och 
risk, samt meningsskapande i daglig handledning, utgör analysens 
teoretiska ramverk. Tillsammans belyser de hur samhälleliga, 
organisatoriska och mellanmänskliga mekanismer påverkar barns 
tillgång till insatser från socialtjänsten. Uppsatsen avslutas med ett förslag 
på en rättighetsbaserad och socialt rättvis förhållningssätt för 



 
 

socialtjänsten, med fokus på kunskap om barns rättigheter, medvetenhet 
om bias, intersektionell förståelse, kollektiv reflektion och 
mångfaldsmedveten kommunikation med familjer. 
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1 Introduction 
 

In 2020, the United Nations’ Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(UNCRC) was incorporated into Swedish law. The UNCRC reinforces the 
legal obligation of Child Welfare Services (CWS) to uphold children’s 
rights to protection against all forms of violence, to the highest attainable 
standard of health and to rehabilitation following exposure to harm, 
including violence. The UNCRC also stipulates children access to age-
appropriate, relevant information and the right to express their views 
freely in all matters affecting them. Central to the convention is the 
principle that the best interests of the child must be a primary 
consideration in all decisions concerning them (United Nations, 1989).  

The principle of universal equality, or freedom from discrimination, is a 
cornerstone of modern democratic societies. Children, as rights-bearing 
individuals, are explicitly included in the international human rights 
framework that guarantees this freedom (Besson, 2005). As a particularly 
vulnerable population, children are also entitled to specific, inalienable 
rights under the UNCRC. Article 2 of the convention unequivocally states 
that all children are entitled to protection from discrimination, regardless 
of their own or their legal guardians’ “race, color, sex, language, religion, 
political or other opinions, national, ethnic or social origin, property, 
disability, birth, or other status” (United Nations, 1989). This provision 
underscores the obligation of states to ensure that no child is excluded 
from support or protection due to systemic or individual bias. These 
foundational rights form the backdrop for this thesis. 

Despite its near-universal ratification – every  country in the world except 
the United States of America has ratified the UNCRC (Unicef, 2025) – the 
realization of these rights remains uneven. Previous research shows that 
in Swedish CWS practice, inequalities obstruct children’s access to the 
services and protections to which they are entitled (Kalin et al., 2022; 
Kassman et al., 2023; Quarles van Ufford, 2025; Tingberg et al., 2025). 
Therefore, this thesis argues that a social justice-oriented approach is 
essential for CWS to fulfill their legal and ethical obligations. Such an 
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approach must actively address both systemic injustices and implicit 
biases, and the subsequent risk of discrimination, that may shape 
professional decision-making, in order to ensure that all children, 
regardless of gender, family origin or other demographic or social marker, 
receive equitable, needs-based support.  

 

 

1.1 Consequences and Prevalence of Violence Against Children 
 

When a child is subjected to maltreatment, including violence, abuse or 
neglect, their fundamental right to a safe and secure childhood is 
unambiguously violated. Extensive research has established violence 
against children as a pervasive global issue with far-reaching and 
enduring consequences for both individuals and society (Gilbert, Kemp, 
et al., 2009; Gilbert, Widom, et al., 2009). The World Health Organization 
(WHO) defines child maltreatment as any abuse or neglect towards 
individuals under the age of 18, occurring within a relationship of 
responsibility, trust or power. This includes physical and emotional harm, 
sexual abuse, neglect and exploitation that may cause actual or potential 
damage to the child’s health, development or sense of dignity (World 
Health Organization, n.d.-a). Similarly, the Swedish Committee Against 
Child Abuse defines violence against children as any exposure to physical 
or psychological violence, sexual abuse, or violations of basic needs by an 
adult (SOU 2001:72). This thesis examines violence against children 
perpetrated by an adult within the child’s family and/or household 
context, excluding peer-related violence, bullying and self-harm.  

The consequences of exposure to violence are profound. Recurrent or 
severe violence during childhood is strongly associated with increased 
risks of psychological and physical health problems, as well as a range of 
psychosocial difficulties that often persist into adulthood (Anda et al., 
2006; Campbell et al., 2016; Cater et al., 2014; Jernbro & Janson, 2017; 
Springer et al., 2007; Vu et al., 2016). These outcomes underscore the 



3 
 

urgent need for early identification and interventions for these children 
and their families. 

National school-based surveys in Sweden have consistently documented 
the prevalence of violence against children (Janson, 2001; Janson et al., 
2011; Janson et al., 2007; Jernbro & Janson, 2017; Jernbro et al., 2023). 
The most recent data reveal that 40 percent of children reported 
experiencing at least one form of violence in their lives, and that one in ten 
had witnessed violence between caregivers (Jernbro et al., 2023). Despite 
the scale of the problem, only a small proportion of affected children 
disclose their experiences to professionals (Cater et al., 2014; Howell et 
al., 2015; Jernbro et al., 2023). Moreover, children often perceive 
professionals to be aligned with their parents and feel that their voices are 
not adequately heard or taken seriously (Jernbro et al., 2017). The 
findings of the national surveys highlight a critical gap between the rights 
enshrined in law and the lived experiences of children. They also point to 
systemic shortcomings in how violence-exposed children are identified 
and supported.  

 

 

1.1.1 Particularly Vulnerable Groups  
 

Violence against children is not evenly distributed across the population. 
Certain groups of children are disproportionately exposed to violence due 
to intersecting structural and social vulnerabilities. The Swedish national 
surveys have consistently shown that girls are more frequently subjected 
to violence by their parents than boys are (Janson, 2001; Janson et al., 
2011; Jernbro & Janson, 2017; Jernbro et al., 2023). This gendered 
pattern of victimization reflects broader societal norms and power 
dynamics that shape children's lived experiences. 

Both national and international research have identified several groups at 
a heightened risk of violence. These include children under the age of five, 
children from low socioeconomic backgrounds and those with chronic 
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health conditions or neurodivergence1 (Lipscomb & Arkadie, 2019; 
Svensson, 2013; Svensson et al., 2011; Wilson et al., 2024; Zimmerman & 
Posick, 2016). In the Swedish context, additional groups identified as 
particularly vulnerable include children born outside of Sweden, children 
living primarily with a single parent, children placed in out-of-home care, 
children with a non-binary gender identity and children whose parents are 
engaged in custody or visitation disputes (Jernbro & Janson, 2017).  

These disparities in exposure to violence are not merely statistical 
anomalies, rather, they echo deeper patterns of social inequality and 
marginalization. The fact that certain groups of children are consistently 
overrepresented among victims of violence underscores the urgent need 
for a child welfare system that is attuned to structural injustice. Without a 
deliberate, equity-focused approach, there is a significant risk that the 
most vulnerable children will remain unrecognized and underserved. This 
thesis therefore argues for a social justice-based approach with an 
intersectional lens, which acknowledges these disparities, recognizes how 
multiple forms of disadvantage compound children’s exposure to harm 
and actively works to dismantle the systemic and institutional barriers 
that risk perpetuating them. Without such an approach, CWS risk 
inadvertently upholding the very inequities they are meant to address. 

 

 

1.2 The Swedish Child Welfare Context in Relation to Violence 
Against Children 
 

Sweden has long positioned itself as a global leader in children’s rights 
(Sandin, 2023). In 1979, it became the first country to explicitly ban 
corporal punishment of children through amendments to the Children 
and Parents Code (SFS 1949:381) and the Swedish Criminal Code (SFS 
1962:700). More recently, in 2021, the Criminal Code (SFS 1962:700) was 

 
1 Neurodivergence refers here to a variety of diagnoses such as autism spectrum disorder (ASD), 
attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), dyscalculia, dyslexia, dyspraxia, obsessive 
compulsive disorder (OCD) and Tourette’s syndrome (Wilson et al., 2024). 
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further strengthened to criminalize acts of violence against a child’s 
caregiver when committed in the child’s presence, which was an 
important recognition of the indirect harms children often suffer in 
violent environments.   

The Swedish child welfare model is characterized by a preventive, family-
oriented approach that emphasizes collaboration with children and 
caregivers (Guidi et al., 2016; Karlsson, 2022). Swedish CWS also operate 
under several key statutes, including the Social Services Act (SFS 
2001:453)2 and the Swedish Care of Young Persons (Special Provisions) 
Act (SFS 1990:52), which together mandate the protection and support of 
children exposed to violence. Notably, the Social Services Act obliges CWS 
to promote equitable living conditions for all and to ensure that children 
receive the support and protection they need.  

When a referral concerning a child’s risk of harm is received by CWS, the 
need for immediate protection must be assessed on the same day, and 
within two weeks a decision must be made whether or not to initiate a 
formal investigation (SFS 2001:453). If the preliminary assessment within 
the two-week period indicates that the child may require support or 
protection, an investigation is commenced (SFS 2001:453). In cases 
involving suspected violence, the National Board of Health and Welfare 
mandates that CWS conduct three distinct assessments: (1) the current 
and future general risk of harm; (2) the specific risk of ongoing exposure 
to violence; and (3) the child’s need for interventions or services (HSLF-
FS 2022:39; SFS 2001:453).  

Throughout child welfare investigations, caseworkers (in Swedish: 
socialsekreterare or handläggare) use the Children’s Needs in Focus 
framework (in Swedish: Barns Behov i Centrum or BBIC), a standardized 
national model designed to ensure consistency, legal security and child 
participation throughout the assessment process (National Board of 
Health and Welfare, 2023; Skillmark & Denvall, 2017). While the BBIC 
framework aims to keep the perspective of the child in the central focus of 

 
2 On July 1, 2025, a new Social Services Act (SFS 2025:400) was taken into effect. Since data was 
collected prior to this, the new Social Services Act is not referred to in this thesis. 
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the investigation, it has been critiqued for treating children as a 
homogenous group with uniform needs, potentially overlooking 
individual experiences and vulnerabilities (Knezevic, 2020). This critique 
is particularly relevant in light of Article 12 of the UNCRC, which affirms 
every child’s right to be heard and to have their views given due weight in 
accordance with their age and maturity. 

Research on children’s participation in the Swedish child welfare context 
highlights how the family-oriented nature of the system, emphasizing 
voluntariness and consensual involvement of both parents and children, 
can inadvertently sideline children’s voices (Pålsson et al., 2025). Due to 
legal requirements mandating parental consent for most in-home 
interventions, much of the focus, and consequently, the decision-making 
power, essentially rests with the parents and legal guardians. This 
dynamic places them in a gatekeeping role, potentially limiting children’s 
opportunities to actively participate in matters that concern them (Heimer 
& Pettersson, 2023). 

 

 

1.2.1 Supervision in Swedish CWS 
 

The guidance and support of caseworkers provided by supervisors plays a 
central role in decision-making, particularly in relation to children’s rights 
in complex cases, including those involving violence. In the Swedish CWS 
context, group clinical supervision with an external supervisor is 
commonly offered on a monthly basis, while daily guidance is typically 
provided by team leaders or managers. International research 
underscores the importance of both external and internal supervision in 
enhancing the quality and consistency of child protection and child 
welfare work (Beddoe et al., 2022; Kadushin & Harkness, 2014; Karpetis, 
2021).  

Despite its significance, the day-to-day supervisory structure within 
Swedish CWS remains underexplored. In approximately 75 percent of 
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municipalities, the organizational model includes both a unit manager 
and a team leader (Falk Johansson & Karlsson, 2021). Team leaders, who 
often do not hold formal managerial responsibilities such as hiring or 
budgeting, play a pivotal role in guiding caseworkers through assessments 
and intervention decisions. Titles for this role vary across municipalities 
e.g., senior social worker, coordinator, assistant unit manager (in Swedish 
förste socialsekreterare, ärendehandledare, samordnare, biträdande 
enhetschef). For clarity, the term “team leader” will be used throughout 
this thesis when referring to this role. 

Understanding how team leaders function in practice, and how they shape 
assessments of violence and risk, is essential for evaluating the capacity of 
CWS to respond equitably and effectively when children are at risk of 
harm. This is particularly important in light of systemic inequalities and 
implicit personal biases that may influence professional judgment, and 
which a robust supervisory structure has the potential to mitigate. 

 

 

1.3 Rationale, Aim and Research Questions 
 

Overall, the Swedish child welfare system presents a complex landscape: 
one that is grounded in progressive legal regulations and structured 
assessment frameworks, yet still shaped by organizational practices, 
professional discretion and systemic limitations. While legislation and 
policy emphasize equity, participation and protection, the practical 
realization of these principles depends heavily on how caseworkers 
interpret and apply them in everyday decision making (Falch-Eriksen & 
Toros, 2023). Supervision, as both a support mechanism and a site of 
professional norm-setting, plays a critical role in this process (Kadushin 
& Harkness, 2014). To understand how CWS can more effectively uphold 
children’s rights and respond to violence in a socially just manner, it is 
crucial to examine how these structures operate in practice, and how they 
may either perpetuate or challenge existing inequities, such as those based 
on gender or family origin. 
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This thesis therefore explores if and how CWS in Sweden effectively reach 
children exposed to violence who are in need of support, exploring 
possible incongruencies between children’s needs, professional 
assessments and intervention decisions (Koziel et al., 2023). It explores 
whether certain groups of children, with a particular focus on children’s 
gender and family origin, are systematically privileged or disadvantaged 
in their access to services, and what societal, organizational or 
interpersonal mechanisms may contribute to such disparities. It also 
explores how possible patterns of inequality are identified and addressed 
within CWS, with particular attention to the role of team leaders in 
supporting caseworkers’ assessments and decisions. Special focus is 
placed on how team leaders contribute to identifying and counteracting 
potential bias or discrimination in relation to children’s gender and 
country of origin. 

The overarching aim of this thesis is to contribute to a deeper 
understanding of violence-exposed children’s access to needed 
interventions from CWS, and how team leaders support caseworkers in 
identifying and counteracting bias and/or discrimination and other 
possible factors that contribute to disparities in assessments and 
intervention decisions, in regard to children’s gender and family origin. 
The empirical data in both studies is derived from professionals within 
CWS, and thus the thesis reflects a professional standpoint.  

This aim is addressed through two empirical studies, each with its own 
specific focus. The first study utilizes a quantitative approach, examining 
the following question.  

• How are demographic factors associated with assessments and 
intervention decisions in CWS cases involving reported violence in 
the initial referral?  

The second study utilizes a qualitative approach, exploring the following 
two questions.  

• How do team leaders describe their role in relation to assessments 
in cases of suspected violence in child welfare investigations?  
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• How do team leaders counteract assessment variabilities related 
to children’s gender or country of origin? 

 

 

1.4 Thesis Structure and Chapter Overview 
 

This introductory chapter has outlined the background, purpose and 
overarching aim of the thesis, situating the research within the broader 
context of children’s rights and social justice in Swedish CWS. The 
following chapter presents a review of previous research relevant to the 
thesis focus, highlighting key findings and gaps in the literature. Chapter 
three introduces the theoretical framework and central concepts that 
guide the analytical approach. Chapter four details the methodological 
design, including data sources, analytical strategies and ethical 
considerations. The results of the two empirical studies are presented in 
chapter five, followed by chapter six which discusses the findings in 
relation to the research questions and the theoretical framework. The 
concluding chapter proposes broader implications for practice and further 
research in this field.  
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2 Previous Research  
 

Building on the foundation established in Chapter 1, that freedom from 
violence and discrimination is a fundamental human right for both adults 
and children, this chapter presents previous key research relevant to the 
functioning of Child Welfare Services (CWS). The review is organized 
around three key areas: (1) factors influencing risk assessments and 
decision-making practices in investigative casework, (2) the role of 
parental consent and involvement in interventions, and (3) the function 
of clinical supervision in shaping assessments and decisions. 

 

 

2.1 Factors Influencing Risk Assessments and Decision-Making 
Practices in Investigative Casework 
 

2.1.1 Challenges in Gathering and Understanding Information 
 

A core component of child welfare investigations is the complex process 
of collecting and evaluating information in order to assess children’s 
needs and determine appropriate interventions. An ethnographic study 
from Norway found that caseworkers primarily rely on practice-based 
knowledge, such as personal experience, collegial exchange and local 
policy in day-to-day decision making, while research-based knowledge is 
seldom used (Avby et al., 2017). Challenges in implementing research-
based knowledge, and navigating between research-based and practice-
based knowledge are well-known dilemmas previously discussed by 
scholars such as Hudson (1997) and Kelly (2017). Another recent 
Norwegian study highlights the challenges of processing and integrating 
information from other professionals during child welfare investigations, 
noting that such inputs can significantly shape investigative outcomes 
(Greve et al., 2024). Together, these findings underscore the complexity 
of information processing and knowledge use in child welfare contexts 
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and its critical role in determining whether children receive the support 
they need.  

Other international studies reflect similar findings. Caseworkers often 
operate under significant time constraints and manage high volumes of 
caseloads, with limited information available for decision making, which 
can limit opportunities for reflective practice and critical analysis (Saltiel, 
2016). As a result, risk assessments and intervention decisions are 
frequently made independently, with professionals relying on intuition 
and prior experience with similar cases. While such experiential 
knowledge can be valuable, it also increases the risk of subjective bias 
influencing assessments and decisions (Saltiel, 2016). The local 
availability of services and interventions has also been found to greatly 
influence decision making (Font & Maguire-Jack, 2015). A comparative 
vignette study from Israel, the Netherlands, Northern Ireland and Spain 
found that caseworker attitudes and country context greatly impact risk 
assessments and intervention decisions (Benbenishty et al., 2015). These 
findings raise important questions about the consistency and equity of 
decision-making processes within CWS, particularly in cases involving 
violence. 

 

 

2.1.2 Individual Case Characteristics and Other Sources of Bias 
 

A growing body of Swedish and international research highlights multiple 
and multi-level factors that influence risk assessments and decision 
making within CWS. These factors span individual demographics, family 
dynamics and broader societal conditions (Baumann et al., 2011; Grim, 
2025; Keddell, 2021). In the Swedish context, several studies have 
demonstrated that demographic characteristics of the child and family can 
significantly shape the trajectory of a case. For example, Kalin et al. (2022) 
found that gender plays a role in whether a referral leads to a full 
investigation, with girls more frequently investigated than boys. Other 
studies have identified associations between substantiated violence and 
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factors such as the child being over 12 years old (Tingberg et al., 2025), 
the accumulation of risk factors and family financial stress (Kassman et 
al., 2023; Tingberg et al., 2024), and parental attitudes and willingness to 
consent to interventions (Heimer & Pettersson, 2023). Societal conditions 
such as poverty, housing instability and residential segregation have also 
been shown to influence both assessments and outcomes (Karlsson, 2021; 
Karlsson, 2022; Kassman et al., 2023). In light of these influential factors, 
Eriksson et al. (2022) propose a framework for risk assessments that 
emphasizes the need for a holistic and child-centered approach.  

International research further underscores the importance of recognizing 
both individual bias and societal sources of disparities. While some 
previous studies focus on the role of individual caseworker bias, such as 
gender bias, in shaping decisions (Keddell & Hyslop, 2019; Wells et al., 
2009), recent work emphasizes the need to account for broader societal 
inequities that disproportionately affect certain groups (Feely & Bosk, 
2021; Keddell, 2022).  

Racial disparities and implicit racial bias have been extensively 
documented (Dettlaff et al., 2011; Merritt, 2021), particularly in North 
American and Australian contexts. For instance, studies have shown 
disproportionality between reported and substantiated cases, with non-
white children more likely to be investigated and substantiated (Ards et 
al., 2003; Johnson et al., 2007). Other research highlights the intersection 
of race and poverty as a key driver of disparities in access to child welfare 
interventions (Bywaters et al., 2017; Choi et al., 2021; Rivaux et al., 2008), 
pointing to the influence of both systemic and individual racism in these 
studies.  

Empirical studies from the United Kingdom and Sweden underscore the 
significance of socioeconomic factors in shaping child welfare outcomes.  
Bywaters et al. (2015) demonstrated that children from lower-income 
households were disproportionately represented in child protection 
systems, even after controlling for indicators of maltreatment. Similarly, 
Franzén et al. (2008) found that in Sweden, socioeconomic disparities 
were strongly correlated with the likelihood of child welfare involvement, 
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suggesting that systemic biases may influence decision-making processes 
within social services. 

Language barriers also emerge as a significant factor in assessments and 
decision making. Maiter et al. (2017) emphasize the impact of 
interpretation quality on case outcomes, suggesting that linguistic 
inequities can further marginalize already vulnerable families. In the 
United Kingdom, several studies have identified a social gradient in CWS 
involvement, where ethnic minority families were more likely to come into 
contact with services as levels of deprivation increased (Bywaters, 2015; 
Bywaters et al., 2017; Elliott, 2020; Webb et al., 2020). Notably, this 
gradient was less pronounced for white majority families, suggesting the 
presence of systemic bias in how risk is perceived and acted upon. 

Together, these findings underscore the need to examine child welfare 
systems in relation to how both individual, organizational and societal 
factors shape assessments and decision making. However, the outcomes 
of these processes are not determined by professional judgment alone. 
Parental involvement, particularly the extent to which parents 
understand, consent to and engage with proposed interventions, plays an 
essential role in shaping whether and how support is delivered. The 
following section explores the significance of parental consent and 
cooperation in child welfare interventions, and how these dynamics 
intersect with broader issues of equity and access to needed interventions. 

 

 

2.2 The Role of Parental Consent and Involvement in Interventions 
 

Parental consent and engagement are critical determinants of whether 
children gain access to interventions provided by CWS. As argued by 
Heimer and Pettersson (2023) regarding the Swedish child welfare 
context, parental attitudes toward CWS significantly influence the 
implementation of supportive services and interventions. Understanding 
the factors that shape parental motivation to engage with CWS is therefore 
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essential (Chaviano et al., 2018; Garcia et al., 2018), particularly in 
overcoming barriers such as fear, mistrust, or skepticism toward the child 
welfare system (Dumbrill, 2006; Prguda & Burke, 2020).  

However, building constructive alliances with parents is often a 
challenging endeavor. Norwegian studies have shown that parents 
frequently feel criticized by social workers (Syrstad & Ness, 2021), which 
can lead to feelings of helplessness and passive compliance with CWS 
demands, often without fully understanding the nature or purpose of 
those demands (Storhaug et al., 2025). For parents with migrant 
backgrounds, these dynamics may be further intensified. Tembo et al. 
(2021) found that migrant parents often feel surveilled and questioned in 
their parenting roles, exacerbating feelings of disempowerment and 
mistrust toward CWS. 

International research consistently emphasizes that parental engagement 
is a key factor in the success of interventions. Active parental involvement 
has been linked to reduced risk of continued exposure to violence or 
neglect, as well as a lower likelihood of future referrals to CWS (Gladstone 
et al., 2012; Jackson et al., 2017; Platt, 2012). Yet, avoiding parent blaming 
(Hansen & Ainsworth, 2007) and sustaining parental engagement remain 
persistent challenges (Schelbe et al., 2018). Studies highlight that trust, 
mutual respect and recognition of parents’ lived experiences are essential 
for fostering meaningful cooperation (Charest-Belzile et al., 2020; Cheng 
& Lo, 2021; Mason, 2012; Schoch & Aeby, 2022). A scoping review by 
Toros et al. (2018), covering research from North America, the United 
Kingdom, Norway and Australia, identified several key components that 
facilitate effective parental engagement: trust-based relationships, 
emotional support, honesty, respect, non-judgmental attitudes and the 
ability of social workers to remain calm and composed. 

A recent Swedish study of 264 child welfare assessments further 
underscores the pivotal role of parental consent. Heimer and Pettersson 
(2023) found that nearly half of the parents in their study declined the 
interventions offered for their children, effectively positioning parents as 
gatekeepers to their children’s access to support. While the study did not 
address how parents viewed the social validity of interventions, it did 
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reveal that older children were more frequently involved in assessments 
and that their consent to interventions was closely linked to age, raising 
important questions about children’s agency and participation in 
decisions that affect them.  

These findings collectively highlight the complex interplay between 
professional assessments, parental involvement and children’s rights. 
They also point to the need for child welfare systems to develop strategies 
that promote equitable access to services, even in cases where parental 
consent may be influenced by individual barriers within the family (such 
as minority stress or stigma), or by organizational barriers within CWS 
(such as organizational norms and expectations on parents that may cause 
unintentional discrimination). 

While professional judgment and parental engagement are central to child 
welfare outcomes, they do not occur in isolation. The quality of support 
and oversight that caseworkers receive, particularly through clinical 
supervision, plays a crucial role in shaping how assessments are 
conducted and decisions are made. The following section explores the role 
of supervision within CWS, with a focus on how it may influence equity, 
consistency and the recognition of bias in cases involving violence against 
children. 

 

 

2.3 The Function of Clinical Supervision in Shaping Assessments 
and Decisions 
 

The positive impact of clinical supervision on child welfare outcomes is 
well established. Beyond serving as a tool for professional development, 
supervision provides a vital space for reflective practice, enabling social 
workers to approach complex cases with greater clarity, emotional insight 
and ethical awareness (Beddoe et al., 2022; Kadushin & Harkness, 2014; 
Karpetis, 2021). Through structured dialogue and critical reflection, 
supervision can improve the quality of assessments and contribute to 
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more consistent and equitable decision making (Beddoe et al., 2022). 
Supervisors also play a key role in helping caseworkers explore the 
underlying sources of difficult emotions, such as anxiety related to clients’ 
family circumstances, thereby supporting emotional resilience and 
professional judgment (Karpetis, 2021). 

Importantly, supervision also holds the potential to disrupt bias in social 
work practice. Bussey (2023) emphasizes that supervisory approaches 
grounded in active listening, suspension of judgment and reflexive inquiry 
can help unearth and challenge discriminatory assumptions. These 
practices are particularly relevant in cases involving violence, where 
implicit biases related to gender, ethnicity or family structure may 
influence how risk is perceived and acted upon.  

In the Swedish context, Tham & Strömberg (2020) highlight a growing 
tension between managerial and supportive functions within CWS 
leadership. Their study found that while managers are increasingly tasked 
with administrative and financial responsibilities, many continue to 
prioritize the provision of guidance and emotional support to frontline 
staff. This dual role underscores the importance of understanding how 
supervision is practiced in everyday settings, and how it may contribute to 
or mitigate disparities in service delivery. 

 

 

2.4 Summary of Previous Research 
 

The review of previous research has highlighted several critical 
dimensions of child welfare practice that are central to this thesis. First, 
the process of gathering and assessing information in child welfare 
investigations is complex and often shaped by practice-based knowledge, 
time constraints and professional discretion (Avby et al., 2017). While 
frameworks such as BBIC aim to standardize assessments, studies show 
that caseworkers frequently rely on intuition and prior experience, which 
can introduce variability and bias into decision making (Saltiel, 2016). 
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Moreover, a range of demographic and social factors, such as the child’s 
gender, age, socioeconomic background and family circumstances, have 
been shown to influence whether violence is identified and whether 
interventions are offered (Grim, 2025; Keddell, 2021). International 
research further underscores the role of systemic inequities, including 
racial and ethnic disparities, language barriers and the intersection of 
poverty and minority status, in shaping child welfare outcomes (Bywaters 
et al., 2017; Choi et al., 2021; Feely & Bosk, 2021; Keddell, 2022). 

Second, parental consent and engagement emerge as pivotal in 
determining children’s access to services (Heimer & Pettersson, 2023; 
Toros et al., 2018). While cooperation with parents is essential for 
effective interventions, studies reveal that mistrust and perceived 
judgment, along with language and cultural misunderstandings can 
hinder parental involvement, particularly among migrant families 
(Prguda & Burke, 2020). This positions parents as both collaborators and 
gatekeepers in child welfare. 

Finally, clinical supervision, including that exercised by team leaders, has 
been identified as a potentially powerful mechanism for improving 
assessment quality, supporting caseworkers and mitigating bias (Beddoe 
et al., 2022; Bussey, 2023). However, the dual demands placed on internal 
supervisors in the Swedish context, balancing administrative oversight 
with professional support, raise questions about how this role is enacted 
in practice (Tham & Stromberg, 2020). 

Despite these insights, several important knowledge gaps remain. While 
previous studies have identified disparities in child welfare outcomes, less 
is known about how these disparities manifest in cases involving violence, 
how they are shaped by both individual and organizational factors and 
how they impact decision making. In particular, there is limited empirical 
research in the Swedish context on the influence of demographic factors 
of children and families on decision making, and how team leaders 
counteract potentially biased practices through daily supervision. 
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The following chapter presents the theoretical framework and key 
concepts that inform this thesis, offering a lens through which these 
dynamics can be explored.  
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3 Theoretical Framing and Important Concepts 
 

Understanding how disparities arise and can be addressed within Child 
Welfare Services (CWS) requires a robust theoretical foundation, based 
on the principles of social justice found in the United Nations’ Convention 
on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). This chapter presents the theoretical 
and conceptual perspectives that guide the analysis in this thesis. These 
frameworks are essential for understanding disparities in CWS 
investigation outcomes, and for interpreting how caseworkers and team 
leaders navigate complex assessments involving children exposed to 
violence, particularly in relation to demographic factors such as gender 
and country of origin. The chapter draws on three interrelated concepts 
and models: (1) intersectionality, (2) risk and bias models as explanations 
of disproportionality in child welfare systems, and (3) sensemaking in 
clinical supervision. Together, these perspectives provide a critical lens for 
examining how societal, organizational and interpersonal mechanisms 
shape access to support for violence-exposed children, and how team 
leaders may influence efforts to promote equity and counteract the risk of 
discrimination in practice. 

 

 

3.1 Intersectionality  
 

Intersectionality, rooted in the lived experiences of Black women in the 
United States, provides a critical framework for understanding how 
multiple, overlapping aspects of identity and social position shape power 
relations, privilege and marginalization at both personal and systemic 
levels (Crenshaw, 1991; Davis, 2008; Mattsson, 2014). These identities 
include, but are not limited to, gender, sexuality, ethnicity and 
socioeconomic status. Each identity interacts with other identity markers 
to influence individuals' access to resources and exposure to risk 
(Bywaters et al., 2016; Williams-Butler, 2023).  
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In the context of CWS, intersectionality provides a lens through which 
disparities in service involvement can be more accurately understood. 
Scholars have consistently highlighted the overrepresentation of minority 
children in economically deprived neighborhoods, pointing to structural 
inequalities in society that extend beyond individual or familial 
characteristics. Research indicates that factors such as material 
deprivation, parental education, employment status and family structure, 
intersect with racial and ethnic identities to shape families’ experiences 
with CWS (Williams-Butler, 2023). These intersections often result in 
compounded disadvantage, where children and families facing multiple 
vulnerabilities are more likely to be subject to investigations, 
interventions and out-of-home care placements. 

Moreover, intersectional perspectives reveal that these disparities are not 
merely the result of individual caseworker bias but are embedded within 
institutional practices and policy frameworks. For example, risk 
assessment tools and referral mechanisms may unintentionally prioritize 
certain indicators, such as unemployment or atypical household size and 
composition, that are more prevalent among marginalized groups, 
thereby reinforcing existing inequalities (Jenkins, 2021). Understanding 
these dynamics is crucial for developing more equitable and socially just 
child welfare practices that recognize the complex realities of families’ 
lives. 

This thesis addresses how certain intersectional categories, particularly 
the intersection of gender and ethnicity (which is operationalized here as 
“family origin” and explained below), shape child welfare assessments and 
decision making. While acknowledging that other intersecting identities, 
for example socioeconomic status, play a critical role in shaping families’ 
experiences with CWS, these dimensions are not empirically examined in 
this thesis.  
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3.1.1 Conceptualization and Importance of Demographic Categories 
 

Gender 

In this thesis, gender is understood as a socially constructed set of norms, 
behaviors and roles typically associated with an individual’s identity as a 
girl/woman/female or boy/man/male. These constructions are 
understood to be context-dependent, varying across cultural and 
historical settings. Moreover, gender is approached as a hierarchical 
structure in which women are disproportionately subjected to 
discrimination and inequality in comparison to men (Beroíza-Valenzuela 
& Salas-Guzmán, 2025; World Health Organization, n.d.-b).  

As legal gender in Sweden is categorized as either male or female, this 
thesis focuses exclusively on these two gender constructs. While 
acknowledging the existence of gender identities beyond the binary 
categories of female and male, non-binary and other gender identities fall 
outside the scope of this study and are not addressed in the analysis. 

 

Family origin 

As previously stated, no child shall be subjected to discrimination on the 
basis of their own or their parents’ or legal guardians’ race, color, 
language, religion, national or ethnic origin, birth, or other status, 
according to the UNCRC (United Nations, 1989). While each of these 
categories can be conceptualized in multiple ways, this thesis utilizes the 
term family origin as a variable in the first study, referring to the birth 
country of the child and/or their parents, and as a thematic point of 
discussion in the second study.  

It is, however, important to contextualize this broad category of identity 
markers in the Swedish CWS landscape. Scholars such as Eliassi (2013; 
2015; 2017) and Pringle (2010) have problematized a prevalent reluctance 
among Swedish caseworkers to engage with issues of skin color, religion 
and ethnicity, often favoring a culturally neutral or “color-blind” 
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approach. This reluctance carries significant implications for how CWS 
professionals interpret and respond to the needs of children and families. 

A central critique concerns the tendency to attribute social problems to 
cultural difference rather than to structural conditions such as poverty, 
discrimination or social exclusion. Eliassi (2017) illustrates how such 
frameworks can stigmatize for example Muslim and immigrant families, 
reinforcing binary and patriarchal assumptions that obscure the lived 
realities of these communities. This dynamic contributes to the 
marginalization of families with non-Swedish origins and upholds 
whiteness or Swedish ethnicity as the normative standard of belonging 
and legitimacy within the welfare system.  

 

Age and Health Status 

From a children’s rights perspective, the dimensions of age and health 
status are also important for understanding disparities in children’s 
access to support and protection. Each of these factors can shape whether 
children’s rights are fully realized. Age and health status, including 
chronic somatic and psychiatric conditions, varying levels of ability and 
neurodivergence, were only examined in the empirical analysis of the first 
study in this thesis. Although not explored in depth in the subsequent 
analysis in Chapter 6, it is important to acknowledge that compounded 
discrimination and disparities based on age or health status can 
significantly shape children’s experiences with CWS, including their 
access to services.  

 

 

3.2 Risk and Bias Models as Explanations of Disproportionality 
 

To understand the mechanisms through which certain groups of children 
may be differentially assessed or served by CWS, it is necessary to consider 
explanatory models that encompass societal and structural conditions 
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alongside organizational and individual-level professional decision 
making. Two such models, the risk and bias models, have been widely 
developed and applied in North American research (Drake et al., 2011; Fix 
& Nair, 2020). These frameworks offer distinct yet complementary 
insights into the overrepresentation of certain groups of children in child 
welfare systems, highlighting how systemic inequalities and implicit 
biases may interact to shape assessments and interventions (Ards et al., 
2012; Atkinson et al., 2023; Kahn & Hansen, 2017; Miller et al., 2013). 
Although these models originate in North American contexts, their core 
concepts of structural risk and professional bias are highly relevant to the 
Swedish child welfare system, where similar concerns about equity and 
disproportionality have been raised. 

The risk model posits that minority populations are disproportionately 
exposed to structural and societal risk factors, such as poverty, housing 
instability, parental unemployment and community violence, which 
increase the likelihood of child maltreatment (Ards et al., 2012; Drake et 
al., 2011; Miller et al., 2013). This model emphasizes the cumulative and 
systemic nature of risks, framing disproportionality as a reflection of 
broader social inequalities, such as those mentioned above, rather than 
individual discriminatory practices within child welfare systems. 

In contrast, the bias model attributes disproportionality to individual and 
institutional or organizational biases that influence reporting and 
decision-making processes. Implicit bias, defined as unconscious 
attitudes or stereotypes that affect perceptions and judgments, can shape 
how professionals interpret risks and assess families (Bruster et al., 2019). 
According to this model, some children may be more likely to be reported, 
investigated or subjected to interventions; not because of actual risk, but 
due to prejudiced perceptions held by legally obligated reporters or 
caseworkers. 

While some scholars advocate for increased awareness of bias among child 
welfare professionals (Ards et al., 2012; Harris & Hackett, 2008; Miller et 
al., 2013), others caution that an overreliance on the bias model may lead 
to underreporting and insufficient protection for children in marginalized 
communities (Drake et al., 2011). As Kahn and Hansen (2017) argue, 
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addressing racialized poverty and structural disadvantage is essential to 
reducing overrepresentation. 

Thompson (2020) offers a useful framework for conceptualizing bias and 
discrimination across three interconnected levels: personal, cultural and 
structural. The personal level refers to individual biases, such as those 
held by caseworkers and other professionals, which can influence 
assessments and decisions in subtle but significant ways. The cultural 
level encompasses shared norms, values, and practices within 
organizations. In the context of this thesis, this relates to the 
organizational culture of CWS and how collective perceptions shape 
professional judgments. The structural level addresses broader societal 
injustices and systemic inequalities, such as poverty, racism and 
residential segregation, which create unfair conditions for families well 
before they come into contact with CWS. While this thesis primarily 
focuses on the personal and cultural levels, it acknowledges the critical 
importance of the structural level in shaping the context in which child 
welfare decisions are made.  

Recent scholarship suggests that these models should not be viewed as 
mutually exclusive. Instead, a dual approach is needed, one that addresses 
both the structural and societal conditions that elevate risk and the 
cognitive and institutional biases that shape professional responses 
(Atkinson et al., 2023; Fix & Nair, 2020). One recent Norwegian study 
showed that the use of standardized assessment tools alone does not 
guarantee equal and equitable practice. Rather, critical reflection on the 
values and assumptions embedded in these tools, combined with a 
collaborative and reflective organizational culture, is necessary to 
counteract bias and promote fairness (Sletten et al., 2025). 

Together, the risk and bias models offer a valuable lens for analyzing 
disparities in child welfare assessments and decision making, particularly 
by highlighting structural and individual contributors to 
disproportionality. They also underscore the importance of leadership in 
fostering reflective practice and addressing both organizational and 
interpersonal contributors to inequality, an issue explored in this thesis 
through the role of team leaders in Swedish CWS. However, while the risk 
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and bias models provide important frameworks, they do not fully account 
for how professionals interpret complex information, manage uncertainty 
and reflect on their own assumptions during assessments. To address this 
gap, the next section turns to the concept of sensemaking in clinical 
supervision, which sheds light on how team leaders support caseworkers 
in navigating ambiguity, balancing emotional and cognitive responses and 
promoting fair and accurate decision making in CWS. 

 

 

3.3 Sensemaking in Clinical Supervision  
 

Clinical supervision in social services encompasses three core functions: 
administration, education and support (Kadushin & Harkness, 2014). 
This tripartite model is particularly relevant in the Swedish child welfare 
context, where team leaders often provide daily supervision to statutory 
caseworkers. Administrative supervision involves ensuring compliance 
with legal and organizational standards; educational supervision focuses 
on developing professional competence; and supportive supervision 
addresses the emotional demands of social work, promoting resilience 
and reflective practice. 

Despite its centrality, clinical supervision is often under-theorized. A 
recent international review found that many studies rely on eclectic or 
implicit theoretical foundations, despite the emotionally charged nature 
of supervisory work (Karpetis, 2021). This thesis adopts a more explicit 
theoretical lens by framing supervision as a process of sensemaking, a 
concept originating from organizational theory (Weick et al., 2005) and 
further developed in the context of child welfare by Helm (2017, 2022) 
and Cook and Gregory (2020). 

Sensemaking refers to the process by which professionals interpret 
complex, ambiguous and often incomplete information in order to make 
assessments and decisions. In child welfare, this includes synthesizing 
data from referrals, client interactions and inter-agency consultations. 
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Helm (2017) identifies three key components of effective sensemaking in 
social work: 

1. Practicing methodical doubt: the deliberate suspension of 
judgment to allow for uncertainty and complexity, 

2. Proximity and reflexivity: the importance of face-to-face 
engagement and critical self-reflection, and 

3. Security: the creation of psychologically safe spaces for open 
dialogue and collaborative reasoning. 

Cook and Gregory (2020) further emphasize that sensemaking is both 
dialogic and emotionally informed. Caseworkers may unconsciously favor 
information that confirms their pre-existing beliefs, a phenomenon 
known as confirmation bias, while disregarding contradictory evidence. 
Emotional responses, such as fear, empathy or frustration, can also shape 
how risks are perceived and assessed. Supervisors and team leaders, 
therefore, play a crucial role in helping caseworkers navigate the interplay 
between emotion and cognition, encouraging systematic reflection and 
critical inquiry. 

In the context of this thesis, sensemaking provides a conceptual 
foundation for exploring how team leaders influence assessment 
processes in child welfare. By fostering reflective dialogue, challenging 
assumptions and creating supportive environments, team leaders can 
help mitigate bias and promote more equitable decision making. This 
theoretical framing is particularly relevant to the second study in the 
thesis, which explores how team leaders recognize and respond to 
potential disparities in assessments related to children’s gender and 
country of origin. 

 

 

This chapter has outlined the theoretical framework guiding this thesis, 
drawing on three interrelated strands of scholarship that support a critical 
examination of disparities in child welfare assessments and interventions. 
The following chapter presents the methodological approach of the two 
studies conducted within this thesis. Together, these methods aim to 
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generate a nuanced understanding of how violence-exposed children’s 
access to support is shaped by demographic factors and professional 
practices within Swedish CWS.  
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4 Methods and Materials 
 

The overall research design of the thesis integrates both quantitative and 
qualitative methods to capture structural patterns and interpretive 
processes. This chapter presents each study on its own, starting with 
outlining the methodological approaches used in each of the two empirical 
studies. It then describes the data sources, collection procedures and 
analytical strategies employed in each study, followed by a discussion of 
key ethical considerations. Together, these methods aim to generate a 
comprehensive and critically informed understanding of disparities in 
child welfare assessments and intervention decisions, and the role of team 
leaders in addressing those disparities.  

Table 1 provides an overview of the study designs, data sources, data 
collection and analytical strategies used in each study. 

 

Table 1. Overview of study designs, data sources, data collection and data analyses  

 Design Data 
sources/ 
participants 

Data 
collection 

Data 
analyses 

Study I Explorative 
quantitative  

121 
caseworkers 
from sixteen 
municipalities, 
reporting on 
1100 child 
welfare cases 
 

Digital 
questionnaire 

Bivariate 
analyses and 
binary 
logistic 
regressions 
 

Study II Explorative 
qualitative 

Fifteen team 
leaders from 
eleven 
municipalities 
 

Semi-
structured, 
individual 
interviews 

Qualitative 
content 
analysis 
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4.1 Study I: Quantitative Methods 
 

The first study aimed to examine whether children’s demographic 
characteristics were associated with differences in how cases involving 
suspected violence were assessed and responded to within Swedish Child 
Welfare Services (CWS). A quantitative approach was employed to 
identify potential disparities in access to interventions across key 
assessment and decision points in the child welfare case process. 

 

 

4.1.1 Data Source and Collection 
 

Data was collected through a structured digital questionnaire distributed 
to caseworkers in sixteen Swedish municipalities. The questionnaire 
focused on child welfare cases initiated between 2019 and 2021, following 
referrals that included concerns of children’s exposure to violence. 
Caseworkers were asked to provide a variety of information from the 
official investigative documentation in each case, e.g., regarding the 
child’s demographic background (gender, family origin, age and health 
status), the nature of the referral, the assessments made and any decisions 
regarding interventions. The information provided by the caseworkers 
was completely anonymized and information that could identify an 
individual child or their parents was not included in the questionnaire. In 
total, responses were gathered for 1,100 cases. 

 

 

4.1.2 Operationalization of the Demographic Variables 
 

Gender 

As explained in Chapter 3, legal gender in Sweden is categorized as either 
male or female. Therefore, data on other gender identities could not be 
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collected in the study, limiting the study to these binary categories. While 
the existence of other genders is recognized, they could not be 
operationalized in the empirical data. This is a clear limitation of this 
particular study and of the thesis as a whole, as power aspects regarding 
non-binary and transgenders have not been addressed.  

 

Age 

The age categories used in the first study reflect three groups of children 
in Sweden. The first category, “0-6 years old”, refers to children that have 
not yet started the first grade of elementary school. The second category, 
“7-12 years old”, refers to children of school age, but that have not yet 
entered the teen years. The third category, “13-17 years old”, refers to 
children in their teens. These are widely used age groups in the Swedish 
research literature.  

 

Family Origin  

Due to Swedish law prohibiting authorities to collect data regarding an 
individual’s ethnicity, this identity marker could not be included in the 
study. Since children without permanent residency status in Sweden are 
not eligible for interventions from CWS, except for court-ordered out-of-
home care, immigration status was not used as a variable either. This 
resulted in the creation of the variable “family origin” in the first study. 

The questionnaire categorized family origin through each individual’s 
country of birth: within the Nordic countries, within Europe but outside 
of the Nordic countries, or outside of Europe. The second and third 
categories were combined due to significant differences when at least one 
family member was born outside of the Nordic countries, allowing for 
sufficiently large groups for statistical analyses. 

The measurement of family origin is a clear limitation of this thesis. 
Ethnicity or immigration status could have offered more meaningful 
measures. While “family origin” is not equivalent to ethnicity, it allows for 
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comparisons between individuals of Nordic origin and those with other 
family origins. This distinction is significant in Sweden, where 
approximately twenty-six percent of the population has a foreign 
background, with either the individual or both parents being born outside 
of Sweden (Statistics Sweden, n.d.). 

 

Health Status  

In the first study, this variable was labeled known disabilities and/or 
chronic health conditions (CHC). Originally the questionnaire asked 
about the presence of neurodivergence, such as ADHD, ASD and 
Tourette’s, as well as other physician-diagnosed conditions in the child. 
Due to numerous combinations of chronic somatic and psychiatric 
conditions reported, as well as neurodivergent diagnoses, the responses 
were simplified and recoded as “yes”, “no” or “unknown”. 

 

 

4.1.3 Analytical Strategy 
 

The analysis of the first study focused on five key outcomes: 

• Identification of violence during the CWS investigation, 
• Assessments of risk of harm and of continued violence, 
• Assessment of the child’s need of interventions, 
• Parental consent to CWS interventions, in cases with a 

professionally identified need of interventions, and 
• Intervention decisions, in cases with a professionally identified 

need of interventions. 

Bivariate analyses were conducted to explore associations between 
demographic variables and each outcome. Subsequently, binary logistic 
regression models were used to assess the independent effect of both 
demographic and other variables on (1) the need of interventions, (2) 
parental consent and (3) intervention decisions. These statistical methods 



32 
 

are well-suited for examining relationships between categorical variables 
and for identifying patterns of disproportionality in large datasets (Field, 
2018). All statistical analyses in the first study were conducted using IBM 
SPSS Statistics 28.0.1.1. 

 

 

4.2 Study II: Qualitative Methods 
 

The second study aimed to explore how team leaders within Swedish CWS 
perceive their role in supporting caseworkers in assessments and decision 
making in cases involving suspected violence. Building on the findings 
from the first study, the second study focused on how team leaders 
recognize and address potential disparities related to demographic factors 
in the assessment and decision-making process, in particular relating to 
children’s gender and family origin. 

 

 

4.2.1 Participant Selection and Recruitment 
 

Fifteen team leaders from eleven municipalities were recruited from a 
regional professional network for CWS team leaders. At an annual 
regional CWS leadership conference in the spring of 2023, the project was 
presented, and all team leaders in the region (approximately 25-30) were 
invited to participate. Follow-up email invitations included project details 
and participation information. Participants were selected based on their 
current role as team leaders of caseworkers handling child welfare 
investigations. All participants had substantial experience in child welfare 
and direct responsibility for daily guidance of assessment practices. 
Thirteen participants held a Bachelor’s degree in social work, and two in 
behavioral science. Many had pursued further education during their 
careers. Their experience in CWS ranged from 7 to 35 years, and their 
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tenure as team leaders spanned 3 months to 18 years. They worked in 
municipalities with populations between 8,500 and 100,000, and each 
supervised between 7 and 20 employees. 

 

 

4.2.2 Data Collection 
 

I conducted semi-structured individual interviews, using an interview 
guide that was developed from the findings from the first study. Questions 
focused on how team leaders support caseworkers in identifying violence, 
assessing risk and making intervention decisions. Particular attention was 
given to how they reflect on and address potential bias or inequity in these 
processes. The full interview guide is available in the appendices. 

The interviews, lasting between 75 and 100 minutes, were conducted 
digitally or in person, depending on participant preference, and were 
audio-recorded using a dictaphone. After each interview, the audio file 
was saved onto my work computer as well as onto a secure server provided 
by Karlstad University, and subsequently erased from the dictaphone. 
This allowed only my supervisors access to the interview material. The 
interviews were transcribed verbatim including pauses, with three 
transcriptions completed manually by myself and twelve conducted by an 
external transcriber (via a USB-drive handed over in person). All 
externally transcribed interviews were subsequently reviewed and 
corrected to ensure accuracy. The audio files and transcriptions were 
erased from the USB drive and all transcriptions were saved to my 
computer and to the secure server previously mentioned. The 
transcriptions were written without the name of the participant, so as to 
ensure anonymity.  
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4.2.3 Analytical Strategy 
 

Qualitative content analysis was conducted to identify recurring themes 
and patterns in the data (Graneheim et al., 2017). The analysis followed 
an abductive approach, allowing categories to emerge from the data while 
remaining informed by the study’s theoretical framework (Blaikie, 2007; 
Braun & Clarke, 2006). Coding was conducted iteratively, where initial 
codes were refined through comparison and discussion among the 
researchers involved in the study (Erlingsson & Brysiewicz, 2017). The 
coding process was supported by the NVivo 14 analysis program. The 
analysis focused on how team leaders conceptualize their supervisory role, 
how they perceive disparities in assessments and what strategies they use 
to promote fairness and reflective practice.  

 

 

4.3 Ethical Considerations and Approval 
 

Ethical integrity was a central concern throughout the research process, 
particularly given the sensitive nature of the subject matter and the 
involvement of professionals working with vulnerable children and 
families. 

The research plan for the first study received ethical approval from the 
Swedish Ethical Review Authority in 2019 (No. 2019–01231). This 
approval encompassed a review of the study design, data collection 
procedures and the safeguards implemented to ensure confidentiality and 
data security. 

The second study was approved by the Research Ethics Committee at 
Karlstad University in June 2023 (No. HS 2023/862). The committee 
determined that the study did not fall within the scope of the Swedish 
Ethics Review Act, and, therefore, did not require submission to the 
Swedish Ethical Review Authority.  
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Throughout both studies, current ethical principles for research in the 
humanities and social sciences were rigorously upheld. Particular 
attention was paid to respecting participants’ rights and freedoms, and to 
minimizing potential risks.  

The interview study maintained a proportional balance between 
anticipated knowledge gains and any potential risks to participants 
(Swedish Research Council, 2024). Informed consent was obtained both 
in writing (see appendices) and orally prior to each interview. The 
interview participants were fully informed of the purpose of the study and 
of their right to withdraw consent to participate at any time without 
consequence.  

All research materials, including questionnaire responses and interview 
transcripts, were handled with strict confidentiality in accordance with 
the research guidelines of Karlstad University. 

Participants in the second study were informed that the research 
participation did not offer direct personal benefits. However, it was 
anticipated to generate valuable insights that could benefit employees 
within CWS, as well as the children and families who engage with CWS. 
Accordingly, the potential societal benefits of the study were deemed to 
outweigh any risks to participants.  

During the interviews, I endeavored to maintain a focused, neutral and 
reflective stance, fostering an environment in which participants felt 
comfortable sharing their experiences as team leaders. Care was taken to 
avoid any expression of judgment or critique regarding their professional 
practices. 

 

 

4.4 Summary of the Methodological Approach 
 

This chapter has outlined the methodological approach used to investigate 
disparities in child welfare assessments and decision making, and the role 
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of team leaders in supporting caseworkers in equitable decision making 
within Swedish CWS. Employing a mixed-methods design, the research 
combined a quantitative analysis of approximately 1,100 child welfare 
cases and qualitative interviews from fifteen team leaders. The integration 
of statistical and interpretive methods allowed for a comprehensive 
examination of patterns of disparities and professional sensemaking. 
Ethical considerations, including informed consent, confidentiality and 
researcher reflexivity (discussed below), were carefully addressed 
throughout the research process. Together, these methods provide a 
robust foundation for analyzing how demographic factors and daily 
supervisory practices shape access to support for violence-exposed 
children. 
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5 Results 
 

This chapter presents the results of each of the two studies in this thesis.  

 

 

5.1 Study I: Disparities in Child Welfare Investigations of Suspicion 
of Violence 
 

The aim of the first study was to examine the associations between 
demographic factors and the identification of violence, assessments and 
outcomes of child welfare investigations in cases of suspected violence. 
Violence was identified in 68 percent of the cases in the study. No 
significant differences were found in exposure to violence based on gender 
or family origin. However, children aged 7–17 and those with disabilities 
or chronic health conditions were significantly more likely to experience 
direct violence. Younger children (0–6 years) were more likely to witness 
violence between caregivers. 

Girls were more likely than boys to be assessed at a high risk of harm. 
Children with non-Nordic family origins were assessed at a higher risk of 
both harm and continued violence compared to children of Nordic origin. 
Children with disabilities or chronic health conditions were also more 
likely to be assessed at a high risk. Exposure to both direct violence and 
violence between caregivers was associated with the highest risk 
assessments. 

Girls, older children and children with disabilities were more likely to be 
assessed as needing interventions. However, when controlling for type of 
violence and risk assessments, demographic factors were no longer 
significant predictors. This suggests that the type and severity of violence, 
along with risk assessments, are stronger determinants of assessed need 
than demographic characteristics alone. 
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Parental consent was significantly more likely for girls and for children 
with Nordic family origins. Parents of boys and children from non-Nordic 
backgrounds were less likely to consent to interventions. These patterns 
persisted even after controlling for the type of identified violence and the 
risk assessments, indicating that demographic factors influence parental 
consent independent of CWS assessments of children’s risk levels and 
intervention needs. 

As a result, girls and children with Nordic family origins were more likely 
to receive open (in-home) interventions. Children from non-Nordic 
backgrounds were more likely to be placed in out-of-home care. High risk 
assessments were strongly associated with out-of-home placements. 
Logistic regression analyses confirmed that gender, family origin and high 
risk of harm were significant predictors of receiving an intervention. 

 

 

5.2 Study II: Providing Safe Spaces for Sensemaking in Swedish 
Child Welfare Services: Team Leaders’ Perspectives of Their Role 
in Facilitating Assessment Work 
 

The second study aimed to explore team leaders' perspectives on their role 
in supporting caseworkers in assessments and decision making. A 
particular focus was on cases involving violence against children. Drawing 
on the concept of sensemaking, the study investigated how team leaders 
facilitate reflective and equitable decision-making processes, and how 
they recognize and address potential biases, particularly related to 
children’s gender and country of origin.  

Team leaders emphasized the importance of fostering a safe and 
supportive environment where caseworkers can express emotions, reflect 
on difficult cases and engage in collaborative decision making. Emotional 
support was seen as essential, particularly in cases where legal constraints 
or lack of parental consent limited intervention options. 
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Team leaders described using structured check-ins, group discussions and 
motivational strategies to help caseworkers manage stress and 
uncertainty. They also highlighted the value of methodical doubt, 
encouraging caseworkers to delay judgment, explore alternative 
explanations and systematically assess risks and protective factors. Tools, 
such as visualizing risks on whiteboards during team meetings and the use 
of risk assessment frameworks, supported objectivity and shared 
understanding. 

Team leaders acknowledged the presence of unconscious biases in 
assessments, particularly related to gender norms and cultural 
stereotypes. Many noted a tendency among caseworkers to place greater 
responsibility on mothers than on fathers, and to approach boys and girls 
differently in terms of risk perception and questioning styles. 

To counteract these biases, some team leaders used thought experiments, 
such as switching the gender of the child or parent being assessed, or 
anonymizing cases during group discussions. Others emphasized the 
importance of raising awareness through regular team reflections and 
discussions about equity and fairness. 

However, not all team leaders actively addressed these issues. Some 
expressed confidence that their teams treated all cases equally, while 
others admitted that unconscious biases likely persisted but were difficult 
to detect or address systematically. 

Investigations involving families with migrant backgrounds were 
described as particularly challenging due to factors such as language 
barriers, cultural differences and families’ mistrust of authorities. Team 
leaders stressed the importance of building alliances with families, using 
interpreters when needed and asking culturally sensitive questions to 
better understand family dynamics and definitions of violence. 

Some team leaders noted that stereotypes held by caseworkers of non-
Swedish families may potentially lead to biased assessments. Reflection 
sessions were used by some team leaders to raise awareness of these 
tendencies and to promote more culturally informed and equitable 
practices. 



40 
 

 

5.3 Chapter Conclusion 
 

This chapter has summarized the results of the two studies, and their 
corresponding articles, included in this thesis. The next chapter discusses 
the results and places them in the light of previous research and the 
theoretical framework presented in chapter 3. Implications for CWS 
practice are discussed, along with suggestions for further research within 
this field, in chapter 7.  
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6 Discussion  
 

The overarching aim of this thesis is to deepen the understanding of 
violence-exposed children’s access to necessary interventions from Child 
Welfare Services (CWS).  The thesis also aims to explore how team leaders 
support caseworkers in identifying and counteracting potential biases, 
discrimination and other factors contributing to disparities in 
assessments and intervention decisions. This chapter synthesizes the 
findings from the two empirical studies, situating them within existing 
research and the broader theoretical framework. It also reflects on the 
implications for children’s rights, as outlined in the introductory chapter.  

By critically engaging with the results, this discussion, together with the 
concluding chapter, seeks to illuminate the structural, organizational and 
interpersonal dynamics that influence decision making in CWS and their 
impact on children’s rights. It further considers implications for practice 
and future research, with particular attention in Chapter 7 to how equity 
and rights-based approaches can be strengthened within everyday child 
welfare work. 

 

 

6.1 Intersecting Inequalities: Gender, Family Origin and Consent in 
Access to Child Welfare Interventions 
 

The first empirical study found no statistically significant differences in 
exposure to violence based on gender or family origin, a finding that 
contrasts with results from national surveys on violence against children 
in Sweden (Jernbro et al., 2023). However, children aged 7–17, as well as 
those with disabilities or chronic health conditions, were significantly 
more likely to experience direct violence, an outcome consistent with 
previous research (Svensson et al., 2013). 

More notably, the study suggests that gender, family origin and assessed 
levels of risk intersect in ways that significantly influence decisions 
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regarding child welfare interventions in Sweden. Specifically, girls, 
children with a Nordic family origin and those assessed as being at a high 
risk of harm were more likely to receive interventions than other children 
in the study. These findings raise critical questions about social justice and 
the equitable realization of children’s rights. In light of the principle of 
non-discrimination enshrined in Article 2 of the UNCRC, such disparities 
suggest that some children may be denied their right to protection based 
on intersecting social markers. 

Further disparities emerged in both assessments and access to 
interventions when parental consent was considered. These differences 
were evident across gender and family origin, with boys and children from 
non-Nordic backgrounds less likely to receive support, findings that echo 
previous research (Swedish Agency for Health and Care Services Analysis, 
2018). The association between unequal access to support services and 
variations in obtained parental consent reinforces conclusions drawn by 
Heimer and Pettersson (2023), who argue that parental consent can 
inadvertently undermine children's rights, particularly when consent is 
unequally obtained across demographic groups. Pålsson’s (2025) work on 
parental consent to child participation in investigations further supports 
this concern, highlighting that parental consent requirements risk 
silencing children’s voices and wishes. 

Intersectionality provides an analytical perspective for understanding 
how overlapping identities and structural factors shape individuals’ 
experiences of power, privilege and marginalization (Crenshaw, 1991; 
Williams-Butler, 2023; Williams-Butler, 2024). While existing literature 
often highlights how being a woman in a minority population tends to 
compound experiences of discrimination, the findings in this thesis reveal 
a more complex and unexpected pattern in relation to gender. Specifically, 
girls, particularly those from Nordic family backgrounds, are more 
frequently perceived as being at a higher risk than boys in comparable 
situations, resulting in a greater likelihood of receiving interventions from 
CWS. In contrast, boys from migrant family backgrounds are the least 
likely to receive such measures.  
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This raises critical questions about the underlying assumptions guiding 
risk assessments. Why are girls more readily identified as vulnerable?  Is 
there a prevailing belief within CWS that boys are more resilient or better 
equipped to handle adversity? Or does this reflect a patriarchal impulse to 
protect girls more than boys, rooted in traditional gender norms? Another 
possibility is that the demographic composition of Swedish CWS 
caseworkers, being predominantly Swedish women, may influence these 
patterns. It may be easier for them to communicate with, relate to, or 
identify with Swedish girls and their families, which could unconsciously 
shape perceptions of risk and decisions about interventions.  

When parental consent is considered as an intersecting factor, the 
disadvantage faced by boys from migrant backgrounds becomes even 
more pronounced. Their limited access to interventions echoes broader 
disparities identified by Williams-Butler (2024) and the Swedish Equality 
Ombudsman (2021), underscoring the need to critically examine how 
intersectional identities influence not only the recognition of risk but also 
the delivery of support. 

 

 

6.2 Navigating Risk and Bias in Child Welfare Assessments 
 

The findings from the first empirical study underscore three key factors 
contributing to unequal access to CWS interventions: the identification of 
violence exposure, the influence of bias in risk assessments, and 
inconsistencies in parental consent. While the quantitative design of the 
first study revealed disparities between different groups of children, it 
could not illuminate the mechanisms behind these differences. The 
second, qualitative study provided a deeper understanding of how such 
inequalities are reproduced and sustained in everyday practice. 

A central insight from the second study is the pivotal role of team leaders 
in supporting caseworkers to improve the quality and equity of 
assessments. Team leaders were found to be instrumental in helping staff 
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identify and challenge implicit biases, particularly those related to gender 
norms and assumptions about migrant families. These findings align with 
previous research emphasizing the importance of reflective leadership in 
mitigating the effects of high caseloads and time constraints (Saltiel, 
2016). Within the context of this study, such leadership practices were 
observed to foster more equitable decision-making processes, reinforcing 
earlier research that has documented the influence of bias on child welfare 
assessments (Bywaters et al., 2017; Keddell & Hyslop, 2019). 
Strengthening the role of team leaders thus emerges as a potentially 
critical strategy for promoting fairness and consistency in assessments, 
especially in diverse and high-pressure practice environments. 

Many team leaders in the second study expressed an awareness of how 
implicit biases related to gender norms and family origin could shape 
assessments, echoing the bias model presented above in Chapter 3 
(Bruster et al., 2019). However, a few of the team leaders described their 
approach as neutral, asserting that they treat all families equally 
regardless of the gender of the child or the origin of the family. Yet, as 
argued by Eliassi (2017) and Pringle (2010), such claims of neutrality may 
inadvertently reinforce the very inequalities they seek to eliminate. This 
form of practice risks sustaining modern forms of discrimination, as 
described by Nelson (2013), by failing to recognize and address the 
structural dimensions of inequality. In contrast, by actively supporting 
caseworkers in identifying and reflecting on bias, team leaders can 
contribute to safeguarding children's rights to fair treatment and access to 
needed interventions. 

While individual caseworker bias is a critical factor in assessment work 
(Ards et al., 2012; Bruster et al., 2019), it must be understood within the 
broader context of structural vulnerability. Certain groups of children and 
families, e.g., those experiencing poverty, parental unemployment and 
housing instability, are disproportionately exposed to cumulative risks of 
maltreatment. Recognizing these intersecting vulnerabilities is essential 
not only for accurate assessments but also for upholding children’s rights 
to equitable protection and care, as outlined in Articles 3 and 19 of the 
UNCRC. 
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6.3 The Potential of Supervisorial Sensemaking to Disrupt Bias 
 

While bias in assessments is often discussed at the individual level, the 
findings from the second study point to the potential of organizational 
practices, particularly supervision, as a site for disrupting these patterns. 
This section explores how supervisorial sensemaking can serve as a 
strategic tool for embedding children's rights and equity into everyday 
decision-making. 

The second empirical study demonstrates that team leaders actively work 
to create safe spaces for reflection and shared deliberation. These 
environments enable caseworkers to recognize and challenge biases, 
particularly those related to gender norms and stereotypes about migrant 
families. Overall, the findings emphasize the need for broader awareness 
and a systematic, continuous approach within CWS to ensure equitable 
treatment of all children and families. In this context, supervisorial 
sensemaking emerges as a promising mechanism for operationalizing 
children's rights within everyday practice, ensuring that decisions are not 
only procedurally sound but also rights-respecting. 

Team leaders are uniquely positioned to foster such an approach by 
integrating intersectionality, encouraging a curiosity about diverse ways 
of living, and promoting awareness of both bias and risk within everyday 
supervisory practices and conversations. These goals can be advanced 
through individual and collective processes of sensemaking that support 
caseworkers in critically examining their own assumptions and decision-
making practices (Cook & Gregory, 2020; Helm, 2017). These findings 
underscore the importance of embedding intersectional and diversity-
affirming perspectives into routine child welfare work. Doing so is not 
merely a matter of professional development, it is a necessary step toward 
fulfilling every child’s right to equitable treatment and protection, as 
enshrined in international human rights standards. 
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6.4 Methodological Discussion 
 

This thesis employed a mixed methods design, which constitutes a key 
methodological strength. The quantitative component enabled an 
assessment of the scope and prevalence of the issues under investigation, 
while the qualitative component provided depth and contextual 
understanding. This combination allowed for a more comprehensive 
exploration of patterns and disparities in child welfare assessments and 
intervention decisions. 

One limitation of the thesis concerns the scope of the questionnaire used 
in the first study. While it effectively captured data on children’s exposure 
to violence, it did not include questions related to broader social 
determinants regarding parents, such as unemployment, socioeconomic 
status, substance abuse, mental health issues, chronic illness or 
neurodivergence. These individual and structural factors may 
significantly influence both professional assessments and parental 
consent, and their omission limits the ability to explore potential 
correlations between domestic violence and other adversities, including 
structural and societal inequalities. 

Another limitation is that both empirical studies were conducted within a 
single Swedish region. Although this region is generally considered 
demographically and socioeconomically representative of the national 
average, caution should be exercised when generalizing the findings to 
other contexts. Local and regional variations in practice, policy 
implementation and population composition may influence the 
applicability of the results. 

Beyond these practical considerations, the thesis also invites reflection on 
the ethical and epistemological dimensions of research in child welfare. 
Methodological choices are not neutral, rather they reflect and reproduce 
certain norms and assumptions. In this case, reliance on a professional 
perspective, while valuable for understanding institutional processes, may 
unintentionally obscure children’s voices and reinforce systemic biases. 
This highlights the limitations of the professional gaze and the need for 
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research approaches that more directly engage with the lived experiences 
of children and their parents. 

In this light, the thesis contributes to ongoing discussions about socially 
just research practices. It underscores the importance of critically 
examining whose perspectives are prioritized, how data is interpreted, 
and what kinds of knowledge are considered legitimate. Future research 
should aim to include more participatory and child-centered 
methodologies, not only to enrich understanding but also to align more 
closely with the principles of equity and rights-based practice. 

In addition to methodological design and scope, it is essential to reflect on 
the researcher’s positionality and how personal and professional 
experiences may shape the research process. This is particularly 
important in qualitative research, where interpretation and interaction 
play central roles. The following section offers a reflexive account of the 
researcher’s positionality and its implications for data collection, analysis, 
and ethical considerations. 

 

 

6.4.1 Reflections on Positionality 
 

In both quantitative and qualitative research, it is essential for the 
researcher to reflect on their own personal characteristics, positioning and 
professional experiences, as these factors may influence the research 
process at various stages (Berger, 2015; Luoma & Hietanen, 2025).  

When I began my research journey in 2021, I brought with me 
approximately five years of experience as a child welfare caseworker and 
three years as a municipal child welfare development leader. Alongside 
my doctoral studies, I also worked as a regional development leader for 
CWS. These roles and experiences provided me with extensive practical 
knowledge of child welfare assessments and the complexities involved in 
decision making that significantly impact children and families. I had 
firsthand experience with the communication barriers that often arise in 
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casework and the challenges of building trust and common ground with 
families. I also drew on the expertise of my former team leaders in 
navigating difficult assessments and decisions.  

In my previous role as a municipal child welfare developer, I served as the 
local liaison for the SAVE-study, from which data was used in my first 
study. In that role, I was responsible for identifying relevant cases for the 
study and ensuring that caseworkers completed the SAVE questionnaire. 
This prior involvement shaped how I later engaged with the SAVE data as 
a doctoral student, positioning me as an insider who understood the 
professional perspective of those completing the questionnaire (Berger, 
2015). My familiarity with casework enabled me to critically assess 
patterns in the data, including identifying a technical inconsistency in 
questionnaire responses from certain municipalities. This insight led to a 
manual review and correction of the affected data, thereby strengthening 
the reliability and validity of the study. 

By the time I conducted the interviews with team leaders (June–
September 2023), I had also been working as a regional development 
leader for two years. This dual role, as both an insider and researcher, 
required careful reflexivity and a conscious effort to bracket my prior 
knowledge and experiences. As discussed by Berger (2015), an insider 
position can offer both advantages and disadvantages; such as easier 
recruitment of participants, prior knowledge of the topic at hand and the 
ability to interpret nuanced responses and implicit meanings, as well as 
the risk of obscuring boundary lines or imposing the researcher’s own 
views  or biases on participants. 

As Malterud (2001) emphasizes, the researcher’s position must be 
considered throughout all phases of a project. During the planning phase, 
it was determined by the research team that the interviews could proceed 
ethically, provided I remained aware of my positionality and actively 
worked to minimize its impact. During the interviews, I noticed that many 
participants assumed that I understood the intricacies of daily casework 
and therefore omitted explanations they believed I already knew. Norum 
(2000) describes how a researcher’s own previous experiences “dictate 
what we hear and do not hear when we are interviewing others” (p. 334). 
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This situation demanded that I kept an awareness of how my insider 
position could influence the interviews, for example how I chose to focus 
on certain things the participants said and which follow-up questions I 
asked. To counteract the risks of potential influence due to my position, I 
asked the participants to describe and problematize concepts and 
procedures that they had assumed I was well-acquainted with.  

Another layer of complexity stemmed from the fact that the findings from 
the first study had been disseminated to many of the interviewees in the 
second study. I noticed that some participants in the interview study felt 
compelled to provide responses they believed that I wanted to hear, based 
on their prior knowledge of the first study. To offset this, I strived to 
maintain a neutral demeanor during interviews, avoiding any indication 
of approval or disapproval of the participants’ responses to my questions. 

Throughout the analysis, I remained reflexive about how my personal 
background and professional experiences might influence interpretation. 
As  Malterud (2001, p. 484) notes, “preconceptions are not the same as 
bias, unless the researcher fails to mention them”. Therefore, regular 
debriefing with supervisors was implemented to support transparency 
and critical reflection during the analytical process. This promoted 
nuanced discussions and helped me see how my own previous experiences 
and subject knowledge enhanced my understanding of the interview 
material (Norum, 2000).  

I was also aware of how my personal identity might shape the interview 
dynamics. Personal experience is just as important to consider as 
professional experience when entering the interview setting as a 
researcher (Berger, 2015; Malterud, 2001). As a woman, I share my 
gender identity with the majority of municipal child welfare personnel. I 
am typically perceived as a “white woman,” yet I do not fully identify with 
the archetype of a native Swedish female caseworker. Having migrated to 
Sweden as an adult, I have a different cultural and linguistic background. 
I have personally experienced the challenges of adapting to a new country, 
language and societal norms. While my “otherness” is often regarded as 
acceptable or even desirable, it remains a valid and formative part of my 
identity. I identify as a white, migrant, American woman, as opposed to a 
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white, native Swedish woman. Notably, only one interview participant was 
male, and all participants were native to Scandinavia.  

During the interviews, I was conscious of the discomfort I sometimes feel 
when speaking Swedish with native speakers, particularly the mild fear of 
making language errors that might affect how I am perceived as a 
researcher. This consciousness aligns with previous research on 
reflexivity, which encourages acknowledging and managing one’s own 
experiences within the interview context (Berger, 2015; Norum, 2000). 
Although I did not explicitly address this with participants, I considered 
that this vulnerability might help mitigate potential power imbalances 
during the interviews.  
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7 Conclusions 
 

This chapter synthesizes the key findings of the thesis and discusses their 
implications for child welfare practice, with a particular emphasis on the 
need for a socially just and rights-based approach to Child Welfare 
Services (CWS). Drawing on the empirical studies and theoretical 
framework, an approach is proposed that integrates critical awareness, 
professional reflection and improved communication, anchored in the 
principles of children’s rights. 

 

 

7.1 Implications for Practice 
 

As argued by Pringle (2010) and Jönsson (2013), a shift toward a social 
justice-oriented practice is essential for addressing the existing 
dimensions of inequality in child welfare. Such a shift requires 
caseworkers and team leaders to explicitly engage with issues of power, 
difference and multiple levels of bias. This is not only a matter of 
professional ethics but a fundamental requirement for upholding 
children’s rights to protection, participation and non-discrimination, as 
articulated in the UN’s Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). 

The findings of this thesis underscore persistent challenges within CWS, 
including disparities in assessments, unequal access to interventions and 
the influence of unconscious bias. These challenges directly impact the 
realization of children’s rights, particularly for those from marginalized 
backgrounds. Addressing them demands sustained investment in training 
and supervision, as well as organizational practices that prioritize equity, 
transparency and accountability. 

In response to these findings, this thesis proposes an approach for a social 
justice-aware and rights-based child welfare practice, consisting of five 
interrelated components: 
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1. Rigorous knowledge of children’s rights 
2. Recognition of the intersecting dimensions of inequality 
3. Awareness of individual caseworker bias 
4. Bias disruption through collective sensemaking 
5. Improved communication skills with a focus on diversity 

Each component is elaborated in the following subsections, and the 
approach is visualized in Figure 1 below. 

 

 

Figure 1. A Social Justice-Aware Approach for Child Welfare Practice 
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7.1.1 Rigorous Knowledge of Children’s Rights 
 

A foundational component of a social justice-aware approach to child 
welfare practice is a thorough and applied understanding of children’s 
rights. CWS leadership and caseworkers alike must be equipped not only 
with legal knowledge but also with the capacity to interpret and 
operationalize these rights in complex, real-world situations. The findings 
from the first empirical study underscore the importance of identifying 
exposure to violence and ensuring equitable access to interventions, both 
of which are central to children’s rights to protection under Article 19 of 
the UNCRC. 

A rights-based approach enables caseworkers and team leaders to 
recognize both risks and protective factors, and to advocate for the child’s 
best interests, even in the face of systemic barriers or parental resistance. 
This perspective shifts the focus from procedural compliance to ethical 
accountability, ensuring that decisions are guided by the principles of 
non-discrimination, participation and the best interests of the child. 
Embedding children’s rights into daily practice strengthens the legitimacy 
of child welfare assessments and intervention decisions, and reinforces 
the moral and legal obligations of CWS professionals. 

 

 

7.1.2 Recognition of the Intersecting Dimensions of Inequality 
 

This component emphasizes the need to move beyond individual-level 
explanations and adopt a structural lens in child welfare assessments. The 
findings of this thesis, alongside previous research, demonstrate that 
children’s access to support is shaped not only by their immediate 
circumstances but also by broader social inequalities, such as minority or 
migration status, gender, health conditions and socioeconomic positions. 
These intersecting factors compound the risks children face and influence 
the responses they receive from the child welfare system.  
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The absence of an intersectional perspective, coupled with limited 
engagement with systemic injustices in Swedish social work, constrains 
the profession’s ability to address disparities in a meaningful way. 
Without an intersectional lens, structural disadvantages may be 
misinterpreted as individual or familial shortcomings, leading to 
inequitable outcomes. 

Integrating intersectionality into practice allows for a more accurate and 
holistic understanding of children’s and parents’ lived realities. It also 
aligns with the principle of non-discrimination in Article 2 of the UNCRC, 
ensuring that all children, regardless of background, are treated fairly and 
have equal access to protection and support. Recognizing these structural 
dimensions is therefore essential for promoting justice and equity in child 
welfare decision making.   

 

 

7.1.3 Awareness of Individual Caseworker Bias 
 

The findings from the empirical studies reveal that individual biases, often 
unconscious, can significantly shape assessments and decisions within 
CWS. While the first study found no significant differences in exposure to 
violence based on gender or family origin, disparities emerged in how risk 
was assessed and interventions were allocated. These patterns suggest 
that unconscious biases may influence how professionals interpret risk 
and determine eligibility for support. 

The second study further highlights the role of confirmation bias and the 
tendency to overlook or minimize the impact of gender and family origin 
in assessments. Although some team leaders demonstrated awareness of 
these issues, the study found variability in how actively bias was addressed 
in supervision and practice. This inconsistency underscores the need for 
more systematic and sustained efforts to promote bias awareness across 
all levels of CWS.  
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Awareness alone, however, is not sufficient. Caseworkers must be 
equipped with tools, frameworks and sufficient supervisory support to 
critically reflect on their own assumptions and actively counteract 
potentially discriminatory patterns. Promoting bias awareness is not only 
a matter of professional integrity, it is essential for upholding children’s 
rights to fair and equal treatment, as outlined in Article 2 of the UNCRC. 
A rights-based approach demands that all children, regardless of 
background, are assessed and supported based on their individual needs, 
not on implicit assumptions or stereotypes. 

 

 

7.1.4 Bias Disruption Through Collective Sensemaking 
 

While awareness of individual bias is essential for each caseworker and 
team leader, it is through collective processes of reflection and dialogue 
that meaningful and sustainable change in practice can occur. The second 
empirical study highlights the pivotal role of team leaders in facilitating 
sensemaking, a collaborative process through which professionals 
interpret complex situations, challenge assumptions and develop shared 
understandings.  

The findings in this thesis show that emotionally safe environments, 
structured tools and guided discussions can support caseworkers in 
navigating the emotional and cognitive demands of child welfare 
assessments. This is particularly critical in cases involving suspected 
violence, where intuitive judgments may dominate. Team leaders who 
foster open dialogue and critical reflection help caseworkers move 
between intuitive and analytical reasoning, thereby reducing the risk of 
biased or inequitable decisions. 

Introducing conscious and collective sensemaking into everyday 
supervision contributes to a culture of continuous learning, accountability 
and professional growth. More importantly, it promotes fairer outcomes 
for children by actively disrupting the reproduction of bias in assessments 
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and intervention decisions. In this way, collective sensemaking becomes a 
practical mechanism for advancing children’s rights, ensuring that 
decisions are not only procedurally sound but also substantively just. 

 

 

7.1.5 Improved Communication Skills with a Focus on Diversity 
 

Effective communication is central to equitable child welfare practice, 
particularly in diverse and multicultural contexts. The findings from the 
first empirical study highlight how parental consent can be viewed as a 
gatekeeping mechanism from a professional perspective, significantly 
influencing whether children gain access to support services. 
Communication challenges, rooted in language barriers, cultural 
misunderstandings, mistrust of authorities or differing perceptions of 
child welfare and parenting, may contribute to unequal outcomes and 
hinder the realization of children’s rights. 

Improved communication involves more than language proficiency or 
accurate translation; it demands a nuanced understanding of how cultural 
norms, power dynamics and prior experiences with public institutions 
shape families’ perceptions and responses to CWS assessments and 
interventions. Caseworkers must be equipped to navigate these 
complexities with sensitivity, openness and cultural humility, fostering 
trust and collaboration rather than resistance or disengagement. 
Increasing diversity among caseworkers when hiring new personnel, 
across dimensions such as gender, family background, neurodivergence, 
and other lived experiences, may enhance the capacity of CWS to engage 
effectively with a broader range of children and families. 

To address these communication challenges regardless of staff 
background, CWS should invest in training that emphasizes culturally 
attuned communication, effective use of interpreters and reflective 
dialogue about diversity and power. Strengthening communication skills 
with a focus on diversity is therefore a critical strategy for ensuring that 
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all children, regardless of family background, have equitable access to the 
support and protection to which they are entitled under the UNCRC. 

 

 

7.1.6 Summary of the Social Justice-Aware Approach 
 

In summary, the proposed approach for a social justice-aware child 
welfare practice offers a comprehensive framework for addressing the 
structural, organizational and interpersonal factors that contribute to 
inequitable outcomes for children. Each of the five components – rigorous 
knowledge of children’s rights, recognition of intersectional inequalities, 
awareness of individual bias, collective sensemaking and improved 
communication – represents a critical area for development within CWS.  

Together, these components form a foundation for more reflective, 
equitable and rights-based practice. They are not standalone 
interventions but interconnected strategies that reinforce one another and 
collectively support the realization of children’s rights to protection, 
participation and non-discrimination. Implementing this approach 
requires more than individual commitment; it demands organizational 
support, sustained investment in training and supervision, and a 
collective willingness to confront uncomfortable truths about inequality 
and potential discrimination, both within the CWS system and within 
society at large. 

 

 

7.2 Suggestions for Further Research 
 

The findings of this thesis open several avenues for further scientific 
inquiry. First, future research should explore the perspectives of parents 
and caregivers, particularly those with migrant and/or minority 
backgrounds. Their voices are essential for understanding how CWS are 
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perceived, how trust is built or eroded and how consent to interventions 
from hesitant parents may be obtained in practice. Including these 
perspectives would also deepen intersectional analyses and help identify 
diversity-positive strategies for family engagement. 

Second, there is a need for longitudinal studies that examine how 
disparities in assessments and interventions affect children’s long-term 
outcomes. Such research could illuminate whether early biases in 
decision-making contribute to cumulative disadvantage over time, and 
how protective interventions, or the lack thereof, shape children’s 
trajectories into adulthood. 

Third, future studies should investigate the implementation and impact of 
bias-reduction strategies within child welfare organizations. This includes 
evaluating the effectiveness of supervision models, staff training programs 
and structured decision-making tools in promoting equity and reducing 
discriminatory practices. 

Fourth, further theoretical development is needed to better integrate 
sensemaking and intersectional concepts into Swedish child welfare 
research. As this thesis has shown, these concepts are essential for 
understanding and addressing inequality in CWS. Continued exploration 
of these frameworks in the Swedish context may contribute to a more 
critical and justice-oriented knowledge base.  

Finally, future research should give greater attention to age and health 
status, including chronic somatic and psychiatric conditions and varying 
levels of ability and neurodivergence, as these are important dimensions 
of children's and parents’ lived experiences. These factors intersect with 
other social determinants and may significantly influence both 
professional assessments and access to interventions. Their inclusion in 
future studies would support a more holistic and inclusive understanding 
of vulnerability and resilience in child welfare contexts. 
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7.3 Key Contributions to the Field of Social Work 
 

This thesis contributes to the understanding of how demographic factors, 
professional discretion and parental consent intersect to shape children’s 
access to child welfare interventions. It highlights the persistence of 
structural inequalities and the role of unconscious bias in child welfare 
assessments. By applying intersectionality, risk and bias models and 
sensemaking theory, the thesis offers a multidimensional framework for 
analyzing disparities in child welfare practice. The proposed approach for 
a social justice-aware practice provides a concrete framework for 
improving equity and promoting children’s rights in CWS. Emphasis is 
placed on the role of team leaders, improving communication with 
families, disrupting bias and promoting reflective practice.  

The findings underscore the urgency of moving beyond undifferentiated 
approaches and toward practices that actively recognize and address 
inequality. A shift toward social justice in child welfare is not only ethically 
necessary but also essential for fulfilling children’s rights. Ultimately, 
ensuring that all children, regardless of background, have equal access to 
support and protection requires individual, organizational and societal 
transformation.   
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Appendix 1 

Information letter to interview participants in Swedish 

 INFORMATIONSBREV 

En forskningsstudie om Socialtjänstens bedömningar och 
motivationsarbete i ärenden gällande våld mot barn – En 

kvalitativ studie om teamledarens roll 

 

Information till forskningspersoner 

Vi vill fråga dig om du vill delta i ett forskningsprojekt. Detta 
informationsblad beskriver syftet med forskningen och eventuella risker 
och fördelar för dig som deltar. Om något är oklart förklarar vi det gärna 
för dig. 

 

Vad är det för ett projekt och varför vill ni att jag ska delta? 

Forskningsprojektet heter ”Socialtjänstens bedömningar och 
motivationsarbete i ärenden gällande våld mot barn – En kvalitativ studie 
om teamledarens roll”. Projektet genomförs inom ramen för ett treårigt 
projekt som syftar till att öka kunskapen om hur jämställdhet och 
jämlikhet kan främjas i bedömningar och beslut om insatser inom den 
sociala barn- och ungdomsvården. Projektet är finansierat av SKR. 
Forskningen undersöker teamledarens roll vid socialtjänstens 
bedömningar av barns behov av stöd och skydd samt arbetet med att 
motivera vårdnadshavare till att tacka ja till föreslagna insatser, i ärenden 
gällande våld mot barn. Med ”teamledare” menas anställd som ofta finns 
mellan socialsekreterare och chef, exempelvis förste socialsekreterare, 
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ärendehandledare, gruppledare, metodstödjare, biträdande enhetschef, 
med flera.  

 

Hur går projektet till?  

Vi vill intervjua ca 15 teamledare för socialsekreterare som utreder barn 
efter en anmälan om någon form av våld (inklusive försummelse) mot 
barnet eller i familjen. Intervjun kommer att genomföras vid en neutral 
plats för intervjupersonen i rum där man kan prata ostört, alternativt via 
en säker digital mötesplats. Intervjun kommer vara mellan 60-75 minuter 
långa. Intervjun kommer att spelas in och sedan transkriberas, det vill 
säga skrivas ner i skriftlig form. Allt insamlat material hanteras så att inga 
obehöriga kan ta del av det. Vi skulle vilja genomföra intervjuerna under 
maj – september 2023. Om du samtycker till att delta kommer vi att be 
dig skriva på ett samtyckesformulär, vilket finns på sida 4 i detta brev.  

 

Möjliga följder och risker med att delta i projektet 

Riskerna för att delta i projektet bedöms som låga. Om det är någon fråga 
du inte vill svara på så går det bra att hoppa över den. Att vara med i 
forskningsprojektet ger dig inga fördelar utöver möjligheten att dela dina 
erfarenheter. Ditt deltagande ger värdefull kunskap om teamledarens roll 
och kan bidra till att utveckla hur socialtjänsten arbetar med 
riskbedömningar och motivation. Du kan avstå från att dela känslig och 
konfidentiell information under intervjun. Det är viktigt att poängtera att 
intervjuerna endast används i forskningssyfte.  

 

Vad händer med mina uppgifter?  

Projektet kommer att samla in och registrera information om dig. Det 
insamlade data kommer att pseudonymiseras så att forskningspersonerna 
endast kan identifieras genom en kodnyckel. Ingen obehörig kommer att 
få ta del av forskningspersonernas svar, och svaren kommer enbart att 
behandlas i IT-system och tjänster med säkerställd adekvat säkerhet. 
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Insamlat material kommer att lagras i minst 10 år i enlighet med Karlstads 
universitets Bevarande- och gallringsplan för forskningsmaterial. Den 
rättsliga grunden för behandlingen av dina personuppgifter är att utföra 
en uppgift av allmänt intresse (forskning). Om du väljer att avbryta ditt 
deltagande i studien kommer inga ytterligare personuppgifter att samlas 
in om dig. De personuppgifter som har hämtats in dessförinnan får dock 
som huvudregel användas i forskningen. 

Karlstads universitet är personuppgiftsansvarig och 
forskningshuvudman. Med forskningshuvudman menas den organisation 
som är ansvarig för studien. Personuppgifterna kommer även att 
behandlas av personuppgiftsbiträden. Enligt EU:s dataskyddsförordning 
(GDPR) har du rätt att kostnadsfritt få ta del av de uppgifter om dig som 
hanteras i projektet, och vid behov få eventuella fel rättade. Du kan också 
begära att uppgifter om dig raderas samt att behandlingen av dina 
personuppgifter begränsas. Rätten till radering och till begränsning av 
behandling av personuppgifter gäller inte om uppgifterna är nödvändiga 
för den aktuella forskningen. Vill du ta del av uppgifterna ska du kontakta 
den ansvariga för projektet (se nedan). Om du är missnöjd med hur dina 
personuppgifter behandlas har du rätt att ge in klagomål till 
Integritetsskyddsmyndigheten, https://www.imy.se, som är 
tillsynsmyndighet. Kontaktuppgifter till dataskyddsombudet på Karlstads 
universitet är e-post: dpo@kau.se, via telefon (växel): 054 700 10 00. För 
mer information om hur Karlstads universitet behandlar personuppgifter 
se https://www.kau.se/gdpr.  

 

Hur får jag information om resultatet av projektet? 

Resultaten från projektet kommer att publiceras löpande i både svenska 
och internationella vetenskapliga artiklar och konferenser. Du kan få del 
av resultaten genom att kontakta ansvariga för projektet (se nedan). 
Namn på personer som deltar i studien kommer inte att publiceras och 
inte heller andra uppgifter som kan röja identiteten. Om något du sagt 
används kommer vi enbart att ange att uppgiften kommer från en 

https://www.imy.se/
mailto:dpo@kau.se
https://www.kau.se/gdpr
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teamledare med x-antal års erfarenhet i en kommun som benämns med 
påhittad siffra eller bokstav.  

 

Försäkring och ersättning 

Det finns inget behov av försäkring för ditt deltagande i projektet. Det 
utgår ingen ekonomisk ersättning för ditt deltagande. 

 
Deltagandet är frivilligt  

Ditt deltagande i studien är frivilligt. Du har rätt till att, när som helst 
under pågående intervju, avbryta din medverkan utan att berätta varför. 
Du kan också välja att inte svara på frågor du inte vill prata om. 

 

Ansvariga för projektet 

Huvudansvarig för projektet är Birgitta Persdotter, universitetslektor 
vid Karlstads universitet.   

Kontaktuppgifter:  

birgitta.persdotter@kau.se, telefonnummer 054-700 11 38 

Adress: Universitetsvägen 2, 651 88 Karlstad 

Övriga medverkande i projektet: 

Leigh Ann Loebs, doktorand vid Karlstads universitet 

leighann.loebs@kau.se, telefonnummer 054-700 12 19 

 

Med vänliga hälsningar  

 

Birgitta Persdotter och Leigh Ann Loebs 

Karlstads Universitet  

mailto:birgitta.persdotter@kau.se
mailto:leighann.loebs@kau.se
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Samtycke till att delta i forskningsstudie Socialtjänstens 
bedömningar och motivationsarbete i ärenden gällande våld mot barn 
– En kvalitativ studie om teamledarens roll 

 

 Jag samtycker till att delta i projektet Socialtjänstens bedömningar och 
motivationsarbete i ärenden gällande våld mot barn – En kvalitativ studie 
om teamledarens roll.  

 

 Jag har fått skriftlig information om projektet och har haft möjlighet 
att ställa frågor. Jag får behålla den skriftliga informationen. 

 

 Jag samtycker till att uppgifter om mig behandlas på det sätt som 
beskrivs i informationsbrevet. 

 

…………………………………………………………… 

Ort och datum 

 

…………………………………………………………… 

Underskrift 

 

…………………………………………………………… 

Namnförtydligande 

 

Påskriven samtyckesblankett scannas in och mailas till 
leighann.loebs@kau.se eller tas med till intervjutillfället.

mailto:leighann.loebs@kau.se
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Appendix 2 – Interview guide in Swedish 

Syftet med denna studie är att utforska teamledarens roll vid 
socialtjänstens bedömningar av barns behov av stöd och skydd samt vid 
arbetet med att motivera vårdnadshavare att tacka ja till föreslagna 
insatser, i ärenden gällande våld mot barn. 

• Berätta om din utbildningsbakgrund, exempelvis när och i vad du 
tog examen och din högsta examensnivå, andra eventuella 
utbildningar mm som du har. 

• Berätta om dina arbetserfarenheter, exempelvis hur länge du har 
jobbat inom socialtjänsten, vilka tjänster du har haft, om du har 
jobbat i olika kommuner, etc. 

• Hur ser organisationen ut på din arbetsplats? Beskriv exempelvis 
de olika enheter, chefer, antal socialsekreterare mm. 

• Vilka arbetsuppgifter har du? Har du andra arbetsuppgifter utöver 
att stödja socialsekreterare? Hur prioriterar du och upplever du 
några utmaningar med att prioritera?  

• Hur ser du på din roll som teamledare? Vad är viktigt för dig i din 
roll? 

• Vilka är de största utmaningarna du ser gällande våldsärenden? 
• På vilket sätt stödjer du socialsekreterarna i ärenden som rör våld? 

Finns det skillnader utifrån typ av våld eller orsaken till våld 
(uppfostringsaga, systematiskt våld, situationsbundet våld)? 

o Under planering av utredningar som har inletts efter 
anmälan om misstänkt våldsutsatthet? Vad är 
ingången/strukturen från start? 

o Vilket kunskapsstöd använder du för framtagning av frågor 
till utredningen? 

o Under informationsinhämtning?  
o Under bedömningsprocesser – hur gör ni bedömningar om 

risken för fortsatt våld, och vad är din roll i den processen?  
o I situationer där vårdnadshavare inte håller med 

socialsekreterarens oro för barnet? 
o I motivationsarbetet med vårdnadshavare där motstånd 

finns till föreslagna insatser? 
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o Om/när du läser beslutsunderlag, vad letar du efter i 
riskbedömningarna?  
 Vad tittar du efter, utifrån BBIC-triangeln, i 

bedömningen om risk för fortsatt våld? 
 Vad är det du är noga med att uppmärksamma, och hur 

gör du det? 
o Vilka är de viktigaste bitarna du behöver se/veta för att kunna 

släppa ett ärende utan insatser, alternativt för att gå vidare 
med ett LVU eller en uppföljande kontakt? Hur gör du den 
bedömningen, på vilka grunder? 

Fördjupningsfrågor: 

• Hur stödjer du socialsekreterare i att göra barn och vårdnadshavare 
delaktiga under utredningsprocessen, i ärenden som rör våld?  

• Vilken information ges barn och vårdnadshavare, och hur ges det? 
Vilka utmaningar finns? Hur ser du på utmaningarna? 

• Vilka fördelar/nackdelar eller konsekvenser kan det ge? Kan du ge 
något exempel på det, utifrån följande? 

o Barn i olika åldrar? 
o Barn och föräldrar med funktionsnedsättningar som kräver 

ett annorlunda kommunikationssätt än normalt? 
o Barn och föräldrar som inte pratar svenska eller som har lite 

kännedom om det svenska samhället?  
o Flickor/pojkar? Mammor/pappor? 
o Ser du skillnader utifrån problematiken i ärendet? Ex våld, 

försummelse, eget beteende? 
• Hur stödjer du handläggare i våldsärenden där ni har bedömt ett 

behov av stöd, men vårdnadshavare är tveksamma till att ta emot 
insatser? 

o Vad tror du kan vara hindrande eller stödjande i 
handläggningsprocessen för vårdnadshavares motivation till 
att ta emot insatser? 

o Vilka utmaningar finns i utformningen av insatser och att 
insatser ska komma igång? 

o Ser du skillnader utifrån barnets kön, ålder, ursprung eller 
hälsotillstånd? 
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o Ser du skillnader utifrån olika typer av våld, olika orsaker till 
våldet? 

o Hur hanterar du motstånd? 
• Vi vet att det finns skillnader mellan handläggare, enheter och 

kommuner när det gäller bedömningar om barns situation. På 
vilket sätt uppmärksammar du risken för dessa skillnader som kan 
finnas, både för dig själv och gentemot handläggare, utifrån: 

o Könsnormer? 
o Ålder? 
o Familjens ursprung? 
o Eventuella funktionsnedsättningar hos barnet? 
o Aktuell problematik i ärendet? 

• Hur ser du på att jobba kunskapsbaserat kontra 
erfarenhetsbaserat?  

o Vad är de viktiga delarna i det? 
o Vilka kunskapskällor eller metoder lutar du dig mot? 
o Vad upplever du är viktigast när det gäller riskbedömningar i 

våldsärenden? 
• Utifrån allt vi har pratat om idag, har du några tankar om något 

annat sätt att jobba med dessa frågor?  
• Finns det något annat om din roll i våldsärenden som du tycker är 

viktigt och vill lyfta eller berätta om? 

 

Formuleringarna i denna intervjuguide utgår i hög grad från frågor som 
utgör studiens frågeställningar. I intervjusituationen används mjukare 
formuleringar som ”Kan du berätta…?  Vill du beskriva…?” 

 

 

 



Making Sense of Disparities in 
Violence-Exposed Children’s 
Access to Interventions
A Social Justice-Based Approach to Swedish Child Welfare

Leigh Ann Loebs

Leigh A
nn Loebs  |   M

aking Sense of D
isparities in V

iolence-E
xposed C

hildren’s A
ccess to Interventions   |   2025:45

Making Sense of Disparities in Violence-
Exposed Children’s Access to Interventions

This thesis explores how violence-exposed children access interventions from 
Swedish Child Welfare Services (CWS), and how team leaders support caseworkers 
in identifying and counteracting bias and disparities in assessments, particularly 
in relation to children’s gender and family origin. Integrating quantitative and 
qualitative data, the thesis explores both structural patterns and assessment 
processes. The first study investigates whether demographic characteristics 
influence how cases involving suspected violence are assessed and responded to. 
Findings suggest that girls, children with Nordic family origins and those assessed 
at high risk of harm are more likely to receive interventions than other children. 
The second study focuses on the role of team leaders in supporting equitable 
assessments, highlighting how supervision can serve as a site for challenging 
bias. Team leaders were found to foster reflective spaces and promote diversity-
awareness through collective sensemaking. The concepts of intersectionality, bias 
and risk models, and supervisorial sensemaking frame the analysis, illuminating 
how societal, organizational and interpersonal mechanisms shape children’s access 
to support. The thesis concludes by proposing an approach for a rights-based child 
welfare practice.

LICENTIATE THESIS   |   Karlstad University Studies   |   2025:45

Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences

Social Work

LICENTIATE THESIS   |   Karlstad University Studies   |   2025:45

ISSN 1403-8099

ISBN 978-91-7867-634-7 (pdf)

ISBN 978-91-7867-633-0 (print)


	1 Introduction
	1.1 Consequences and Prevalence of Violence Against Children
	1.1.1 Particularly Vulnerable Groups

	1.2 The Swedish Child Welfare Context in Relation to Violence Against Children
	1.2.1 Supervision in Swedish CWS

	1.3 Rationale, Aim and Research Questions
	1.4 Thesis Structure and Chapter Overview

	2 Previous Research
	2.1 Factors Influencing Risk Assessments and Decision-Making Practices in Investigative Casework
	2.1.1 Challenges in Gathering and Understanding Information
	2.1.2 Individual Case Characteristics and Other Sources of Bias

	2.2 The Role of Parental Consent and Involvement in Interventions
	2.3 The Function of Clinical Supervision in Shaping Assessments and Decisions
	2.4 Summary of Previous Research

	3 Theoretical Framing and Important Concepts
	3.1 Intersectionality
	3.1.1 Conceptualization and Importance of Demographic Categories

	3.2 Risk and Bias Models as Explanations of Disproportionality
	3.3 Sensemaking in Clinical Supervision

	4 Methods and Materials
	4.1 Study I: Quantitative Methods
	4.1.1 Data Source and Collection
	4.1.2 Operationalization of the Demographic Variables
	4.1.3 Analytical Strategy

	4.2 Study II: Qualitative Methods
	4.2.1 Participant Selection and Recruitment
	4.2.2 Data Collection
	4.2.3 Analytical Strategy

	4.3 Ethical Considerations and Approval
	4.4 Summary of the Methodological Approach

	5 Results
	5.1 Study I: Disparities in Child Welfare Investigations of Suspicion of Violence
	5.2 Study II: Providing Safe Spaces for Sensemaking in Swedish Child Welfare Services: Team Leaders’ Perspectives of Their Role in Facilitating Assessment Work
	5.3 Chapter Conclusion

	6 Discussion
	6.1 Intersecting Inequalities: Gender, Family Origin and Consent in Access to Child Welfare Interventions
	6.2 Navigating Risk and Bias in Child Welfare Assessments
	6.3 The Potential of Supervisorial Sensemaking to Disrupt Bias
	6.4 Methodological Discussion
	6.4.1 Reflections on Positionality


	7 Conclusions
	7.1 Implications for Practice
	7.1.1 Rigorous Knowledge of Children’s Rights
	7.1.2 Recognition of the Intersecting Dimensions of Inequality
	7.1.3 Awareness of Individual Caseworker Bias
	7.1.4 Bias Disruption Through Collective Sensemaking
	7.1.5 Improved Communication Skills with a Focus on Diversity
	7.1.6 Summary of the Social Justice-Aware Approach

	7.2 Suggestions for Further Research
	7.3 Key Contributions to the Field of Social Work

	References
	Tom sida
	Tom sida
	Loebs & Persdotter 2025 Disparities in child welfare investigations of suspicion of violence.pdf
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Influential factors in risk assessments and decision making
	Understanding disparities in access to interventions
	Child welfare in Sweden

	Materials and methods
	Study design and inclusion criteria
	Measures
	Demographic variables concerning the child
	Type of identified violence
	Assessment of the risk of harm towards the child
	Assessment of the risk of continued violence
	Consent from parents/legal guardians for interventions
	Consent from the child for interventions
	Intervention decisions made by CWS

	Population description
	Data analysis

	Results
	Association of demographic factors with identified violence
	Association of demographic factors with assessments of risk of harm and risk of continued violence
	Association of demographic factors with the need of interventions
	Association of demographic factors with parental consent to interventions
	Association of demographic factors with intervention decisions

	Discussion
	The importance of identifying violence
	Potential bias in risk assessments
	Parental consent plays a major role

	Methodological discussion
	Limitations

	Practical implications
	Conclusion
	Notes
	Acknowledgments
	Disclosure statement
	Funding
	ORCID
	Data availability statement
	Ethics approval statement
	References

	Tom sida
	Tom sida
	Revised manuscript - Licentiate thesis version 251118.pdf
	Providing safe spaces for sensemaking in Swedish child welfare services: Team leaders’ perspectives of their role in facilitating assessment work
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Sensemaking work
	The Swedish CWS context
	Aim and research questions

	Methods
	Participants
	Data collection
	Data analysis

	Results
	Creating a secure space for venting and shared deliberation
	Sensemaking by emotional support
	Practicing methodical doubt and postponing premature judgements

	Recognizing and challenging biases
	Biased gender role expectations relating to mothers and fathers
	Sensemaking to address gendered risk assessments
	Enhancing cultural sensitivity to support sensemaking


	Discussion
	Conclusion

	Ethics approval
	References

	Tom sida
	Tom sida
	Tom sida
	Tom sida


 
 
    
   HistoryItem_V1
   PageSizes
        
     Range: all pages
     Size: 8.268 x 11.693 inches / 210.0 x 297.0 mm
     Action: Make all pages the same size
     Scale: Scale width and height equally
     Rotate: Clockwise if needed
      

        
     D:20251119082140
      

        
     0
            
       D:20251114105842
       841.8898
       a4
       Blank
       595.2756
          

     Tall
     1
     0
     1006
     933
    
     qi4alphabase[QI 4.0/QHI 4.0 alpha]
     Uniform
     0.6500
            
                
         AllDoc
              

       CurrentAVDoc
          

     Custom
      

        
     QITE_QuiteImposingPlus4
     Quite Imposing Plus 4.0m
     Quite Imposing Plus 4
     1
      

        
     0
     88
     87
     88
      

   1
  

 HistoryList_V1
 qi2base





