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Abstract
Securing the welfare of children and the family is an integral part of social work. Modern society has experienced enormous 
changes that present both opportunities and challenges to the practice of social work to protect the welfare of children. It is 
thus essential that we understand the experiences of social work practitioners in different parts of the world in order to adapt 
practice to the changing times. To help achieve this, we present a collection of papers from around the world that presents 
findings on various aspects of social work research and practice involving children and the potential for improved service 
delivery.
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The protection of children’s welfare in many parts of the 
world involve different institutions and professionals rang-
ing from social workers to the police, courts, schools, health 
centers, among others. In the course of their duties, some 
form of collaboration to varying degrees occur between 
these institutions and professionals in order to secure the 
welfare of children (Lalayants, 2008).

The child welfare system and social work particularly, has 
been observed to have undergone complex changes from its 
inception till now (Bamford, 2015; McNutt, 2013; Mendes, 
2005; Stuart, 2013). Historically, the family and the local 
community were in many societies, solely responsible for a 
child’s well-being. When in crisis, the family including the 
wider extended family, was primarily responsible for sup-
porting the child and solving their problems.

In response to wider changes in contemporary society, the 
child welfare system has increased the involvement of aid 
institutions protecting the welfare of children while reducing 
the role of the family. The family as a unit has also under-
gone changes, from the involvement of a broader network 
of relatives and the local community to the dominance of 
the nuclear family. Family ties have been weakened in many 
societies and the way the family unit functions has changed. 

Many children experience problems that often exceed the 
capacity of help available to these nuclear families. This 
has made it necessary to involve professional institutions 
(education, health, etc.) to aid in other areas outside of their 
core mandates to ensure children are secure, healthy, fed, 
and entertained and also to help families regain their own 
strength.

Although certain challenges to child welfare have per-
sisted over time, children in contemporary times face some 
threats to their welfare unique to the times. Advancement 
in technology on one hand presents novel problems such 
as internet-use addictions and extensive means of child 
exploitation whiles on the other hand, these advancements in 
technology also provide opportunities to reach more clients 
effectively, gather data for analysis, and monitor and assess 
the performance of workers as well as the effectiveness of 
services. Modern ICT tools (such as online platforms and 
mobile applications) provide more flexibility in engagement 
between social workers and clients and the frequency of such 
meetings or engagements. However, an uncritical over-reli-
ance on these tools presents other problems. Some social 
workers may be prone to avoid difficult situations involv-
ing uncooperative or violent families (Cooper, 2005) and an 
over-reliance on online meetings may worsened such cases, 
leaving vulnerable children unprotected.

All around the world, differences exist in the degree of 
exposure and the severity of problems facing children based 
on their age group (infants, toddlers, teens, and, youth), 
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gender, geography, economic background, and culture. For 
instance, among the genders, differences exist in the prob-
ability of falling victim to child sexual abuse (Wellman, 
1993) and the consequences of such victimization (Asscher, 
Van der Put, & Stams, 2015). Children from poor families 
are more at risk of being involved with the welfare system 
in certain countries (Fong, 2017) while poor and develop-
ing countries lack some resources needed to support chil-
dren and families compared to more developed and richer 
countries. In addition, cultural attitudes towards parenting 
in different parts of the world may exacerbate the problems 
of child neglect, corporal punishment, and other forms of 
abuse.

To ensure that social workers are better equipped to deal 
with the daunting task of protecting the welfare of children, 
reforms have been proposed which are aimed at improving 
on the knowledge and skills of social workers, instituting 
standards of practice based on data, striving for continuous 
excellence in organizations (Cahalane, 2013) among oth-
ers. The social work interventions aimed at improving the 
welfare of children of any given society can be affected by 
political, cultural, and socio-economic factors and this needs 
to be understood and addressed during the design, imple-
mentation, and assessment stages of interventions. Reisch 
and Jani (2012) describe how politics affect the development 
of social programs at the macro and micro levels, workplace 
decision-making processes, and resource allocation for agen-
cies and clients.

With the aim of understanding the various challenges 
facing social work and the child welfare system around the 
world and the existing opportunities to address them, sev-
eral papers on varying topics related to child welfare have 
been collated into this special issue. The contributors come 
from Asia, Africa, North America, and Europe and present 
the results of research into different areas affecting child 
welfare, child welfare workers and institutions, and interven-
tions. Many lessons can be learnt from understanding the 
problems facing children and their families from around the 
world, the services and interventions instituted to combat 
such problems, the state of mind of children and their rela-
tionships with others, and the potentials of modern tools to 
improve service delivery in the child welfare sector.

In the special issue, Filippelli, Fallon, Lwin and Gantous 
(2021) present the paper, “Infants and Toddlers Investigated 
by The Child Welfare System: Exploring the Decision to 
Provide Ongoing Child Welfare Services”. Following the 
concerns of limited research into decision-making process 
of young children involved in the welfare system, the authors 
aimed to contribute to the literature on cases of maltreat-
ment of young children and decisions to address them. The 
authors sought to answer the questions of the character of 
investigations of alleged child maltreatment, what factors 
influence decisions to recommend welfare service provision, 

and what differences may exist between cases involving 
infants and toddlers. After reviewing data on investigations 
into suspected cases of child maltreatment in Canada, it was 
determined that assessment by welfare workers and the men-
tal health of caregivers are important indicators of decisions 
to transfer cases for further services. For cases involving 
infants, results indicate caregiver characteristics and house-
hold income are unique factors influencing decision-making 
while in toddler-involved cases, the toddler and the caregiver 
characteristics are factors that affect decisions.

Van Dam, Heijmans, and Stams (2021) aimed to deter-
mine the long-term effect of the intervention program, Youth 
Initiated Mentoring (YIM) organized in the Netherlands. 
They sought to find out how the mentors and the youth men-
tees were doing several months or years after the program 
and their impression of the whole program. In the paper 
“Youth Initiated Mentoring in Social Work: Sustainable 
Solution for Youth with Complex Needs?”, they show some 
findings on the present situation of mentees, the quality and 
trajectory of mentor–mentee relationships, and the level of 
support from social workers. Results indicate a sustained 
relationship between majority of the mentors and mentees 
and a reduction in the likelihood of out-of-home placement 
among other long-term benefits. The authors offer some 
recommendations for future research into Youth Initiated 
Mentoring.

Mackrill and Svendsen (2021) in the paper, “Implement-
ing Routine Outcome Monitoring in Statutory Children’s 
Services” highlights the outcome of a 2-year long study on 
the effect of implementing a feedback-informed approach 
to family service provision in Denmark. In the study, they 
sought to understand how the feedback informed approach 
assisted in protecting children and families and what gaps 
exist in the service delivery chain. This involved analyz-
ing by means of a constructivist grounded theory approach, 
anonymized data derived from field notes and interviews of 
various stakeholders. They report that the feedback-oriented 
approach helped service workers to follow legal directives 
especially in areas of assessment, care planning and follow-
up, as well as in their approach to interviewing children. 
On the other hand, they assert that this approach to ser-
vice delivery fails to emphasize attention to risk especially 
within families and the rights of clients to legal advice and 
recourse, among other issues. They offer some recommenda-
tions to address some of the identified challenges.

In order to understand the perceptions of the youth about 
older people with regards to healthcare and social help so 
that resources to address any existing negative stereotypes 
can be identified, Kanios (2021) surveyed 1084 school-
going young people in Poland. Findings of this survey are 
presented in the paper titled “Beliefs of Secondary School 
Youth and Higher Education Students About Elderly Per-
sons: A Comparative Survey”. Results show varied beliefs 



129Children and the Child Welfare System: Problems, Interventions, and Lessons from Around the…

1 3

about older people regarding healthcare and social help 
among Secondary School Youth and Higher Education 
Students. Most of the respondents from both groups held 
no stereotypical views of older people. Students in higher 
education especially were found to maintain a more mature 
outlook on older people. Kanios concludes the paper with 
some recommendations of educational interest to combat 
existing negative stereotypes of older people.

Frimpong-Manso (2021) aimed to understand the views 
of social workers in Ghana on the benefits of interven-
tion programs that strengthen families and to identify any 
existing barriers to their successful implementation in his 
paper, “Family Support Services in The Context of Child 
Care Reform: Perspectives of Ghanaian Social Workers”. 
Qualitative data derived from interviews with social workers 
point to some benefits of the existing family support services 
such as capacity building and wellbeing promotion of the 
families. Some identified challenges to success include inad-
equate funding and poor interagency cooperation.

Odrowąż-Coates and Kostrzewska (2021) from Poland 
present an analysis of the indicators of successful and fulfill-
ing teenage motherhood in their paper titled “A Retrospec-
tive on Teenage Pregnancy in Poland. Focusing on Empow-
erment and Support Variables to Challenge Stereotyping in 
the Context of Social Work”. With the aim of showcasing 
positive cases of teenage motherhood as a means of empow-
erment and a way to tackle stereotypes in Poland, the authors 
utilized data from interviews and field practice notes involv-
ing teenage mothers and family court curators. Findings 
from this study show these teenage mothers to be empow-
ered, independent, persevering, and with agency. Resources 
available through social work interventions and other sup-
port systems are also highlighted. The authors emphasize the 
need to show the positive life experiences of teenage moth-
ers and the social work programs that contribute towards that 
in order to dispel existing stereotypes.

Abu Bakar Ah et al. (2021) in their paper, “Material Dep-
rivation Status of Malaysian Children from Low-Income 
Families” relied on data from a self-reported survey of 360 
poor children in Malaysia to determine their level of material 
deprivation. Results indicate a low level of material depriva-
tion among poor Malaysian children. The authors include 
some recommendations to improve on the well-being of 
children in Malaysia.

With the hypothesis that the quality and quantity of place-
ment of children with their kin depend on social workers, 
managers, and some organizational factors, Rasmussen and 
Jæger (2021) present a case study of social workers and their 
field practices related to kinship care in Denmark. Their 
paper, “The Emotional and Other Barriers to Kinship Care 
in Denmark: A case study in two Danish municipalities” 
contains analysis of the findings of their study. Through a 
mixed method approach of analyzing documents, interviews, 

observations, and dialogue meetings, data on placement 
into kinship care in two municipalities in Denmark were 
gathered. Among all the cases selected for the study, they 
reported a reasonable level of satisfaction among all parties 
involved. However, the authors indicate a hesitation among 
social workers to enter emotionally-charged familial situ-
ations which affects their decisions on kinship placement. 
The paper also points to the non-involvement of families in 
a systematic manner in placement decisions as another factor 
that affects placement decisions.

Grządzielewska (2021) from Poland, reviews how 
machine-learning can be applied as a tool to predict burnout 
among social work employees in the paper, “Using Machine 
Learning in Burnout Prediction: A Survey”. The ability to 
analyze and interpret large amount of data makes the tools 
of machine learning very useful. The paper attempts to com-
pare traditional and newer methods of predictive modeling 
and discusses how different variables affect the choice of 
appropriate methodologies. It is discussed in this paper 
how machine-learning algorithms can be incorporated into 
a burnout monitoring system to create new models of burn-
out, identify the potential for burnout among new recruits 
and existing employees, and design appropriate interven-
tions. The author recommends further attention by social 
work researchers in the study of burnout.

We acknowledge the contributions of the various authors 
to making this special issue possible by sharing their per-
spectives on child welfare service delivery.
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