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Chapter 6: Exploring the dominant child image(s) in a 
Dutch Child Protection Service Agency; how do these images 
relate to child participation? 
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Abstract 
 
The possibilities for children to participate in decision-making in child protection 
processes are largely determined by the case manager’s attitude towards 
participation. Studies show that this attitude is strongly influenced by the child 
image(s) case managers embody. Therefore, the aim of this study is to explore the 
child images present in a child protection organisation, which image dominates and 
how this relates to children’s participation. The results show that, although there are 
multiple perspectives, and the case managers describe children as social actors, their 
actions are driven by a belief that children are vulnerable and not yet competent. This 
underlying, but dominant, belief makes it hard to facilitate children’s active 
involvement, particularly in the complicated and harmful situations child-protection 
workers face. Therefore, to increase the facilitation of children’s participation, case 
managers should be aware of their embodied beliefs, where they stem from and learn 
how to balance the seemingly contradictory lenses of children’s vulnerability and their 
capacities. 
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6.1 Introduction 
 
Since the last decade, child participation can no longer be ignored. Not only is it 
embedded in international and local legislation, the importance is also recognised by 
professionals working with children. However, especially in the field of child 
protection services, there has long been and still is an ongoing debate on the 
appropriateness of involving young children, considering their cognitive capacities and 
age-related vulnerabilities (Healy & Darlington, 2009; van Bijleveld et al., 2015). 
Moreover, there is no significant discussion in the literature on how to reconcile child 
protection obligations with participatory practice (Ney, Stoltz & Maloney, 2013).  

Also in child protection policy and legislation, how to facilitate child participation is 
not well adressed (Archard & Skivenes 2009a; van Bijleveld, Dedding & Bunders-
Aelen, 2014; Cossar et al., 2016). In the Netherlands, child protection and child 
welfare are accommodated in certified organisations and based upon the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) and a national law, ‘Wet of 
Jeugdzorg, 2005’. The ‘Wet op de Jeugdzorg’ states that all children, adolescents and 
parents should have access to youth care, which should be based on the best interests 
of the child. It states that children aged 12 and older should be heard, but it does not 
define how the child’s best interests should be determined. How to define what is in 
the best interest of a child? How to balance different or even conflicting perspectives? 
Are adults well equiped to understand and value the perspectives of children?  

One difficulty with embedding child participation in practice stems from the fact that 
child participation touches the core belief of childhood and thereby reflects a wider 
system of beliefs about children and society (Collings & Davies, 2008; Sanders and 
Mace, 2006; Vis et al., 2012). The question of what it means to be a child, what 
children should have access to and what childhood means, is not easy to answer. It is 
part of a constant negotiation in daily interactions between children and adults and 
depends on culture and context (Collings & Davies, 2008; Hemrica & Heyting, 2004). 
For example, professionals who stand up for children’s rights will have a different 
discourse than professionals working in a medical setting where they have to diagnose 
diseases. And although the perspectives on children can be seen as a continuum, a 
person can have a view that is based on different elements of different perspectives, 
and often depends on the specific situation. Moreover, the relation between adults 
and children has become a ‘natural’ part of our daily world, it is embodied in our 
actions, and therefore people are not always aware of what is in fact a sociocultural 
construction that could be open for debate. However, related to participation and 
child image, several tensions arise: while it is considered important for children ‘to 
have responsibility’ and ‘to participate’, the experience of a period of time without 
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responsibility, the ideal of protected childhood, is also valued (Collings & Davies, 2008; 
Sanders & Mace, 2006; Vis et al., 2012; Wyness, 2011). 

Thus, the child perspective an adult and an organisation embrace, have an influence 
on the perspective on whether children should participate in the decision-making 
process, and how to value their input. In general, three major discourses on children 
and childhood can be distinghuished: the caretakers’ perspective, the sociology of 
childhood and the child liberators’ perspective (Collings & Davies, 2008). These three 
perspectives represent different discourses, which have implications for how adults 
define children and childhood, what they see as the proper role of adults and children, 
and what this means for the possibilities for children to participate in the decision-
making process.  

Although nowadays there is more attention to the child’s rights and the child’s 
capabilities to influence a situation (Healy et al., 2012), it would not be surprising to 
still find a more dominant child image in line with the paternalist thinking that 
children are vulnerable and in need of protection, and that adults know what is in 
children’s best interests. However, this has not yet been studied. In this article we 
explore (1) how case managers in child protection services talk about children and the 
problematic situation that children are in, and what underlying childimages they 
represent, and (2) how children and families are represented in the core policy of the 
organisation. Moreover, we look at how this relates to children’s possibilities to 
participate. The three discourses, which we describe below, serve as a lens for our 
analyses on what child images are present in the child protection context. 

6.2 Theoretical background 
 
There are many different perspectives on children and childhood, and even within one 
discourse there are slightly different perspectives on the proper role of children and 
adults. However, in general, three main discourses on children and childhood can be 
distinguished: the caretakers’ perspective, the sociology of childhood and the child 
liberators’ perspective (Collings & Davies, 2008). We choose these three major 
discourses, since they are most common discourses and also represent the extremes. 
Furthermore, together they also represent a Zeitgeist. Table 6.1 presents an overview 
of the three perspectives. 

The caretakeres perspective 
 
The caretakers’ perspective (also called the pedagogical and psychological 
perspective) on children arises from a more historical pedagogical view, which claims 
that children are not competent for self-determination and should therefore be 
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protected and provided for (Hemrica, 2004). The priority for caretakers is to protect 
the child’s development, which could be harmed by the right to self-determination 
because of the risk of making the wrong decisions. For this reason, a child should not 
be involved in decision-making, which should be done by competent adults (Archard, 
1993; Dillen, 2006). The right to be protected and provided for is considered more 
important than the right to participation due to the belief that children are not 
sufficiently competent to engage in decisions that affect their own lives. This lack of 
competence is usually described in terms of age; children are too young and do not 
have enough experience to assess the consequences of their decisions (Kellet, Forrest, 
Dent & Ward, 2004). This view of children and childhood evokes a desire to shelter 
and protect children from all sources of harm (Collings & Davies, 2008). 

The sociological perspective 
 
The sociological perspective on children is based on the assumption that a child is a 
social actor and agent. It argues that the social environment has an influence on the 
child, but that the child also influences the social environment (James, Jenks & Prout, 
1998). The concept of the child as agent means that children are able to develop 
strategies for how to cope with ‘life’. In other words, children are able to influence 
their world and to act within it. In the light of children’s participation it is most 
important that adult caregivers acknowledge the child as a socially knowledgeable 
actor, based on the belief that children have important knowledge which they should 
take into account. This perspective is important for the facilitation of children’s 
participation because children are acknowledged in their capacity to attribute 
meaning, to act and to influence the environment (Cashmore, 2002; Dedding et al., 
2015). 

The child liberator perspective 
 
In contrast with the caretakers’ perspective and more in line with the sociological 
perspective, the child liberators’ perspective (also called the juridical perspective), 
emphasises that children should be seen as ‘competent self-determining beings’ 
rather than ‘becoming competent beings’ and so should participate in decision-
making processes (Collings & Davies, 2008; Dillen, 2006). According to the child 
liberators’ perspective, the difference between adults and children tends to be 
discriminatory because, in general, children are seen as incompetent and less 
important than adults. Furthermore, the concept of ‘being a child’ is an ideological 
construct because children are associated with vulnerability, weakness and 
helplessness, even though these characteristics do not correspond to their daily 
reality. Children are considered equal to adults and therefore should be equal in terms 
of their rights (Hemrica, 2004). This also includes, in line with Art. 12 of the UNCRC, 
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that children have the right to have a say in decisions affecting their own lives (Dillen, 
2006), even at a young age. 

Table 6.1:  An overview of the three major discourses on children 

Perspective Caretakers Perspective Sociology of childhood Child liberator 
perspective 

A child is…. Children are vulnerable, 
in need of protection 

Children are social, 
knowledgeable actors 

Children are equal to 
adults and therefore 

should be equal in rights 

The proper role of 
adults is… 

Parents should protect, 
control and provide 

Parents should consult 
children and take their 

perspectives into 
consideration 

Parents should 
acknowledge children's 
rights and treat children 

as equals 

The perspective 
on child 

participation is…. 

Children are not 
competent enough for 
decision-making and 

should not be burdened 
with it 

Children can and should be 
enabled to represent their 

views in a way that 
matches their capabilities  

Children always have the 
right to participate in 

decisions affecting their 
own lives, and should be 
involved like adults are 

 
6.3 Method 
 
The aim of this case study was to explore which image(s) of children and childhood 
are present and dominant in a child protection agency in Amsterdam, JBRA, and how 
this fosters child participation. JBRA is the certified organisation responsible for the 
execution of child protection measures in the Amsterdam Area. In the Netherlands, 
JBRA is a leading body in providing child- and family-centred care, by combining 
Intensive Family Case Management (IFCM) as a framework, with Family Functional 
Parole Services (FFP) as a working method (Busschers et al., 2016). To explore which 
core child images dominate in the organisation, as expressed in its policies, the 
pedagogical vision and applied method (FFP) were studied. Following this, we 
observed how case managers talk about children, their capabilities and role in the 
process. Finally, we discussed the findings in two in-depth focus group discussions 
(FGDs) with the case managers. 

6.3.1. Participants 
 
Three teams of JBRA were asked to participate in this research. Each team consisted 
of six or seven case managers, one team manager and one behavioural expert. In 
total, there were three men and 16 women case managers involved, plus a woman 
team manager and two women behavioural experts for the three teams. Their ages 
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varied between 25 and 64 years and experience ranged from less than a year to over 
10 years. 

6.3.2. Data collection 
 
In this study, data collection consisted of document analysis, observations and two in-
depth FGDs. The documents studied contained the pedagogical vision and the manual 
of the working method (FFP). These documents were explored on explicit vision and 
use of language in relation to child image. 

Nine weekly team meetings were observed. The meeting, lasting three hours per 
meeting, comprise three parts: supervision, casuistry and organisational 
announcements. During supervision, the focus is on how the case manager acts, 
responds and guides the family meetings. The casuistry is aimed at the actual 
decision-making within a specific family. The case managers assess the child’s safety in 
its environment, what intervention is needed to ensure a safe situation and whether 
the family reached the goals identified in the family plan. The basis of decision-making 
is that the case managers discusses the decision that has to be made with the family 
and then presents the proposed plan in the team meeting. In the team meeting, the 
different disciplines present all think about and advise the case manager, after which 
the final decision is made. The family does not attend these meetings. 

The meetings were recorded and transcribed. In total, there were eight FFP and 38 
casuistry cases. The researcher used an observation list to focus on the different 
perspectives of the case managers, and the involvement of the family, parents and 
children. The focus was on concepts linked with child images. For example, the child 
as expert versus the child as incompetent. Furthermore, whether children were 
discussed in active or passive terms was observed (e.g. the child does versus the child 
overcomes). Finally, whose perspective was emphasised and leading in decision-
making was reported (e.g. is the child’s perspective reported? If so, how is it framed?). 

The researcher carefully introduced herself initially and again at the start of the 
observations. During the meetings, the researcher sat at the table with the case 
managers, but only observed and did not interrupt the meetings. The teams were 
used to having people observe the way they work as part of quality improvements. 

To verify the results of the qualitative data analysis and the document analysis, two 
in-depth FGDs were organised. Based on six statements, derived from the 
observations of the team meetings combined with theoretical concepts from the 
literature, a discussion on different child images and their relation to participation was 
facilitated. The statements covered the main results: being vs. becoming, to have 
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influence vs. to be influenced, resilient vs. vulnerable, assist vs. take over and 
participation vs. protection. The participants were asked to indicate how much they 
agreed or disagreed with the statements, supported by examples. In the FGDs 
statements were combined with the results of the data analysis and discussed with 
the case managers to validate the findings. 

6.3.3. Data analysis 
 
A thematic content analysis (Smith et al., 1992) was used to study the content of the 
conversations and core documents of the organisation in combination with a basic 
discourse analysis (Wodak & Meyer, 2009), mainly in relation to the choice of words 
and framing. The transcripts were coded by using MAXQDA 11. The document 
variables were FFP or Casuistry (differentiating between the focus of the case review), 
team number and how the perspective of the child itself was present. The main code 
was child description divided into the following sub-codes: personality, behaviour, 
competences, age, intelligence and comparison with other children. Other main codes 
were perspective of the child divided into sub-codes: by the case manager, the child, 
parents, other caregivers or unclear. When the perspective of the child was 
presented, the data was re-coded with the following sub-codes: child image, opinion 
of the child, the child’s actions and experience. Furthermore, data was coded for 
expressing the case manager’s view on defining the problem, the solution and the 
relation between protection and participation. The coding and interpretation were 
checked and discussed in the research team. 

6.3.4. Ethical considerations 
 
The researcher took time to answer questions and to build rapport with the teams 
before and after the meetings. Permission for the observations and recording was 
given by the team manager and considered as informed consent for all the teams. The 
recordings were destroyed after the study. In the transcripts, participants’ names 
were given a label to guarantee anonymity and the names of the children and parents 
were replaced by only referring to sex, age and family relation. 

6.4 Results 
 
An organisational culture is defined by the people working there, but also by the 
outlines given by the organisation (Hurley & Hult, 1998). Therefore, before 
elaborating on the observations and discussion meetings with the case managers, we 
first describe the analyses of the organisational documents. 
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6.4.1. How are children and their position portrayed in the core policy documents of 
the organization? 

 
The pedagogical vision of JBRA is the framework that provides the basis for all case 
managers to do their job. The priority is clear: to protect the development of children 
in unsafe environments. According to JBRA, a child needs age-appropriate 
development, good health, a physically safe environment, continuity and stability in 
their living conditions, a respectful environment in which the child’s wishes and needs 
are heard, the security of at least one adult, a structure which is supportive for the 
child’s development, and that the parents’ educational level and mental problems 
should not affect the child negatively. Furthermore, JBRA states that every child has 
the right to live in safety, to have a family, to develop, and that if safety is no longer 
guaranteed, JBRA has the right to intervene (JBRA, 2013).  

The pedagogical vision explicitly focuses on the role of the parents or guardians. For 
example, it states that parents should take responsibility for the education of their 
children, be emotionally involved with them, be able to understand the world from a 
child’s point of view, adapt their behaviour to the level of the child, balance between 
giving children responsibilities and structure their lives and always act in the best 
interest of their children, prioritising this above their own interests (JBRA, 2013). 
Remarkably, the pedagogical vision of JBRA does not elaborate on the role of children 
in family processes, except that they should be listened to. This primary focus on the 
role and actions of parents is also presented in the choice of words: throughout the 
document, a family is described as “parents and children”. They are seen as one, 
which masks the fact that people have different perspectives, needs and interests. 
And although the right of children to be heard is explicitly mentioned multiple times, 
it is nowhere operationalized how and when, nor how much weight should be given to 
their experiences and how this relates to the views of the parents or adults involved. 

Functional Family Parole Services (FFP) – the main working method – is based on 
three main principles (Alexander, Waldron, Robbins & Neeb, 2013). First, FFP is based 
on a view which states that people are unique and have their own characteristics. 
These characteristics could be behavioural weaknesses or strengths. FFP states that it 
is easy to focus on the negative aspects of behaviour whereas it is difficult to focus on 
the positive aspects. To understand these positive aspects, questions may help to 
understand underlying processes. For instance, why does this person behave in that 
way, what is the person’s positive intention for that behaviour? A second principle of 
FFP is the way problems are defined. In FFP, the perspective is relational: family 
members are seen as actors who influence each other’s lives. Focus is on how certain 
behaviour affects the relation between family members. By understanding the 
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behaviour of each family member, patterns in emotional and cognitive behaviour can 
be distinguished. FFP intervenes in these relational patterns by giving the family 
members tools to recognise their patterns and to change those that are interfering. 
The third principle of FFPS relates to processes of change. Before actual change can 
happen, individuals need to be willing to accept their part in the situation and there 
needs to be the hope that a change in behaviour will lead to positive effects. In other 
words, individuals need to be motivated for change. 

In FFPS, people are described as unique actors who are able to have an influence in 
and over their lives. However, it is noteworthy that children and adults are captured 
by the use of the word ‘people’, or ‘family’, ‘family members’, or ‘a person’, and that 
there is, like in the pedagogical vision, no clear distinction between children and 
adults; it is not elaborated upon, or made explicit, that children are knowledgeable 
and provide an unique point of view, nor that they have the right to be involved. 

6.4.2. How are children and their position portrayed by the case managers? 
 
All casuistry discussions start with describing the ‘safety of the child’ and the ‘central 
line’ of the case. The ‘safety of the child’ is scored from 1 to 10, where 1 means direct 
great harm and 10 means absolute safety. JBRA believes that with a consistent score 
of 6, a child’s safety is sufficient, and JBRA’s involvement is no longer necessary, 
combined with a satisfactory score on the ‘central line’. The ‘central line’ contains the 
essence of the problems, which should be formulated by the case manager, in 
cooperation with the family, in such a way that when it is achieved, guidance from 
JBRA is no longer necessary. The central lines are formulated from the perspective of 
what the child needs, but observations show that in practice they are most often 
directed at what parents need to do to keep the child safe, for example: “The children 
experience a stable home and receive education suitable to their level”. Though the 
central line is formulated from the perspective of the child – experience a stable home 
– it is formulated in a passive way, suggesting that the child has no role or 
responsibility in what is happening, or in changing the situation. With cases 
concerning teenagers (defined as 12 years and older), the children are more often 
seen as contributing to the problem and therefore as a contributing partner to the 
solution. Within the central line, they are more often attributed as having an influence 
on their environment: “O (age 14) has a stable environment in which he feels safe, 
goes through an age-appropriate development and he is supported to make his own 
positive choice”. 

In the team meetings, the descriptions of children were mainly focused on their 
personality traits and behaviour; they were used to give insight into a child’s 
capacities to cope with situations and the risks, like “He is a refined boy. However, it is 
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hard to say that in a positive way. He is very manipulative and sharp”. Intelligence was 
considered to be a very important trait in relation to the child’s capabilities, whereby 
a high IQ was assumed to be an important protective factor. For instance, “In age-
appropriate development [reading out loud a header in the written report], I read that 
he has an IQ of 111, that is above average. Yes, he is smart and this intelligence has 
helped him to be not involved with the police very often”. In line with the FFPs working 
method, children were described on the basis of their competences. For example: “In 
my opinion, this child has a lot of strengths. He shows an enormous amount of 
resilience how he copes with situations” and “He also has a lot of strengths: he goes to 
school and does his best and maintains himself”. However, in most cases children 
were described in terms of inabilities, such as a delay in language acquisition and 
understanding or the inability to play with toys or other children. Furthermore, the 
competences were often related to age and to what was considered to be age-
appropriate, whereby competences, which are considered as not age-appropriate, 
were alarming because these may harm future development. For example, “We see 
that she is too independent for her age. She is representing the role of the mother but 
she is not able to fulfil this role, that makes her a little girl”. 

In the FGDs, some case managers explained that children are not always able to 
distinguish reality from fantasy and therefore case managers can better estimate 
what a child needs. However, a minority of the case managers (n=3) disagreed, 
explaining that it mainly depends on the age of a child. Older children are thought to 
be better able to understand and formulate their needs. However, when asked what 
age is considered to be a threshold, they all agreed that it is not possible to pin an age 
on the capability of children to oversee the situation and to be able to estimate what 
is necessary, but that the child’s capacities and maturity are the decisive factors. 

Overall, during the team meetings, the description of children comprised two aspects: 
(1) the child as not yet competent and in need of protection, and (2) the child as 
passive recipients of adult care of the situation and/or the actions of its parents. No 
references have been made to the rights of children. 

An interesting finding from both the observations of the team meetings, as well as the 
policy documents, is that it remains unclear what aspects are taken or should be taken 
into account to form an opinion about the child, his or her capabilities, the situation, 
and the perspectives of all parties involved. For example, in most cases it remained 
unclear which sources were used to define the child’s personality, behaviour or 
competences, so whether these were the case managers’ own observations and 
interpretations, the parents’ opinions, or resulting from tests. Although the work 
method suggests that the problems and goals are defined together with the families, 
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during the meetings it remained unclear how both parents and children contributed 
to the definition of the problem and what sources the case manager used to come to 
problem statement. This also was not asked by colleagues during the meetings. It 
shows that case managers try to describe how they think the child experiences the 
situation or the problems the child is facing. Often trying to confirm their perspective 
with their colleagues, by ending with a question mark: “He notices a lot of what is 
going on … isn’t it?”. 

Another interesting finding is that there is a difference between what case managers 
say and what is seen in their actions. For example, although the case managers say 
that children have an influence on their situation, should be involved and should be 
helped with solving their problems rather than expecting the environment to solve 
their problems for them, the interventions case managers make show an opposite 
belief. They are mainly directed at giving the parents extra/better skills and assistance 
to cope with their children. When confronted with this contradiction between what 
they say and do, the case managers agreed. Reflecting on their actions they explained 
this is mainly because they see the parents as the main problem, therefore most help 
is focused on the parents and how they can adapt their behaviour in the best interest 
of the child. But at the same time, it also says something about how they perceive the 
role of children, namely as not yet knowledgeable, passive victims of their parents, 
which was also reflected in the process of defining the problem and setting goals. 

Furthermore, the direct context of protection also had an influence on how they 
perceived the situation. In the FGDs case managers disagreed with the statement ‘We 
help children by solving their problems’. They all claimed they should not rescue the 
children from the problems they encounter, but ‘empower the child’ ‘to solve the 
problems on its own or with help of the environment’. Paradoxically, most case 
managers immediately agreed with the statement ‘To protect children is to unburden 
them’, explained as: “We should shield children from the adult problems”, “A child has 
the right to be a ‘child’, to not worry”, “children should be protected from the mess 
their parents make”. Whereas at first case managers are likely to see children as social 
actors who have an influence on their environment, the inclusion of the word 
‘protection’ triggered their feeling of being responsible for shielding children from 
harm and relieving them from their burdens and suffering. It shows that, in line with 
the findings from the observations, case managers’ main concern is to provide 
children a free safe childhood, without concerns and threats, by influencing the 
surroundings of the child without including the child. Or, as one case manager 
describes it: “You always want to involve children, but you do not want to burden 
them with the problems of the parents”. 
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6.5 Discussion and Conclusions 
 
As described in the introduction and theoretical background, case managers’ and child 
protection organisations’ perspectives on children and childhood have an important 
influence on their attitude to child participation (Collings & Davies, 2008). Therefore, 
the aim of this study was to explore the dominant perspective on children in a child 
protection service and its relation to children’s opportunities to participate. We first 
outlined the main findings of this study, before suggesting what this means for the 
opportunities for child participation in protection services. 

In both the policy documents and the team meetings, the role of children and the 
importance of participation are not made explicit, nor is there any reference to their 
rights to be involved. Child protection problems are mainly attributed to the parents 
and their actions, and the parents’ role is primarily described as being responsible for 
the protection and safekeeping of children. This might be explained by the content of 
the child protection cases, which emphasise the ambiguity of child participation and 
protection (Sanders & Mace, 2006). Often dealing with issues that are seen as ’adult 
problems‘, for children to be able to participate in the decision-making process, they 
have to be informed and involved about these subjects that are commonly seen 
as ’adult issues‘ (cf. Vis et al., 2012). Children are overall seen in light of incompetence 
and behaviour that are judged by their age-appropriateness, intelligence, character, 
and to a lesser extent, capacities. Thus, children are seen as different from adults in 
that they have to learn and develop to become grown-ups in order to understand 
‘adult issues’. The judgement on the competences of children seems to be based 
mainly on the observations and interpretations of the case managers. This is an 
important finding, since the adults’ child image co-determines what people see and 
look for (Lee, 1992). 

Strikingly, this study showed a strong difference between what the case managers say 
and what they do: when talking about children and child protection, they often 
describe children as social, knowledgeable actors, who influence their environment 
and who are helped by learning them how to deal with the situation they are in. 
Children should not be rescued but empowered. However, when observing the 
actions and choices made, parents are seen as the creators of the unsafe situation and 
children ’overcome‘. Especially when the focus shifts to protection, this discrepancy 
between what the case managers say to believe and what actions they chose seems 
to be enlarged. 

In short, starting from a care perspective, case managers (1) tend to see participation 
as a burden – placing adult problems on the shoulders of already vulnerable children, 
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and (2) underestimate the value of the input of children as contributing to getting a 
full understanding of the problem and the solutions. 

Social scientists, starting from an actor perspective, however, showed that in order to 
work in the best interest of children we should listen carefully to children and make 
an assessment based on what children have to say, even or just in relation to sensitive 
topics and safety. For example, Bluebond-Langner showed in 1978 how children in a 
hospital ward aged from age of three to nine, come to know they are dying, while 
parents and medical staff try to conceal from the children their awareness of the 
child’s impending death, thus illustrating the competences of young children as 
observers, and that adults could do a better job in protecting children by involving 
them in this incredibly sad process for everyone involved. Nieuwenhuizen (2006) 
asked street children in India what they needed; they prioritised an opportunity of a 
weekly shower. Looking clean, they explained, would diminish the chances of being 
picked up by the police, and so protect them from harassment and physical abuse. 
What this shows is that the input of children can help to define what is at stake and 
what is in the best interest of children, and that unfortunately children cannot always 
rely on adults as safe keepers. 

It is not surprising within child protection services, as an area of expertise on child 
protection, to find a more dominant child image in line with the paternalist thinking 
that children are vulnerable and in need of protection, and that adults always know 
what is in children’s best interests (Collings & Davies, 2008; Sanders & Mace, 2006; Vis 
et al., 2012). Fuelled by the idea of a ‘makeable world’ – free from risks, case 
managers are held responsible for the safety of vulnerable children; risks to children 
should be foreseen and manageable, leading to a focus on risk management and 
protection and thereby diminishing the opportunity for participation (Lee, 1992; Vis et 
al., 2011). This study shows that this child image, based on seeing children as 
vulnerable, also has an influence on how protection is perceived and therefore on 
what is needed to keep children safe (see Table 6.2). What is striking, however, is that 
case managers themselves are not aware of their own child image and how this 
influences their actions in practice. 
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Table 6.2:  An overview of the three major discourses on children, including 
protection 

Perspective Caretakers Perspective Sociology of childhood Child liberator 
perspective 

A child is…. Children are vulnerable, 
in need of protection 

Children are social, 
knowledgeable actors 

Children are equal to 
adults and therefore 

should be equal in rights 

The proper role of 
adults is… 

Parents should protect, 
control and provide 

Parents should consult 
children and take their 

perspectives into 
consideration 

Parents should 
acknowledge children's 
rights and treat children 

as equals 

The perspective 
on child 

participation is…. 

Children are not 
competent enough for 
decision-making and 

should not be burdened 
with it 

Children do and should be 
enabled to represent their 

views in a way that 
matches their capabilities 

Children always have the 
right to participate in 

decisions affecting their 
own lives, and should be 
involved like adults are 

The relation to 
child protection 

is… 

Child protection problems 
are based on adult 

problems, therefore the 
solution lies with the 

parents 

Child protection problems 
are based on the 

interaction between 
parents and child, 

therefore all should be 
involved in changing the 

situation 

Child protection problems 
are based on the 

violations of a child's 
rights and those rights 

should be restored 

 

Many interventions that have been implemented so far to improve child participation 
within child protection services, like changing policy and legislation, are mainly aimed 
at strengthening participation (Berrick, Dickens, Pösö & Skivenes, 2015). These 
interventions have not, however, led to an actual change in practice (Gal & Duramy, 
2015; Healy & Darlington, 2009; Munro, 2011; Tregeagle & Mason, 2008; Vis & 
Fossum, 2015). This study shows that, as portrayed in Figure 6.1, in an environment 
that is strongly focused on protection, it is necessary to start from the dominant 
perspective, namely that children are vulnerable and need to be protected. As long as 
there is no attention paid to the tension between child participation and protection, 
as experienced by the case managers, and the influence that the (unconscious) image 
of the child has on the actions of the case manager, it will be difficult to achieve 
change 
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Figure 6.1:  The relation between participation and protection 

Therefore, we argue that paying attention to this interplay between child image, 
participation and protection should be further studied in the field of child protection 
and become part of reflexive practices in education and work. Case managers need 
knowledge about child images, how they relate to participation and protection, what 
rights children have and how to translate those rights to practice; learning skills to 
facilitate child participation and competences to balance both seemingly 
contradictory lenses of vulnerability on the one hand and the capacities of children on 
the other hand. To facilitate this change is a complex and intensive process; it cannot 
be left up solely to the individual case managers to find their own way in practice, but 
needs a safe learning environment, and clear vision and guidelines, supported by the 
organization. 

Focus on 
protection 

Focus on participation 

High- low 

Protection-centred 
approach 

Working in the best 
interest of the child 

Low- High 

High -high  

Participation-
centred approach 
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