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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this article is to analyse the arguments presented by 
181 professionals in the child protection system of the Basque Country 
(Spain) to justify their decisions regarding the implementation 
of measures related to family preservation or separation. The 
implementation of a case vignette demonstrated variability in 
professional decision-making, with 62% of professionals choosing 
family preservation and 38% opting for family separation. A series 
of argument categories which can be used by most professionals 
when making decisions are extracted from analysis of the 
content. However, in spite of using similar types of arguments, the 
professionals differed in the importance they attributed to such 
criteria and their interpretations. Differences in decision thresholds 
were directly related to professionals’ beliefs regarding the benefits 
of the interventions analysed. To reduce this variability, reflecting 
on these beliefs and analysing the effectiveness of interventions in 
child protection to incorporate evidence of professional judgement 
are recommended. The present study, on the one hand, identifies 
the argument categories used to justify decisions and, on the other, 
analyses the existing variability when interpreting these categories.

Introduction

Research on judgement and decision-making in social interventions has focused primarily 
on ‘protection’ decisions (Taylor, 2012), that is, decisions in which professionals are ulti-
mately responsible for the safety of people who do not have the legal capacity to decide, as 
occurs with child protection. Decision outcomes that have led to an increased interest in 
the literature concern family separation, certainly one of the most complex decisions faced 
by professionals because of the potential consequences such a decision may have in the lives 
of a minor and his or her family.

Child protection judgements and decisions are characterised by risk and uncertainty 
(Stokes & Schmidt, 2012). Their central objective is to assess the likelihood of an event or 
damage occurring or of the potential consequences of the professional intervention itself. 
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For this reason, such decisions have also been referred to as ‘risk’ decisions (Taylor, 2013) 
because their object of analysis does not relate as much to the needs of the people affected 
as to the type and level of risk the people suffer. Additionally, because neither calculating the 
results in the long run nor estimating the consequences of the interventions with certainty 
is possible, we are faced with decisions laden with uncertainty (Reddy, 1996; Taylor, 2013).

Most literature on child protection decision-making has focused on understanding the 
phenomenon of variability, particularly analysing the differences that may exist among 
professionals when they are issuing their judgements and making decisions relating to the 
same case and on identifying the factors that can explain such variability. This variability 
not only relates to the validity and reliability of decisions (Lindsey, 1992a, 1992b; Ruscio, 
1998) but can also be understood to be an ethical problem because ‘general consistency in 
decisions in similar cases represents a universal duty inherent to human rights and to the 
ethics of duty’ (Keddell, 2014, p. 917).

Although many disciplines aspire to achieve greater homogeneity in both judgements 
and decisions, in practice, this goal may be merely utopian because variability is inherent 
in any decision-making process and cannot be ignored. In fact, the old approach supported 
by normative theories that presented decision-making as a purely rational process by which 
the pros and cons of a situation are estimated has given way to new approaches related to 
descriptive theories that accept the limitations of human rationality and, therefore, the 
deviations from rational choice parameters (Baron, 2004; Goldstein, 2004).

Simply put, the decision-making process comprises three phases: judgement, decision 
threshold and choice of course of action. In all phases, complex cognitive, perceptual, emo-
tional and behavioural factors converge to explain why people make different decisions or 
judgements in the same situation. The first phase, judgement, refers to the interpretation 
of a situation based on available information or evidence (Baumann, Dalgleish, Fluke, & 
Kern, 2011) with the goal of giving meaning to what is occurring (Kemshall, Wilkinson, & 
Baker, 2013) so that eventually, the available and most appropriate alternatives to address 
this situation can be assessed.

In child protection, judgement is at its most critical point during the risk of vulnerability 
assessment stage. In this phase, it is necessary to interpret the combined multitude of factors 
related to the situation to arrive at an understanding of the situation. However, faced with this 
task, professionals do not use formal reasoning processing but, quite the opposite, use simple 
processing rules called heuristics to reach conclusions (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974). Although 
in practice these mental shortcuts can become extremely successful strategies to assess situa-
tions, heuristics have been identified as sources of error among child protection professionals 
(Munro, 1999). In any case, in practice, the use of heuristics addresses the impossibility of 
processing all available information on a case. In this respect, new models of understanding 
professional decisions, like the “Psycho-Social Rationality Model” which accepts the use of 
heuristics when issuing professional judgements, are being proposed (Taylor, 2017).

For a judgement to evolve into an actionable decision, the decision threshold must be 
exceeded (Baumann et al., 2011; Dalgleish, 1988). This threshold can be defined as a sub-
jective or objective measure of sensitivity to a stimulus (Swets, 1962) or as a ‘standard or 
personal criteri[on] on which we value our judgement on the case’ (Dalgleish, 2003, p. 90). 
Therefore, a person will exceed the decision threshold when he or she perceives the presence 
or absence of a stimulus of a particular intensity. In child protection, decision thresholds can 
be equated with the vulnerability risk levels established in the legal and technical sphere, 



JOURNAL OF SOCIAL WORK PRACTICE﻿    171

based on the presence or absence of vulnerability indicators. Their intensity can be mild, 
moderate, or severe. In this case, to be able to enforce a family separation, the professional 
must exceed a high threshold related to cases of serious vulnerability risk.

However, although legal and technical criteria limit risk thresholds, not all professionals 
have identical thresholds or at least not all of them reach their thresholds using the same 
amount and intensity of evidence. Professionals with high thresholds will require more 
information and stronger evidence to recommend family separation. Conversely, profes-
sionals with lower thresholds will recommend separation because they perceive that the 
information they possess is sufficient in quantity and intensity. Because decision thresholds 
are based on perceptions, not all professionals perceive the same level of risk when faced 
with the same situation (Baumann et al., 2011; Beckett, 2008) or use homogeneous criteria 
when assessing the decision threshold. Although some consider that ‘if in doubt, it is better 
to separate’, others argue that in the same situation, ‘it is better to keep the minor with his 
or her family’ (Dalgleish, 1988).

Thus, thresholds cannot be understood in a purely rational and technical manner but 
must be conceived from a naturalistic approach (Platt & Turney, 2014) in which the actual 
pressure and uncertainty conditions under which professionals make decisions are analysed 
(Klein, 1999, 2008). In the naturalist decision-making approach, paying attention to both the 
intuitive thinking that professionals use in practice and the organisational and contextual 
elements in which such decisions occur is essential. Currently, there is also a strong plea 
for the introduction of a holistic-rational perspective in which professionals consider the 
emotional elements elicited when issuing judgements and decisions, which can be quite 
useful for assessing risk in different situations (Houston, 2015).

The threshold is directly related to the choice of a course of action because exceeding the 
threshold implies the need for intervention in a particular direction. However, even when 
two professionals have reached a similar judgement and have perceived the same level of risk, 
they may opt for different interventions because the final decision also responds to the utility 
and benefit criteria anticipated as a result of such an intervention. Professionals, therefore, 
attempt to determine which is the most appropriate, beneficial and useful intervention. In this 
decision, their values, beliefs and attitudes play a crucial role by predisposing professionals to 
act in a certain manner (Rosenberg & Hovland, 1960), becoming authentic behaviour guides 
(Rokeach, 1980). Consequently, it is conceivable that if professionals’ values, attitudes, and 
beliefs are not homogeneous, their choices of intervention will not be either.

Research on judgement and decision variability in interventions has focused on the 
two most complex child protection decisions: risk assessment (Arruabarrena & De Paúl, 
2011; Snyder and Newberger, 1986; Sullivan, Leschied, Chiodo, & Hurley, 2008) and the 
decisions regarding action, particularly actions that relate to the implementation of protec-
tive measures (Benbenishty et al., 2015; Davidson-Arad & Benbenishty, 2008, 2010; Gold, 
Benbenishty, & Osmo, 2001; Molina, 2012; Mosteiro, 2015; Sieracki, 2010). All previous 
studies concluded that judgements and decisions differ despite referring to the same inter-
vention case.

Additionally, studies have attempted to identify the factors that may contribute to dif-
ferent judgements and decisions among professionals in the same case to understand the 
phenomenon of variability. According to the decision-making ecology model by Baumann 
et al. (2011), there are different types of factors that affect professional judgement and deci-
sions: factors related to the case, personal factors and organisational and contextual factors.
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Although in an ideal situation it may be perceived that professional judgements are based 
exclusively on case-specific clinical variables, certainly the interpretation of these variables 
may differ depending on the personal characteristics of the professional and the organisation 
or the context in which that judgement is exercised. Despite efforts to develop objective 
risk assessment tools, research indicates that although these tools are applied, assessment 
variability remains (Gillingham & Humphreys, 2010; Lyle & Graham, 2000). Therefore, 
actuarial judgement cannot substitute for clinical judgement. Clinical judgement remains 
the most widely used procedure in practice when in fact actuarial and clinical judgement 
should complement one another to ensure adequate professional praxis.

Despite the influence of multiple factors, the interpretation of case factors (Broadley, 
2015), particularly of clinical variables primarily related to risk and, to a lesser extent, to 
protective factors (Wilkins, 2016), is what professionals focus on when assessing or passing 
clinical judgement. In fact, there is evidence of the relation between certain clinical variables 
and the implementation of family separation measures. Among the prominent variables 
are case emergency or urgency (Lindsey, 1991); chronicity (Dalgleish & Drew, 1989; Rossi, 
Schuerman, & Budde, 1999); type of abuse or maltreatment (DeRoma, Bingley, Kessler, 
& Merino, 2005), particularly cases involving physical (DeRoma, Hansen, Tishelman, & 
D’Amico, 1997) or sexual abuse (Glisson, Bailey, & Post, 2000); abuse severity; and proba-
bility of recurrence (Britner & Mossler, 2002).

With regard to parents, mental health, disability or drug use (Davidson-Arad, 2001; 
Zuravin & DePanfilis, 1997), cooperation with intervention (Brandon et al., 2008; DeRoma, 
Kessler, McDaniel, & Soto, 2006), motivation for change (Coohey, 2003; Rossi et al., 1999), 
and the presence or absence of social support networks (Brisebois, Trzcinski, & Marsack, 
2015) are the most prominent factors.

In short, when professionals exercise their professional judgements and decide on a 
course of action, they consider all of these factors but not in the same manner. In fact, pro-
fessionals recognise the responsibility involved in decision-making, the complexity of the 
factors to be considered, the different forms of assessing those factors and even the dilem-
mas that riddle this type of decision (DeLong-Hamilton, Krase, & Bundy-Fazioli, 2016).

Therefore, to better understand the phenomenon of variability in decision-making, it 
is necessary not only to identify the different assessments and decisions made but also to 
analyse, from a qualitative perspective, protection professionals’ arguments when justifying 
their decisions regarding an action. We believe that if two professionals render different 
intervention decisions when addressing the same case, the judgement regarding the situation 
or the assessment of the intervention alternatives available are not homogeneous. As Helm 
(2010) reminded us, ‘While some relate it to the assessment and prediction of actual and 
potential risks, others will do it with the assessment of the link between parents and their 
children, and even with other parental capabilities’ (p. 21).

Most research on judgement and decision-making variability has used quantitative meth-
odology that helps identify the factors that affect judgement. The qualitative perspective 
has been used much less in this field of research. Using this approach, the structure and 
complexity of professionals’ arguments (Benbenishty, Osmo, & Gold, 2003; Cortez-Monroy, 
Oneto, Saavedra, & Olgar, 2009), the manner in which professionals balance protective and 
risk factors (Wilkins, 2016), their perceptions of the factors that influence family separation 
decisions, (DeRoma et al., 2006) and the relation between arguments and confirmation 
bias (Spratt et al., 2015), among others, have been analysed. Without a doubt, analysing 
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judgements and decisions from a qualitative perspective allows an understanding of the 
perspective of professionals and the variability among them using the meaning attribution 
the professionals themselves use in their professional practices.

Methodology

Research objective

This study sought to analyse, using a qualitative methodology, the arguments presented by 
professionals in the child protection system of the Basque Country (Spain) in their decisions 
regarding implementation measures for family preservation or separation. The study is based 
on the hypothesis that there is variability among professionals, not only in their intervention 
decisions but also in the arguments presented to justify such decisions. Therefore, the study 
goal was to analyse the arguments of professionals who opted for preservation against those 
who opted for family separation and to identify prominent key criteria in these arguments. 
This study has been approved by the University of Deusto Research Ethics Committee.

Research design

This work is part of a broader research project conducted in the Autonomous Community of 
the Basque Country on the determinants of variability in child protection decision-making 
(Mosteiro, 2015). In this research, a vignette narrating a case of child neglect was shown to 
204 professionals (social workers, social educators and psychologists) who were required to 
complete a questionnaire and decide whether to recommend family separation or preserva-
tion measures. The professionals were then required to specify in writing their reasons for 
making such a decision in an open-ended question. Twenty-three professionals completed 
the questionnaire but did not justify their decisions; thus, the sample for the present study 
comprised 181 professionals.

Vignettes are a methodology used to analyse professional judgement and decision-mak-
ing by examining the potential variability among professionals when deciding on a case 
and identifying the effects of various case factors (Taylor, 2006). Despite its great utility, 
this methodology is not exempt from criticism. Even if a vignette describes a real case, it 
is impossible to incorporate all of the data present in actual practice (Rossi et al., 1999). 
Therefore, its results refer to what professionals would do in hypothetical situations rather 
than what they in fact do in their real work (Wolf, 2011).

A vignette designed by Benbenishty et al. (2003), based on a real record that was used in 
several subsequent investigations (Benbenishty et al., 2015; Davidson-Arad & Benbenishty, 
2008, 2010; Spratt, Devaney, & Hayes, 2015), was adopted for this study. A single vignette 
was submitted for evaluation. The collaboration analysis of the mother was removed as a 
variable in the case because, according to results from previous research, that analysis did 
not affect professionals’ decisions (Davidson-Arad & Benbenishty, 2008; Spratt et al., 2015). 
Thus, a single case describing a girl of 6 years of age in a situation of vulnerability whose 
mother expressed her desire to cooperate with the intervention was presented.

The vignette was part of more comprehensive questionnaire that collected information 
on personal and professional variables: age, gender, degree, professional experience, and 
issues related to personal values, attitudes and beliefs regarding the child protection system.
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Participants

A total of 181 responses were obtained from child protection professionals in the Basque 
Country. These professionals worked in various organisations, both public and private. 
All of the participants had expertise in child protection although at different intervention 
levels: community care, to address cases of mild and moderate risk; and secondary care, to 
which cases of serious risk and helplessness are referred.

Entities working in this intervention field were contacted for sample recruitment, and 
712 questionnaires were distributed between December 2014 and April 2015, achieving a 
participation level of 25.4%. Questionnaire completion was conducted on-line, guaranteeing 
participants’ anonymity and data confidentiality.

Analysis techniques

This is a mixed-methods study that analyses the arguments presented by professionals to 
justify the protective measure applied to the case stated: family preservation or separation. 
With the support of Atlas-ti 7.0, a summative content analysis was conducted to identify the 
frequency of words in the text. Subsequently, broader meaning categories were identified 
to collect the most recurrent arguments. This category identification arises directly from 
the study data and not from previous theories or frames of reference.

Category identification was conducted by a single researcher. To avoid possible biases 
when interpreting the information and establishing the categories, the first author con-
ducted an analysis of all the cases and this first analysis was reviewed by the other three 
authors, ensuring analysis uniformity. After identifying the categories, the information in 
the professionals’ arguments was analysed according to their intervention decision: fam-
ily preservation or separation. This analysis allows analysing the argument categories of 
professionals and, conversely, understanding the variability that exists among them when 
justifying their decisions.

Results

The socio-demographic characteristics of the sample were as follows: the majority of the 
participants were women (74%), aged between 30 and 50 years (75%). Thirty-five per cent 
were social workers, 29% were psychologists, 24% were social educators and 11% had 
university degrees in other fields. Professional experience was categorised in ranges, and 
90% of the respondents had 6 or more years of professional experience in the field of child 
protection. Finally, 37% worked in community care, 41% in other specialised care, and 22% 
in residential care services.

With regard to the intervention decision, the data confirmed the existence of variability 
among professionals in choosing the most appropriate intervention measure for the same 
case. Whereas 62% opted to keep the child with the family, 38% believed that family sepa-
ration was more appropriate. Response patterns were similar to patterns identified among 
Spanish professionals in the comparative research conducted by Benbenishty et al. (2015), 
in which 53% of Spanish professionals chose family preservation compared with 47% who 
preferred family separation.
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Given the variability identified in the intervention decision, it is not surprising that this 
variability also appeared in the arguments that professionals used to justify their decisions. 
To demonstrate this variability, first, the summative content analysis is presented, identify-
ing the key words used in their arguments and establishing the analysis categories, which 
are referred to as argument categories. In general, the professionals’ arguments revolved 
around the following argument categories: (a) assessment of the situation of vulnerability, 
including criteria related to maltreatment, unsatisfied needs, abuse or neglect; risk level and 
the presence of damage; (b) beliefs regarding the virtues of the intervention alternatives; 
(c) lack of information; d) collaboration, motivation and capacity for change and damage 
awareness; (e) case background and previous interventions; (f) parental capabilities; and 
(g) family network and social support (Table 1).

Of the analysed codes, 43% referred to the assessment of the situation of vulnerability 
(24.5%) and to the beliefs regarding the risks and benefits of the intervention measure 
(18.8%) chosen by each professional. Therefore, those criteria became the central criteria 
on which professionals claimed to base their decisions.

In the case of the professionals who chose to preserve families, the assessment of the sit-
uation of vulnerability lost its weightiness by the apparent need to gather more information 
or verify the assessment, its seriousness or its scope. Because of this, lack of information 
became the first criterion used, and assessment was relegated to the 5th position. In the 
case of professionals who opted for family separation, the assessment of vulnerability main-
tained its strength; for these professionals, vulnerability was a proven fact that justified child 
removal. Beliefs regarding the pros and cons of the intervention measures played a central 
role in the arguments of all professionals, regardless of the decision made, but differed in the 
meaning attributed to those measures. The same was true for the argument category regard-
ing damage awareness, collaboration and motivation for change on the part of the mother.

The other argument categories, case background, parental capacity, family network and 
social support, were tangential criteria that served in general terms to support the forecast 
of success for the measure chosen, whether it was preservation or separation.

Therefore, variability among arguments was not based on the criteria used but on the 
criteria’s weight in decision-making and on interpretation. Decisions were based on similar 

Table 1. Argument categories for preservation and separation decisions.

Source: Own elaboration.

Professionals’ criteria

Total sample
Professionals who pre-

serve
Professionals who sep-

arate

Position Freq. % Position Freq. % Position Freq. %
Assessment of vulner-

ability
1 82 24.5 5 51 25.1 1 53 40.2

Beliefs on the benefit of 
protective measures

2 63 18.8 2 42 20.7 2 21 15.9

Lack of information 3 61 18.2 1 37 18.2 6 10 12.9
Damage awareness, 

motivation and 
capacity to change, 
collaboration

4 54 16.1 3 34 16.7 3 17 11.4

Case background 5 45 13.4 4 29 14.3 5 11 8.3
Parental capabilities 6 19 5.7 7 6 3.0 4 15 7.6
Social support 7 11 3.3 6 4 2.0 7 5 3.8
Argument total 335 100.0 203 100.0 132 100.0
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argument criteria; however, the criteria did not have identical strength of evidence or  
decision threshold and were not interpreted in the same manner because a single criterion 
was valued differently by professionals who chose to keep the child with her family and those 
who chose to remove the child. The arguments proposed by the two groups represented 
both sides of the same coin.

Argument category 1. Assessment of vulnerability

The arguments relating to risk assessment in child protection composed the central category 
upon which the decisions were based. The results of the analysis indicated that although 
the professionals consulted believed that the situation was serious because of the presence 
of various risk indicators of vulnerability (maltreatment, neglect, emotional harm, aban-
donment, etc.), their decisions regarding the protective measure varied. The arguments 
presented indicated that their choices were related to their perception of the urgency of the 
situation. Whereas those professionals who chose to keep the child with his or her family 
believed that the risk, although high, was not imminent, those who opted for removal argued 
that the situation was alarming and that child removal could not be postponed. Both groups 
also offered different arguments regarding ‘fact’ assessment. The professionals who favoured 
family preservation did not regard the facts presented as proven evidence; conversely, those 
professionals who decided to remove the child believed that there was sufficient evidence 
to adopt such a measure (Table 2).

Argument category 2. Beliefs regarding the benefits of protective measures

The second category revolved around the beliefs regarding child protection measures, spe-
cifically, their consequences in terms of benefit or harm to the child. Among the arguments 
offered by professionals who chose separation was the belief that in a situation of high 
severity, child removal best guarantees the safety and biopsychosocial well-being of the 
minor and thus takes preference. The professionals added as justification that removal is an 
urgent measure to prevent further exposure to abuse or negligence by the family and even 
greater damage. Conversely, professionals who chose preservation relied on the assumption 
that they must try to keep children with their families because the psychological and social 
consequences for the child and the family could be ‘devastating’ instead of remedial. Among 
the negative consequences, professionals mentioned the blame and stigma that the child 

Table 2. Argument category 1. Assessment of vulnerability.

Source: Own elaboration.

Arguments

Preservation Removal
‘Although there are indicators that point to a serious 

risk, there does not seem to be an imminent risk to 
the child’

‘Diana is in a very serious situation of vulnerability, indicators 
are truly alarming (very serious physical and emotional 
abuse, abandonment, rejection…)’

‘I believe that removal is not justified at this time, the 
girl’s life is not at risk’

‘I think it is a clear situation of abandonment. If not removed 
from this situation on time and placed in a protective con-
text with adequate treatment, this child is in serious danger’ 

‘Serious neglect (physical abuse) has not been proven’. ‘Given the amount of evidence of repeated physical and 
emotional abuse by one, or perhaps both, parents, I would 
suggest family separation’
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may suffer and the risk of transference of maltreatment to siblings. In any case, whenever 
doubts appeared regarding a decision, the influence of the beliefs regarding the benefits or 
harm of the protective measures became apparent (Table 3).

Argument category 3. Lack of information

This argument category is based on the need for deeper knowledge of the global situation 
to render a decision. Specifically, professionals noted the need to intervene in the family 
to more accurately assess the scope of child abuse, the emotional damage, the situation of 
the siblings, the relational dynamics and family bonds, parental response and ability to 
collaborate with professionals, parental awareness of the harmful situation and, ultimately, 
their understanding of the real possibilities to promote change to reverse the situation. 
Although for some professionals research is compatible with maintaining the child in the 
home for a limited time, for other professionals, it is not. The latter perceive this decision 
to be a lesser evil that helps to more accurately assess the level of damage to the minor and 
simultaneously protect the child (Table 4).

Argument category 4. Damage awareness, capacity and motivation for change 
and collaboration

This argument category gathers the arguments that primarily relate to the willingness of 
the mother to work with professionals, her motivation to change and her awareness of 
inflicted harm. However, in this case, the degree of the mother’s involvement was perceived 
differently by the professionals who chose to preserve or to separate. Although professionals 
who chose family preservation positively valued the so-called collaboration of the mother 
and her awareness of the harm caused, the professionals who chose to separate perceived 
an absence or weakness of such awareness, a lack of motivation and no commitment to 
real change. Those professionals argued that the mother’s collaboration was nothing more 
than an attempt to prevent her child from being removed from the home. In addition, 
these professionals supported this idea by saying that in the past, family collaboration was 
missing (Table 5).

Table 3. Argument category 2. Beliefs regarding the benefits of protective measures.

Source: Own elaboration.

Arguments

Preservation Removal
‘I think that the child needs to be and grow with her family 

and that one should work with the parents’
‘To separate in order to protect Diana’s emotional well-be-

ing. In addition to removing Diana, I would suggest 
removing all the children from the family home’

‘I think that it (not separating) would be less damaging to 
the family’

‘Removal as an urgent measure to ensure safety’

‘Family separation (…) is not a restorative measure, and 
being removed from her family environment could be 
more devastating’

‘Being able to live with other adults with different records 
in a stable and protective environment can restore 
confidence in adults and a positive self-image’ 

‘Even in doubt, I am initially inclined to raise a family pres-
ervation measure’

‘When in doubt, I protect minors through family separa-
tion’
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Argument category 5. Case background

Case antecedents also played an important role in the arguments although in different 
manners depending on whether the professionals opted to preserve or separate the family. 
In the case of the professionals who chose to preserve, the argument pivoted on the non-ex-
istence of prior interventions that would provide an opportunity to introduce elements 
leading to changes in the situation. The premise on which this argument was built was 
that the family had no contact with professionals who could guide the family dynamics to 
reduce or eliminate the risk of remaining unprotected. Thus, these professionals suggested 
giving the family an opportunity. Conversely, those professionals who opted for separation 
perceived the past as an accrual of situations of vulnerability; thus, the elapsed time caused 
chronification, becoming stable and permanent (Table 6).

Argument category 6. Parental capabilities

With regard to parental capabilities, professionals who chose separation concluded that 
parental skills were extremely deficient and could seriously compromise the welfare of the 
child. Conversely, the professionals who opted for preservation perceived the possibility 
of improvement by various interventions, despite the existence of these deficits. Therefore, 
the two perspectives differed to a large extent. Whereas those professionals in favour of 
removal believed that the consequences of parental inability would lead to serious harm 
for the child and did not foresee the possibility of change in the short term, those in favour 
of preservation believed in the possibility of change in parental capabilities because the 
professionals trusted in the efficacy of adequate interventions and resources (Table 7).

Argument category 7. Social support

Social support is a common argument category for professionals who preserve families and 
professionals who choose to separate. However, the assessment of such support and the times 
in which social support is in play decisive roles in favour of preservation or separation. For 
professionals who suggested separation, the case displayed clear signs of a lack of such a 
support network, constituting another element of hardship. Professionals recommending 
family preservation viewed support differently. Those professionals believed that there were 
sources of support, and even if there were none, it was possible to work towards achieving 
a definite improvement in this area (Table 8).

Discussion

The main limitation of the study is related to the use of the vignette, which, does not, in 
any case, reliably reflect all the real conditions of professional practice. Results may also be 
limited due to the researchers’ interpretation of the qualitative data, knowing that biases can 
exist in the codification process. However, this research method is considered to be one of 
the most appropriate to analyse ‘judgement thresholds’ for decision-making in social work.

The analysis of the arguments advanced by child protective professionals in the Basque 
Country to justify their decisions indicated that all of the professionals based their choices 
on the same argument categories: (a) assessment of the situation of vulnerability, including 
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criteria related to maltreatment, unsatisfied needs, abuse or neglect; risk level and the pres-
ence of damage; (b) belief in the benefits of intervention; (c) lack of information; (d) col-
laboration, motivation and capacity for change and awareness of inflicted harm; (e) case 
background and previous interventions; (f) parental capabilities; and (g) family network and 
social support. In fact, previous literature regarding child protection decisions demonstrated 
the direct relations of these criteria to family separation decisions.

The contribution of this analysis, therefore, lies not in the mere identification of criteria 
or argument categories, but in the understanding of how those criteria are used, perceived 
and interpreted by professionals when they must justify a decision. In this sense, the results 
demonstrate a remarkable variability that reflects the various thresholds in decision-making.

The argument category with greater weight relates first to the assessment of the situation 
of vulnerability, the type of maltreatment, neglect or abuse, its severity or the awareness 
of harm. That category also relates to the beliefs regarding the pros and cons of the inter-
vention measures chosen by each professional. However, the analysis of the arguments in 
decision-making allows us to understand the differences among perspectives.

The professionals who opted for preserving families evidenced a decreased assessment 
of vulnerability and a need for further information or evidence. These professionals rec-
ognised that they did not have sufficient information to make a decision or that the situ-
ation of vulnerability remained undemonstrated. These professionals argued that family 
intervention would enable a better assessment of the situation to make a more informed 
decision. Without doubt, these professionals had a high decision threshold; the information 
presented in the vignette was not sufficiently strong to justify a decision to act. Conversely, 
the professionals who enforced family separation claimed that the situation of maltreat-
ment, neglect or abuse was demonstrated, was serious and posed clear harm to the girl. 

Table 7. Argument category 6. Parental capabilities.

Source: Own elaboration.

Arguments

Preservation Removal
‘I see possibilities for parental 

training, so I would exhaust all 
the resources in that direction’ 

‘Her parents’ parental capabilities are seriously affected … This deficiency of empathic 
abilities, associated with high impulsivity, allows hypothesising that the child may 
suffer, at some point, severe maltreatment on the part of her mother and father’ 

‘Due to the age of the girls and 
the possible training of the 
mother in her parenting role, I 
prefer to attempt an interdis-
ciplinary family intervention 
in the home’

‘In these times, parents are not able to carry out parental roles appropriately’ 

Table 8. Argument category 7. Social support.

Source: Own elaboration.

Arguments

Preservation Removal
‘There is also an extended family as well as school 

implication’
‘Lack of family support in extended family’

‘It is argued that if the family has support at various 
levels, it is possible that relations between the 
different members of the family improve’ 

‘They lack a healthy and stable social network that favours social 
relations that help to ensure leisure and recreational spaces 
for the children. Parents are isolated from the neighbourhood’ 
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The evidence reached the intensity required to implement this protective measure without 
the need for further information on the case.

Beliefs regarding the benefits of alternative interventions weighed heavily on both groups 
but were used differently. Among the professionals who tended towards preserving the 
family, there were constant allusions to the opportunity offered by family preservation and 
the harm that may result from a family separation. Conversely, among professionals who 
chose to separate, the arguments related to the safety of the minor and to the risk entailed 
by keeping her with her mother because the suffering and harm that family preservation 
may cause were prominent. The differences observed in these beliefs harken back to decision 
thresholds and become true heuristic factors that sustained each professional’s judgement 
and decision with respect to the protection measures to be applied. As Dalgleish (1988) 
stated, people not only differ in their sensitivity to the strength of the evidence but can also 
use different criteria to exceed the threshold: some professionals are intolerant of intrusive 
interventions and argue that if in doubt, it is best to keep the child with the family whereas 
others are intolerant of inadequate interventions, arguing that if in doubt, separation is 
better. Therefore, although decision thresholds are social constructs, such thresholds are 
also personal and serve as a basis for any professional decision.

With regard to the interpretation of the other variables, a reasoning similar to the one 
previously stated can be observed because the criteria are perceived and interpreted in dif-
ferent manners by the two types of professionals. With regard to collaboration, motivation 
and capacity for change, professionals who chose preservation trusted the mother’s word 
when she claimed that she wanted to collaborate, despite their opinion that such willingness 
had not previously been evident, most likely because of the absence of prior professional 
interventions. However, professionals who favoured separation regarded the mother’s moti-
vation and capacity for change to be non-existent and assessed the current situation to be 
the result of a family history of chronic vulnerability.

The last two variables, parental skills and social support, despite being the least used 
argument categories, demonstrated extremely high variability, which may even become 
worrisome in the case of social support. Faced with identical data, some professionals 
argued that the network of support was adequate, whereas others deemed the support to 
be completely inadequate, with neither side in fact explaining the reasoning behind such 
arguments. We believe that the information provided in the vignette on the family and 
social network was quite ambiguous, which led to conflicting interpretations arising from 
the negative or positive perceptions of the case in general.

Therefore, variability among arguments lies not so much in the criteria used by child 
protection professionals, which have a considerable degree of agreement, but on their weight 
in the decision-making and on their interpretation. Argument variability in the present 
study can primarily be explained by three factors: the different perceptions of the facts, the 
diversity in the judgements of the situation and the different decision thresholds. All of 
these factors were coloured by professionals’ beliefs regarding the virtues of the measures 
to be taken, which outlined coping mechanisms that conveyed hope for improvement and 
despair, the possibility and impossibility of change, and uncertainties and certainties.
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Conclusion

Although eliminating the variability inherent in the process of decision-making is an unat-
tainable goal, one should not impede efforts to reduce that variability. To do this, profes-
sionals need not only be aware of their different manners of perceiving and interpreting 
reality but also must be able to reflect on the role of their beliefs regarding the benefits of 
interventions in their judgements and decisions.

In addition, it is necessary to objectify the criteria of weight in their professional judge-
ments, namely, assessments of situations of vulnerability, beliefs regarding the benefits of the 
alternatives, and parental collaboration, motivation and capacity for change. With regard to 
assessing vulnerability, multiple improvements have already occurred, thanks to the various 
theoretical and empirical developments regarding the consequences of maltreatment, abuse 
or neglect. Although this progress has been reflected in objective assessment tools, there 
is nevertheless scant research related to the success and failure of interventions in both 
family preservation and separation. Thus, greater knowledge regarding the implications 
of implementing either measure will allow modelling professionals’ beliefs regarding such 
interventions by integrating this theoretical and empirical evidence with their professional 
judgements. Finally, considering the importance of parental collaboration and the moti-
vation to change is essential to deepening the knowledge of these capabilities to establish 
objective criteria to assess their presence or absence.
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