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ABSTRACT
The inner experience of residential carers receives little attention in research
despite the fact that these professionals share the life space of children in
residential care. This study rectifies such a gap by focusing on residential
social workers' perceptions of relationships with the children in their care
within a number of enabling and constraining psycho-social factors. It adopts
a detailed case study of seven residential social workers in one children’s
home in Northern Ireland. An innovative refinement of Interpretative
Phenomenological Analysis is used to gain richly descriptive accounts
through initial interviews, a focus group and follow-up interviews. An original
approach to reflexivity and auditing is applied in the study to create
transparency throughout the entire process. The findings capture the
emotional and cognitive complexity of the phenomenological experience of
these relationships within settling and unsettling cycles. At an interpretative
level, the study situates the experience of relationships within Layder’s theory
of multiple social domains stretched across power, time and space. It adapts
Senninger’s social pedagogical theory of learning zones to conceptualise
cycles of movement between settling into a comfort zone, taking risks into
a learning zone and unsettling into a panic zone. The study concludes with a
discussion of the implications and consequences for relationships in
residential care. It argues that the emotional and learning needs of
residential social workers should be met, by creating time and space for
relationships, replenishment and reflection.
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INTRODUCTION
‘If you want to know how people understand their world and their life, why not
talk with them?’ (Kvale, 1996: 1).

The

starting point

Many have sought to understand the world of residential care, particularly in
recent decades as a result of serious abuse scandals and public inquiries.
However, there is a lack of research in the United Kingdom which has
specifically ‘talked’ to residential carers regarding their perceptions of
relationships with children in their care.
Some have argued that there is a need to return to relationships and a more
human side of caring (Houston, 2003; Petrie et al., 2006; Mullan et al.,
2007b). In a previous study on the emotional wellbeing of children in care
(Mullan et al., 2007a; Mullan et al., 2007b) the importance of relationships
was highlighted both by the young people and residential social workers. The
study ignited an interest in the perceptions of residential social workers who
were at once committed to the young people but ‘deflated’ by the system
surrounding residential care. These relationships do not exist within a
vacuum; they are embedded within a context characterized by widespread
concern that residential care is under-theorised (Bullock et al., 1993; Clough
et al., 2006).
In an attempt to theorise residential care, a body of work has examined
working in residential care on a more general level (Brown et al., 1998;
Whitaker et al., 1998; Ward, 2007). This work is crucial to an understanding
of the social world of residential carers. However, little is known of their inner
psychological world. Clough et al. (2006) have noted that there is a lack of
knowledge of the blend of carer characteristics and responses and wider
organisational influences which impact on good relationships. There is a
disjuncture between personal experience and theoretical knowledge. The
16

focus of this thesis is on illuminating the deeper dynamics of experiencing
relationships in residential care, from the viewpoint of residential social
workers.

Outside of the United Kingdom the experience of relational care has been
researched or theorised. In this thesis, two bodies of knowledge are
examined: 'Child and Youth Care’ in North America and South Africa (Garfat,
1995; Moses, 2000; Anglin, 2002; Garfat, 2004; Smith, 2004a) and ‘Social
Pedagogy’ in Europe (Petrie et al., 2006). There is a growing interest in the
United Kingdom in both approaches and Social Pedagogy in particular, is
gaining a substantial foothold. The argument for Social Pedagogy has been
put forward most comprehensively in a comparative study involving five
European countries by Petrie et al. (2006). The authors argue that Social
Pedagogy provides a more relational type of care than that currently provided
in the United Kingdom through Social Work. However, there is little
understanding of the social context of other European countries when
compared with the United Kingdom.
More recently, Smith (2009) has summarised the theoretical perspectives
borrowed from other disciplines over the years, to understand processes and
practices within residential care and concludes that they all 'betrayed' origins
in psychology. He believes that although such theorising is valuable, making
sense of residential care requires a broader theoretical base. In the present
study, the approach taken can be seen as a means of looking at relationships
in residential care, through a broader theoretical lens incorporating the
psychological but also moving beyond it to the sociological. Smith (2005) has
stated that:

‘Much of what counts for knowledge in residential care needs to be
located within what goes on in the relationship established between
children and youth and those working with them. Currently, that kind of
knowledge is largely unexplored within Social Work’ (2005: 265)
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In the absence of direct research within the United Kingdom on the day-today practice of relationships, the present study sets out to focus on the micro
level of experience. However, it does so without neglecting the wider social
world of the participants. The main research aim is to explore how residential
social workers make sense of their relationships with young people in their
care, in the context of one Children’s home in Northern Ireland. This aim is
supported by a further objective to understand the enabling and constraining
psycho-social factors on residential social workers’ perceptions of their
relationships with young people.

TO THE ‘THINGS THEMSELVES’ AND ‘BEING-IN-THE WORLD’
Phenomenology can be simply defined as ‘a philosophical approach to the
study of experience’ (Smith et al., 2009: 11). In the present study,
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) is used to illuminate the
experience of relationships. IPA is an approach to the study of qualitative
data which is interested in the phenomenological experience of participants
and strives to get ‘close’ to this experience (Smith et al., 2009). At the same
time, IPA acknowledges that the experience is interpreted by a researcher
and thus cannot fully grasp the meaning of the experience, but can draw on a
considerable interpretative repertoire to understand the person’s experience.
This study adopts the view that IPA is more than a data analysis method
since it has informed each stage of the research process, including the
theoretical orientation of the study. One of the strengths of IPA is based on
Husserl’s well known expression: ‘to go back to the things themselves’
(Moran, 2001). In other words, IPA facilitates a return to relationships
themselves, providing new insights into an area neglected by research.
Phenomenological methods have been used in research in residential care in
North America (Austin and Halpin, 1988; Garfat, 1995) and South Africa
(Smith, 2004a) but not in the United Kingdom.

IPA is founded on three philosophical traditions: phenomenology (the study
of experience); hermeneutics (the theory of interpretation); and, idiography (a
18

concern with the particular) (Smith et al., 2009). Through IRA’s idiographic
nature, the focus is on the ‘particular’ experience of residential social workers
in a ‘particular’ context. The phenomenological approach has been
acknowledged as owing a debt to the ‘worldly1 phenomenologists: Heidegger,
Sartre and Merleau-Ponty (Smith et al., 2009). In other words, IRA views the
individual as ‘worldly1 or thrown into a ‘pre-existing world1, something which
Heidegger has emphasised (Smith et al., 2009).

The hermeneutic or interpretative element is important in the present study.
The

endeavour of

uncovering

the

phenomenological

experience

of

relationships, as situated within a social world, necessitates the interplay of
psychological and sociological theory. However, IRA has largely been
developed in psychology. The present study develops an interpretative
approach to IRA by drawing on both psychological and sociological theory in
the design of the study and in the analysis.
Layder’s (2006) Domain Theory is used as an initial ‘sensitising’ theoretical
framework for the study. The word ‘sensitising’ is intended in the sense that it
is used initially in the study to frame lines of enquiry. However it is not
imposed on the data but rather used as an open and flexible framework
(Layder, 2006). In the analysis of the research, other theoretical frameworks
illuminate, in more detail, the participants’ experience; however, Layder’s
(2006) Domain Theory is retained as an organising structure. The focus of
the study is to reveal relationships (‘the things themselves’) within the
enabling and constraining effects of their psycho-social world (‘being in the
world).

CREATING A UNIQUE DEVELOPMENT OF QUALITY IN AN

IRA

APPROACH
Given the hermeneutic demands of the present IRA study, there is a
consideration of quality in the research process throughout the thesis, not
just in the methodology chapter. IRA acknowledges a ‘double hermeneutic’
whereby ‘the researcher is making sense of the participant, who is making
19

sense of x’ (Smith et al., 2009: 35). IPA also reconciles hermeneutics and
phenomenology through the use of a cyclical logic of a hermeneutic circle as
follows:
To understand any given part, you look to the whole; to understand
the whole, you look to the parts’ (Smith et al., 2009: 28).

In this study there is an interpretative focus on the psychological and
sociological experience.

This study draws on three sets of quality criteria which have been used in
previous IPA studies (Kvale, 1996; Yardley, 2000; Willig, 2001; Yardley,
2008). It further draws on Cuba and Lincoln’s work (cited in Bryman, 2008)
on trustworthiness and authenticity. While there are overlaps between the
various different criteria, there is no one set which sufficiently incorporates all
elements sought in the present study. These criteria were used throughout
the study and are acknowledged in the various chapters in this thesis. A table
outlining all the criteria and their application to the study can be found in
Appendix 1.
This work follows Kvale’s (1996) advice that ‘quality rests on the shoulders of
the researcher and their integrity’. The findings are delivered in ‘good faith’,
by not allowing personal values or theoretical inclinations to sway the
conduct of the research, based on ‘confirmability’ criteria (Guba and Lincoln
cited in Bryman, 2008). The ‘good faith’ or ‘integrity’ of the researcher is
translated in the present study through transparency of the entire research
process.

Both

Kvale

(1996)

and

Yardley

(2008)

recommend

such

transparency. One particular kind of transparency which Yardley (2008)
advocates, is ‘reflexivity’ and three reflective chapters are incorporated into
the thesis (Chapters 1, 2 and 6).
While complete objectivity in social research is not possible (Bryman, 2008)
reflexivity and a transparent audit trail are used to enhance the quality of the
20

present study. In doing so, the study seeks to meet the challenge set out by
Larkin et al. (2006) to embrace the interpretative opportunities offered by the
approach. It also answers a common critique of IPA that it does not theorise
how reflexivity can be incorporated into the research process, despite
recognising the importance of the researcher through the double hermeneutic
(Willig, 2001). In a review of 52 IPA studies, Brocki and Wearden (2006)
found that the interpretative side was lacking. The study follows an IPA
approach in a non-traditional way; problem solving quality areas which have
not been substantially theorised by the method. The definition of ‘theorising’
here, is based on Willig’s (2001) notion of providing a practical ‘know-how’ of
incorporating these aspects into a study. It adapts a number of Socratic
questions to critically reflect on the auditing process as found in Appendix 2.
There is a lack of critical literature on the use of IPA studies, something
which was highlighted by Willig (2001) almost ten years ago. As the method
expands its disciplinary and geographical boundaries, the need for such
critical literature is ever increasing.

THE CHAPTERS
Chapters one and two are reflective chapters outlining the starting position in
the research in detail. The first chapter charts the movement towards the
research aim and objective. It examines the motivations and initial literature
review, as a means of understanding the research interests coming into the
project. Chapter two then maps the theoretical orientations based on a
unique synergy between Layder’s (2006) theory of multiple social domains
and IPA. These chapters demonstrate the initial starting point in the research
and are kept separate from the supplementary literature review and
theoretical interpretations of the findings in Chapter five. In doing so, they
represent a unique conceptualisation of transparency of the interpretations
linked to the findings.

Chapter three charts the design of the research by systematically illustrating
the methodology and methods used based on an IPA approach. Three data
collection points are described in detail with supporting Appendices 4-7. The
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chapter describes a unique approach to managing and auditing the data
through a combined manual and electronic analysis. The full analytic
procedure is illustrated with details of each step. An example of the various
stages is given in the text with further supporting information in Appendices
8-15.
Chapter four presents the main empirical findings of the study. It is structured
around the data collection points revealing the development of meaning
across time. The findings present a vivid emotional picture of the complexity
of the experience of relationships in residential care. Stark differences were
found between the initial interviews where the relationships were embedded
within a very unsettled

context;

to the follow-up

interviews where

relationships were embedded within a very settled context. Twelve themes
are clarified, four relating to each data collection point.
Chapter five moves to a more theoretical discussion of the findings; based on
the initial and final supplementary literature review and connections with
reflections and theory. The main themes are reviewed through Senninger’s
(2000) theory of learning zones. Using the learning zone model, the
experience of relationships is conceptualised as based on a cyclical
movement between comfort, learning and panic zones. Being settled and
unsettled is contextualised within a number of power tensions and the
expression, management and containment of emotions is discussed. The
chapter ends with an examination of creating time and space in residential
care for relationships, replenishment and reflection.

Chapter six is another reflective chapter focusing on an epistemological and
personal reflection on the study as defined in Chapter one. It aims to close
the reflective journey set out in Chapters one and two, by reflecting back on
the various stages of the project. The epistemological reflection considers the
assumptions in the study, bracketing and supervision. It then moves to a
reflection on the audit trail through the various stages of the project. A
personal reflection is then given, which examines the impact of the
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researcher on the study as well as the personal and professional journey
during the study.

The final conclusive chapter examines how the research has contributed to
new knowledge in the following areas: a) innovative approach to method; b)
transparency of the audit trail and reflexivity; c) deep interpretative study and
theoretical contribution to knowledge; d) insightful findings; e) implications of
the study for practice. Each of these areas is discussed in detail, strengths
and limitations are outlined and recommendations for future research are
made.

This thesis raises interesting and challenging questions about the humanity
of the experience of relationships in residential care by exposing a sense of
being settled and unsettled.
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CHAPTER ONE
REFLECTIONS ON INTERESTS COMING INTO THE
RESEARCH

Introduction
Chapters one and two of this thesis are entitled ‘reflections’ because they
relate to the approach to ‘reflexivity’ in the project. Willig (2001) notes that
qualitative researchers differ in the emphasis they place on reflexivity. She
differentiates between ‘personal’ and ‘epistemological’ reflexivity as shown in
Figure 1.
Figure 1: Definitions of Reflexivity

Personal reflexivity
• 'Reflecting upon the ways in which our own values,
experiences, interests, beliefs, political commitments, wider
aims in life and social identities have shaped the research. It
also involves thinking about how the research may have
affected and possibly changed us, as people and as
researchers'
Epistemological reflexivity
•

'How has the research guestion defined and limited what can
be found'? How has the design of the study and the method of
analysis 'constructed' the data and the findings? How could the
research question have been investigated differently? To what
extent would this have given rise to a different understanding
of the phenomenon under investigation?'

Willig (2001: 10)

Both types of reflexivity are important in the present study, because IRA is
used across three data collection points and psychological and sociological
theories are combined in the interpretative process. These chapters,
therefore, offer a way of working towards a theorisation of how reflexivity
could be incorporated into the IRA research process (Willig, 2001). Each
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chapter begins with a reflection on personal motivations and moves to a
more epistemological reflection. In the aforementioned review of IPA (Brocki
and Wearden, 2006), the authors suggest that the interpretative side could
be shown by outlining the motivations for the study, research interests and
theoretical orientations. The present chapter, therefore, reflects on the
research interests. It does so with Yardley’s (2008) criterion of ‘commitment’
in mind, which refers to prolonged engagement in the topic, immersion in
context and skills in method.

MOTIVATIONS
The impetus for the study stems from a previous study I carried out on the
emotional well-being and mental health needs of children in a variety of care
settings (Mullan et al., 2007b). In that previous study, 51 young people were
interviewed and their stories had a profound effect on me. These young
people were, so ‘resilient’ and grown up, yet so ‘vulnerable’ and drawn to
grown-ups who genuinely cared for them. The legal term for children in care
is ‘Looked After Children’ arising from the Children (Nl) Order (1995). When
placed in care, children are generally placed in foster homes (57%) but 13%
are placed in residential children’s homes (NSPCC, 2009).
The majority of the young people in the Mullan et al. (2007b) study had
experienced residential care at some point in their lives. They rated highly the
personal qualities and particular support of keyworkers (Mullan et al., 2007b).
A keyworker is a designated person who has the primary responsibility for a
particular child in residential care ensuring that all the statutory and practical
tasks are carried out for that young person. In that same study, the views of
foster carers and residential social workers were captured. While both were
highly committed to the young people, those in residential care appeared
sad, powerless and deflated when talking about the young people’s needs.
Further, in the study it was argued that in its haste to ‘refer on’, the care
system might in fact be missing the potential value of key relationships in
young peoples’ lives. The link was made to young people’s mental ill-health
by creating a more ‘normaf way of life (Mullan et al., 2007b).
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Many young people who come into the care system will experience
residential care at some point in their time in care, though it is more likely
after they turn twelve years old. Residential care refers to residential
children’s homes ranging from those providing long-term care, short-term
care or more specialised provision. In this study a long-term home was used.
The main qualification for those working in residential care in the United
Kingdom is Social Work. Residential social workers have the day-to-day
responsibility for ‘Looked After Children’ placed in the home. Their working
day is generally organised around a shift pattern covering an entire 24 hour
period where they sleep in the home. As Whitaker et al. (1998) state:
‘Members of staff are there to create a caring and growth-promoting
environment within which each child can thrive and develop, and
recover insofar as possible from conseguences of adverse previous
exper/ences’(Whitaker et al., 1998: 1).
Those who work in residential care therefore spend a long time with the
children and have an opportunity to build up relationships. The present study
began with the interest in the richness of everyday experience of residential
carers, particularly because the child’s experience has been seen to be
mediated by the staff that brought the ‘stamp of the system’ (Hartnup, 1986).
It did not begin with a ‘what works’ agenda, rather an interest in ‘what
happens’ in the minds of those working in residential care.
I acknowledge limits to my knowledge of residential care having not worked
directly in the sector, but have sought to counteract these. The fact that I
worked in a related voluntary organisation in a research capacity, helped me
gain substantial initial awareness of the area. An initial literature review was
also carried out so as to become familiar with the related literature to the
extent that it was possible to pose relevant questions (Kvale, 1996). In the
literature review, I became aware of social pedagogy as an application to
residential care in Europe through a study which compared Denmark and the
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UK among other countries (Petrie et al., 2006). I initially intended to carry out
a comparative study but it became apparent that it would not be possible due
to the scope of the project and intensity of I PA. The review will now be
discussed in detail to provide a picture of the existing literature on
relationships in residential care before embarking on the research.

RESEARCH INTERESTS: INITIAL LITERATURE REVIEW
An initial literature review is outlined in this section as a tool for launching the
research project (Higgins and Pinkerton, 1998). The review establishes the
base to which new knowledge was added and integrated; something Kvale
(1996) has recommended takes place before the first interview. The review
aimed to identify a gap which the research could address while allowing data
collection to be approached with open-mindedness (Smith et al., 2009). It
followed guidelines proposed by Higgins and Pinkerton (1998) since they
adopt a number of systematic steps for carrying out a review. The full
approach according to the guidelines is found in Appendix 2.
It is important to differentiate the initial literature review from the final
supplementary literature review relating to the findings of the research. In the
final tailored literature review, the aim was different: to ensure that the
necessary literature would be linked into the findings. To ensure cohesion
between the two reviews, the same model was used but the final review
related directly to the findings. Where necessary, the initial sources were re
read, but any new meaning is reported in the discussion chapter. The
separation of the two reviews is intentional, to demonstrate the earlier and
later stages of the hermeneutic circle.

The main research aim was concerned with perceptions of relationships, so it
was necessary to review what was already known about relationships in the
literature. The starting point for the research was that the residential social
worker constructed his or her world through meaning with a certain degree of
freedom of choice (‘agency’). At the same time, the research acknowledged
that the residential social worker was not a completely freely acting agent
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and was faced with inner and outer constraints (‘structure’). These concepts
framed the review and will be discussed in more detail in Chapter two.

The initial review revealed several core themes each of which will be
examined in turn. Firstly, little research has been carried out asking
residential social workers directly about their experience of relationships with
young people. Secondly, there is some understanding of the psycho-social
world in which these relationships exist at an individual, team, culture and
wider structural level but none that bring these together through an
experiential viewpoint. Thirdly, there is continuing criticism of Social Work
and need for theorisation in residential care. Fourthly, there has been a
renewed interest in relationships.

Little specific research on relationships
The importance of the relationship between the residential social worker and
the young person has been a recurring theme in recent research studies
(Moses, 2000; Smith, 2004a; Petrie et al., 2006; Mullan et al., 2007b).
Indeed, Houston (2003) stated that the focus on relationships was a constant
in the changing landscape of late modern Social Work, through lifespan
attachment and ecological perspectives.
The review found only one study which directly examined the lived’
experience of relationships (Smith, 2004a). The study was phenomenological
and explorative in nature and took place in South Africa. It focused on Child
and Youth Care workers’ experiences of life space therapeutic care. Although
the study was not set in a United Kingdom context, it was included in the
review because of its relevance. Two main themes were particularly relevant:
‘existential presence’ and ‘redefining the professional relationship’.

‘Existential presence’ proposed that Child and Youth Care workers were
participants rather than observers in young people’s lives and spent long
periods of time in close proximity to young people such that ‘there is a certain
level of physical and mental closeness experienced by the parties concerned’
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(Smith, 2004a: 32). They thus developed an awareness or ‘intimate
knowledge’ of the young person with the result that young people would open
up to them more than field social workers. The author highlighted that the
process of getting to know one another intimately often took place away from
other people and was linked to verbal and non-verbal transactions. Her work
suggested that close and personal relationships did develop in residential
care and these were also mutual.
The other theme ‘redefining the professional relationship’ was developed as
a result of the difficulty in marrying the earlier theme of existential presence’
with the Child and Youth Care workers’ perceptions of professional
relationships. Smith (2004a) revealed a dilemma for the Child and Youth
Care worker, who was at once keen to embrace the empathy in professional
relationships, but at the same time, becoming emotionally attached to a
young person in a personal relationship due to this intimate knowledge. A
dilemma therefore existed in the boundaries Child and Youth Care workers
felt necessary to create, which was complicated by the fact that they lived in
the daily life space of the young people with eradicated physical boundaries.
Smith concluded that: ‘due to the lack of clear theoretical guidance regarding
boundaries and separation of roles, the participants experience ambivalence
in role expectation’ (Smith, 2004a: 87).

Smith’s (2004a) study revealed that Child and Youth Care workers were
performing a distinct role from other professionals in the lives of young
people in residential care, because they lived in their ‘life space’. The
residential carer could be seen as operating in both a public and private
sphere; public in the sense that they were carrying out a professional role,
but private in the sense that there were human exchanges going on between
two human beings in what was the young person’s home. In a recent review
of mental health in Northern Ireland (RMHLDNI (The Review of Mental
Health and Learning Disability Northern Ireland), 2006) residential carers
were acknowledged as carrying out CAMHs (Child and Adolescent Mental
Health) services (tiers 1 and 2) without realising that they were doing so.
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The need to reconcile theory with the actual lived experiences of working in
residential care was suggested by both Smith (2004a) and Clough et al.,
(2006). Smith (2004a) suggested drawing up a workable definition of workeryoung people relationships in a professional sense and developing a de
briefing facility to openly discuss personal issues. Despite the insights of the
study, the conclusion that a definition was necessary detracted from the
subjectivity,

intersubjectivity

and

fluidity

of

relationships.

A

further

recommendation was to conduct more qualitative research on the lived
experience of those working in residential care in other contexts. The present
study began with this recommendation in mind but sought to understand the
lived experience of relationships within a psycho-social context.

The psycho-social world of residential carers
This section illustrates what is known of the psycho-social world of residential
carers by outlining firstly general studies on residential care, then breaking
down what is known of more personal aspects of relationships such as
human agency (or creative actions), the team and culture to more structural
elements of residential care. The concepts of ‘agency’ and ‘structure’ are
considered in more depth in Chapter 2.
A series of studies were conducted in the late 1990s as a response to abuse
scandals and public inquiries into residential care. Four are presented here
(Berridge and Brodie, 1998; Brown et al., 1998; Sinclair and Gibbs, 1998;
Whitaker et al., 1998) since they reveal a broad understanding of residential
care. A later piece of work by Ward (2007) is then presented.

Whittaker et al. (1998) carried out a study on working in children’s homes.
The study was explorative in nature and set out to understand what staff
thought about their work and what they did to fulfil their core task. Similar to
the present study, the authors approached the study from the ‘commonsense’ viewpoint that the manner in which staff members functioned had an
impact on the children’s experience. The study was larger in scope than the
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present study and used a content analysis approach so therefore remained
at a more general level. It revealed a number of ups and downs in residential
care and stresses and rewards. Staff were found to focus on three principal
tasks: a) containing and controlling (encouraging acceptable behaviour); b)
working at the frontier of young people’s needs (working out what young
people needed even if it was not directly observable); and, c) seeking to
provide reparative gestures (making up for past life experience).

The Whitaker et al. (1998) study sought to develop a picture of good practice.
They defined practice as what staff did in direct interaction with young people
but noted it was linked to behaviour which was linked to thinking and feeling.
Good practice, in their opinion, was anything which contributed to the welfare
and personal development of children and young people. While the study
was very insightful into the deeper dynamics of the culture of homes, it was
less insightful into the particular experience of the particular individuals
working in the homes.
In the same year, Berridge and Brodie (1998) also carried out a study on
Children’s homes, following up on a study they had carried out ten years
earlier. They used a range of data collection techniques and explored
everyday life in twelve homes. They noted that relationships between staff
and young people were generally good and were characterised by laughter.
The researchers found that behavioural control was the main preoccupation
in all the homes they visited. Control was the area which concerned staff
most and in which they had received most training. Their understanding of
the experience of residential staff was largely obtained through participant
observation, since they found it was not always easy to carry out semistructured interviews. The study concluded that the staff had to deal with
children who were more difficult than ten years previously.

Sinclair and Gibbs (1998) carried out a study on 48 local authority children’s
homes. It examined the way homes were resourced, managed and run. The
data was collected from staff via a questionnaire yielding a response rate of
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58%. The researchers noted that the characteristics of those who completed
the questionnaires and of the homes in general, was similar, so could
assume it was representative. Such a conceptualisation neglects the
possibility that those who did not return the questionnaires may have had
different views. The authors were ‘disappointed’ by the finding that higher
levels of qualification were associated with lower staff morale. It concluded
that staff should not be at odds personally and agree on the goals of the
home.

The fourth study was carried out by Brown et al. (1998) and examined the
relationships between staff and child cultures. Arguing a causal effect, the
authors stated that the structure of the home determined the staff culture; the
staff culture determined the child culture which ultimately determined the
outcomes both for the home and for the children. They argued that the
reverse was not possible. Their findings do not focus on the power of
individual agency, something which is of interest in the present study.
A disjuncture in the literature on residential care focusing on the functions
and dysfunctions of group care settings at an overall, rather than individual
level, was later found by Ward (2007). Unlike Brown et al. (1998), Ward
posited that practitioners developed their own principles of professional
practice using a combination of their own intuition, personal value system,
and by learning the implicit philosophy of the institution.

Group care, according to Ward, was based on four principles: a) placing the
individual at the heart of the system; b) demonstrating an active commitment
to anti-oppressive practice; c) underpinning individual caring with a team
approach; and, d) taking a holistic or ‘systems’-based approach. All four
theories were complementary, and, he claimed, could be held in view
together. He outlined four theories of practice: opportunity-led work; the
client’s stay; the worker’s shift and the team and its task.
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Using a systems approach to the latter theory of ‘the team and its task’, he
viewed a residential care home as being an ‘open’ system because its young
people and staff would regularly leave the system. A change in one part of
the system would result in a change in other parts, something which
suggests a multi-directional impact unlike Brown et al.’s (1998) suggestion.
Closely related was ‘homeostasis’ where the system was inherently geared
towards maintaining a sense of balance. Avoiding the pitfalls of simple
explanations, according to Ward (2007) was the advantage of a systems
approach.
Ward’s (2007) work is informative and based on years of experience of
working in residential care. However, it extrapolates his experience to all
types of group care as a whole and does not delve into the particular
experiences of individuals in detail. It provides a broad understanding of
residential care but little insight into the inner sense-making of relationships
within such a complicated context. Other literature provides some insights on
particular aspects of experience or context and will be detailed below.
The Creative Actions of Residential Social Workers
The human agency, or creative actions of residential carers came across in
two studies in the review. The first was the previously mentioned study by
Sinclair and Gibbs (1998). It noted that the philosophy of the home was set
by the head and senior management. Nonetheless, it was the staff who
implemented it in their day-to-day interactions with the young people. Sinclair
and Gibbs (1998) claimed, therefore, that the staff conveyed the true
philosophy of the home.
A later study by Watson (2003) in Scotland, similarly suggested that the
choices workers made in their work with young people were influenced by
their own value systems. The study involved qualitative interviews with staff
at nine ‘ordinary’ children’s homes across two local authorities in Scotland
and examined participants’ definitions of quality care for Looked After
Children. None equated quality with some form of measurement, instead
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linking it to working with, and meeting the needs of residents, through
building relationships. The study found that staff had considerable flexibility
and autonomy in their everyday practices. They concluded that quality was
located in their own daily experiences rather than belonging to a wider
professional organisational discourse.

While both these studies highlight the importance of day-to-day experience,
they do not delve into this experience in detail. Indeed, Watson states that:
‘they may not have the power to create, but they undoubtedly have the power
to resist, change that does not fit into their experience of what would
constitute

a

quality

service’

(Watson,

2003:

76).

To

reduce

the

marginalisation of performance standards from the real task, they suggest
training is needed. These studies revealed the need for a deeper
understanding of the experience and sense of autonomy of residential carers.
Influences of young people
The characteristics of young people themselves were found to influence
relationships in two studies in the review. One study revealed that carers
were influenced by their ways of coping with the children with whom they
were working (Heron and Chakrabarti, 2003). It focused on three areas:
carers’ perceptions of Scottish Vocational Qualifications (SVQs); the
residential context and carers’ views of children. Thirty carers were
interviewed in two different local authorities among seven different children’s
homes. Qualitative data analysis was used alongside the constructs and
ratings in a repertory grid. The study revealed that staff had varying degrees
of involvement with the children and at times would withdraw involvement
from certain children, not necessarily due to a lack of commitment but as a
coping strategy. They regarded the low level of staff involvement with young
people as reflecting the disempowered position of staff. In their view, the root
cause of the failure of the residential care system was the mix of children with
extreme emotional difficulties and/or behavioural problems.
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The main finding of another study was that relationships were influenced by
the personal characteristics of young people (Moses, 2000). The study was a
qualitative exploration of ways of engaging, building and maintaining
relationships with young people using attachment theory. Part of a larger
ethnographic study in Southern California, it was based on 25 semistructured interviews with residential child care workers. Findings revealed
that particular characteristics of young people found favour with staff and
influenced the degree to which work would be individualised to that young
person. The study began with a focus on attachment theory in mind and
developed a working hypothesis that individualised quality of residential care
giving was associated with better treatment outcomes and psychosocial
adjustment for young people. Among several suggestions for further
research, the author proposes research identifying the ‘staff, client and
agency variables that optimize client-oriented, interpersonal care’ (Moses,
2000: 489).
Both these studies revealed the impact of the young people themselves on
the carers’ capacity to care in the caring relationship. Nevertheless, their
findings did not reveal the depth of experience of residential carers in their
relationships, framed in their own terms. The use of a repertory grid in the
first, and attachment theory in the second, lessened the potential for the
participants to freely articulate their experiences. The openness of the
phenomenological method in IRA in the present study encouraged the
residential carers to describe their experiences as they wished.
Team and culture in children’s homes
Whitaker et al. (1998) found that it was possible to develop a sense of the
distinctive cultural totality or ‘gestalt’ of the staff group. They noted that
understandings of culture-consonance and culture-dissonance would be a
useful knowledge base for residential care. The authors elsewhere provided
a useful definition of the staff team culture:
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‘Staff teams develop cultures specific to themselves. The term ‘culture’
Includes the totality of values, shared goals, norms, shared beliefs,
assumptions and expectations, characteristic procedures, routines and
customs, degrees of internal cohesiveness, the stance taken towards
people and groups outside of its own boundaries, and the permeability
or rigidity of those boundaries’ (Hicks et al., 1998: 365)

The culture of the home has also been highlighted as influential in residential
care (Whitaker et al., 1998). Underlying dynamics were seen by the authors
as influenced by: different attitudinal sets which translated into behaviour
(some conducive to good practice, others not); different interactive styles;
different levels of cohesiveness of the staff group; different applications of
norms, structures, procedures, routines and customs; different values and
goals (private and overall). Likewise, Brown et al. (1998) noted that homes
would pursue three different types of goals. These included societal goals
dictated by law or expectation, formal goals which represented societal goals
in local management practice and belief goals which reflected underlying
values of managers and staff.
Other literature also evoked the importance of the team and culture in
residential care. Sinclair and Gibbs’ (1998) study highlighted team influences,
but again, it was based on a postal questionnaire so did not provide an indepth understanding of these. Ward (2007) also mentioned the importance of
group life and team membership when focusing on the ‘process’ of group
care work. In one of his approaches to work ‘the team and its task’ he
focuses on three elements: the interdependence of the team; the public
nature of practice; and, multiple relationships.

The present study fills a gap in linking the individual agency of residential
social workers with a wider consideration of the young people, the team and
the culture within the home through Layder’s (2006) Domain Theory which is
outlined in Chapter two. A further link is with the wider statutory and societal
context which provides the focus of the following section.
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The Wider Structural Context of Residential Care
In this section, various elements of the structural context impacting on
residential care are outlined including the legislative and statutory context,
historical attitudes to residential care and a concern with the personal and
professional.

Legislative and Statutory context
Residential care sits within the broad legislative context of the Children (Nl)
Order (1995). The Duties for residential social workers outlined in Article 92
of the Order are to:
a) Safeguard and promote the child’s welfare;
b) Make such use of the services and facilities available for children
cared for by their own parents as appears to that person reasonable in
the case of the child; and,
c) Advise, assist and befriend him with a view to promoting his welfare
when he ceases to be so accommodated (Children (Nl) Order (1995)
Article 9: 90).
The legislative context sets the parameters within which relationships in
residential care exist.

Practice in Northern Ireland is governed by the NISCC (Northern Ireland
Social Care Council) through a number of codes of practice, one of which
specifically mentions relationships (NISCC, 2002). It simply requires that a
worker should not develop an ‘inappropriate relationship’ with a young
person. The regulatory framework in Northern Ireland is thus directed
towards what relationships should ‘not’ be. There is no clarity on the
boundaries of such a relationship and where the ‘caring’ and ‘inappropriate’
sides of the relationship coincide.
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Set within a vague context of relationships, the guidance given to residential
social workers is disseminated through the statement of purpose and function
of the home and policies and procedures which the team follows. The
movement towards differentiation of homes according to assessed need was
influenced by the policy document ‘Children Matter’ (SSI (Social Services
Inspectorate) & DHSS (Department of Health and Social Services), 1998).

Historical attitudes towards residential care
A large number of young people in care are likely to experience residential
care environments at some stage in their time in care (Whitaker et al., 1998)
so the relationships impact on many more young people than official figures
at any one time suggest. Residential care is often used as a placement
option for young people who are seen as hard to place in foster care, in
particular older children or those with challenging behaviour (Utting, 1991;
Waterhouse, 2000). While it has been used for young people moving from
placements which have broken down, Waterhouse (1987) argues in favour of
residential care for young people who prefer group living or those who need
help with specific problems. Nevertheless, residential carers have been
considered to be dealing with children with more complex needs than in the
past (Berridge and Brodie, 1998).
The historical background of residential care has been characterised by
negativity across the United Kingdom; Northern Ireland is no exception.
There has been a movement away from residential care with the result that it
is often seen as a placement of 'last resort’. The movement away from
residential care has resulted from a number of child abuse scandals across
the United Kingdom (see for example, Utting, 1991; Waterhouse, 2000).
Utting (2003) has stated that such abuse has cast a cloud over the entire
sector. The same has happened in Northern Ireland as a result of the Kincora
scandal. Residents in the Kincora boy’s hostel in East Belfast were
systematically abused by members of staff (DHSSPS, 1986). Moore (1996)
has suggested that ‘the Kincora scandal is etched on the collective memory
of Northern Ireland’ (Moore, 1996: 11). Such instances of professional
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misconduct could also be seen as etched on the mindsets of residential
social workers. The word ‘Inappropriate’ in the NISCC (2002) code of conduct
is likely to be rooted within such a historical context of abuse.

There is an ongoing problem with recruitment and retention in residential
care (Clough et al., 2006). As a result of the Kincora scandal, the Hughes
Inquiry (1985) was influential in the emphasis on training and qualifications
for those working in residential care. Currently, the situation in Northern
Ireland has been found to be better than other areas of the United Kingdom
and has been said to adhere particularly well to the recommendations made
in the Hughes Report (Campbell and McLaughlin, 2005). Nevertheless, the
Hughes report has been criticised by Pinkerton and Kelly (1996) for ‘closing
the door’ on the Kincora scandal. In their opinion, it was necessary to
acknowledge the importance of the past, the ‘dark side’ and to open the door
to the past as a reminder of what happened and to move forward from it.
The movement away from residential care has also been shaped by a
preference for foster care, rather than ‘institutional’ care. Since the 1970s,
foster care has been the dominant form of placement in Northern Ireland. As
previously stated, two thirds of young people are placed in foster placements
(NSPCC, 2009). The preference for foster care has largely been attributed to
Bowlby's post World War Two work on maternal deprivation, which
emphasised the need for attachment and resulted in the United Kingdom
response of a sustained policy drive towards foster care (Petrie et al., 2006).
Coffman’s (1968) influential work ‘Asylums’ has also been attributed to
further negative attitudes towards residential care whereby people looked for
ways in which residential homes shared common characteristics (Clough et
al., 2006).

The history of residential care, therefore, has been a difficult one. As will be
shown in the following section on Social Work, the response has been to
professionalise the residential care workforce and to create a system which
tries to avoid or compensate for the problems in residential care’s history.
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The regulations and procedures governing social work set the context in
which residential social workers operate (Smith, 1997). However, Skehill
(2003) has conceded that residential social workers could still appropriately
use discretion and professional autonomy to balance out standardised
practices of relationships within the context of systemic pressures. The
literature review revealed a gap around the experience of ‘agency’ of carers,
and how they used their autonomy and discretion, amidst wider ‘structures’.
In the following section, the notion of a person struggling within the
professional role in residential social work is considered.

A concern with the ‘Personal’ and the Professional’
Personal-professional dilemmas came across in the residential care literature
in the United Kingdom. In Scotland for example, Smith (2006) has argued
that codified rules simply required learning and following. He contrasted
‘professionalism’ (objective, rational and emotionally unengaged) with the
‘personal’ of a basic ethic of care. Kendrick and Smith (2002) have also
argued that ‘safe caring’ created a situation whereby close adult-child
relationships were viewed as intrinsically suspect and proposed instead to
‘validate and support notions of ‘professional closeness” (Kendrick and
Smith, 2002: 52).
Notions of the ‘personal and professional’, overlap with the psychological and
sociological elements in the study which will be discussed in more detail in
Chapter two.

Social Work and the need for theorisation of residential care
Social Work was the main formal qualification in residential care across the
United Kingdom at the time of the research. However, the position of Social
Work in residential care was not trouble-free. Milligan (1998) argued that
residential care was not Social Work. He proposed developing residential
care as a distinctive component of social welfare with its own values,
knowledge base and skills. He cautioned that while residential care was seen
as a type of Social Work, residential workers would never achieve parity of
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esteem (Milligan, 1998). Houston (2003) has also been critical of a
‘bureaucratic frame’ in Child and Family Social Work. In his view, such a
frame ‘colonised’ thinking and practice and the need for reframing practice
was threatened by a fixation with regulation and managerialism. It was
worthwhile bearing in mind, Sinclair and Gibb’s (1998) finding that higher
qualifications did not increase staff morale because there appeared to be a
mismatch between recommendations for training and qualifications with
experience.
An early review of residential care revealed that a number of competing
theories were often used (Bullock et al., 1993). It recommended that future
research should re-scrutinise regimes and styles of residential approaches,
which would evaluate the ideas, theories and treatments underpinning
residential provision. Still relevant today, this review revealed that theories
reflected the age in which they flourished, these theories changed over time
and passed in and out of fashion again or were discredited by argument and
research (Bullock et al., 1993). The social context in which residential care
operated was (and still is) constantly changing.
A later review argued that residential care had been adequately researched
but

inadequately theorised

(Clough

et al.,

2006).

It outlined

that:

‘relationships do not exist in a vacuum: they are influenced by, and in turn
influence, the environment in which children live’ (Clough et al., 2006: 44).
The review summarised a number of approaches to residential work (Clough
et al., 2006) which could be seen to reflect the environment or the age in
which they flourished (Bullock et al., 1993). Of note were psycho-social
theories which provided a psychological understanding of the experience with
a ‘social’ understanding of the context in residential care. Psycho-social
theory could be broken down into a number of types: a) psychodynamic and
therapeutic approaches; b) therapeutic care versus ‘ordinary mainstream
child care’] c) attachment theory (drawn from contemporary Social Work
literature); and, d) other approaches to emotional need.
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At the time of this research, a number of other interventions were being used
or considered in residential care. Some examples included: a) resilience
theory which focuses on finding ways for the child to cope, survive and thrive
(Daniel et al., 1999; Gilligan, 1999); b) systemic approaches which avoid a
single-solution approach and look at contextual issues in interventions
(Gibson et al., 2004; Ward, 2007); c) attachment and trauma approaches
such as the ‘Sanctuary Model’ which provide a trauma-informed, full system
approach

to

change

organisational

culture

(Bloom,

2004);

and,

e)

Therapeutic Crisis Intervention (TCI).

The present study therefore was timely, because it occurred at a point when
those working in the area of Social Work were seeking to understand
relationships in context. It set out to merge a psychological and social focus
by trying to view the carers within their own environment. A renewed point of
focus in residential care was on relationships and the United Kingdom had
begun to look beyond its own borders for inspiration.

A renewed interest in relationships in Residential Care
In recent years, there has been a renewed interest in relationships in
residential care. Concerns are growing that the increased focus on
performance, or externally measurable elements of practice, have involved a
shift away from ‘caring’ or the internal, somewhat intangible quality of
relationships (Smith, 1997). Clough et al. have stated:
“We know...that the quality of relationship between carer and child is
critical to success but are less sure of how to produce a good-quality
relationship: what combination of carer characteristics, organisational
aspects and child response produces ‘the good relationship’? Do we
know enough to be able to select appropriate people as carers or,
organisationally, to know how to support them?" (Clough et al., 2006:
14).
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Likewise Berridge (2002) stated that little was known about how to recognise
the qualities which enhanced relationships in recruitment and to support
those working in residential care in training and supervision.

While Clough et al. (2006) argued that adequate research had been carried
out in residential care; the present study suggests that it is necessary to find
methods which connect the experiential nature of relationships and any wider
theorising. The authors further noted that before addressing the question
‘what works in residential care’ it was necessary to be clearer about ‘what
happens’? The present study goes back a step further, arguing that before
we ask ‘what happens’, we need to understand how people make sense of
what happens. In other words, what happens in the minds of residential
social workers was a crucial question in the present study.
Two bodies of work outside the United Kingdom were incorporated into the
review because their influence was adding to the interest in relationships in
residential care. The first was Child and Youth Care in North America; the
second was Social Pedagogy in Europe.
Child and Youth Care
A body of knowledge known as ’Child and Youth Care’ deserves mention in
the review because of its relevance to relationships. Beyond the study
mentioned earlier in South Africa (Smith, 2004a), substantial work had taken
place over the last forty years in North America. Kreuger (1991) provided a
brief synthesis of these forty years of professional Child and Youth Care. The
central themes he highlighted included: coming from your center; being there;
teaming up; meeting them where they’re at; interacting together; counselling
on the go; creating circles of care; discovering and using self; and, caring for
one another (Krueger, 1991: 77). The focus of Child and Youth Care was on
relational work in the life-space and it was often referred to as ‘Relational
Child and Youth Care’.

There were a number of examples of Child and Youth Care work which was
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relevant to the

review.

Firstly,

Garfat (1995;

2004) carried

out a

phenomenological study on the 'effective' Child and Youth Care intervention,
viewing the act of intervention as a human interaction. Secondly, Anglin
(2002) conducted a grounded theory study of residential group care and
developed a framework for analysing and guiding practice. Both studies
provided useful insights into the use of phenomenological and inductive
methods. Some further examples of relevant work in Child and Youth Care
included: Fewster’s (2001; 2004; 2005) work on professional boundaries;
Fitzgerald’s (1995) work in the area of on-the-spot counselling; Leafs (1995)
work on control and connection; and Austin and Halpin’s (1987; 1988) work
on the phenomenology of caring.
Social Pedagogy
Another trend in residential child care at the time of the research was ‘Social
Pedagogy’. Social Pedagogy has flourished in continental Europe as the
dominant discipline for those working in residential care. Nevertheless, the
very term ‘pedagogy’ has been little-used in the Anglo-Saxon world (Otto,
2006; Petrie et al., 2006). A general definition of pedagogy is ‘upbringing’ or
‘education’ in the broadest sense of the word (Petrie et al., 2006). Three main
components of pedagogy have been identified as: the ‘head\ the ‘heart and
the ‘hands’ (Petrie et al., 2006). The ‘head’, according to the authors, referred
to the reflective side of pedagogy; the ‘heart referred to the relationship
between the child and pedagogue as the basis for ‘upbringing’] and, the
‘hands’ referred to the ‘hands on’ approach through practical engagement in
activities. Another pedagogical concept is the ‘Common Third’ where there is
a deliberate focus on a ‘common thing’ of interest to both the pedagogue and
the young person (Hatton, 2006).

The argument for using Social Pedagogy as a theoretical framework for
residential care was its emphasis on the relational component of residential
work. It was accorded a place in the review because of its relevance to
relationships but also because it reflected the wider ‘age’ in which the
research took place as outlined by Bullock et al. (1993).
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The initial recommendation to urgently consider the experience and training
of social pedagogues and social educators in continental Europe was made
back in 1992 in the Warner Report (Jackson, 2006). What followed was a
growing interest in Social Pedagogy in the United Kingdom and Northern
Ireland with many recommending the implementation of Social Pedagogy
(Hatton, 2001; Houston, 2002; Jackson, 2006). However, the main empirical
basis for the argument for Social Pedagogy comes from a comparative study
by Petrie et al (2006).
The Petrie et al. (2006) study argued that higher levels of training in Social
Pedagogy, accounted for greater attention to the relationship component in
residential care in Denmark compared to the United Kingdom. The authors
echoed previous concerns (Bullock et al., 1993; Clough et al., 2006) that
there was a lack of discussion about the theories and concepts underpinning
the practice of residential care in England, outside more experimental and
'alternative' forms of provision. Limited theorisation in the United Kingdom,
they argued, contrasted with other European countries where practice was
based on a pedagogical theoretical framework. Such a framework, they
proposed: 'theorises and values the 'everyday' events and processes of
residential life' (Petrie et al., 2006: 11).
The Petrie study sought to understand Social Pedagogy by carrying out two
studies: a comparative case study approach in five European countries
(Belgium, Denmark, France, Germany and the Netherlands) and a mixed
methods study carried out in England, Denmark and Germany. The
comparative case study applied a combination of approaches including an
overview report of residential care, occupational standards and pedagogic
training written by a national expert (for example, Jensen (2000) for the
Danish report) as well as face-to-face interviews with ‘key informants’. ‘Local
experts’ selected a number of establishments as good examples of the
pedagogic approach according to national criteria. The mixed methods study
involved face-to-face interviews with structured questions followed by open45

ended questions. A broad range of establishments was sampled in three
geographic areas in each country; participants included young people, heads
of establishment and residential social workers.

The study, while comprehensive, had a number of weaknesses. Most
importantly, there was a lack of criticism of Social Pedagogy. For example,
the first study was based on overviews of residential care which were told
from the perspective of only one national ‘expert’. The question remained as
to how such an ‘expert’ was selected and what other national experts would
say on the same subject. Likewise, while the study did ask what made a
‘good' or ‘bad’ pedagogue, the bias in the sample of the first study towards
‘good’ pedagogy perhaps painted too optimistic a picture of its potential.
Given that much of the written literature on Social Pedagogy in Europe was
written in other languages, it was difficult to obtain further sources of
information on which to make a critical judgment.
Another weakness was that it only briefly noted that Social Pedagogy already
existed in effective residential care in the United Kingdom. The design of the
study, at least in the first part, did not lend itself to the direct comparison of
good pedagogy in the United Kingdom and the other countries. A further
weakness was that it potentially risked what Houston (2001) termed
‘essentialism’, simply because it did not question effectively how the
differences between the countries could be attributed to a number of other
variables. For example, it noted only briefly that differences reflected general
cultural and social democratic traditions in Denmark.
Most significant differences in the study were found between Denmark and
England. In a comparison of staff roles and responsibilities in the mixed
method study, Petrie et al. (2006) concluded that a relational approach was
less evident among English workers than Danish workers. The authors
accounted for the differences in England due to a lack of ‘clearly defined and
coherent professional education for residential staff (Petrie et al.: 83) and the
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fact that Social Work education was competency-based. They have argued
for the implementation of Social Pedagogy in the United Kingdom.

The danger of moving towards an uncritical implementation of Social
Pedagogy or ‘transplant’ approach was the implication that pedagogical work
would ensure ‘intrinsically better’ values in the United Kingdom (Cameron,
2004). Over ten years ago, Milligan (1998) cautioned against uncritically
lifting directly from other European traditions and instead proposed creating a
quality service which acknowledged the past and the institutions and
structures already in place. Likewise, in Denmark, Rosendal Jensen (2004)
warned that Social Pedagogy was often forced to legitimate its position. He
revealed that increasingly in Denmark, the Minister of Social Affairs was
exerting pressure to see if treatment helped, and if it was evidence-based.
Ironically as the United

Kingdom was shifting its gaze away from

performance measurement, Denmark was moving towards such a focus.
To say that any practice protocol such as Social Pedagogy, or indeed any
other theoretical perspective or intervention, was important to relationships in
Northern Ireland required an understanding of how relationships were
perceived from the point of view of those working in residential care. The
present study sought to avoid essentialism by designing the study to capture
the complexity of the residential social worker’s experience.

A CONCLUSION ON THE RESEARCH INTERESTS COMING INTO THE
RESEARCH
The study was inspired by previous work with children in care and a
motivation to understand in detail the experience of those working in
residential care. The initial literature review, revealed the need to understand
the inner experience of residential social workers since little work had been
carried out in this area. It uncovered a number of general research studies on
residential care which provide an overall understanding of the social world of
residential social workers. Little is known, however, about how the personal
experience of relationships within the wider context of relationships is
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perceived from the point of view of residential social workers themselves.
The review also revealed a crisis in Social Work where there is a search for a
way of theorising what works, and there has been a renewed interest in
relationships.

Understanding the experience of relationships, embedded within psycho
social enablers and constraints, necessitated a unique synergy of theory and
method. These will be the discussed in the second reflective chapter that
follows.
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CHAPTER TWO
REFLECTIONS ON THEORETICAL ORIENTATIONS
COMING INTO THE RESEARCH
Introduction
This second reflective chapter examines in detail the theoretical orientations
coming into the research. Firstly, a personal reflection on motivations is
given. Secondly, Layder’s (2006) Domain Theory is described as the
ontological basis for the study. Thirdly, the choice of IRA as the general
approach to the study is explained on the basis of its theoretical roots and
capacity for ‘epistemological inclusiveness’. The unique synergy between
Layder’s (2006) Domain Theory and IPA is then discussed. Finally, the
chapter concludes with the stance taken in the present study towards IPA.
Layder (2006) defines ontology as:
‘A branch of philosophy traditionally concerned with the nature of
reality as we experience it. However, there is a broader sense in which
it refers to what exists more generally - including things that are not
within the realm of personal experience’ (Layder, 2006: 306).
Layder (2006)

understands the social world

as being

‘ontologically

multidimensional’ or influenced by a number of multiple intertwined domains.

He defines epistemology as:
A branch of philosophy concerned with the nature of knowledge. It
poses the question ‘How do we know what we claim to know’ (Layder,
2006: 304).

The term ‘epistemological inclusiveness’, refers to the capacity to incorporate
and reconcile subjectivism and objectivism which Layder (2006) views as
equally

valid.

Subjectivism

is

‘understanding
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and

explaining

social

phenomena in terms of the psychological dispositions of individuals’ (Layder,
2006: 309). Objectivism, on the other hand is ‘the tendency to view social
phenomena as if they had an objective, ‘external’ existence independent of
members of society' (Layder, 2006: 306).

Motivations
Another motivation for completing the study was to learn more about the
application of theory when carrying out research. My background was in
psychology and I was drawn to theories of humanism and phenomenology
and generally to a conception of the person as being actively able to shape
their own lives. Through this study I have come to learn about sociology
through the department in which I was placed. Initially, the intermixing of
disciplines translated as a struggle, but I have worked on finding a way to
embed my psychological orientation with a wider social focus on the world.
I previously worked in market research and therefore was not a novice
researcher coming into the study. I had built up an understanding of the
application of research and had a keen interest in uncovering the ‘black box’
of analysis as it has been called by Imms and Ereaut (2002) among others. I
was interested in making visible the invisibles in a research report. I wanted
to learn more about the analytic process and use a method which would
allow me to undertake a project in depth. The reflexive nature of IPA was
particularly appealing as was the challenge to carry out a deeper
interpretative IPA study (Larkin et al., 2006). The study came at a time in my
career when I was thinking about ontological and epistemological questions,
though I was not at that point familiar with the terms. These questions are the
focal point of this chapter.

Layder’s Domain Theory and ‘multidimensional ontology’
It seemed paradoxical to say that Social Work should be understood within a
social context. However, the literature review revealed the importance of
embedding the more psychological features of the day-to-day task of
relationships, within its social context. In this section an argument is made for
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the use of Layder’s (2006) Domain Theory as the ontological basis for the
study. Understanding the social world of the residential carers through the
amalgamation of multiple domains of experience provided a means of
understanding relationships in context.

An earlier version of Layder’s (1993) domain theory had been used in the
planning and execution of one study of residential care (Berridge and Brodie,
1998). The use of Layder’s (2006) domain theory in the present study
ensured a broad contextual understanding of residential care, although the
study was narrower in scope than the Berridge and Brodie (1998) study.
Layder’s (2006) Domain Theory was primarily chosen as an open and flexible
framework to frame the research which could be revised in light of the
research evidence. It initially informed the planning, design and lines of
enquiry in the study and was used with the following note of caution:
‘General theories should never be imposed on research data as total
systems of explanation. Rather, they should be suggestive, sensitising
and informative as regards possible lines of enquiry and explanation.
They should be treated as open and flexible frameworks of ideas that
may be revised in light of argument and debate and fresh evidence’
(Layder, 2006: 293).
Throughout the history of social theory, a number of dualisms have been
used to explain the social world. The three key dualisms are outlined by
Layder (2006) as: ‘macro/’micro’; ‘agency’/’structure’] and ‘individual/society’.
The author summarises his central concern as:
‘How the encounters of everyday life and individual behaviour
influence, and are influenced by, the wider social environment in which
we //Ve’(Layder, 2006: 1).

His central argument in relation to any dualism, whether it is ‘agency’‘structure’, ‘micro’-'macro’, or ‘individual’-‘society’ is that they must not be
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thought of as separate or antagonistic. He proposes a theory of social
domains as the next step beyond ‘analytic dualism’ (Layder, 2006).

Layder’s (2006) Domain Theory accounts for, yet moves beyond, the
‘agency’!’structure’ dualism. By breaking down ‘agency’ and ‘structure’ into
smaller units of analysis he provides a convincing way of understanding the
residential social worker as situated within four social domains:

a)

‘psychobiography’-, b) ‘situated activity’; c) ‘social settings’; and, d) ‘contextual
resources’. The first domain, ‘psychobiography’, refers to the influence of the
residential social worker’s past life history, narrative and professional
background. The second domain, ‘situated activity’, describes the influence
of their day-to-day interactions within their role. The third domain, ‘social
settings’, denotes the influence of the culture of the home and team. Finally,
the fourth domain, ‘contextual resources’, encompasses the influence of the
broader welfare regime and impact of wider societal culture. Beyond the
domains, Layder (2006) offers a nuanced account of how the domains are
shaped by relations of power, time and space.
Layder (2006) integrates ideas from a range of key social theorists such as:
Habermas,

Foucault,

Goffmann,

Giddens

and

Bourdieu.

He adopts

Habermas’ (1987) concepts of ‘Life world’ (everyday symbolic interaction)
and ‘system’ (state features) as deeply interconnected through the medium of
social practices and activities rather than being sharply distinct. His domains
of ‘psychobiography’,

‘situated activity’ and

‘social settings’ could be

attributed to the influence of Goffman (1967) and power relations are based
on some of Foucault’s (1980) later ideas on power. Giddens’ (1990, 1991)
emphasis on the active subject also emerges in Layder’s (2006) work,
although he believes that Giddens minimises the role of systemic constraints.
He further critiques Bourdieu’s (1977) attempt to link agency and structure as
resting on a one-dimensional view of power, proposing instead that ‘powerflows’ move in many directions. Likewise, he believes Bourdieu’s notion of
‘habitus’ fails to incorporate the unique responses individuals have to their life
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situations or the fact that situational factors might override collectively defined
interests.

The use of Domain Theory in this study provided an understanding of the
world of residential social workers as 'ontologically multi-dimensional’
(Layder, 2006). Such an understanding recognised ‘ontological variety’ and
avoided a one-dimensional view of social reality by conflating or compacting
elements of ‘agency’ and ‘structure’. Domain Theory avoided a simplistic
view of residential care which was shown as important in the initial literature
review (see for example Brown et al., 1998; Clough et al., 2006; Ward, 2007).

Layder’s (2006) theory was applied to the role of the residential social worker
in the context of interlocking domains and influences of power, time and
space as shown in Figure 2:
Figure 2: Mapping Layder’s Domains into Residential Care

TIME & SPACE

Structure

Structure
POWER

CONTEXTUAL
RESOURCES: Broader
welfare regime and
the impact of wider
culture

SOCIAL SETTINGS:
Culture of the home
and team including
the statutory context

SITUATED ACTIVITY:
Day-to-day
interactions within
the role

PSYCHOBIOGRAPHY:
Residential social
worker's past life
history and narrative
and professional
background

Agency
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Differing from Layder’s (2006: 273) own diagram, Figure 2 modifies the
domain of 'situated activity’io appear in the centre. In doing so, the centrality
of the perceptions of day-to-day interactions to the present study is
demonstrated. Simultaneously, the diagram acknowledges that the activity of
relationships is situated within the context of wider domains. Similar to
Layder’s (2006) own depiction, more personalised aspects of social reality
are

represented

in

the

middle

(‘situated

activity)

and

lower

(‘psychobiography’) layers. These relate to the ‘agency’ of the carer and
explain the individuality of the residential social worker. The somewhat more
remote and impersonal aspects are represented in the higher layers relating
to wider structures (Layder, 2006). These include the domain of ‘social
settings’ and ‘contextual resources”.
Beyond these domains, Layder (2006) also acknowledges relations of power,
which are noted at each of the intersections between the three domains
filtering through ‘situated activity’. He further emphasises how the domains
are stretched across time and space and this has been illustrated in circular
form to show that the movement is non-linear.
The four domains, and Layder’s (2006) accompanying approach to power,
time and space, are each explained in the following section with direct
reference to residential care.

The Four Domains
The domain of ‘situated activity’ represents the ‘intersubjective’ dimension of
social life. The ‘intersubjective world’ is defined as:

‘A level of analysis that concentrates on people’s relations with others
and the way in which they actively construct and reconstruct the social
world’ (Layder, 2006: 306).
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The author concedes that phenomenologists, ethnomethodologists and
symbolic interactionists emphasise social interaction as the primary arena for
meaning. However, he views Domain Theory as a substantial departure from
these traditions over the broader question of meaning. His interpretation of
‘situated activity’ is:
‘The practical focus of transactions between people In lived time and,
as such, mediates between subjective and objective elements of
social reality.

It filters and conditions the influences of both

psychobiographical and structural (or systemic) domains" (Layder,
2006: 280).

Layder (2006) argues that the domains overlap and it is through the domain
of ‘situated activity’that they are ‘intermeshed’ (Layder, 2006). The domain of
‘situated activity’ was the core concern in the present study which sought to
illuminate the participants’ perceptions of their day-to-day interactions with
young people. Meaning was not restricted to the ‘situated activity’ domain but
an amalgam of the influences of different domains. Such an understanding of
meaning

facilitated

the

integration

of

the

phenomenological

and

interpretative; the psychological and sociological; and ‘agency’ and ‘structure’
in the study. The focal point in the present study, therefore, marked a
departure from the previous use of Layder’s (1993) theory by Berridge and
Brodie, (1998). It narrowed the lens to focus primarily, but not exclusively, on
the domain of ‘situated activity’. In the initial literature review, this domain
was seen in the influence of the study by Smith (2004a) and in the studies on
the influence of young people. However, there was no indication of how
residential social workers filtered the domains.

Although individuals could not escape wider social influences altogether, they
were not ‘entirely within their grip’ (Layder, 2006). Individuals could retain
some independence from wider structures, even in a very modest way. The
first domain, ‘psychobiography' therefore:
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‘Maps a person’s unique experiences as they have unfolded from birth
to the present. As such it indicates how their interactions with primary
caretakers (and other early experiences) have coloured their attitudes,
ideas, values and dispositions’ (Layder, 2006: 274).

These unique experiences, as they unfold throughout the residential social
workers’ careers, were of interest in the present study. In other words, the
‘agency’ of carers was of interest and the influences of their unique
experiences on their attitudes, ideas, values and dispositions toward
relationships. This domain was demonstrated by the creative actions of
residential social workers in the initial literature review.
On a more structural level, the third domain, ‘social settings’ forms the
immediate environment of ‘situated activity’. The ‘social setting’ of the present
research could be interpreted as the culture in the Children’s Home and the
residential team and its statutory operation through organisational policy and
procedure as demonstrated in the initial literature review.
‘Contextual

resources’,

Layder’s

(2006)

final

domain,

is

the

most

encompassing feature of the social environment. He outlines two facets to
this domain, a distributional aspect and a historical accumulation of cultural
resources. He compares ‘contextual resources’ to a type of infrastructural
foundation for cultural and ideological elements. In the present study, the
historical evolution of residential care and its link to the welfare system and
Social Work could be linked to ‘contextual resources’ as demonstrated the in
the initial literature review.

Duality of social relations of power stretched across time and
space
Layder (2006) further develops his theory to examine the duality of social
relations which he refers to as their ‘’free form’ and ‘reproduced’ aspects or
between their ‘personally’ and ‘socially’ defined characteristics. Reproduced
elements of social relations could be dominant and serve as a constraint, or
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free form relations could be more prominent and discretion could be used in
interpreting social sanctions.

Each domain is proposed as having a different form of power: a) individual;
b)

intersubjective;

and,

c)

systemic

(organisational

or

structural).

Psychobiography and ‘situated activity’ are therefore related to the power
held by ‘social settings’ and ‘contextual resources’ which could become
‘historically entrenched in institutions and organisations’ enduring over long
periods of time. It is therefore within this ‘envelope of more encompassing
power relations’ that individual behaviour and ‘situated activity’ exist. A
further question is how these domains are stretched across time and space.
The present study has the potential to understand the power relations and
time and space dimensions as they were experienced by the individual social
workers.
Having outlined the use of multiple social domains, the question remained as
to how such an ontological position could be accompanied by ‘a disciplined
epistemological inclusiveness’ (Layder, 2006: 293). Any method needed to
incorporate and reconcile subjectivism and objectivism. In Layder’s (2006)
opinion, by adopting a narrow or dogmatic epistemology, it was not possible
to embrace the ontological diversity of the social world. In the following
section IPA is examined as a means of achieving ‘epistemological
Inclusiveness’, creating a unique synergy with Layder’s (2006) Domain
Theory.

Interpretative

Phenomenological

Analysis

and

‘EPISTEMOLOGICAL INCLUSIVENESS’
To date, IPA has been relatively absent in qualitative investigations of Social
Work practice. Few studies have used the method in Social Work related
disciplines but some examples of areas are: on leaving care (Dima, 2009), on
foster care (Oke, 2009) and on parent-infant bonding (Larkin, 2003). Its
absence could be seen as surprising as IPA seeks to ascertain how social
actors make sense of their experience by exploring, investigating and eliciting
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meaning, and by attempting to ascertain the essence of their perceptions.
However, as the initial literature review revealed, the focus on residential
care was generally not on the experience of practitioners.

In the present section, the choice of using IRA owes a debt to its
phenomenological, hermeneutic and idiographic roots. Each of these is
discussed before considering some theoretical limitations of IRA1.

Idiography
Idiography can be seen as a concern with the particular, in contrast to more
general nomothetic laws. In the present study, the interest is in examining
relationships between residential social workers and young people in depth.
IRA is influenced by idiography on two levels: firstly, in the detail and depth of
analysis, and secondly in the understanding of particular phenomena from a
particular perspective in a particular context (Smith et al., 2009). The word
‘particular’ rather than the word ‘individual’ has moved to being the preferred
term by the founders of IRA because the latter could detract from the
‘worldliness’ of experience (Smith et al., 2009). While the focus is on the
‘particular1, this particular experience is viewed as located in the world.
It was through an idiographic focus that the scope of the present study was
restricted to one children’s home, and there was a sharp focus on the
individuals within the home. IRA’s analytic procedure provides such a focus
on particular accounts. Its inductive endeavour allows for unanticipated topics
or themes to emerge in the analysis (Smith, 2004b). The approach offers a
new way of attempting to make sense of relationships in residential care.

Phenomenology
Another reason for choosing IRA is its focus on the ‘P’ or phenomenological
experience of the residential social workers. Not only does IRA draw on
1 The most up to date information on IRA is taken from Smith et al. (2009) because it is the
first IPA textbook, although the content of the chapter was shaped prior to the publication of
the book.
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Husserl’s focus on experience and perception, but it is also influenced by the
work of Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty and Sartre who regard the ‘worldliness’ of
experience as directed to the lived world (Smith et al., 2009). The
contributions of the latter three phenomenologists are considered in this
study, in particular Heidegger.

The work of Heidegger has influenced the hermeneutic reading of
phenomenology in

IPA.

Some of his core concepts are useful

in

understanding residential social workers and their situation in the world. His
famous concept of ‘Dasein’, or ‘being in the world’, could be considered as
the possibility of various ways of being (Inwood, 1997: 23). Heidegger
acknowledges that these different ways of being are also constrained by
circumstances (Inwood, 1997). His conceptualisation of authenticity is useful
in the present research. Authenticity could be defined as: ‘to be true to one’s
own self, to be one’s own person, to do one’s own thing’ (Inwood, 1997: 27).
Alternatively, individuals could be ‘inauthentic’ by yielding to a universal
‘they’. They’ referred to ‘others, but it also includes myself in so far as I do,
think, and feel what ‘they’ do, think, and feel’ (Inwood, 1997: 27). Individuals,
therefore have a choice, and could choose to be authentic or inauthentic.
There was also a sense of temporality to ‘Dasein’', it was in the present, but
looking ahead to the future and back at the past.
Heidegger’s (1962/1927) concepts could be applied more directly to the
present work. The residential social worker could be seen as being thrown
into a pre-existing world. Such a position could be aligned with Heidegger’s
view of the ‘person-in-context’; the person as involved in the world (Larkin et
al., 2006). While residential social workers adopt a way of being in this world,
they are not independent from the world around them. They have the
possibility to adopt various ways of being, and could choose to follow their
own self (authentic) or conform to a universal way of being coming from
others (inauthentic). Overlaps between Heidegger’s phenomenology and
Layder’s Domain Theory occur particularly around the incorporation of
‘agency’ and ‘structure’. The individual has the ‘agency’ to choose, but could
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be seen as constrained by the wider social structure of the world they live in.

The phenomenological focus in IPA was compatible with the main research
aim and objective by conceptualising relationships as connected to the
participants’ experience of them.

Hermeneutics
The study also incorporated IRA’s hermeneutic or interpretative roots.
Hermeneutics, the theory and method of interpreting human actions, is linked
to the interpretative endeavour in IPA (Smith et al., 2009). The ‘hermeneutic
circle’, as previously described, is one of its main tenets although it is not
attributed to one particular writer (Smith et al., 2009).

Beyond the hermeneutic circle, Smith et al. (2009) note that IPA is influenced
by the work of Schleiermacher (1998), Gadamer (1990/1960) and Heidegger
(1962/1927). Drawing on Schleiermacher’s (1998) work, the founders of IPA
state that, the IPA analyst could offer a perspective on the text which the
research

participant could

not.

In

their opinion,

such

an

alternative

perspective is possible through the insight of a larger data set, but also
through engagement with theory. Heidegger’s (1962/1927) influence on IPA
is significant because it informs both the phenomenological and hermeneutic
stances of IPA. Drawing on Heidegger’s (1962/1927) hermeneutic reading of
phenomenology, IPA acknowledges that a presuppositionless apprehending
of something presented is not possible, and any bracketing is only partial
(Smith et al., 2009).

It is the hermeneutic emphasis in the present study that is examined in more
detail regarding the synergy between Layder’s (2006) Domain Theory and
IPA and in the stance taken in the present study on IPA.

Criticisms of IPA’s Theoretical Position
Having examined the theoretical reasons for the choice of IPA through its
philosophical roots, it is important to consider some of the criticisms of the
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approach’s theoretical underpinnings. The first relates to the connection with
cognition; the second to the focus on language.

The attempt to associate IPA with cognition has been criticised as a
theoretical inconsistency (Willig, 2001; Landridge, 2007). However, Smith
and Osborn (2003) state that IPA is concerned with cognitions in the sense
that it aims to understand what a participant thinks or believes about a
phenomenon through how they talk about it, assuming that there is a
connection between both. The founders of IPA later clarified their position
(Smith et al., 2009) that IPA did not share the dominant mainstream
psychology vision of cognition. Instead, the authors state that IPA is
concerned with cognition as a reflective activity in the natural attitude based
on a process of sense and meaning-making.
A related criticism of IPA is its focus on language to the point that it
potentially excludes those not able to articulate their experiences in the
sophisticated manner required of the method (Willig, 2001). In Willig’s (2001)
opinion, the assumption that language provides the tools through which
participants could explain their experience relies on the representational
validity of language. In her view, IPA potentially reveals more about how the
person talks about a particular experience, within a particular context, rather
than the experience itself. More recently, the founders of IPA have connected
meaning-making in IPA and the construction of a narrative (Smith et al.,
2009).

The present study shares Smith et al.’s (2009) focus on cognition and
language as meaning-making by probing the narratives at a deeper
interpretative level. It not only seeks to understand how the participants think
and talk about their experience, but also to set their experience within the
context as will be demonstrated in the synergy between Layder’s (2006)
Domain Theory and IPA.
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A UNIQUE SYNERGY BETWEEN LAYDER’S DOMAIN THEORY AND
IPA
It was through the ‘worldliness’ of an individual’s experience that IPA could
be seen as linked with Layder’s (2006) Domain Theory. The connection was
evident in the following quote by Smith:

7 for one never envisaged the person in IPA as a splendidly isolated
essentialist figure. The person/self comes into and out of a social
world of culture, discourse, representations and so on. For me, and
this is of course a particular take, what Is interesting and exciting Is
what the person does with the stuff that they take in - I don't see it is
just reproduction and the person as a vessel for pre-existing
discourses. Rather the person works on, plays with, tries to make
sense of the given, and in so doing creates something new.... for me it
would start with the personal data from the participant and ripple out
from things they have said to the social, macro features they are
engaging with. The tone of the analysis will accordingly become more
speculative but there would be a connection between the macro take
or parse and the words of the participant’ (Smith, 2001).
Smith (2001) is directly addressing the ‘micro’/’macro’ or ‘agency’/’structure’
dualisms thus forming a conceptual bridge between IPA and Layder’s (2006)
domains. The person is viewed as an embedded individual and it is what the
person does with these domains that is interesting. Parallels could be drawn
with Layder’s (2006) domain of ‘situated activity’ which filtered the activity of
the other domains. Furthermore, the cyclical logic in the hermeneutic circle
used in IPA could be seen as mirroring Layder’s (2006) overlapping domains.
For example, each of the domains need to be understood as parts, but they
are also part of the whole: the social world of the individual residential social
worker.

The link between Layder’s (2006) Domain Theory and IPA in this study was
related to ontology and epistemology. Ontologically, the study began with an
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understanding of the world of the residential social worker as multi
dimensional using Layder’s (2006) domains. In order to access the domain of
‘situated activity’ and the ‘filtering activity’ which took place there, I PA was
seen as adopting an ‘inclusive’ epistemology. In other words, IPA could
provide an understanding of the subjective experience of particular
individuals but noted the ‘wor/d//ness’of this experience.

The epistemological position of IPA depends on the researcher’s position.
Smith et al. (2009) advise that epistemology is related to the research
question. IPA is historically located within a hermeneutic-phenomenological
tradition. Bryman (2008) positions hermeneutic-phenomenology within the
wider epistemological position of ‘interpretivism’ which he defines as:
‘An epistemological position that requires the social scientist to grasp
the subjective meaning of social action’ (Bryman, 2008: 694).
This definition of ‘interpretivism’ denies IPA’s focus on the ‘person-in-context’
or ‘worldliness’ of experience.
IPA has also been classified as ‘contextual constructionist’ based on Madill et
al.’s classification of a continuum from naive realism to radical relativism
(Willig, 2001). A contextual constructionist position means that all knowledge
is necessarily contextual and standpoint-dependent, different perspectives
generating different insights into the same phenomenon (Willig, 2001: 145).
Willig suggests that excellence could be achieved in such a contextual
constructionist viewpoint through being able to:
‘Show the relationship between accounts and the contexts within
which they have been produced. That is, accounts need to be
demonstrably grounded in the (e.g. situational, personal, cultural,
social etc.) conditions within which they were produced. This applies
to both participant’s accounts (e.g. of their experiences, of their
thoughts and feelings) and researcher’s accounts (i.e. their analyses
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and interpretations of data). Thus an important criterion for evaluation
within this context is reflexivity’ (Willig, 2001: 146).

The

‘contextual

constructionist’

position,

therefore,

focuses

on

the

‘worldliness’ of experience.

A more encompassing conceptualisation of epistemology is suggested by
Larkin et al. (2006) as epistemological ‘openness’ or Michael’s paradigm of
epistemological ‘eclecticism’ (Michael (1999: 58) cited in Larkin et al., 2006).
Larkin et al. (2006) discuss the epistemological range of the interpretative
side of IPA. Such a conceptualization of epistemology forges a link with
Layder’s (2006) notion of ‘epistemological inclusiveness’.
In this study, the research aimed to illuminate the experience of relationships,
but the research objective sought to understand the conditions in which the
experience existed. Both Domain Theory (Layder, 2006) and IPA (Smith et
al., 2009) could be interpreted as departing from a phenomenology that
denied the ‘worldliness’ of experience.
IPA’s application of hermeneutics, its interpretive dimension, forged a bridge
between

it and

Layder’s (2006) theory of domains. The range of

interpretation in IPA opened up a conceptual space to interrogate the data
from different viewpoints: psychological and sociological. Layder’s (2006)
Domain Theory offered a sociological understanding of the social world
encompassing

residential

care,

without

disregarding

psychological

experience. IPA was viewed a method par excellence for exploring human
action in the domain of ‘situated activity’, the domain of the ‘face-to-face’.
This is the domain where Social Work is essentially located even though it is
shaped by other forces.

Yet, this association was not a marriage of equals nor a union of
complementary temperaments. IPA was hesitant about deductive theorising;
Domain Theory was wary of phenomenological closure (the closure of
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outward objectivist influences). For all that, the gains of the linkage
outweighed the epistemological and ontological contradictions. These are
examined in an innovative approach to IRA in the study.

INNOVATIVE APPROACH TO IPA
As seen above, the study adopted a more sociological stance than has
previously been the case in IPA studies which was justified by the
‘worldliness’ of social life. The stance taken toward IPA was that it was
possible to use a body of sociological and psychological literature when
interrogating the research (the T or interpretative) without losing the
idiographic

emphasis

on

the

‘particular’

account

(the

‘P’

or

phenomenological).
There is some evidence to support such a move within the IPA community.
Thompson (2007b) for example could be seen as supporting this move since
he noted that while IPA was developed in psychology, it could be used in
relation to other theory. He suggested that the T or interpretative aspect of
IPA relates to reflexivity in terms of what influences the research question
and analysis regarding theories or professional 'roots'. Likewise, Larkin
(2002) also suggests that IPA has a secondary critical focus on language,
meaning and context (a 'macro level' analysis) and IPA analysts could draw
upon other theoretical frameworks or concepts to develop interpretations of
the emerging experiential accounts, thus adopting a more interpretative than
emergent stance. He has since noted that the psychological focus in IPA is a
small ‘p’ due to the fact that questions of experience are inherently
psychological,

but he concedes that sociological work often

has a

psychological component (Larkin, 2007).

The interplay between phenomenology and hermeneutics is not without
contradictions. Kvale (1996) notes that phenomenology attempts to obtain
presuppositionless

descriptions

while

hermeneutics

emphasises

foreknowledge in the form of interpretations. He reveals a turn in philosophy
in the last century from knowledge as a mirror of reality to a focus on the
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interpretation and negotiation of meaning (Kvale, 1996). In the present
research, there has been a dual responsibility to bracket previous knowledge
but also to be transparent about presuppositions coming into the research.

In this study, there were various attempts to bring together phenomenology
and hermeneutics which existed in relative tension. The founders of IPA see
no conflict in using a hermeneutic version of phenomenology (Smith et al.,
2009) and cite the influence of Heidegger (1962/1927) and Gadamer
(1990/1960). In their view, the hermeneutic circle involves moving through a
cyclical analysis, beginning with preconceptions, and then bracketing these
to encounter the participant, then moving back and sometimes discovering or
re-discovering preconceptions. They view the double hermeneutic in IPA as
operating in two ways. Firstly, it considers the meaning-making of the
participant as ‘first-order’ compared to the researcher’s sense-making as
‘second order’. The double hermeneutic operates in a second sense through
the use of a hermeneutic of ‘empathy’ and a hermeneutic of ‘questioning’
(Smith et al., 2009). A hermeneutic of empathy is more or less accepting
what the participants have to say. A hermeneutic of ‘questioning’ involves
walking alongside the participants but questioning from another angle.
According to Smith et al. (2009), a ‘successful’ IPA study would combine
both. The combination of a hermeneutic of empathy and questioning in the
present study has involved a sensitive balancing act as will be discussed in
more detail in the method and final reflective chapter.
Smith et al. (2009) differentiate between a ‘questioning’ hermeneutic and a
hermeneutic of ‘suspicion’ which confusingly has been used in the IPA
literature in the past. They regard the IPA hermeneutic of ‘questioning’ as
occurring ‘within’the terms of the text which the participant has produced. On
the other hand, they view a hermeneutic of ‘suspicion’ as using theoretical
perspectives from the outside, ‘without’, to shed light on the phenomenon. A
hermeneutic of ‘suspicion’ involves a more speculative and critical probing
manner (Smith and Osborn, 2003). A ‘questioning’ hermeneutic in IPA adopts
a centre-ground’ where they would ‘stand alongside the participant, to take a
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look at them from a different angle, ask questions and puzzle over things
they are saying’ (Smith et al., 2009: 36). The trademark of an IPA analysis is
always grounded in the meeting of researcher and text.

THE RESEARCH AIM AND OBJECTIVE
This chapter has outlined the stance taken towards IPA in the study based on
a unique synergy between it and Layder’s (2006) Domain Theory. In doing
so, it reflects on the theoretical starting position in the research. Engaging
with theory was not intended as a total system of explanation to be imposed
on the research data but provided a means of framing possible lines of
enquiry (Layder, 2006). This chapter, and the previous one, is an attempt at
an honest and transparent discussion of the motivations, research interests
and theoretical orientations at the outset; something which is not always
evident in final reports of research. The term ‘sensitivities’ (Silverman, 2000)
is preferred, to reveal the open and inductive approach to the study. They
provide a map towards the research aim and objective, briefly summarised
here.
The research aimed to explore how residential social workers made sense of
their relationships with young people in their care in the context of one
Children’s home in Northern Ireland. The initial literature review revealed
that, while relationships in residential care were considered important, little
work had specifically been carried out on understanding the experience of
relationships. The present research addressed such a gap through the use of
IPA and consideration of Layder’s (2006) Domain Theory in the design of the
study.

The research also had the objective of understanding the psycho-social
factors which enabled and constrained the residential social worker’s
perceptions of their relationships with young people. This study focused on
the phenomenological experience of residential social workers as situated
individuals within a number of social domains. While the primary focus was

67

on the domain of ‘situated activity’, experience was contextualised within
other social domains.

These reflections were ‘bracketed’ or set aside later during the research in
order to remain open to the participants’ stories. Irrespective of the approach
to reflecting on preconceptions, it is important to approach the research with
a ‘spirit of openness’ (Smith et a!., 2009: 27). The methodology which will be
outlined in the next chapter was designed with such a spirit of openness in
mind.
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CHAPTER THREE
METHODOLOGY
Drawing on the broad hermeneutic phenomenological stance of the study
outlined so far, this chapter systematically sets out each of the steps in the
research project in a transparent way (Kvale, 1996). When considering the
methodological steps in this study, the research aim and objective, data
collection and data analysis methods were viewed as interdependent (Willig,
2001). This chapter encompasses four main sections reflecting the attention
given to the methodological issues in the study. The first section describes
the overall methodological approach and the main methodological reasons
for choosing IRA. These differ from the theoretical reasons set out in the
previous chapter. The second section details the sampling, access and
ethical issues in the research. Three data collection points are then described
in the third section: initial interviews, a focus group, and follow-up interviews.
The fourth section outlines the data analysis method, explaining how IRA has
been adapted in the present study. The process of managing and auditing
the analysis is explained followed by a step-by-step overview of the entire
research and analytic process.
Three main quality criteria guide this chapter: ‘dependability’, ‘craftsmanship’
and ‘rigour’. ‘Dependability’ is based on an ‘auditing’ approach to ensure that
all phases of the research process are recorded completely in an accessible
manner (Cuba and Lincoln cited in Bryman, 2008). ‘Craftsmanship’ regards a
good qualitative researcher as a craftsman constantly checking, questioning,
and theoretically interpreting the findings (Kvale, 1996). ‘Rigour’ relates to the
completeness of data collection and analysis and in particular the
interpretation (Yardley, 2008).

METHODOLOGICAL REASONS FOR THE CHOICE OF IRA

The ontological position of the study sought to understand the experience of
residential social workers as situated within a social world of multiple
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interrelated

domains

(Layder,

2006)

using

methods

based

on

‘epistemological inclusiveness’ as described in Chapter two. The focus in the
study was on the process of sense-making of the participants rather than
measuring outcomes (Smith and Dunworth, 2003) and as such the overall
design of the research was qualitative.

Crucial to the design was an idiographic focus; an ‘openness’ to the
individual internal monologue of residential social workers rather than
generalisable theory which potentially did not apply in specific instances
(Fook, 2002). As was demonstrated in the initial literature review, much of the
research on residential care had focused on: generalising ‘what works']
attempting to achieve ‘better outcomes’] or to determine ‘best practice’.
Indeed, Smith (2003) proposed that the development of a research tradition
in residential care required the use of methodologies which captured the
complex processes of residential care.
In choosing a suitable qualitative approach, there were few that delved
adequately into subjective experience. Grounded theory, in its reflexive form,
was the most obvious choice; it had an inductive focus, and was compatible
with different types of data (Willig, 2001). It was not chosen for this study
because it did not adequately delve into the individual experience, and was
more focused on capturing social processes (Willig, 2001). Furthermore, the
intensity of data collection would have involved revisiting participants on
numerous occasions until achieving data saturation (Willig, 2001) something
difficult to achieve in residential care.

Likewise other qualitative methods were not applicable. Layder’s (2006) own
adaptive theory would have focused on theory generation, discourse analysis
would have revealed the stories of relationships from the standpoint of
participants, narrative analysis would have revealed the narratives at the
disposal of individuals. None of these, however, would have had the same
focus on the sense-making of experience as IRA. Furthermore, it was entirely
possible within IRA to draw on the stories, discourses or narratives told by
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participants or indeed to move to a more theoretical level if necessary.

Likewise, other phenomenological methods did not fit with the ontological and
epistemological concerns and the aim of the research. Giorgi’s (2003)
phenomenology, for example, would not uncover the ‘worldliness’ of the
experience, his focus being on Husserl’s’ phenomenology (Smith, 2010). IRA
was chosen above these other methods for its compatibility with the research
aim, objective and ontological and epistemological positions as set out in
Chapter Two.

As previously outlined, IRA is conceptualised in the study as much more than
a method of data analysis. It may be better seen as a methodology, based on
Silverman’s (1993:1) definition of methodology as the general approach to
studying research topics (cited in Willig, 2001). An IRA approach informed
both data collection and data analysis. As already outlined, the three basic
tenets of the approach are: a) phenomenology; b) hermeneutics; and, c)
idiography. These tenets framed the selection of data collection methods and
the approach to analysis. One of the main difficulties is the balancing of the
hermeneutic and phenomenological elements of the study as outlined in
Chapter Two. The IRA researcher has to do a sensitive and responsive job in
revealing the experience of the participant, while conceding that revealing
experience is a ‘notoriously problematic and complex pursuit’ (Larkin et al.,
2006: 108).

Methods differ from methodologies since they are specific research
techniques involving data collection and analysis (Willig, 2001). The methods
of data collection and analysis will be outlined in turn in this chapter.
However, firstly, it is important to consider some key areas of the research
process, namely: sampling, access and ethical issues.
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SAMPLING, ACCESS AND ETHICS

Sampling
The research took place in a long-term children’s home in Northern Ireland.
Such a home was the most likely type of residential provision in which
relationships could flourish, given that young people would stay there for
longer periods of time. A small sample size was necessitated by IRA’s
idiographic focus and emphasis on the interpretative or analytical side
(Smith, 2004b; Brocki and Wearden, 2006; Smith et al., 2009) and the focus
on the dynamics of a particular case (Willig, 2001). In the present study a
sample of seven was used in the initial phase of the study and four of these
participants proceeded to the final data collection point.
Given the research aims and objectives, and the IPA approach, there was a
need to create as homogenous a sample as possible. IPA tends to use
purposive samples to facilitate insights into particular experiences (Smith et
al., 2009). Purposive sampling is a non-probability form of sampling used
frequently in qualitative research and is: ‘essentially strategic and entails an
attempt to establish a good correspondence between research questions and
sampling’ (Bryman, 2008: 458). In Smith et al.’s (2009) view a purposive
sample involves a group of participants, representative of a particular
perspective rather than population (Smith et al., 2009). The main advantage
of purposive sampling was the possibility of selecting participants who were
relevant to the research aims; the main disadvantage was that it was not
possible to generalise to the population (Bryman, 2008). The advantage
outweighed the disadvantage because this study set out to understand
particular experiences in depth.

A purposive sample was drawn of full-time qualified social workers from one
Children’s Home in Belfast. While working in the same home did not
guarantee homogeneity, they existed within a homogenous context. For
example, they worked with the same group of young people, were situated
within the same team, organisational culture and wider Health and Social
Care Trust. There were slight variations across the participants in terms of
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age and length of service. Initially, there was an intention to limit the sample
to those who had worked in the month over six months. Nevertheless, as will
be shown in the findings, the inclusion of one participant ‘Jean’who had only
been working in the home two months captured the complexity of developing
relationships over time in residential care.

The home sampled in the present study was situated in the Greater Belfast
area. It was a long-term mainstream or ‘non-differntiated’ children’s home for
Looked after Children. It had ten full time staff members and seven young
people at the first data collection point. The children were aged between 1218 years old, although one nine year old girl had been placed in the home at
that time. Two of the young people who lived in the home at the time of the
initial interviews still remained at the follow-up interviews.
Seven of the staff members consented to participate in the research. The
other three were unable to participate due to leave commitments.

Access
One Health and Social Care Trust was identified through referral by one of
the supervisors on the project. Access was facilitated by the manager of the
Health and Social Care Trust. The manager approached the long-term units
in the area and one agreed to take part. The researcher then contacted the
manager of the Children’s Home and met to explain the project. The
manager of the Children’s Home consented for the staff in the institution to
be approached. Letters of invitation, consent forms and information leaflets
were sent to the staff team via a third party.

Ethical Issues
Full approval for the research was granted by ORECNI, Queen’s University
Belfast’s Ethics Committee, and the internal Health and Social Care Trust.
The overall ethical stance taken in the research was summed up well by the
following quote: 'Qualitative researchers are guests in the private spaces of
the world. Their manners should be good and their code of ethics strict’
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(Stake (1994: 224) cited in Willig, 2001: 79). The five main ethical issues
were: informed consent, ensuring confidentiality, anonymity of respondents, a
duty of care, dealing with sensitive issues and respecting the rights and
dignity of participants.
Firstly, informed consent was ensured by providing participants with a
comprehensive information leaflet and consent form prior to agreeing to take
part in the research (written according to guidelines on the National Research
Ethics Service (NRES) website). A copy of each can be found in Appendix
20. Importantly, these leaflets clarified issues such as consent, the right to
withdraw and confidentiality. Informed consent was seen as ongoing and
participants could also withdraw consent retrospectively, before the final
written document was published. The leaflet was explained verbally prior to
commencing each step of fieldwork and written consent was given.
Secondly, confidentiality was assured through data protection procedures
(storage, encryption, locked cabinets). Permission to digitally record the
interview was sought since the transcripts were used for in-depth analysis
afterwards. However, participants were also made aware of the limits of
confidentiality, for example through professional misconduct or child
protection issues.

Thirdly, the anonymity of participants was protected at all times and at no
point did their names appear in any write-up or discussion of the research.
This was clearly explained to participants and while they were given the
choice to choose a pseudonym, none did so; instead these were chosen by
the

researcher.

Interview transcripts were not appended to protect

anonymity.

Fourthly, the researcher followed a duty of care and set up a procedure for
the participants to be provided with support from a clinical psychologist
around any issues of disclosure or distress if necessary.
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Finally,

respecting the rights and dignity of participants involved

a

consideration of the researcher’s own conduct and personal behaviour during
the research. Confidential or sensitive information

pertaining to the

participants was not divulged. The rights and dignity of all those involved in,
or affected by, the research were respected.

Kvale (1996) has noted that in considering the analysis of interviews, it was
important to factor in how deeply and critically interviews would be analysed
and if participants were given a chance to have a say in how their statements
were interpreted. Given the depth of analysis in the present study, the
participants had a say in these interpretations, through a follow-up interview.
This approach will be explained in more detail under the data collection
methods because IRA does not normally advocate the use of member
checks.
At the end, to close the relationship, a presentation will be given at a team
meeting and a short summary of the results written up and distributed to the
participants. The residential care community will have access to the research
results through peer reviewed practice journals, presentations to relevant
groups such as training teams and at conferences on residential care.

methods: data collection

As has already been outlined, the approach to the study involved
triangulation of methods. In the following section, a pilot study is described
followed by an outline of the three data collection points: a) initial interviews;
b) a focus group; and, c) follow-up interviews. As depicted in Figure 3, the
three stages of data collection were separate parts of the study but part of
the whole research project. Each subsequent step of the research process
rippled out from the initial interviews.
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Figure 3: Data Collection Points

Follow up
Interviews

Focus Group

Initial Interviews

The initial interviews took place in March 2008 and involved seven
participants. The focus group was convened in April 2008 and six of the
seven participants were able to attend. Follow-up interviews took place in
December 2009 involving four of the participants who remained in
employment at the home.
Triangulating the data through three data collection points was chosen for
several reasons. Primarily, it was chosen so as to gain rich, detailed
descriptions of the participants’ experiences in context. The approach
emulates studies by Clare (2002; 2003) which has used two data collection
points in IPA. Clare’s study was commended for retaining IPA’s idiographic
emphasis while embedding any emerging patterns in a rich and detailed
context (Eatough and Smith, 2008). The aim of triangulation in the present
study was to build up a rich contextual understanding of the participant’s
experience of relationships. In other words, the focus was on 'digging more
deeply’, extending the conversation or going round the hermeneutic circle
again (Smith, 2007). Going round the circle again through triangulation or
accumulative techniques also assured that different questions could be
posed to the same data sources (Kvale, 1996).
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There were a number of other reasons for using data triangulation. Firstly, it
accounted for the complexity of experience in practice, and situated this
experience within a wider social context (Layder, 2006). Secondly, a focus on
the ‘individual’ and ‘team’ experience were highlighted as important in the
initial literature review. Thirdly, the study sought to reach private and public
sense-making (Yardley, 2008). This ‘rippling out’ could be seen as moving
from the ‘private voices’ in the individual interviews to the more ‘public voices’
in the focus group (Larkin, 2010). Fourthly, triangulation was also based on
an approach to quality as set out at the beginning of this chapter. Finally,
data triangulation captured the flux or constancy of the participants’
experience across time, the importance of which has been demonstrated by
Layder (2006).
The risk of triangulation in an IRA study was that the interpretative or
hermeneutic side could move from a ‘questioning’ hermeneutic to a
hermeneutic of ‘suspicion’ as outlined in Chapter two. Furthermore, the
inductive-deductive balance could shift in multiple interviews from being
‘participant-led’ in the first interview to ‘interviewer-led’ in the follow-up
interview (Flowers, 2008). To limit these drawbacks careful consideration has
been given to the design of the topic guides and interviewing or facilitation
style (see Appendices 4-7), the auditing approach (see Appendices 8-15)
and the order of analysis. The pilot study which is outlined below was the first
step in the process.

Pilot Study
A pilot interview took place in January 2008 in a Children’s Home in another
Health and Social Care Trust area. The interview greatly assisted with the
design of the topic guide for the initial interviews and chosen interviewing
style. The word ‘topic guide’ was used simply as a mnemonic device to
‘guide’ the interview rather than an interview ‘schedule’ to be followed. In
Brocki and Wearden’s (2006) review of IRA studies, they noted that few IRA
studies described the process of designing the interview schedule. Details of
the topic guide and approach to the design and interviewing style are found
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in Appendix 4. The pilot study was also used as an opportunity to bring to
conscious awareness presuppositions prior to commencing fieldwork.

Data Collection points
Data collection point 1: Initial Interviews
Revisiting the research aim, the main focus was on residential social workers’
phenomenological experience of relationships with young people. Face-toface interviews were chosen as the most appropriate method for collecting
the data. They allowed a relationship to build up between the participant and
researcher and the generation of insights from non-verbal communication.
Interviews also provided participants with the freedom to express opinions
potentially difficult to voice in a group setting. They acted as a suitable
starting point for accessing ‘situated activity’ and ‘psychobiography’] the more
personalised domains of Layder’s (2006) theory.
The interviews were all conducted in March 2008 and lasted on average VA
hours. While the participants were offered the opportunity to carry out the
interviews in the place of their choice and reimbursement of any out of pocket
fees, they all chose the Children’s Home.
The advantage of choosing semi-structured interviews in particular was that
they ensured certain questions would be asked while allowing the participant
to explore other relevant areas outside of the interview schedule (Smith and
Dunworth, 2003). The interviews in this study fell into the semi-structured
category where relationships were explored in depth based on several core
questions.
The procurement of knowledge from an interview context raised some
methodological issues. Kvale (1996) was insightful when he regarded
interviews as 'inter views’, involving two people conversing about a theme of
mutual interest and inter-changing views. My own verbal and non-verbal
responses to questions could act as positive or negative reinforcers to the
answers given and potentially influence further questions. Likewise, as
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already noted, Willig (2001) has questioned the assumption that the
participants could express their thoughts in the way the IPA method required.

To limit the drawbacks of one-off interviews, care was taken in the topic
guide design and interviewing style building on my previous experience, to
ensure that the data was ‘participant-centred’ allowing the participants to talk
freely. The topic guide, approaches to its design and interviewing style are all
found in Appendix 5. Data triangulation also ensured that further interactions
with the participant were set up in different contexts allowing rapport to build
up with participants.
Data collection point 2: Focus Group
All the participants in the initial interviews were invited to proceed to the focus
group. Eventually six of the seven participants were able to attend. One was
on annual leave at the time and, given the unpredictability of residential care,
it was considered necessary to proceed with those who could participate.
The group took place a few weeks after the initial interviews in April 2008. It
lasted 1.5 hours and took place in the living room just beside the office.
The addition of a focus group into the design was relatively novel in an IPA
study, as they have been used in only a small number (see Dunne and
Quayle, 2001; Flowers et al., 2001; Green et al., 2003). However, De Visser
and Smith (2007) have, in the past, linked a series of individual interviews
with a group discussion.
Triangulation of methods through the focus group was chosen for a number
of reasons. First, it was possible to focus the group on a particular topic
(Wilkinson, 2004); in this case, how the team viewed relationships. Second, a
focus group had the potential to reduce researcher effects because
participants could carry out more naturalistic probes as has been found in a
recent study by Mercer (2009). In other words, rather than the researcher
probing, the participants themselves would pose questions to each other.
Third, the focus group made it possible to view the same participant in
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another setting, thereby combating some of the ‘context-dependent’ issues
from the initial interview. Drawing on the literature review, and Layder’s
(2006) Domain Theory, it was envisaged that the impact of the 'social setting’
of the team could be accessed in the focus group.

A fourth reason for the inclusion of the focus group was that it provided an
insight into team dynamics or interactions. The interactive element was
something Wilkinson (2004) believed was often overlooked in focus group
analysis, despite the fact that it revealed communicative processes in the
group. Interactions and communicative processes could illuminate the
experience of relationships and how the team would build up the story of their
experience. Engaging with a naturally occurring group, such as a team, from
an experiential perspective could reveal how members would co-constitute
narratives and multi-perspective accounts (Palmer et al., forthcoming).
Finally, the focus group could examine the language and discourses which
the team used thus providing tools for the interpretation of the social context.
Revisiting the theoretical assumptions of the study, it was useful to echo
Wilkinson’s view of talk in focus groups as ‘constituting the social world on a
moment-by-moment basis’ (Wilkinson, 2004: 187). In her opinion, the focus
group was a social context in its own right where it could access social
processes; a method of choice when the objective was to study talk
(Wilkinson, 2004).

Palmer et al. (forthcoming) have helpfully set out some guidelines, which
seek to understand the ‘process’ of analysing focus group themes. They
have remarked that previous IPA studies have focused solely on the ‘content’
of the data. A copy of the guidelines can be found in Appendix 16.

Despite these strengths, applying experiential analyses to a complex social
activity such as a focus group has been viewed as problematic (Smith,
2004b). One particular concern is that the focus on shared understandings
could neglect the idiographic experience (Flowers et al., 2001). Another is
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that the individual experience is less accessible than the intersubjective
experience between the group members (Palmer et al., forthcoming). Smith
has expressed the following words of caution:

‘If the researcher is convinced that participants are able to discuss
their own personal experiences in sufficient detail and intimacy,
despite the presence of the group, then the data may be suitable for
/P/\’(Smith, 2004b: 51)
In the present study, there was an interest in the ‘worldliness’ of the person’s
experience within the social context of the team. Likewise, certain insights
could arise: ‘not in spite of, but because of the shared experiences and
understandings of the group’ (Palmer et al., forthcoming: 25). They remarked
that the co-constitution of narratives and multi-perspective accounts,
particularly in pre-existing groups may not emerge in single interviews. In the
present study, Palmer et al.’s (forthcoming) position provided another
rationale for generating insights into the naturally occurring group of the
residential team.
The Palmer et al. (forthcoming) guidelines to conducting an IPA analysis on
focus groups were followed relatively closely. One deviation was that the
analysis began by examining the ‘positionality’ of the participants rather than
the experiential claims of the group which is normally the starting point in the
guidelines. The authors draw on Monticelli’s definition of ‘positionality’ as ‘the
phenomenological concept of orientation to, and involvement in, the lived
world’ (Palmer et al., forthcoming: 12). This deviation was based on the fact
that two sets of data were available (initial interviews and a focus group).
Before examining the claims made by the group, it was insightful to
understand their ‘positionality’ compared to the initial interviews. In so doing,
the idiographic focus was on the particular individuals in the focus group
context.
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The choice to deviate from the specific order of the guidelines was also
based on Smith’s (2004b) advice to analyse the group twice: firstly for group
patterns and dynamics and then for idiographic accounts. Again, in keeping
with the idiographic focus, the individual accounts were analysed first through
the ‘positionality’ (Palmer et al., forthcoming) and an analysis of group
patterns followed. The topic guide, approach to its design, a projective
technique of using a crystal ball and the interviewing style are found in
Appendix 6.
Data collection points: Follow-up Interviews
The follow-up interviews took place in December 2009 because the team
leader wished for them to take place after training in Social Pedagogy. The
interviews again lasted on average 1.5 hours. They were all convened in the
home. Four of the participants were still working in the home and took part.
Follow-up interviews were seen as necessary in the triangulation of the
research. As previously mentioned, they ensured that emerging patterns
were embedded in a rich and detailed context (Eatough and Smith, 2008)
and illuminated the degree of flux or constancy in participants’ accounts
(Layder, 2006). Follow-up interviews permitted the exploration of changes in
enablers and constraints and provided an opportunity to follow-up on
elements not covered in the initial interviews specific to each individual.
A further purpose of the follow-up interviews was to enhance the ‘credibility’
of the study by confirming

if the interpretations had captured an

understanding of the participants’ experience (Guba and Lincoln cited in
Bryman, 2008). While validity checks or member checks were not common in
I PA, returning to the participants with interpretations of the study was
undertaken to retain the phenomenological focus in IPA, before moving to a
deeper interpretative analysis. Indeed, in Clare’s (2009) IPA study using
follow-up interviews, the participants pointed to the importance of a theme
which was not paramount in the researcher’s interpretations and the theme
was then accorded more weight in the final written narrative.
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Returning to participants was not without problems. It was difficult to ensure
that the participants could return to the particular context of the first interview
and focus group because of the time difference. Likewise, validating previous
interpretations had the potential to offend participants (Hoskins and Stoltz,
2005). Kvale (1996) asked what was to be done if the researcher went
against a participant’s self-understanding. The assumption of the authenticity
of the participants’ opinions over the intellectual and analytic work of the
researcher has also been questioned (Hoskins and Stoltz, 2005; Reissman
(1993) cited in Yardley, 2008). Another difficulty was the shift in the interview
being less participant-centred (Flowers, 2008).

Despite these difficulties, the stance taken in the follow-up interviews was
that the research began with the ‘P’ or phenomenological focus in IRA. It then
followed an inductive process and worked through various data collection
points and layers of interpretation in the analysis.

In so doing, it carefully

moved towards the T, or interpretative focus of IRA. However, it was deemed
necessary to go back to the phenomenological element by revisiting the
participants so as to ensure a balance in the study. It was only in the later
stages of the project that a more ‘questioning’ hermeneutic was adopted.
The use of follow-up interviews which shared interpretations raised five main
issues. These included: a) the sharing of transcripts; b) whether the format of
feedback should be written or verbal; c) the depth of analysis; d) the breadth
of analysis; and, e) the timing of feedback within the interview itself. Each of
these will be discussed in turn.
The first issue was the sharing of transcripts. Transcripts were not shared
with the participants although these could have bridged the gap between the
first and second interviews. On the one hand, sharing the transcripts would
have allowed the participants to recall what they had said. On the other hand,
the sharing of transcripts could have biased the follow-up interviews by
participants being concerned with how they came across. Given that another
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purpose of the follow-up interviews was the degree of flux or constancy in the
accounts at the new point in time, it was important not to focus too strongly
on the validation element of the interview, on the ‘then’ rather than the ‘now’.

The second issue was the type of feedback to be provided. Verbal feedback
was chosen rather than written feedback, mainly due to its more flexible
approach within the time constraints of the interview situation. Such flexibility
allowed the researcher to use what had been learned from the participant
during the interview to formulate feedback and ask questions. The language,
wording and non-verbal approach could be adapted according to the dynamic
of the research interview. Through verbal feedback the participant had to
think in real time and it was possible to elicit spontaneous verbal and non
verbal reactions. The dynamic of the interview remained conversational and
answers could be focused according to themes.
Given that the time which had elapsed between the first and second interview
was considerable, there was a danger that written feedback would take too
long for the participant to absorb. Written feedback had the potential to be
fragmented because participants might dwell on some aspects not strictly
relevant to the purposes of the interview. For example, they could focus on
wording, trying to come across in a different way, or on justifying points.
There was potential to overload the participants with information or for the
researcher to spend considerable time explaining interpretations. More
importantly, there was potential for harm to the participants. For example, the
participant could leave the interview not having fully dealt with their thoughts.
They could keep and share the written feedback which was a product of an
unfinished analysis, yet written summaries could not be changed in light of
what was said in the follow-up interview. Their content risked no longer being
appropriate or the most useful line of enquiry. Written feedback would also
have changed the dynamic and flow of the interview considerably. The time
taken to read, explain and discuss the summaries would have been very
difficult to manage in the time frame allocated.
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Despite the drawbacks of written feedback, it did have certain advantages. It
would have presented an opportunity for both the participant and the
researcher to take a little time out to reflect on the summary and interview
respectively. The exact wording could have been carefully thought out and
prepared in advance thus lessening the potential of choosing the wrong
wording ‘on-the-spot’. It would also have offered the participant time to digest
the feedback, to reflect and consider the themes. Likewise, the researcher
could have used the time to prepare the remainder of the interview.
A projective technique was considered whereby theme names from all the
participants could have been given to the participants to rank in order of
importance at that point in time. Such a technique had the advantage of
putting the participants at ease since they would see their themes among
others and could also have provided an interesting way of bringing together
group themes without explicitly directing this process. However, such a
technique would again have been too time-intensive and detracted from the
other purposes of the interview.
Verbal feedback was also not without drawbacks. There was a risk of
straying from the original interpretation due to the free-flow nature of
conversation. The participant could also read unintended messages due to
the words employed, tone used, non-verbal body language or feel unable to
disagree.

Weighing up the positives and negatives of both approaches, verbal
feedback was considered the most appropriate. To limit the issues with such
feedback, the approach was considered in depth in advance. Detailed
preparation was made for each session based on a summary of themes for
each participant and used solely for the researcher’s own reference (see
Appendix 11 for an example). To ensure a focused discussion of the
interpretative themes the double hermeneutic was explained at the start of
the interview. The purpose was to see how the interpretations related to their
experience at that point and they were encouraged to disagree. Specific
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questions or probes were incorporated into a tailored topic guide for each
participant and used if deemed necessary over the course of the interview.
To ensure the researcher was tuned into verbal and non-verbal reactions
different scenarios that might arise if a participant disagreed, were
considered in advance.

A third issue with sharing interpretations was the depth of analysis. The
analysis was based on the master themes obtained for each of the
participants. Flowers (2008) has distinguished a ‘softer’ descriptive analysis
of the participants’ account with a more interpretative analysis. The latter was
chosen for the feedback because one of the purposes was to discuss the
interpretations. It would have been difficult for the participants to comment on
a more descriptive analysis because of the time delay between the data
collection points.
A fourth issue was the breadth of analysis, or more specifically whether
feedback would be provided on the interview as well as the focus group. The
choice was made to include both sets of feedback. However, the main focus
was on the feedback from the initial interviews. This choice was made for
several reasons: primarily because the fieldwork and analysis had taken
place in the same time frame, but also because the findings suggested that
the team had a domino effect on relationships. Furthermore, the differences
between the ‘positionality’ of participants could also be probed if possible.
t

A fifth and final issue with sharing interpretations in the follow-up interviews
was the timing of feedback. Prior to commencing the interview, participants
were told that the interview would be slightly different from the previous one
and that the main themes from their accounts would be discussed. Ideally,
the intention was to give the interpretations at the end to build on what the
participants had said during the interview. The intention was that participants
could first talk about the topic based on their ‘present’ and then to return to
the ‘past’ so that we would have time to build up rapport again. However,
sometimes the participants mentioned some of their themes spontaneously
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at earlier stages in the interview. Themes were therefore shared at relevant
points where it was deemed more appropriate than repeating similar material
later in the interview and thus disrupting its flow.

Bearing in mind all the issues to be considered in the follow-up interviews,
the topic guide was designed and a summary of the participants’ accounts in
the initial interview and focus group were used as a mnemonic device. The
topic guide, approach to its design and interviewing style is found in
Appendix 7.

Consideration of other Data Collection Methods
Given that the research aim was concerned with understanding internal
perspectives regarding relationships, the primary data collection methods
were aimed at asking specific questions to the participants. Interviews, and a
focus group were chosen as the means through which such questions could
be posed. Other methods such as participant observation for example, would
not have proved suitable in answering the research aim because the topic, as
Bryman (2004) has conceded, had to be amenable to observation.
Originally a review of secondary data identified by the participants was
intended to understand the wider context of relationships in residential care.
However, when asked about documents, none of the participants could
spontaneously identify a document which they found useful for relationships.
The documents they mentioned are placed in Appendix 17. It is important to
note that they did so only after being prompted with an example of the
Guidance and Regulations on Residential Care. Only two of the documents
were available in the home for reference: the Social Pedagogy file and a
section of the TCI Manual on restraint. The lack of accessibility of the
documents highlighted that they were not used widely.

Summary: data collection methods
Within this section, a number of data collection points have been outlined.
The study adopted a unique approach of using multiple data collection points
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in an IPA study in order to gain an enriched account of the participants’
experience. In so doing it gathered data which provided an individual as well
as an intersubjective context. Each aspect of the approach was problemsolved and the study provided a practical way of carrying out a wider IPA
study. Beyond this section, careful consideration was given to the design of
the topic guides, approach to interviewing and the facilitation of the focus
group, as outlined in appendices 4-7 in detail.

Methods: Data Analysis
While the theoretical and methodological reasons for the choice of IPA have
already been outlined, a further reason for its use was the quality of the
analytic process. Typically the IPA approach features a number of systematic
steps of analysis through an inductive process. It moves from a preliminary
descriptive analysis to a later interpretative analysis. An IPA approach also
seeks to create transparency in the research process through an audit trail
and reflexivity through the acknowledgement of a ‘double hermeneutic’.
Nevertheless, the audit trail and auditing process have received little practical
attention by Smith et al. (2009). This study aimed to illuminate the auditing
process by creating an original auditing approach.
Another starting point of the analysis procedure adopted in the present study
was the aim of moving towards a deep interpretative analysis (Smith et al.,
2009). The founders of IPA proposed a slowing down of analysis, moving
away from a ‘good enough’ analysis typified by ‘our habitual propensity for
‘quick and dirty’ reduction and synopsis’ (Smith et al., 2009: 82).

In this section the approach towards data analysis is outlined. It begins with
the procedure for managing the analysis and audit trail and then describes a
number of systematic analytic steps to transparently show how the complex
analysis process was carried out.
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Managing the Analysis through an audit trail
An audit trail was set up in the study through a computer package (MaxQda)
to complement an initial manual analysis. Traditionally, IPA studies have
been analysed manually, using a cut and paste method or using Excel. Little
is known regarding the use of computer packages in IPA, although most IPA
users who use a computer programme have tended to use N*Vivo (see for
example Dima, 2009).

The choice of MaxQda was made for several reasons: the user interface was
more user-friendly than that of N*Vivo; it allowed for a similar separation of
left and right margins for the coding procedure as would be done manually in
an IPA study; MaxQda’s memo function could house detailed notes linked to
the text; and its dating function could be inserted into the memos to keep
track of the flow of analysis. Such time-orientated notes have been noted as
important in multiple interviews (Flowers, 2008). In all, MaxQda provided a
means of establishing an audit trail where all stages of the project could be
mapped and linked back to the data. A screenshot of the MaxQda interface is
found in Appendix 8 and sets the following discussion in context.
The MaxQda programme was extremely useful, particularly in the later
stages of the analysis. Firstly, it housed an ‘audit trail’ of the steps of analysis
so that the final interpretative narrative could be traced back to the
participants’ accounts. Secondly, it provided a means of managing the
volume of data produced in the project across the multiple data collection
points. For example, once emerging themes were in place, it allowed for the
storage and retrieval of data according to specific themes and facilitated an
ongoing recursive and reflexive process of collecting data, coding it and
analysing and interpreting it (Bryman, 2004). Thirdly, the programme saved
time, duplication of effort and reduced the likelihood of mistakes at the later
stages of the project when managing the complexity of the analysis. A fourth
reason was more pragmatic because the programme facilitated the electronic
sharing of data since I was located abroad.
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A full electronic analysis was not used in the early stages of the analytic
process when reading the transcripts and making initial notes and emerging
themes. The decision to combine an early manual analysis with a later
MaxQda analysis was based on the experience of carrying out the analysis of
the first two interviews. It became apparent that there were some drawbacks
of carrying out the earlier stages of analysis through an electronic
programme. The main drawback was a fragmentation of the analysis,
something which Bryman (2008) has identified. Notes were housed in
‘memos’ as shown by the yellow boxes to the left of the transcript in
Appendix 8. These had to be accessed individually in the left-hand margin by
clicking into a small icon. It was not possible to see previous notes at a
glance while reading the transcript. Lost in the electronic process, was the
ability to read through the parts of written transcript, yet still grasp the whole
of the interview and previous notes. Setting up memos for all the small notes
of thoughts on the text became time-intensive and it became clear that
duplication of effort was occurring. Similar data was entered as preliminary
notes in text memos as the data was later coded according to emerging
themes. A further limitation to the process was the difficulty of working on a
computer: thought processes were slowed down and it also caused eye
strain.
To overcome these drawbacks, and to incorporate the best of both
approaches, a combined analysis was used. The early analysis was carried
out manually and the later analysis was carried out electronically.

Overview of analysis procedure
In moving towards a deeper analysis, and in line with the research aim and
objective, the study also used a novel approach to analyse the data through
IRA. The founders of IRA have emphasised the flexibility of the method, and
have stated that a prescriptive list of steps do not need to be followed (Smith
et al., 2009). While the steps for the IRA analysis used in the present project
do broadly represent those outlined in Smith et al. (2009), they have been
adapted to fit with the study.
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The overview of the steps in the data analysis process is presented in Figure
4. By moving inductively through each point of data analysis around the
hermeneutic circle, the picture of the whole was constructed. When the circle
was complete the final write up also related back to the initial IRA analysis of
the interviews.
Figure 4: Step by step guide to analysis process
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^DATA COLLECTION
^
POINT 3:
Follow up Interviews

Figure 4 can be interpreted as incorporating a number of hermeneutic circles,
even though it was not possible to depict all the parts as circles. Each step in
the analysis could be seen as a ‘part’ of the ‘whole’ written narrative.
Alongside the data analysis steps were the fieldwork stages outside of the
circle of analysis. In the centre of the diagram the audit was placed and three
audits were identified by the arrows.
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The research began with the fieldwork of the initial interviews and focus
group as demonstrated by the arrow at the top of the diagram. These were
recorded and transcribed. The first step in the analytic process was to
analyse the first individual’s account, ‘Rosie’, according to the first three
stages of the process (levels 1-3). It then moved to the analysis of Rosie’s
‘positionality’ in the focus group (level 4). Rosie’s account was then audited
as represented by the arrow directed to the left at the audit in the centre.
Incorporating feedback from the audit, a separate individual analysis was
repeated for all participants (levels 1-4). The focus group analysis was then
carried out (level 5). Fieldwork for the follow-up interviews took place at this
point. Overarching themes for all the participants in the initial interviews were
only analysed after the follow-up interviews (level 6). The follow-up interviews
were then analysed both on an individual and group basis (Level 7). A
second audit took place at this stage as depicted by the arrow pointing right;
this time focusing on the research findings as a whole. The last stage
involved creating the final written narrative (Level 8). A final audit then took
place as shown by the diagonal arrow.
Deciding on this particular order of analysis was the result of a carefully
considered examination of various options including the time frames involved
and individual and group aspects. As previously stated, the focus group
analysis took place prior to the fieldwork for the follow-up interviews. This
choice was made because of the time frame and importance of the group
aspect of the team. Nevertheless, it was important not to lose the idiographic
focus in the follow-up interviews. For this reason, the connecting of
overarching master themes for the initial interviews (Level 6) across the
participants did not take place until after the fieldwork for the follow-up
interviews. The intention was to ensure that the focus in the fieldwork for the
follow-up interviews was on the idiographic experience from the first
interviews, using their own themes rather than group patterns. Afterwards, it
was possible to examine group patterns so as to provide an overview of the
common themes in the initial interviews. Each of the steps will be discussed
below.
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Analytic Steps
With consent, all fieldwork was recorded digitally. Immediately after each
interview or focus group, the top of mind thoughts were recorded into the
research diary. Full transcription was carried out at a semantic level and
included all that was said by both the researcher and participant during the
interviews or focus group, including significant non-verbal events for example
laughter or long pauses to assist with the analysis (Smith and Osborn, 2003;
Smith and Dunworth, 2003). Reflective notes were also recorded in the
reflective diary during transcription.
A step-by-step guide to each of the steps is outlined in this section. In order
to illustrate the process of analysis and the audit trail, one participant’s
journey (‘Jean’) from the initial interviews through to the follow-up interviews,
is traced with short examples. The wider context of these examples is placed
in Appendices 9-15. Jean’s account is used because she participated in all
the research stages and her initial interview was also carried out in MaxQda.
Level 1-3 Individual analysis of initial interviews
As shown in Figure 4 the first three levels of analysis was carried out on the
initial interview. More detail is given here to show the key phases of the IRA
analytic process which was emulated in later stages of the design.
1) Preliminary Notes and Emerging themes
As was traditional in IRA, the first step was to read the transcript several
times, making preliminary notes. To move beyond a ‘good enough’ analysis
at this initial stage, Smith et al (2009) recommend underlining the text and
then attempting to write something in the margin. These notes were recorded
manually in the left-hand margin2. While the authors stated that these notes
could include descriptive, linguistic and conceptual comments, the present
study concentrated on the former two at that stage. Conceptual comments
2 In the analysis of the first two interviews the analysis took place in MaxQda using the text
memos in the left-hand margin.
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would be more interrogative in nature so were kept to a minimum in an
attempt to remain true to a hermeneutic of ‘empathy’.

The preliminary notes were then read while re-reading the transcript and
emerging themes were recorded in the right hand margin of the written
transcript3. Once the emerging themes were in place, the analysis then
moved to MaxQda. Corresponding segments of text were coded with the
emerging theme title. The code then appeared in the coding stripe in the right
hand margin. As a new code was created a description of the theme was
given in the code memo. Conceptual notes were made at this stage allowing
a more ‘questioning’ hermeneutic to be used. A coding system or overview of
themes then took shape based on the more interpretative work. Once this
process was complete, a list of emerging themes was available in MaxQda
by exporting all code memos from the programme.
An example of level 1 analysis based on the list of emerging themes for
Jean’s first interview can be found in Appendix 9. However, a short example
of Level 1 (and 2) in the analysis can be found in Table 1:

3 Again, in the analysis of the first two interviews the analysis took place in MaxQda also
using the text memos but renaming the memo with the corresponding emerging theme
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2) Searching for Connections across Emerging Themes - the Code
memos
When all the emerging themes were in place, the analysis moved to the
second level which involved searching for connections across the emerging
themes.

In

previous

IPA

guidelines

(Smith

and

Dunworth,

2003),

superordinate clusters were first found and arranged into master themes.
However, the clustering of themes and arrangement of these themes in a
hierarchy of master themes happened in parallel in this study, matching
newer guidelines on the process outlined in Smith et al. (2009).
Within this stage, a number of specific ways of looking for patterns and
connections amongst emergent themes were used corresponding with Smith
et al.’s suggestions (2009). Numeration, initially guided the approach based
on a frequency of the codes. For example, as seen in the Appendix 10,
Jean’s emerging themes were ranked according to those most frequently
mentioned. However, numeration can be misleading. On the one hand, some
themes were recorded as occurring relatively infrequently but related to a rich
and detailed segment of text discussing the theme. On the other hand, some
themes were recorded frequently but were mentioned in passing at different
points in the interview. Numeration, was a useful starting point, but other
ways of connecting themes were also needed.

New superordinate

or

master themes were

also

obtained

through

‘abstraction’ and ‘subsumption’ (Smith et al., 2009). ‘Abstraction’ referred to
similar themes

being

clustered

together and

given

a

new

name.

‘Subsumption’ occurred where an emergent theme became a superordinate
or master theme. This process of connecting and grouping themes was
repeated until a master list emerged for the particular interview.

Smith et al (2009) have suggested making notes about this analysis stage or
keeping a research diary. They have emphasised the importance of keeping
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an open mind at this stage because subsequent work may involve reworking
these themes. Usually in IPA, themes are clustered either manually by
moving themes around, cutting and pasting on computer or using columns in
Excel. In the present study, the computer system facilitated a sense of
openness because the codes could be changed around easily. It permitted
hierarchies to be reworked and older versions of the process to be backed
up. During this process, notes were recorded in the code memos. The result
was that the rationale behind the final, hierarchical structure of the themes
was embedded in the linked memos. Using such an approach through
MaxQda was innovative and marked a departure from the traditional
approach of IPA.

Another useful feature of the programme was the output which facilitated a
transparent audit trail. A hierarchical tree of themes and a detailed document
with theme descriptions and quotes could be produced directly from the
programme. An example of Level 2 analysis based on the hierarchical tree of
Jean’s master themes is found in Appendix 10.
Reverting back to Table 1, the example from Jean’s account, shows the
notes on emerging themes in the right-hand margin. ‘Public practice’ was
subsumed under the ‘Making sense of residential’ theme. Figure 5 shows an
extract of the memo written when connecting these themes.
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Figure 5: Example of Level 2 Analysis Jean

Level 2: Example of Emerging themes Jean
•

This is a theme around how she feels about residential
care. Primarily she is worried about the difficulty of
decisions, she is conscious of her practice being
public, she is trying to find a way to behave, she has
different feelings about residential, she is faced with a
reality where she feels they as staff are 'taking the
brunt' and she is also mindful of the mix in a home.
Again I need to read over all the parts to define this
better and rename the heading and some of the
subthemes.

3) Summary of Master themes for each interview
Using the coding tree and document of theme descriptions and quotes, a
summary was produced for each participant. The purpose of the summary
was to gain an overview of the participants’ account and to assist with
feedback in the follow-up interviews. There was again some changing and
refining of the themes, particularly where overlaps occurred. Jean’s summary
of master themes for the initial interview is found in Appendix 11 as an
example of Level 3 analysis. This summary was written in the first person so
as to assist with carrying out the follow-up interview, and descriptions and
interpretations were separated out for transparency reasons. The summary
was not given to the participants but was used as an aide memoire in
preparation for the interview. Figure 6 shows how ‘public practice’ was a
potential probe at the follow-up interview.
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Figure 6: Example of Level 3 Analysis Jean

Level 3: Example of master themes Jean

__________________________________________

,

• You mention decision-moking in residential as 'difficult'
and 'scary'(150,158,188,202,208,228). I have grouped
together various aspects which impact on your decision
making as follows: you mention the repercussions of
decisions at bed-time which may mean that something
’kicks off in the unit (150), you mention being ’on the
spot’ during decision-making (36,75,188), you talk of
considering how your decisions affect the future shift
(202), you mention feeling that your practice is very
public (34,142,178). My interpretation is that this public
practice has heightened your awareness of yourself and
what you are doing, the notion of being ’on the spot11
think is a very good way of visualising how you feel - like
a spotlight is shining on you. How do you feel about your
practice now in relation to it being 'public'?

Level 4: Focus Group: Analysis of ‘positionality’
As previously stated, the Palmer et al. (forthcoming) guidelines for
conducting IPA focus group analysis were followed in the research. Level
four of the analysis process as outlined in Figure 4 examined the
‘positionality’ of the researcher and participants. In other words, it analysed

the various perspectives and stances of those present in the focus group. In
so doing, this step of the analysis sought to bridge the gap between the
knowledge of the person in the individual interview and focus group context.
The first analytic process here involved systematically reading what each
individual said in the context of the focus group in isolation. Preliminary notes
were made manually in the left hand margin regarding the new, similar,
different or unmentioned elements in comparison to the initial interview. The
relevant segments of text were then coded with the theme ‘positionality’ in
MaxQda and a code memo was created where notes were recorded. A
summary of Jean’s ‘positionality’ in the focus group can be found in Appendix
12. Returning to Jean’s example, she did not mention her public practice in
the context of the group, but she did mention not feeling as integrated.
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A critical and parallel audit took place at this point which will be described in
the next section.

Repetition of Steps 1-4 for each individual interview and positionality in
the focus group
IRA traditionally suggests two ways to approach the analysis of a second
interview (Smith and Osborn, 2003). The first involves analysing the next
interview by looking for more instances of the themes from the first. The
second, and preferred manner of approaching the analysis of the second
interview, is to carry out the same process for each participant in turn. Smith
and Osborn (2003) have stated that the analysis of each transcript
individually is generally the case for studies which employ small sample
sizes. In keeping with the idiographic emphasis in the study, each individual’s
interview was analysed separately followed by their ‘positionality’ (Palmer et
al., forthcoming) in the focus group. Such a sequencing of analysis ensured
the idiographic focus on each participant’s experience.
Level 5: Focus Group Analysis
Building on the analysis of the initial interviews and ‘positionality’ of the focus
group, the focus group transcript was subjected to another type of analysis.
This was based on the remaining steps in Palmer et al.’s (forthcoming)
approach. Such guidelines answer Wilkinson’s (2004) criticism that little has
been written on how to analyse focus groups with the result that thematic
analysis is often used which lacks a clear theoretical framework. The
guidelines

provide

a

clear theoretical

approach

to

idiography

and

intersubjectivity (Palmer et al., forthcoming). They set out a number of
systematic steps where questions are asked of the data including: objects of
concern and experiential claims, roles and relationships, organisations and
systems, stories and language.

The analysis began with a manual analysis recording preliminary notes in the
left-hand margin. Emerging themes were recorded in the right hand margin
and again the coding of themes beyond this stage took place in MaxQda.
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Emerging themes were adapted until master themes were derived. The
remaining questions from the Palmer et al. (forthcoming) guidelines were
asked throughout the analysis and recorded as themes. Each theme was
then summarised. The hierarchical tree for the focus group can be found in
appendix 13.

Fieldwork then took place for the follow-up interviews.

Level 6: Overarching themes Initial interviews
The analysis then returned to the initial interviews. A list of all the master
themes for all the

participants was

printed directly from

MaxQda.

Connections across the individual themes were then made to form a final list
of overarching themes for the group. This process of clustering and grouping
together individual themes to form new master themes demonstrated,
according to Smith and Dunworth (2003), the iterative and systematic nature
of IPA. Reflections on why connections were being made were again
incorporated into the code memos. Again, frequency, abstraction and
subsumption were used. As a result of this process, a hierarchical tree of
master themes was available for the group. This list has been placed in
Appendix 14.
Jean’s theme ‘difficult decisions in public practice’ remained under ‘making
sense of residential’ but then was placed under an overarching theme ‘tuning
in’. The following extract depicts the thoughts relating to the ‘tuning /n’theme:

This theme is about the participants finding common ground, aligning,
attuning, initially with the young people but also with the team and the
wider environment of the unit.

This theme later became the ‘domino effect’ theme.
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Level 7: Analysis of Follow-up Interviews
IRA was again used for the analysis of the follow-up interviews. The broad
analytic steps were not dissimilar to the first stage; preliminary notes were
recorded manually in the left-hand margin and emerging themes in the right
and the clustering of themes then took place in MaxQda.

The approach was similar to Smith and Osborn’s (2003) process of
approaching a second interview, but this time the other approach mentioned
earlier was used. It involved analysing the follow-up interviews by looking for
more instances of the themes from the other data collection points. The
analysis reinforced many of the previous findings, but it also revisited them
and facilitated the generation of new meaning in light of the newer data. This
process was approached with a spirit of openness where new findings were
also generated (Smith et al., 2009). The hierarchy of themes is found in
Appendix 15.
Returning to Jean’s example, she used the word ‘exposed’ instead of public
in relation to two themes. The first was called ‘Tuning in/learning dominoes'.
The theme name was different from the first interview and encompassed a
sense of learning. The second theme was ‘old resolutions and new
dilemmas’. I placed a subtheme for Jean as ‘Jean part of team, but still...’.
These are shown in Figure 7.
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Figure 7: Example of Level 7 Analysis Jean

Tuning in/learning dominoes

•

When I ask about her making sense of residential and public practice she talks about still feeling exposed, so
there is a dilemma between the relaxed environment and being professional, forgetting herself. She
mentions when the unit is unsettled staff do not get properly de-briefed so conflicts in the team can arise. I
think it might be important that she opens her interview with saying she felt a failure - says something about
the expectation to have good relationships - particularly in the start - thinking of the stages of a worker.
Interesting both Stephanie and Jean use the word 'eggshells'. Dilemma still there - some staff she feels
comfortable approaching. Think there is something about Jean's account in relation to internalising or
externalising -she has moved from watching and wondering. Sense of an intuitive knowledge between staff
shows the amount of learning that they could build upon. Wondering about some ways to create team
cohesion at the start

Old resolutions and new dilemmas - Jean part of team, but still.

•

It is hard to find the word here, but it is a calmer thought process. There is not as much going on in their
heads. The type of thought processes seem to be less dilemmatic so I cannot find the right name, because if
you think of dilemmas as presenting two options which are equally unfavourable but now they have found a
more favourable and comfortable position so there is a slowing down of the thought processes. I think
dilemmas still exist but in a less pronounced form and in this theme, some of the working out of old
dilemmas has been included. I think there are still hints of a dilemma for Jean around the team however,
because she talks of being more comfortable approaching some staff (367). She also says she had a lot to
learn but so did other staff who had to know why they were doing something. She talks of losing her 'safe
person' in the team (738 - 774) and that the manager is now mindful of team dynamics. She (776) mentions
forgetting herself because it is such a relaxed environment but also feeling 'exposed' and does not seek out
criticism (but does receive criticism), and mentions that supervision has been hard recently.

Level 8 Final written narrative
At this stage, the aim was to interpret the findings using the initial
presuppositions in the reflective chapter, a new literature review based on the
findings (see Appendix 19 for the strategy used) and the reflective diary. In
the present study, the broad approach to the findings chapter was essentially
in place in the MaxQda system. However, the project moved out of MaxQda
at the point of writing the final narrative and some changes to the theme
names and structure then took place. The final written narrative involved a
cyclical writing process. The writing process was not seen as a distinct stage
of the process but rather the refinement of the iterative process from each
stage to the next.

Taking into account Jean’s example, her concern with her practice being
public in the first interview ended up in theme 4: We’re all on a learning
curve’. Her final sense of exposure in the follow-up interviews was placed in
theme 10 ‘Resolutions in thinking, new dilemmas and concerns’. These will
both be explained in the findings chapter.
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Auditing Approach
The auditing approach was linked to checking and crafting the data (Kvale,
1996). Smith et al. (2009) regard the independent auditor as:

'Attempting to ensure that the account produced is a credible one, not
that it is the only credible one....the concern is with how systematically
and transparently this particular account has been produced' (Smith et
al., 2009: 183).
Smith et al. (2009) mention two approaches to an audit of the first interview,
namely: a) to check annotations from the first interview against the text and
approach employed to ensure validity; and, b) during this phase to also offer
occasional additional notes on what he/she found interesting or important in
the transcript in order to see good practice in action.
While the supervisory approach was an informal type of audit, constantly
checking and verifying the findings, formal audits took place at three key
stages in the project. An initial audit took place on the first participant’s
account, ‘Rosie’. Supervisors were sent three documents forming the audit
trail. The first was the hierarchical tree of themes. The second was the
document with the full description of the themes and associated quotes. The
third was the transcript with numbered paragraphs and associated coding
stripes so that they could comment at a paragraph level. At this stage, the
audit of analysis was carried out by the two supervisors with two differing
approaches. The first supervisor carried out a critical audit where he focused
on the justification and argumentation of the descriptive and interpretative
document. The second supervisor carried out a parallel IPA analysis where
she conducted her own IPA analysis in parallel and then compared with the
summary of themes.

In the parallel audit similar themes were found which suggested that major
themes were not missing although there were some divergences in
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interpretations. Some of the themes were re-ordered as a result of the
process. The decision to move to a combined manual and electronic process
was partly based on the audit where it became apparent that a similar,
though less detailed analysis, could be carried out in ten hours rather than
two months. A final learning point from the audit was the interviewing style.

In the critical audit, a number of Socratic questions were adapted from
Gambrill (1997) and used as shown in Appendix 2. These critical questions
provided a framework through which to encourage the researcher to think
about the conclusions and to be mindful of bracketing, reflexivity, the ‘double
hermeneutic’ and cognitive dissonance. The critical review also informed the
final writing style of the findings chapters where descriptions were separated
from interpretations taking Yardley’s (2008) viewpoint that the presentation of
qualitative findings is simply a question of using language precisely. Indeed,
a clear distinction between what the participant said and the researcher’s
interpretation is recommended by the IPA founders (Smith et al., 1999).
Another audit was carried out after all the analysis was complete. At this
stage a meeting took place with all the supervisors to discuss the overarching
themes for the three data collection points. This meeting was recorded to
capture the discussion points. It involved presenting each of the themes to
the supervisors and discussing them. Theme names were changed slightly
after this process. The meeting catalysed new ideas through the presentation
and discussion of the themes. The main changes as a result of the audit
were to separate out the learning themes and to consider the nuances in
meaning between each of the data collection points. As a result of the audit
meeting, the broad themes were seen as robust, although their names were
changed somewhat.

A final audit took place on the written document itself. Both supervisors read
it in depth and provided written feedback. Potential criticisms of the study
were raised and the links between the findings and theoretical interpretations
were probed for clarification.
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Summary: Data analysis methods
The data analysis was based on an innovative use of a manual and
electronic analysis through MaxQda. A clear audit trail has been evidenced
and the steps outlined in this chapter, through Jean’s examples and in the
Appendices. All these elements combined provide a means of theorising the
auditing process in an IPA project. Furthermore, the design of the materials
and approach to interviewing was carefully considered and constructed to
incorporate multiple data collection points.

Conclusion
Across this research, the approach was influenced by phenomenology,
hermeneutics and idiography using IPA as its overarching approach. Data
collection methods involved semi-structured interviews, focus groups and
follow-up interviews with a group of residential social workers in one
Children’s Home in Northern Ireland. The data analysis procedure was based
on a careful consideration of the building up of a hermeneutic circle. The
approach to reflexivity and auditing provide the means through which the
quality criteria set out at the start of this chapter can be judged. The chapter
creatively interweaved an example of one participant’s analysis to highlight
the intensity of the analytic process and sense of evolution from the
transcripts to the final written narrative. Further reflections on the process will
be returned to in Chapter six, final reflections.
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CHAPTER FOUR
FINDINGS
Introduction
This chapter provides a rich description of the main themes emanating from
the research, remaining true to the phenomenological core of IRA. The focus
is on clarifying the meaning of each theme and probing for reasons and
evidence for it, by providing quotes from the data (Gambrill, 1997). Imagery,
metaphors, feelings, stories, ideas, concerns and thoughts (Smith et al.,
2009) are used. An attempt is made to access ‘hot cognition’, a phrase
commonly used in IRA (Smith et al., 2009). Hot cognition involves the things
which are important to the participants in the ‘here and now’.
The chapter begins with an illustration of the context and an overview of the
overall themes. It is then divided into three parts: the initial interviews; the
focus group and the follow-up interviews. Each section begins with a broad
introduction of the themes, each theme is then clarified through using quotes
and summarised. A summary of the overall findings at each data collection $
point is given. At the end of the chapter, an overall interpretative conclusion
on the findings is then made. A detailed interpretation (the T of IRA) and links
with the relevant literature is placed in the discussion chapter.
The structure of the chapter was chosen because it is challenging to
transparently articulate how differing interviews and analytic stages relate to
a single narrative within a final written account (Flowers, 2008). The
approach avoids combining all three data points together as a ‘mega’
interview, something against which Flowers (2008) has cautioned. The
structure facilitates the development of the nuances in meaning across the
different data collection points and time frames since stark differences were
found between the different research contexts.
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The research context
As a starting point, it would be useful to situate the overall mood of the home
at the first and final data collection points because of these sharp differences.
Using Sue’s words directly ‘you’re either in a positive or a negative frame of
mind about this job. And then your answers will vary’ (Sue, initial interview,
301). At the time of the initial interviews and focus group, the general frame
of mind was emerging from negativity. The home was emerging from an
unsettled period; they were moving upwards from this negative frame of
mind. The word ‘emerging’ is used specifically because the participants
themselves noted that the situation was improving. At the point of the follow
up interviews, the mood of the home was in sharp contrast to the initial
interviews. The participants noted that it was a really settled period and they
were in a positive frame of mind. These overall moods of being settled or
unsettled underpin the findings.
Table 2 provides an overview of all the participants.
Table 2: Overview of participants4

Gender Age

_______________ _________

Length

of Initial
Interview

time

Focus

Follow

Group

up
Interview

working in
the home
1) Rosie

F

26

2 yrs

Yes

Yes

-

2) Jean

F

27

2mths

Yes

Yes

Yes

3) Sue

F

34

4yrs

Yes

Yes

Yes

4)

F

31

4yrs

Yes

Yes

Yes

5) Cherie

F

28

3yrs

Yes

Yes

“

6) Sean

M

36

5 yrs

Yes

“

Yes

7) Marie

F

33

2yrs

Yes

Yes

-

Stephanie

4 At the time of the first interviews
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Sean’s absence from the focus group was due to annual leave commitments.
Rosie, Cherie and Marie did not participate in the follow-up interviews
because they had left by that time, though they continued to work as bank
staff5. Pen portraits or short descriptions of the participants are found in
Appendix 18.

OVERVIEW OF THE THEMES
Across the three data collection points, 12 master themes were found. These
themes had some commonalities but yielded different nuances in meaning.
The main themes across all the data collection points are shown in Table 3.
Table 3: Overview of Themes in the study

Data

collection Themes

point
Initial Interviews

1. Spending

time

‘with’

young

people

in

sincere

relationships
2. ‘Your head’s focusing on so many things’: Cognitive
and emotional complexity
3. ‘If something’s going wrong anywhere’ there is a
domino effect on relationships
4. ‘We’re all on a learning curve’
Focus Group

5. All’s good
6. Relationships or consequences
7. Team disagreements and the domino effect on
relationships
8. Wider structural issues

Follow-up

9. Enjoying time

interviews

10. Resolutions in thinking, new dilemmas and concerns
11. It’s very settled
12. Learning through experience and Social Pedagogy

5 Bank staff refers to substitute or temporary staff who are employed by the home to work on
a part-time basis. The home used a core number of bank staff.
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Relationships were perceived as based on spending time with young people
as demonstrated in Theme 1: ‘Spending time ‘with’ young people in sincere
relationships’ and Theme 9: ‘Enjoying time’ .This notion of spending time with
young people was seen as the core of their work.

More complex aspects of relationships for the participants were revealed in
their dilemmas and more difficult emotions in Theme 2: “Your head’s
focusing on so many things’’. Cognitive and emotional complexity’; Theme 6:
Relationships or consequences’] and Theme 10: Resolutions in thinking,
new dilemmas and concerns’.

These themes, but particularly Theme 2,

could be likened to the ‘hot cognition’ or highly emotive topics which Smith
has espoused as important in IRA (2009). However, Theme 10 provided a
sense of resolutions of old dilemmas which provided a sense of development
and learning across the data collection points. The notion of learning was
evidenced in Theme 4: We’re all on a learning curve’ and Theme 12:
‘Learning through experience and Social Pedagogy’.
Some of the themes related to the wider enablers and constraints. Theme 3:
“If something’s going wrong anywhere’ there is a domino effect on
relationships’ followed a similar pattern to Theme 7 ‘Team disagreements
and the domino effect on relationships’ whereby the participants talked about
the fragility of relationships to various domino effects of aspects constraining
them. In contrast to these two themes was Theme 11: ‘It’s very settled’ in the
follow-up interviews which demonstrated a sense of relationships being
attuned to the overall sense of feeling ‘settled’. These themes mark a sense
of being settled and unsettled which impacts all levels of experience.

Across the data collection points the participants provided a vivid, emotional,
and complex depiction of the work they carried out which was based on a
relational core. Having provided a brief overview of the themes in their
entirety, the themes from the initial interviews can now be described.
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FINDINGS PART 1: INITIAL INTERVIEWS

Introduction
In this first part of the findings chapter, the four main themes found in the
initial interviews are described. Theme 1: ‘Spending time ‘with’ young people
in sincere relationships’ is based on the value of spending shared time with
young people in relationships. Theme 2: “Your head’s focusing on so many
things’: Cognitive and emotional complexity’ outlines the complexity of the
participants' thought and emotional processes due to conflicts in the role, and
expectations of relationships. Theme 3:

‘If something’s going wrong

anywhere’ there is a domino effect on relationships; describes a number of
elements in residential care impacting on relationships in a detrimental
‘domino effect’. Finally, Theme 4: We’re all on a learning curve’ outlines how
the participants were all on individual learning curves which intertwined.

Theme 1: Spending time ‘with’ young people in sincere
relationships
This theme emphasised the importance the participants placed on spending
time on relationships. The word ‘sincere’ was mentioned by Sean and was
used here to denote the search for a genuine sense of rapport with the young
people. All the participants spoke of valuing some sense of ‘shared time’ with
the young people and for this reason an emphasis is placed on the word
‘with’. There was a sense of being present in the moment ‘with’ the young
person. Often this time involved everyday, mundane things and the word
‘shared’ is used because it was usually enjoyable both for the participants
and for the young people. This time involved a shared space and the ‘floor’ of
the home took on a particular significance. Spaces ‘outside’ the home also
were significant. Phrases such as the ‘banted (joking) and the ‘craic‘ (having
a good time) were common. There was a personal and social focus in this
time spent on relationships but a sense of tension with the professional goal.
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Indeed, Sean for example mentioned that when they did not get to spend
sufficient time with young people ‘then everything suffers’ (Sean: 323).

One of the characteristics of this time spent on relationships was a sense of
freedom where professional barriers were broken down. Participants often
mentioned sitting in the living room with the young people, watching TV,
sitting together at mealtimes or going on outings. The sense of connecting on
a human level was evidenced in Jean’s quote below:
'It’s not somewhere you go ‘ah it’s like work’ it’s like ‘yeah’ (...) you go
in and you’re living your life every day with the kids. That’s what I
really love, I love having meals with them, I love watching TV
programmes with them, just sitting spending the time......

/ just feel

like the barrier between professional and young person is really
broken down and you’re just a person....just connect with them on a
human level’ (Jean: 231).
In this quote Jean fused the worlds of ‘work’ and ‘living’ her life with the kids.
She had just started working in the home two months prior to her interview.
This quote may shed some light on how new staff, in particular, view the time
they spend with children. Indeed, such a ‘human’ connection or extension of
their life and work was something most of the newer participants mentioned
(Jean, Cherie, and Marie).

This theme could be understood as building relationships ‘at a social level’,
something mentioned by Stephanie. She talked about doing activities with
her keychild like playing pool and going swimming, and stated that:

7 was more than happy to be [laughs] facilitating it all...so that you
weren’t just seen as in the house...they don’t see you as a social
worker....which suits everybody here f/'ne’(Stephanie: 212).
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The staff had carried out considerable work at the social level, to form
relationships with young people. Several mentioned not being perceived as a
social worker by the young people or being more than a staff member.

The value of good relationships to the participants both personally and
professionally cannot be underestimated as demonstrated in Sue’s quote
below:
‘The unit has been very unsettled for a few months here which, we’ve
had a pretty rocky time, and, [pause] fff, for those particular very good
relationships, it’s been about, sometimes it’s been the things that have
got me into work’ (Sue: 42).
Sue’s admission was important because it linked her feelings about her
relationships to her actual job and difficulty of the unsettled period. Indeed,
most of the participants had neither intended, nor wanted to come into
residential care. The participants were all trained social workers which was a
generic training route so they could have followed other career paths. Often
residential placements had been those available at the time, or participants
could not drive and therefore their Social Work options were limited to
residential care. However, relationships with the young people related
positively to their choice to stay as shown in the following extract from Marie:
7 was going ‘no, send me anywhere but residential, even a contactcentre, I don’t care' but not residential. But it turned out there was jobs
in residential, so, I thought, right, okay, I’ll see my course through, I’ll
stay in residential till I’ve finished my course, it’s a means to an ends,
and I had my socks blown off when I came in the door (...) and it was
completely different, my perceptions were wrong completely (...) you
know two weeks into it I was going, I love it, I can’t believe it, I actually
like residential, I like, I like working with young people (...) so I sort of
decided well, residential is where I want to be for the meantime (...)
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I’m going to stick this for a while, I’m going to actually enjoy this, (R6:
mm mm) this is good, it’s, I like spending time with the young people
and I like having that, that relationship-building time with them (Marie:
8).

Such an admission was quite common among the participants. In Marie’s
case, it seemed particularly important. While she admitted here that she had
her ‘socks blown off’, she had since left. In a sector characterised by
difficulties in retaining staff, the importance of perceptions by potential
candidates coming to work in residential care was shown in Marie’s case.
The reality of spending time in relationships with young people counteracted
previously held negative perceptions. Likewise, the power of relationships ^
was shown in the following quote by Rosie when she responded to a
question about how she felt when a child wanted to have a relationship with
her:
‘Ach you feel great [enthusiasm mounts] and you feel that you, not,
well, personally I’m like, I’d be chuffed because you know (R: yea) but,
as a professional too sometimes it’s the smaller things that you feel
we’re making, we’re doing something right (R: mm hmm) you know,
it’s not necessarily oh they’ve went to school and they’ve got A stars
(R: yea [small laugh]) .... you know that I think is a bit of sort of job
satisfaction' {Ros\e: 437).

Rosie made notable references here to both the personal and professional
gains of relationships. In the first part, she talked of feeling ‘chuffed’
personally which suggested that she as a person gained from this
relationship.

In the second part she also linked the importance of

relationships to job satisfaction as a professional.

The participants mentioned the ease with which some relationships
developed. Sue said good relationships could be down to an ‘intangible
6 R: refers to the researcher
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spark’. However, she also admitted that a good relationship could be as
‘arbitrary’ as being a familiar face in the first few days when a child came into
the home. Marie acknowledged that there were ‘certain young people that I
would get on better with’ and with whom she was more ‘jokey-jokey’. Some of
the more experienced participants talked of the importance of building
relationships over time (Sean, Stephanie and Sue). Sean mentioned the
natural development of relationships several times. He said that ‘through the
years’ he had learned that ‘sincere’ relationships would build up slowly over
time.
However, other relationships did not develop with such ease, even over time,
and proved difficult for the participants. Often these difficulties were due to
the complexity of individual interactions. An ‘undercurrent of expectation’
existed that significant relationships would form was shown in the following
extract from Sean:
SEAN: I couldn’t offer her anything. I just felt that she didn’t really
warm to me in any way, and to be perfectly honest I didn’t, I didn’t
particularly warm to her either.
R: mm hmm
SEAN: Am, so it’s just amazingly complex and it comes down to
individual interactions, I think
R: yea, so how does that work when, you know, when you don’t kind
of warm to each other?

SEAN: well, it’s, it’s very, very difficult and because obviously there’s
kind of an undercurrent of expectation that, ah, wi...with keychild7, and
keychild and key worker in particular, there Is an expectation of having
a relationship of some significance because clearly there’s a lot of
7 A keychild refers to the particular child with whom the keyworker works.
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work that needs to be done with any young person. So, if that
relationship is not there, then where do you kind of go from there? So,
I think practically what we do within the team is a) make use of the co
worker8 or b) the whole team makes an effort’ (Sean: 25)

This extract needed to be understood within the complexity of Sean’s
struggle to ‘warm’ to the young girl. Elsewhere in Sean’s interview, he talked
about relationships as the ‘raison d’etre’ of residential care and the need for
sincerity in relationships. Interesting also in this passage was the reference to
the team effort to remedy the relationship not ‘being there’. All the
participants mentioned the importance of relationships as the core of their
work and difficulties when some relationships would not form or went wrong.
Relationships were perceived sometimes as intangible entities outside of
their grasp, but potentially within the grasp of another staff member due to
individual interactions.
Summary
This theme demonstrates that the participants valued spending time with
young people, being in their presence and doing things with them. It was at
the core of their perceptions of good relationships. It involved a personal
approach where professional barriers were broken down; a sense of
connection between two human beings. Crucially, this time involved the
young person not seeing the participants as social workers. The power of
these relationships was to keep Sue coming into work or Marie from seeing
residential care as a ‘means to an ends’. However, this theme sets the scene
for the following theme because it reveals that relationships have a
somewhat elusive quality.

8 A co-worker is an allocated person who takes over the role of a keyworker in the absence
of the keyworker
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Theme 2:

‘Your head’s focusing on so many things’:

Cognitive and emotional complexity
This theme was based on a way of thinking and feeling which was complex
and difficult for the participants. They were faced with a number of different
concerns,

conflicts

or

dilemmas,

predominantly

around

their

role

expectations. There was something fast, unmanageable, uncertain and
lonely about these thought processes. The participants’ full emotional
processes were also highly complex and often internalised. Words such as
‘hurt’, ‘upset’, ‘resentful’, ‘scared’, ‘riled’, ‘abused’, ‘vulnerable’, ‘attacked’ and
‘targeted’ illustrated their complex emotions. This theme was the most
complex theme in the entire study, reflecting the conflicts and tensions for the
participants. It is accorded more space here because of the degree of ‘hot
cognition’ (Smith et al., 2009) which was taking place. Firstly, the thought
processes will be outlined followed by the emotional work the participants
carried out. In the latter part, the conflicting roles and tasks are described
which impacted on the participants and underlying expectations are outlined.

Thought processes

The participants used complex thought processes during their time at work
but also spent time afterwards reflecting on their relationships. The
complexity of thought was captured by Rosie where merely coming in the
door introduced another type of thinking:
‘Once you come in the door you’re mentally, you’ve got this sort of I
don't know extra sort of, what would you say, you think twice as much
and you think, you know, you’re very much on the ball, you know,
you're always constantly thinking and sort of (R: ok) You know, after
handover9 you set sort of the scene and you’re sort of going right, you
have to think as to what’s going on with your child, are they going to
9 Handover refers to the meeting which takes place when one shift is finishing and another
starting.
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be upset you know you have to sort of prepare yourself then before,
for the shift as well’ (Rosie: 177).

Of interest here was the type of thought process which was future-based.
The ‘door’ assumed a symbolic quality: the real world was left outside; the
extra layer of thinking was needed inside the home.

The theme name was derived from another useful way of capturing the
thought processes as outlined by Jean:
'But am, it is, it is hard. You know, you’re put in so many high-stress
situations where the children are [pause] just really, really taking risk
taking behaviours and stuff. And, you’re trying everything you know
you can do to sort of manage the situation. And, they would like set off
a fire alarm to distract you and then they’ll run. You know and you’re
trying, you, your heads focusing on so many different things so, I
mean [pause] (Jean: 90).
Jean’s account revealed a lack of control, perhaps mirrored in her hesitations
and pauses. She was ’put' into these situations and was 'trying everything' to
manage them. A similar process was mentioned by Stephanie: 7 always feel
you have to be nearly one step ahead in your own head’.

The complexity of the thought processes were not confined to work or indeed
the space of the children’s home and many of the participants talked about
reflecting on their work afterwards. A sense of resentment could build as
demonstrated in the following quote by Cherie:

We finish at two and by the time you get home there’s a good bit of
the day left and I think sometimes mentally I’m drained and you know
that quiet time when I need to not have to interact with anybody and I
think that’s when I sit and think of maybe different things that have
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gone on in the shift. (...) I feel resentful then because I shouldn’t be
doing that, I’m off on my time off (Cherie: 342)

Work carried over to Cherie’s home time and space and she noted feeling
resentful. Feeling ‘drained’ came up several times in Cherie’s account both
physically and emotionally. The intrusion on her ‘own’ time ‘my time off was
a source of resentment.

The participants mentioned two useful metaphors which described the
complexity of their thought processes to show that tensions were multi
directional. One was piecing together a jigsaw coming from Jean’s outlook on
handover:
‘On handover everyone is putting the pieces of the jigsaw together (R:
mm hmm) But the pieces of the jigsaw are other people’s
interpretations, not just unbiased, this is what happened, and how they
reacted to that situation led on to what happened next, so you’re sort
of putting all these pieces together and trying to work out how you’re
going to behave towards that child that day, you know, and it is hard.
Particularly, you find if you’ve been off for a few days you feel like
you’re completely lost, it takes a while to, so much can happen in a
day or two, it’s unbelievable, really unbelievable so (R: yea) it’s just,
it’s just about being as well informed as well, as you can be (Jean:
178).

Here Jean was working out how she was going to behave towards the child
that day, rather than taking her encounter at ‘face value’, a key dilemma in
her interview. The jigsaw metaphor was useful because it denoted how the
participants were trying to piece together their different approaches.

Another useful metaphor to describe the thought processes was juggling.
Stephanie mentioned having to do ‘massive juggling’ of the Social Work
tasks and being a keyworker for two young people:
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7 think that’s really tightening up [time to do every day normal things]
and it’s really, it’s a massive effort on my part to try and make that time
at the minute and it’s just, it’s just because of the busyness of having
the two of them at the moment. And then there’s an awful lot which is
the Social Work side of it which can’t be avoided, but, there’s been an
awful lot of meetings because they’re just going through a lot at the
moment so. There’s so many meetings at the minute, which means so
much paperwork which means so much reports (R: yea) which means
so much time off the floor’ (Stephanie: 124).
The word ‘tightening’ vjbs of interest here. Her time with the young people on
everyday things was being tightened by the bureaucratic demands of the job.
The notion of time off the ‘floor’ is elaborated further in this theme.
‘Switching off’ emotions

Most of the participants tried to keep their emotions in control. Sean
mentioned trying to ‘switch off from any difficulties’ he was having in his
private life. Such ‘switching off’ might be indicative of the pool of emotional
energy he needed to have ready for his work. However, his story was not
isolated. Some of the participants talked about removing themselves when
their emotions were mounting, illustrated here by Cherie:

‘If something has happened where, am, where Tm feeling that I’m sort
of shake, a bit shaky, if something has, if somebody has said
something and, in the heat of the moment I’ve felt ach, it’s taken me
aback, I sort of try and remove myself, myself from that situation for,
for ten/fifteen minutes, try and relax, try and look at it and say what
has happened building up to that incident and you know (R: mm hmm)
what's going on for that young person’ (Cherie: 166).

The word 'shaky' and Cherie’s hesitancy here revealed the depth of her
experience. She removed herself temporally from the ‘present’ or ‘heat’ of the
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moment and tried to reflect back on it. In so doing, she moved to the past,
thus suggesting that there was a need to reflect back on the moment rather
than during it. The idea of reflecting back on their practice and particularly
intense moments was mentioned by Marie, Sean and Sue.

Cherie had a more extreme case where she talked about needing time off
after a bad incident which she described as ‘fight night’. Cherie noted that
she needed that time off because she would have been 'very angry' with her
keychild who was involved in the incident:

‘When you have that bit of a break and you come back on shift, you’re
slowly able to piece things together and start to repair the relationship
and I was able to discuss things with her like and ack...acknowledge
that it’s a slow process and to be honest it’s still sort of repairing now’
(Cherie: 374).
In order to ‘repair’ the relationship, Cherie worked at an emotional level to
ensure that the hurt would not turn to anger. She then commenced working
on repairing the relationship. The professional relationship had to endure ^
beyond difficult personal emotions. She dealt with the incident through a
team presentation and discussion of the incident. As will be shown later in
Theme 4, she also learned to take a step back.
The complexity of showing feelings to the young people is illustrated in the
following extract by Rosie:

7 really wouldn’t let them see that I’m really deeply upset. And it
wouldn’t be for pride, it would be more depending on the set up. And
you know, so be it if it came to a time that something really did happen
and they would see me upset, I wouldn’t be both.... But, I think there’s
just certain times as to, you know, how much you can show (R: mm
hmm) And, you also are aware that if you show too much or too little it
can affect your relationship as well' (Rosie: 209).
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Her final remark demonstrated the dilemma of showing too much, or too little
in relationships. She herself had a tacit knowledge of how much personal
feelings she could show. Her hesitation to finish the word ‘bothered’ could
suggest that it would bother her or that she did not want to say that it would
bother her in the context of the interview. Indeed, Rosie mentioned being
upset on quite a few occasions in her interview. In the following quote, she
revealed she was not alone in being upset:
7 mean there’s times when I went round and I started crying in the
office and I think, as has everybody, but it’s [short pause] a supportive
team'(p.547, Rosie).

This quote revealed that crying took place in the office and ‘everybody’ had
done so. Only staff were permitted to enter the office, so one explanation was
that it was a safe place to show emotions. Generally, in the accounts, the
office assumed a ‘professional’ space, but in this case it served as a space
for containing the deep emotions of the participants.
Many of the participants, but particularly the newer participants, talked about
not taking it personally when things went wrong in their relationships with
young people. However, the following example showed the ‘sting’ of personal
hurt even for Sue who had been there longer than most:
SUE: it’s hard not to feel slightly hurt personally, we have a good
relationship and there she Is slabbering at me to make herself look big
in front of other kids
R: yea
SUE: you know and that can sting no matter how professional you
think you are and then you’ll have to find another way of coping with
that (Sue: 159).

The use of the word ‘sting’ suggested that while the hurt was not deep and
could be recovered from relatively quickly, it still hurt or irritated for a while.
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Holding professional roles and tasks in tension with relationships
One of the professional difficulties the participants encountered was holding
a number of conflicting roles in tension. Linking with the juggling metaphor, a
good way of conceptualising the complexity was a sense of juggling multiple
roles. Returning briefly to the first theme; while the participants mentioned the
importance of spending time, they did so with a degree of caution. There was
an inherent tension, no matter how sincere or significant the relationship,
because it was a professional relationship. Throughout the references to
spending time and relationships with the young people was a degree of
uncertainty about the professional task or role. Marie talked of her initial
confusion about what she ‘should’ be doing, suggesting that she was
confused about her professional task:
‘Cos / remember whenever I first started, am, like sitting down and
watching TV, and thinking there’s something else I should be doing,
there’s something, I shouldn’t be sitting just watching TV like (R:
[laugh] yea) you know and [name of young girl] is talking away to you
or another young person is talking away to you and Tm sitting there
going, there’s bound to be something else I should be doing. And I
remember going back to [manager] and saying, I sort of feel like at
times Tm not doing my job, and she’s going ‘well what do you mean?’
and Tm going ‘well like Tm just watching TV with’ you know with the
young people and you’re having like just a general chat with them and
she’s going ‘but that’s most important as well, it’s about building a
relationship, it’s about getting to know them’ and Tm going ‘oh, so it’s
ok to do that then?’ you know [both laugh], I thought we had to be like,
you know, up and down the corridor or whatever’ (Marie: 22).

Marie was uncertain that her job involved simply watching TV with the kids.
The message from her team leader was that spending time watching TV was
‘most important’ because of building relationships. Marie’s awareness of
being a ‘professional social worker’ permeated her experience of building her
relationships at this social level.

123

Likewise, Stephanie equated such time to being ‘at a loose end' in the
following passage:

‘Just doing the things of every day that have no, no real importance at
the time, but the importance attached for the young person is massive
(R: yea) as in its sitting watching, just being about (R: mm hmm) and
more where you’re just at a loose-end nearly (R: mm hmm) and you
haven’t the stuff to be doing and running rings round yourself
(Stephanie: 675).

Stephanie poignantly closed her interview with this point. Her interview
largely concerned the things which took her time away from everyday things.
In particular, the fact that Stephanie had two key children meant that she was
effectively ‘running rings round herself rather than getting such ‘loose time’.
Likewise, Rosie mentioned ‘it sounds silly like trust in some silly things like
that maybe going swimming'.
Different characters on a shift
A useful metaphor, inspired by Rosie’s interview, was the imagery of playing
different characters on one shift:
We spend a lot of time with the kids you know as well throughout the
day in different stages you know. Like sort of in the morning you’re
more, you’re sort of a parent, get up, [R: laugh] get ready for bed, or
school, get out of bed you know, come back, dinner, you know
homework, then in the evening you could be taking the child out and
about do you know, taking them on an outing. So, you know, I think we
sort of, if this makes sense, sort of throughout even the whole shift we
can come across as different people or different characters to the kids,
just by what we’re doing as well you know' (Rosie: 221).

During the course of the day, Rosie shifted characters: a parent in the
morning; a companion on outings in the evening. Again the characters
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related to different spaces: the office and the floor; inside and outside the
unit. Time intertwined with space, different spaces taking on different senses
of significance at different points of the day. Ironically, the word ‘consistent’
was mentioned frequently in Rosie’s account yet she was trying to reconcile
a number of conflicting roles. Half way through Rosie’s interview, she
admitted that she preferred the fun role despite the fact that she focused on
the other roles more often.

All of the participants brought up different tasks or roles that they carried out.
Often these roles would be balanced against spending time with young
people on the social or ‘fun’ level. The focus on balancing the professional
role with the ‘fun side’ was well described in the following quote by
Stephanie:
‘It’s a guiding, nurturing relationship but at the same time they know
there’s the other side of it too whereby there’s a fun side and you can
go out and you can do you know what I mean (R: yea) and you can
have the banter with them and the craic (Stephanie: 621).
Stephanie’s quote touched on various roles: nurturing (focusing on building
up from the past), guiding (focusing on the future) and the fun side (focusing
on the present). The fun and nurturing role could be seen as linked to the
focus of Theme 1. However, the guiding role was one of the roles that
conflicted with the fun side.
A number of other roles were mentioned by the participants that could be
likened to other characters they played within their work. These included: a)
the professional social worker; b) the office worker; c) the key worker; d) the
teacher or bad guy; e) the parent but not a parent; f) the target; g) the human
being; h) the nurturer; and, i) the therapist. These will be explained in turn.
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The professional social worker
At the heart of many of the other tensions was the balance described by
Sean between forming a ‘sincere’ relationship and being a professional.
Jean’s understanding of ‘professionalism’ was insightful in the following
quote:

‘When professionals come in and they [staff] are doing liaisons with
professionals, there is always a different face you put on for your
meetings and stuff like that, (...) But you have to be able to leave all
that professional stuff at the door and just be a person, and just be
yourself, because otherwise the kids won’t relate to you (...) But this is
their home (...) you have to come in and be very casual in their space
(...) you also have to be professional when you’re out and about,
dealing for their welfare. So, I suppose you have to have two different
types of skills' (Jean: 245).
There were some very rich references to professionalism in this passage.
Jean described two different types of skills: the professional and ‘being
yourself’. The personal was directed at the young person in the space of their
home. However, the professional was ‘a different face’ directed at the
‘outside’ (other professionals, multidisciplinary teams). Professionalism was
not the defining feature of how she related ‘to’ the young people. Most of the
participants mentioned the importance of a professional boundary or line.

Some of the participants appeared to feel undervalued as professionals. In
the following quote Sue talked about rebuilding relationships:
‘Again that maybe sort of reminds you know that really at the end of
the day, really you’re not [pause] relatives (R: mm hmm) you’re not,
you’re, you’re a, a residential worker [says in almost a sad/despairing
voice]’ (Sue: 159).
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Sue’s tone here was important when referring to being a ‘residential social
worker’. Nowhere else in her interview did she use those words and referred
to herself instead as a ‘professional’ or a ‘professional social worker’. What
different connotations did ‘residential worker’ and ‘professional social worker’
have for her? A tentative answer would be that she felt less valued as a
residential worker, given the tone which she used.

The office worker
The term ‘office worker’ might seem unusual within a caring context but the
office had a particular significance. There was a fundamental tension
between spending time with the kids and bureaucratic tasks. The ‘balancing’
of spending time with the young people and the office tasks was described
well by Rosie and Stephanie in the two following extracts:
‘ The way I would sort of see it or the way the kids would see it is that
nine to five, that’s sort of office, you know even when they’re off they’ll
sort of know that that’s really when all the phone calls are made and
things. So I think even the kids sort of see it as that. But after five,
after tea, it’s like they expect you, and I personally would expect to be
out on the floor after five (R: mm hmm) But the kids don’t see that, it’s
not that, it’s not that they’re institutionalized, I think it’s that they accept
that in, well you know I would explain to them, well if you want your
doctor’s appointment or you want that, unfortunately everything closes
at five (R: yep) so if you’re in the unit then it’s either, come out and sit
with you or don’t get that done’ (Rosie: 319).

Rosie outlined a specific rhythm to the day where time and space were linked
to different roles. Working Vn'the office occurred during the day, being 'out on
the floor' occurred at night. While she thought the kids would see that day
time was for phone calls; in the evening their expectations aligned.
Stephanie presented a similar scenario in the following quote:
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7 don’t like to be up in the office doing reports and all in the evening
but just time doesn’t allow it so there’s been umpteen times that you’re
maybe up in the office and having to do reports and all and then you
feel you’re off, one, you feel you’re neglecting the kids in the sense
that you’re not down spending time with them or out doing stuff with
them, and likewise you feel that you’re putting more work on the staff
that are on the shift with you because you’re off the floor (Stephanie:
136).

In both these scenarios, there was a split between the bureaucratic and
relational tasks of residential care. Spending time with the young people took
time away from the bureaucratic tasks; doing the bureaucratic tasks took time
away from the young people or added more work for other staff. The
significance of time and space here was striking. The relational tasks were
carried out downstairs on the ‘floor’ and during the evening. On the other
hand, the bureaucratic tasks took place in one of the office spaces: upstairs
or downstairs.
The Keyworker
All of the participants mentioned the keyworking relationship as different from
other relationships because it was more intense, deep, and often required
more serious work and tasks. For example, Rosie said:
‘You have to see it as different as well (R: yea) because you have to
be there for a different reason (R: mm hmm) you know rather than just
as a worker on the floor’ (Rosie: 115).
Knowing the connotations of the ‘floor’ for Rosie as being with the young
people, the keyworker had a more encompassing role than just spending
time with them. As Marie said, the keychild relationship involved spending
more time together to develop an in-depth ‘knowledge’ and ‘relationship’ but
that the ‘flip-side’ was that she had to do some of the ‘not-so-nice work’.
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The teacher or ‘bad guy’
All of the participants mentioned a teaching role in different ways. It was
linked with being seen as the ‘bad’ guy, the person who said ‘no’, an authority
role, guiding, laying down the ‘lie of the land’, the law enforcer, and being
boundary-led.

This

role

involved

teaching

that

behaviours

had

consequences, setting boundaries and ensuring that rules in the home
around behaviour were followed. The participants were keen to show they
were not letting children get away with particular types of behaviour. Again, it
was in opposition to the fun or human role outlined in the spending time with
young people theme. In order to teach behaviour, Rosie mentioned the
withdrawal of relationships if there was a serious behaviour issue but also if a
child got too close.
Many of the participants mentioned a difficulty with the teaching role when
they first started because they had to command respect from the young
people. Jean found the teaching role particularly difficult and noted that she
found it 'strange coming in'. She used powerful imagery in the following
extract:
‘I’ve no objections to taking them out and spending money. I don’t take
that as rewarding the child, for previous bad behaviour, I see that as
taking your head out, getting showered. (R: urn hum) It takes, it’s sort
of in a way that they’re not all, [pause] they’re just not all cooped up
like caged animals, they’re getting out and about, and I’ve no
opportunity to spend money on them. Yes, fair enough, not all of them
might deserve it but then if you go from the, [pause] the perspective
that their behaviour is manifestations of internal distress, then really
their behaviour isn’t always in their control. Just different things, and I,
I, supp, but then again, that’s what I’m saying I’m a soft touch where
probably other members of staff would think that I’m appeasing them
and that I’m rewarding them for bad behaviour and stuff and they do
have to learn that some behaviour is acceptable and that some
behaviour isn’t’ (Jean: 62).
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Jean’s metaphor of 'caged animals' captured her struggle with the system of
punishing behaviours. She viewed the children as being ‘cooped up’ in the
home because of their behaviour.

The difficulty of saying ‘no’ and being the ‘bad guy’ was particularly clear in
Marie’s account. Marie mentions being ‘painted as the big, bad guy who
always says ‘no”. Marie talked of trying to find a ‘happy balance’ between
relating to young people ‘on their level as teenagers’ but at the same time
having an ‘authority relationship’. The word ‘no’ had a particular significance
because it could act as a trigger for the young people. The happy medium of
commanding respect was something Marie was trying to balance.
A teaching role was also mentioned by other participants as a means of
teaching the young people the participants were human too or as a
preparation for life outside the home. Cherie’s quote was apt:
‘When they leave here they’re going out in the big bad world and they
can’t be behaving that way and there’s not allowances made’ (Cherle:
302).

Sue mentioned being boundary-led in her practice and teaching the young
people that they were ‘not robots who come out at the start of a shift and are
wheeled back into a box at the end’.

The word ‘teaching’ featured frequently in Stephanie’s account. She talked
about teaching the basics of right and wrong and teaching the young people
that their behaviour had consequences.

Sean conceptualised teaching as using his own angle to help the young
people learn ways of dealing with anger instead of kicking or punching and
having a directive role (‘like any family, kids need direction). However, he
admitted that being overly directive was definitely not the way to go with
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working with young people’. Instead, he said, there needed to be flexibility to
account for the young person’s background and the fact that it might be hard
for them to adjust to the boundaries.
The parent but not a parent
The participants were hesitant about saying they carried out a parental role
and did not appear comfortable using the word ‘parenting'. Sean referred to a
quasi-parental’ relationship and an ‘unconditional ro/e’which appeared to be
in

opposition

to

a

teaching

role.

Stephanie

had

quite

a

unique

conceptualisation of her role which was as ‘surrogate parent then social
worker’ as shown in the following quote:
‘That’s where Tm saying more surrogate parent before social worker in
the sense that at the end of the day, this is their home, we are the
adults responsible for their care at the moment, and I think if they’re
not going to learn it here, who is going to be teaching it to them?’
(Stephanie: 42).
A large part of this surrogate role was ‘teaching’.
The target
The word ‘target’ does not strictly denote a role but was used here because
all of the participants mentioned abuse which would be targeted at staff. The
following quote by Rosie was particularly poignant:

‘In this job because you’re attacked so much at times personally, (R:
mm hmm) and you’re human and as much as even at that your
personal views are being sort of sometimes thrown in your face, (R:
mm hmm) so I think I need to have myself really prepared for that, you
know. But then, it’s not about being selfish, it’s more then I feel that if
that child does feel that then I’m going to react in a, in a professional
way. (R: mm hmm) Or, not have my reaction affect you know that child
or affect our relationship. (R: mm hmm) Because if sometimes if I
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reacted on my personal opinions then perhaps some of the kids would
never speak to me [both laugh]’ (Rosie: 357).

In order to cope with being attacked personally, Rosie tried to prepare herself
so that she could react professionally. The notion of an attack on the person
was perhaps insightful. Many of the participants mentioned using their own
background and values around right and wrong and manners. As Rosie
demonstrated here, these were called into question or ‘thrown in your face’.
Jean summed up the predicament well when she mentioned that she had to
compromise her own personal morals between right or wrong.
The ‘compromise’ was that they acknowledged that the residential care
environment was different. In Cherie’s words ‘this is an unreal sort of
environment, it’s an artificial environment (...) it’s not out on the street’ (170).
Sean noted that the ‘level of abuse and aggression’ was not something he
had experienced anywhere else.
In particular, assaults were mentioned by all the participants except Rosie.
Sue and Marie both described being assaulted. The following quote by Sue
linked the impact of assaults on the staff to the relationships with young
people:
‘There was very much sort of a health and social services campaign
about zero tolerance and abuse of staff and I was feeling quite ooohh
at the time, going, we, that doesn’t apply to us, we’re just expected to
take any old shit because they’re kids, and you know, really all they’re
talking about there is, is doctors and nurses in hospitals, and they
don’t have the relationships that, that we have with these kids, that we
then have to get back up and come back, bounce back from that.(...)
you have to find some way of trying to protect yourself. Am, which I
think at times if you, are, or have been assaulted by kids or there’s
some particular incident that’s happened and it’s, am, I know for me
personally I can sort of get quite inflexible then and just shut down (...)
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and stick to rules and boundaries because it’s sort of safer for the
adults. (R: yea) you don’t, you don’t really know what to do. And that
can affect the, the relationships then with the, the young people’ (Sue:
139).

The response to the young people’s behaviour here by staff is contextualised
in the next theme regarding domino effects.
Stephanie was not personally assaulted herself, but said she found them a
‘massive sore point’. She said it infuriated her because ‘people have really
tried their best and bent over backwards to do everything and anything for
her’ and that young people were ‘treated so well’.
The human being
The word ‘human’ came up in quite a few of the accounts and was used in
two different ways. To be human denoted the fact that the participants were
affected emotionally by what happened to them. As Cherie noted:
‘You’re not super-human, you are a human being and you are affected
by things and behaviours’ (Cherie: 138).
Likewise Jean said that to be human was to make mistakes:
‘You do lose your temper and you don’t react the way the textbook
would tell you to react. And you can’t help it, you’re only human. But I
think it’s ok to make mistakes as long as you do reflect on them,
because we’re not robots, and we are human’ (Jean: 176).

References to the participants being 'humans’ and not ‘robots’ were used in
different ways in the study. In the present sense, to be human was to be
prone to the human frailty of emotions and making mistakes. Only ‘super’
humans or ‘robots’ by implication, could be unaffected by these.
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On the other hand, to be human also served to escalate problems by reacting
in a human way. Jean mentioned being uncomfortable with the human
reaction to the young people: 'we were, we were, ach, retaliating' (p.126).
She differentiated a human reaction from a Social Work reaction because it
'drove everything up another notch'. In the following passage, retaliation was
described vividly as a cycle of hostility by Jean:

‘It comes down to a cycle again you know. Like they were getting
nothing for so long and they were feeling discontented and they
weren’t going to be rewarded because their behaviour continued on
and on in this way and then ach [sigh] we were sort of withdrawing our
relationships and there was this awful hostility. And I thought to
myself, well this needs to stop and this needs to be broken, and we’re
the adults so we should be the ones who do it but it’s very hard,
because night on night you were being kept up late, and you didn’t
have the motivation to engage with the kids because you’d had no
sleep, because they had abused you physically, well not always
physically but verbally and you know and set off alarms, and, and, just
wreaked havoc around the house’ (Jean: 114).
The ‘balancing act’ of the human and professional social worker sides of the
role was demonstrated poignantly by Marie when she described being
assaulted three times in three weeks. She said that her ‘human s/de’wanted
to go home and say ‘I’m not going back there’ but that:
‘Me as a professional social worker had to go in ten minutes later and
sit down with the young person and talk about what just happened,
and all the time you’re sitting there as a person going 7 just wanna cry
cos it’s really sore’ [laughs] (Marie: 384).

She described how, during the restraint, her ‘professional s/de’took over and
she blocked out the pain. Her ‘human s/de’then needed ten minutes away to
‘re-center’, ‘re-focus’ or ‘get it into perspective’. The professional side then

134

returned as she came back to the young person emotionally centered to
address what had happened. This emotional centering and displacing of
emotions away from the young people was similar to the emotional
management mentioned earlier. However, the emotions were still evident
because Marie, as a ‘person’ wanted to cry.

The nurturer
A nurturing or caring role was mentioned by Stephanie and Marie. Marie
openly admitted that her ‘own personality is to want to, to try to fix it as much
as I can’. She said she was frustrated by not being able to fix things because
they were ‘beyond your capabilities’ and that 7 can’t take away the memories,
I can’t take away their feelings of being let down, can’t take away the
experience they’ve had of maybe being abused’. Instead, she said she tried
to give good memories and positives. Nevertheless, she said she found it
hard to accept and ‘heart-breaking’ to hear the things the young people had
been through. Frustration was clear at the end of her interview when she said
she would like to ‘wave a magic wand and make it all better’.
The therapist
None of the participants regarded their role as therapeutic. Sean mentioned a
therapeutic working role but he juxtaposed this role against ‘a sort of lighter
side to things’. He said he was no longer comfortable doing intense
therapeutic work with the young people because the emotional fallout for the
young person should take place in another setting outside of the context of
their home. His opinion was that therapeutic work should be done with a
‘professional’ outside of this context. None of the others mentioned doing
therapeutic work. However, Jean talked about wanting to do therapeutic work
and viewed the others who had keywork roles as carrying out therapeutic
work with their key children. Rosie talked about accessing therapeutic
services on the young people’s behalf. Stephanie mentioned working
alongside a psychologist in therapeutic services when doing some PCP
(Person Centred Planning)10 work with one of her key children.
10 Person Centred Planning involves making life plans for children in care
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Undercurrents of expectation of relationships as a professional skill
Two undercurrents of expectations complicated further the thoughts and
emotions surrounding relationships. One was the expectation that the
participants were not motivated by personal benefit as demonstrated in the
following quote by Rosie:

'Because if I think, do you know, if I went in trying to be her friend, or
doing it to have a positive session (R: mm hmm) or to try and have her
like me as a key worker then that’s, that’s wrong (R: mm hmm) you
know that’s doing that for [pause] my own benefits rather than the
child’s do you know' (Rosie: 133).
Rosie’s words echo the reluctance of the other participants to reveal that any
motivation in their relationships was for personal benefit. The suggestion was
that it was ‘wrong’ to: a) try to be the young person’s friend; b) to have a
positive session, or; c) to get the young person to like her. However, all these
things were features of building relationships at a social level corresponding
to Theme 1.
Another factor complicating the tensions in role expectation was the
‘undercurrent of expectation’ of having a significant relationship. The result
was that the participants felt bad at their job if relationships did not work, as
Sue illustrated:
7 just wanted this girl to [pause] to like me, to get on with her, because
it was saying a lot for me about me as, as a social worker’ (Sue: 74).

Likewise, one of Sean’s biggest worries was ‘losing my skills in having
relationships’ and being mindful that he could ‘burnout’. He later worried
about ‘not performing to my optimum’ when he did not ‘try harder’ with the
young girl during the unsettled period. These worries could be seen as
professional worries which affected Sean on an emotional level. Such worries
were mentioned spontaneously across Sean’s account.
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The participants appeared to regard relationships as a ‘skiIf which they as a
professional had to master, setting aside their own personal gains.

Summary

This theme is the most complex of all the themes and is critical to the
discussions in the following chapter. Within this section, a number of
conflicting role expectations around relationships with young people was
discussed. The findings have demonstrated the complexity of the thoughts
and emotions of the participants trying to hold a number of tensions in
balance, aptly described as jigsaws and juggling. Coming in the door was
significant as highlighted by Rosie and they engaged in highly emotional
work that required them to switch off or displace their emotions in time and
space. Despite their emotional work, the participants could still experience a
‘sting’ when things went wrong, particularly in their ‘good’ relationships as
witnessed by Sue. Within this theme, considerable attention has also been
devoted to the conflicting professional roles and tasks which the participants
held in tension with relationships. Jean’s sense of professionalism captured a
sense of two types of skills: one drawing on the self, the other creating a
different face for the outside world. The context in which these thoughts and
emotions were situated had a powerful effect as will be demonstrated in the
next theme.

Theme 3: ‘If something’s going wrong anywhere’ there is a
domino effect on relationships
The third theme in the initial interviews was the domino effect of other
elements of the residential care context on the participants’ relationships with
the young people. The elements which impacted on the experience of
relationships were: a) the young people; b) the mix of young people in the
home; c) the team; and, d) the wider environment of the unit. The name
'domino effect' captured the essence of the theme and was mentioned by
Rosie both in her initial interview and in the focus group. Dominoes could be
arranged in many different ways and toppling one domino would set off a
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knock-on effect on the other dominoes. The dominoes needed to be rebuilt,
yet each time they could be rebuilt differently.

The notion of dominoes was linked to the fragile nature of relationships in
residential care. It was Rosie who used the word ‘fragile’ when she talked
about new relationships in particular: ‘At the start, too, new children
relationships are very, very fragile when they come in’.

The word fragile

evoked the sense that one wrong move would have a detrimental effect on
relationships. The theme name was inspired by one of Rosie’s final remarks:
'Yes, but do you see? It’s more like if something’s going wrong even
anywhere, it, your relationship’s constantly on the,[pause] you know,
one minute it could be great and in two seconds its gone' (Rosie: 509).
Rosie was extremely conscious during the interview about how she came
across and frequently asked for reassurance or checked if what she said
made sense. At the time of the interview I did not ‘see’what she was saying.
It was only afterwards, that I could ‘see’ that she was telling me the fragile
nature of relationships was important to her. She was not asking for
affirmation or reassurance here, she was urging me to understand.
Like a set of dominoes, relationships, needed to be built up again when they
went wrong as seen in the following quote by Sue:

‘You generally have that time to build up those relationships, and have
to fix them when things go wrong as well, you know they are not just
going away’ (Sue: 123).

Based on a notion of a set of dominoes impacting on relationships, in the
following subsections four domino effects are examined. The first describes
how relationships are dependent on the young people. The second examines
how the mix of young people in the home has an influence on relationships.
In the third, the team impact is examined. Finally, the wider impact of what is
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happening in the home is examined, drawing in particular, on the example of
the unsettled period.

Relationships are dependent on the young people
One of the main ways relationships were dependent on young people was if
the young person would not ‘engage' with staff, as shown in the following
example by Sue:

‘And you’re still in the position of ha, trying to break your neck to keep
them safe and it’s not working. It’s [pause] that's a killer, that’s a real,
cos if the relationship’s gone there’s nothing. (...) And it can be guite
demoralising because it can have a major impact on the other kids
who live here. (R: mm hmm) But it also can be [pause] sorry, that,
that, we have done everything we can do, and, and realistically there
is nothing more that can be done here and that, that child needs to
move on’ (Sue: 193).
The words ‘killer’ and ‘demoralising’ show the influence of such challenging
relationships on Sue who was trying to ‘break her neck’. The domino effect
was that all the staff had tried, they were demoralised, there was an impact
on the other kids and the young person had to move on. Likewise, Stephanie
voiced frustration with being unable to maintain a relationship with her female
keychild since the young girl absconded continuously.

Rosie explicitly mentioned that relationships were dependent on the children:
‘It depends on, I think a lot of it depends on the children, and what
mood they’re in and what they’re going through too' (Rosie: 65).

The participants also held conflicting views of the young people which
impacted on their relationships. There were three dominant narratives about
the young people in the interviews which generally focused on the young
people’s behaviours: a) the children as manipulative; b) the children as
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attention-seeking; and, c) the children’s behaviour as a manifestation of
deeper issues. Often the narratives intertwined but reflected conflicting
attributions to the causes of behaviour. The complex thought processes
outlined in Theme 2 resonated here.

In the first two narratives, the participants frequently focused on the emotions
or behaviours of the young people. Examples of emotions were being angry
or upset. Examples of behaviours were verbal and physical abuse and
aggression. The intermixing of the narratives was particularly evident in
Rosie and Jean’s accounts. Firstly Rosie tried to look deeper at young people
but sometimes could not see past the other narratives:
When something like that happens and you can see and look at a
child and see what’s going on in their life you know, you don’t take it
too personally (...) But, I think when you can look at what’s going on in
their life you can, you can have a bit more empathy and understanding
as to why they’re doing it (R: mm hmm) you know. The only thing is
there’s times kids really do, sometimes they just don’t have a reason,
you know. Ach, well I suppose there’s a reason you know for
everything you know, but sometimes they’re just being rude and
cheeky and trying to take advantage and it’s just, I think sometimes it
can be disappointing (Rosie: 75).

Rosie used the words ‘seeing’ and ‘looking’ often in her interview and was
trying to move beyond the ‘seen’ elements. Here she looked with different
eyes to see what was going on in the child's life which enabled her not to
take things personally and to have empathy and understanding. However,
she did not always find it possible to unearth a reason. Likewise, Sue talked
about the types of behaviours which would 'push her buttons’.

Jean had a dilemma in integrating the conflicting narratives about the young
people as seen in the jigsaw metaphor. She used the word ‘dilemma’ herself
and it was based on the fact that she identified with the third narrative, having
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completed TCI (Therapeutic Crisis Intervention) training not long before the
interview. The training taught her that the young people’s behaviours were a
manifestation of their needs. However, through the team, she had learned
that the other two narratives were dominant in the staffs perceptions of the
young people. Jean’s dilemma permeated her interview, but the following
passage highlighted some of her difficulties:
JEAN: ‘But I don’t want to become a cynic either, I definitely don’t want
to become a cynic. But then maybe if I take everything at face value
I’m leaving myself vulnerable to being manipulated?

R: I think, so what, am, what’s your kind of gut instinct about face
value you know, about what you’re actually seeing yourself?
JEAN:

Yea, well, I’m, I’m, the few one-to-ones that I’ve had with

children, I have felt they were genuine, .... Nah I’m still prepared to
take people at face value and I don’t want to be cynical, [pause].
Because it goes against the whole values of Social Work in my mind.
But then again, I don’t have the experience to, to back up mine, it’s
like I find some of the more experienced members of the team are
very confident in their assertion, and I can’t, I don’t feel like I can be
confident in anything yet, do you know what I mean? So, I’m not sure,
I’m just sort of trying to find my niche’ (Jean: 132).

Central to Jean’s dilemma was the threat of manipulation from the children.
The word 'maybe' suggested that she was unconvinced of the danger of
manipulation. She was resistant to the cynical view because she felt that
cynicism went against the values of Social Work. She ended the passage
with the use of humour: 'until I find myself caught out'. Likewise, later in her
interview, she mentioned only believing a young person could go ‘off the rails’
when she saw it with her own eyes. The influence of training and the team on
the dominant narratives around young people was particularly pronounced in
Jean’s account and as she said, she was still trying to find her niche. A
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complication was that she could learn from the team and elsewhere in her
interview she talked about gaining a better understanding of the complexity of
the children’s lives from the team.

Relationships are dependent on the mix of young people in the unit: the
impact of ‘contamination’
The mix of young people in the home was mentioned as a constraint on
relationships. The main focus was on ‘inappropriate’ placements and the
disruption of some young people on other young people with whom the
participants had a good relationship (mentioned by Cherie, Sue, Sean and
Marie). There was a sense of ‘frustration’ where, at the extreme, a few young
people who were more settled could be overlooked, as demonstrated in the
following quote:
CHERIE: ‘To have somebody moved in who is, who is hell bent on,
you know from the outset who is not going to settle and could be here
for six weeks (...) the damage that is done in six weeks (R: mm hmm)
it just completely, it, it, this is no longer a place of safety for these
young people and it is just so, it’s soul-destroying because you have
maybe done a lot of good work with those young people and particular
young people and one sort of character out of the mix of it just it, it just
puts everything on hold and it really contaminates the work that you’ve
done (...)

R: what kind of impact does that have then on your relationships?

CHERIE: it puts it under strain then because you are no longer their
key, their staff member or their key worker, you’re ‘them’ and it’s ‘us’
and ‘them’ sort of mentality

R: mm hmm
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CHERIE: and as a new person comes in, you know it’s almost not
cool or not am, acceptable to be seen to be having such a great
relationship with staff (Cherie: 480).

The words ‘damage’ and ‘contamination’ demonstrate a powerful domino
effect in just six weeks. Cherie’s relationship with her keychild suffered. The
words 'soul-destroying' showed the effect the disruption in the mix had on
Cherie. The domino effect of one person moving in was manifested on the
other young people and on the staff relationships with the young people. A
sense of division, ‘them and us\ was also created in the wider unit.

In the following quote, Rosie captured a sense of how the mix of needs within
the group of young people coincided chaotically:
‘Somebody’s fell up the, up the bottom corridor and somebody’s
kicking the door on the top corridor and you know, you’re rushing and
there’s only, you know, depending on night time if it’s like late, after
11, there’s only two staff (Rosie: 575).
Her existence was rushed and far removed from the fun nature of spending
time with young people in Theme 1.
Relationships are dependent on the team
Another domino effect on relationships was difficulties within the team. Again
Rosie directly noted that the team was important for my research. This
admission came late in her interview following her discussion of being upset.
Realising that the word ‘upset’ came up quite often in her interview I asked
‘So what do you do when you get upset?’ The following was her response:
Well I would you know it’s down to your, your team as well, a very
supportive relationship within the team too. And if relationships, you
know, I will be very open about this, and you know, I think it’s a very
important thing to add in especially for your research. And I don’t think
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that if it was ever portrayed back to the team, because I think the team
have all reflected on it as well, and I think they’d be in great,
agreement, there’s a lot of issues going on in the last year with, am,
within the team, and a lot of negative things that were very obvious,
even like myself, there was a staff member, am [pause] can’t go into
detail about them but, I wasn’t involved, but I very much felt the
atmosphere in the team was tense between, a tension between staff
members, the kids then in turn picked up on that. (R: mm hm) So, we,
the other very major part is as a team, that if our team isn’t working
well then that affects the relationship with everybody and the
kids...even people’s relationships like were, my relationships were
affected with the kids by other people’s behaviour’ (Rosie: 495).
Rosie directly asserted here a domino effect of tensions within the team on
relationships. Her reference to relaying the tensions in the team was
interesting because, as will be shown in the focus group, she did not directly
mention the nature of the tensions in the team in that context.
Most of the participants noted that they had differences in the way they
worked. Jean admitted that she wanted to fit in or be liked in the team but
that: ‘if you’re coming in with staff who have been working here two years,
you’re coming in on the edge of things’ (Jean: 22). Sue mentioned that staff
worked in ‘different’ ways and in ‘opposite’ ways, but also together, and that
influenced the relationships with the young people. Sean, likewise, stated
that: 'everyone has different relationships and people place different values
on different parts of relationships’ (Sean: 295). Nevertheless, a desire for
consistency in the team was mentioned by Rosie, Cherie and Stephanie.

One of the main differences in the team regarded boundaries which were
linked to the teaching role. Sue for example veered more towards boundaries
and saying ‘no’. She said that while other staff ‘would feel maybe that setting
boundaries is, is hard’ she personally' thought they needed something to
kick against. She also said she did not have a problem saying ‘no’ or
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challenging, but had to remind herself to say ‘yes’. Likewise, Stephanie said
the young people did not cross the line with her. On the other hand, Marie,
Jean and Rosie noted having a problem saying ‘no’.

However the support of the team was also mentioned. Rosie talked of their
support and reassurance in seeing that she was targeted by her keychild.
Stephanie acknowledged directly that the support of the team helped her do
some monthly reports and co-work. Likewise, as previously mentioned,
Cherie talked of a team discussion after a difficult incident.

Relationships are dependent on the unit: Weathering the storms
The final domino effect on relationships was the wider ‘unit’. All of the
participants mentioned an unsettled period except for Stephanie. Definitions
of ‘unsettled’ are useful here, namely:
Not

settled;

not

fixed

or stable;

without

established

order;

unorganised’; b) continuously moving or changing; not situated in one
place; c) wavering or uncertain as in opinions or behaviour etc.;
unstable; erratic; d) undetermined; as a point at issue; undecided;
doubtful; e) liable to change; inconstant; variable’ (Webster, 1989:
1564).

There were, therefore, many ways such an unsettled period could be
interpreted and the notion of being ‘unsettled’ is explored in the discussion
chapter.

From almost the start of Rosie’s interview, she mentioned the domino effect
of the ‘unit’ being unsettled on relationships. She directly stated that
relationships depended on what was going on in the ‘unit’ as shown in the
following quote:

'Am, at the moment the unit’s just settling down again. It was really,
really unsettled, [short pause] (R: mm hmm) Again, we sort of, you
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know [short pause] our relationships are pretty the same, it depends
what’s going on, and what’s going on in the unit, and I think that
affects your relationship' (p.69, Rosie).

Rosie openly asserted that the unit affected relationships on several
occasions during her interview.

Often the participants’ descriptions of the unsettled period became more vivid
as the interview progressed. Sue’s reference moved from a ‘rocky time’ to
saying that they had ‘weathered another storm’ and were ‘out on the other
side’. The use of the imagery of weathering a storm was interesting; her
approach was that she had some ‘experience’ with storms.
Likewise, Jean began talking about a period of ‘turbulence’ and later in her
interview talked of a ‘cycle of hostility’ between the staff and young people. A
similar progression was found in Cherie’s account. She firstly referred to it as
a 'really rocky patch', then that it was unsettled and disruption strained
relationships, and finally referred to it as the 'horrendous time'. Marie too
mentioned the unsettled period before the interview even started.
Sean brought up the need for recovery after an unsettled period. He
spontaneously mentioned the unsettled period before the interview began
saying that it was good timing for the research. In the following example,
Sean talked about the need to take time off after a difficult 24 hour shift:

‘But I do think maybe something should be put, put in place whereby
you have at least some time off after a 24 hour, when you’ve gone
through that [a difficult shift with no sleep for 24 hours], (R: mm hmm)
it’s just so that you can regain a bit of sanity and normality (R: yea)
before going back into it again because it’s very, very difficult, I mean
no matter, no matter how compassionate a person you are, no matter
how patient you are, you know to, it’s unrealistic to expect to go back
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you know time and time again and especially if you’ve had no chance
to recover in terms, in terms of sleep (Sean: 387).

The impact on Sean of the unsettled period was a lack of sleep and a need to
regain sanity and normality. Later Sean mentioned ‘your body clock might be
kind of all over the place’.

Drawing on the imagery of a ‘robot’, a contrast of a domino effect was evident
in the telling and retelling of the story of the ‘horrendous period’ by Cherie.
She first told the story as follows:
‘So you have to get up the next day and you have to sort of get energy
from somewhere and try, start trying to, trying to maintain some sort of
stability, am, within the unit.(...) And certainly when you’ve had maybe
an hour or two hours sleep, you just wanna go home, I, you, (R: mm
hmm) at that point you, you’re just really pissed off and you don’t
wanna be bothered even speaking to them, but you do have to but,
you know, you have to be the bigger person. You, you are the, you
have to remember you are the staff member (R: mm hmm) and you
have to you know, think of them, and just always make that effort and
it can be difficult and as I say you are a human being, you’re not a
robot’ (Cherie: 150).

This story began from Cherie talking about the ‘horrendous period’. Of
interest was the contrast between the verb 'want and ’are1 or ’have to' be the
'bigger person'. Her ‘want was to go home, but she found the energy from
somewhere to be the ‘biggerperson’.

Later Cherie used the word 'robotic' in a somewhat different sense. This
extract is drawn from a question on what constrained relationships and a
probe around mood and feelings which she mentioned. Cherie again brought
up the unsettled period:
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When it M/as really very unsettled, you felt quite deflated, cos you just
couldn’t see any end in sight, you knew that this was a rough patch
and you knew that it would pass eventually but it, it didn’t seem, you
know every shift seemed to be like groundhog day, it was the same
things and you became deflated and quite low, and I just didn’t feel
like I had the same energy and I didn’t want to spend, invest as much
of myself on the shift, you know I didn’t really wanna talk about, am,
you know what I was going, what film it would be this evening, you
know I just wanted to get through the shift and I just felt you know a bit
robotic, I didn't feel like myself, cos I just was so tired and my mood
was quite, so it did have an impact and it really impacted on, well the
unit as a whole really, you know everybody could feel this sort of ...am
and now that things have got back on track you know, the mood in this
place feels like a weight has been lifted off and you feel so much
more, the atmosphere is so much more relaxed and you, your mood is
more upbeat and it just feels like a dark cloud has passed, and you
feel a bit more energised’ (Cherie, 448).
The retelling of the story revealed a different use of the word robot from her
earlier passage. Here, Cherie referred to the same six weeks saying she felt
'a bit robotic'. She described how the environment constrained her mood and
feelings (mental impact) and her body through exhaustion (physical impact).
The reference here to energy levels contrasted with the previous reference to
energy; she admitted that she did not want to invest the same energy.
Likewise, Cherie referred to her ‘self’-, she did not want to 'invest’ as much of
her ‘self’ and did not feel like her ‘self. However, like Sue’s storm imagery,
once the 'dark cloud had passed' her mood and energy changed.

The powerful language used by all the participants surrounding the unsettled
period revealed the domino effect of the wider environment of the ‘unit’ on the
participants. In Cherie’s case, the word ‘drained occurred frequently in her
account. Her capacity to give her ‘self’ and physical and mental energy was
‘drained’ by the domino effect of all the things happening in the wider unit.
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Summary

This theme has outlined the fragility of relationships to many other levels of
activity in the home or in the wider context of residential care. The notion of
dominoes revealed how a change could impact ultimately on relationships.
Connecting with Theme 2, the participants were therefore dealing with a
complex task of thinking and managing emotions amidst powerful domino
effects.

Firstly, young people had considerable power to engage in relationships or to
influence their relationships through their behaviour. The participants were
also trying to come to their own interpretations of the young people’s
behaviour in particular. Secondly, the mix in the home created a domino
effect. Cherie referred to the ‘soul-destroying' sense of ‘contamination' on the
work they had carried out when the mix of children was disrupted. The
resultant threat to their sense of being in relationship was a rushed sense of
existence where they were

pulled

in

many different directions as

demonstrated by Rosie.
Thirdly, the domino effect of the team was mentioned by most of the
participants. The fact that most noted having differences revealed the
diversity of interpretations of their role as outlined in Theme 2. At the core of
the team differences was differing interpretations of boundaries or rules for
the young people, and the word ‘no’ had a particular significance because it
triggered off behaviours by the young people.

One of the most critical domino effects was the general sense of the ‘unit’
being unsettled and encompassed all the other domino effects. The word
‘unsettled’ was particularly insightful, because the domino effect implied a
negative effect of toppling. Ultimately the domino effect had repercussions for
the young people, their relationships and the participants themselves. There
was a certain amount of recovery time needed after an unsettled period.
Poignant examples were used where energy reserves were drained and
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Cherie, for example, recounted feeling a bit ‘robotic’. There was a sense of
movement coming out of the unsettled period linked to learning as illustrated
in the following theme.

Theme 4: We’re all on a learning curve
Many of the participants used the word ‘learning’ regarding relationships
even if they had been there for some time. This theme denoted a sense of
experiential learning surrounding relationships. The notion of a curve was
perhaps misleading because it implied that they were all on a learning curve
together. More accurately, they were all learning both individually and
collectively as well as learning from each other. However, the phrase
‘learning curve’ was used by Sue, Cherie and Marie and has been retained
for this reason. They were all at different stages on either an individual or
communal learning curve. This theme brought together the other three
themes, to an extent. The participants were learning to value spending time
with young people. They were learning to cope both cognitively and
emotionally with the myriad of conflicting concerns they had to manage. They
were also learning how to manage the fragility of relationships and how to
rebuild them when a domino effect occurred. There was a degree of fear and
uncertainty in the learning process reflecting the the work they had to do.
Bringing together the notion of a learning curve and dominoes, sheds some
light on the complexity of the learning process within relationships. If each of
the participants’ approaches were set up as a curve of dominoes, they all
intersected at some point. However, when one domino toppled there would
be an effect on other individuals as well as the whole team. Sean aptly
differentiated between learning at the start and learning through the years.
This distinction illuminated the differences which became apparent among
the participants relating to their sense-making of how to approach
relationships.

This theme covered four areas: a) learning at the start; b)

learning through the years; c) the impact of a domino effect on learning and,
d) a disjuncture between training and experiential learning.
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Learning at the start
Jean was the newest member of staff and her interview highlighted the
complexity of the learning process in residential care. The fear and
uncertainty in her account focused on grey areas. In the following quote, one
of Jean’s ‘learning points’ was decision-making, particularly when she felt ‘on
the spot’:

'But all your practice here is public [pause] (...) you’re always in front
of another member of staff or other children and if you’re doing, if
you’re saying ‘no, you can’t have this’ there’s always going to be
someone saying ‘no that isn’t fair’ you know, ‘she got this’ and ‘she got
this’. And, you don’t know what’s going on and you’re like ‘well’
[pause] you know you’re pre, you’re never, you have to be quite,
you’ve to make a lot of decisions on the spot, in front of other people
who are all waiting to see what way you’re gonna react, so, in a sense
everyone’s sort of, everyone is sort of, you know, and the atmosphere
is, am, taking back the way you’ve reacted and am, learning about you
the way you’re learning about them' (Jean: 34)
The public nature of her practice was one of the most memorable aspects of
Jean’s interview. On further reading it appeared even more important than it
felt at the time. The pause here heightened the impact. In this rich passage
she spoke of her relationships being 'in front of another member of staff or
other children. The public nature of her practice took place at a visual level:
they could 'see' how she reacted. There was also an auditory level where
someone was always saying something. She talked of having to make
decisions 'on the spot', a notion which came up in other parts of her interview
and gave the impression of being trapped under a spotlight shining on her. Of
further interest was how she felt the others were ‘waiting’ to see how she
reacted. Jean also admitted that she did not have the 'guts' to express
different opinions to the other staff in the public arena. In contrast, Jean also
mentioned feeling

‘on the edge’ both with young people and staff

relationships.
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Jean mentioned not being comfortable learning through mistakes at several
points in her interview. In the following passage her academic background
was contrasted with learning through mistakes:

‘But I think that, coming into a, never working with young people
before, and not having as much training on working with young people
as I would like. But then, everyday life is training, so I mean [pause],
because you’re, I’m sort of, I’ve sort of an academic background, part
of me always wants to be running and reading a book on something
before I dealt with it. But then, you’d, every, sometimes I just feel like
I’m, sometimes I just feel like I’m learning through making mistakes, a
lot, [laughs, almost nervously] (R: yea) you know. And you do a lot’
(Jean: 176).
One reading of her discomfort with learning through mistakes was the
transition between academia and practice; from theoretical learning to
experiential learning. Another reading is that she was making a move from
using the past (academic training) to the present (experiencing in the
moment).
One of the main difficulties with experiential learning for Jean was that there
were a number of grey areas and conflicting interpretations among team
members:
'It’s hard to know what is right. Every day you sort of come in and you
sort of, even when you’re not making decisions, I’m not always 100%
convinced that the decisions I’ve made are right or wrong, or the
decisions other people have made are right or wrong, you know
there’s always arguments for and against (R: yep) And so it just
comes down to....and people on our team are very vocal. (...)
apparently the way we work, Is if you can justify your decision on your
shift then that’s why you don’t have to feel in any way wary about
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making the decision. But it’s just you know so, there are obviously a lot
of grey areas, and in terms of staff relationships, you know there can
be like, I wouldn’t say tensions, because it’s a great team, but
definitely people would be vocal if they disagreed with you, but that’s a
good thing' (Jean: 64).

Here she mentioned some of the tensions in the team. Jean evoked a sense
of mutual learning and questioning. Another learning point for Jean was how
to fit into a vocal team. As mentioned earlier she was learning not to reward
bad behaviour.

Learning from the team also came across in other accounts. Cherie
mentioned that she learned what was acceptable from becoming a member
of the team:
‘You become a member of that team, the team meetings and
everything you sort of get a feel of what is acceptable (R: mm hmm)
and you know and am, generally speaking we all, all you know, I just
think, we all don’t accept bad language, and we don’t accept acts of
aggression’ (Cherie: 236).

Like Jean, one of the team learning points surrounded behaviour. Marie said
that when she started ‘a lot of what you do...is watch how other staff interact
with young people’. Jean, Rosie and Marie mentioned checking in with other
staff. Marie mentioned on several occasions that she was new to residential
or that it was ‘early days’, yet, she had been there two years.

Learning through the years

There was a sense of slowing down or relaxing into relationships over the
years. Sue mentioned learning to ‘relax’ into relationships which she found
worked better than trying too hard. She recalled being happy working
‘alongside’ adults in her previous job compared to feeling ‘demoralised’
working ‘against’ but ‘for’ children. At the point of the first interview she was
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beginning to yearn for a more relaxed way of working with young people and
this theme was also evident in her follow-up interview. Sean too ‘found out
through the years’ that he preferred to build up relationships slowly. In his
opinion, relationship-building was something he learned ‘and naturally
evolves through practice’. Sean recalled being a bit more ‘guarded1 to begin
with and the fact that he had no experience.

Sean also said he ‘gradually learned’ that he would no longer be doing
therapeutic work with the children and that it had been a ‘learning experience’
for him. In contrast, at the start he revealed that he ‘probably did try and do
very intense work with young people’ and said he was ‘maybe aiming a bit
too high’.
Impact of the domino effect on learning
The importance of the overall mood of the home at the time was seen by
Sean as having a significant impact on the gradual learning of relationships.
Sean mentioned feeling ‘lucky’that he started when the unit was opening. He
said it gradually filled up and that gave him time to work out what his role was
and to develop relationships. He also mentioned that, as a team, they were
all experiencing the same thing. He compared his starting point to the
‘difficulty’ a newly qualified person would feel moving into an ‘already existing
home’ which was unsettled. Sean’s reference to a newly qualified person
resonated with my thoughts on Jean’s situation. Jean was thrown into an
‘already existing home’ of the type that Sean described. Sean talked about
being able to set up the home and his style gradually. Jean did not have the
same sense of gradual learning.

Cherie talked of learning the complexity of relationships after settling in. In
the following example she showed how she would step back from the
situation:

‘But I think it’s been a learning curve for me, cos three years down the
line and I’m a different person than I was then. I am a happy-go-lucky
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person and I still am quite relaxed and am, chilled out with the young
people and I think I do have a relationship with all, with them all, but at
the same time there’s been things that have happened in the last three
years that have changed me in some respects and maybe, am, am,
I’ve tried to maybe take a step back’ (Cherie, 72).

These examples have shown that learning through the years could be
focused on a relaxed and gradual development of relationships or a
distancing from therapeutic work or a more personal approach with young
people.

Disjuncture between training and experiential learning
The participants did not regard their Social Work training as being directly
useful for their relationships. It was not an area they spontaneously
mentioned often in their accounts and when probed, they tended to
emphasise learning experientially through practice. In fact, Sean explicitly
said that his Social Work training was not significant:
To be perfectly honest, I don’t think that, certainly my Social Work
training or any of my academic training, am, has impacted...am, in any
significant sense’ (Sean, 229).
Instead he said that young people were ‘probably the best trainers of how to
form a relationship’, not a textbook. While Sean did not identify with Social
Work, in the analysis, it became apparent that the values he held resonated
with Social Work such as being non-judgemental and young person-centred.
Cherie, somewhat differently, noted how she was losing out on her Social
Work skills and learning because the focus of her work was on relationship
building and interpersonal skills:

‘It’s really funny because you would underestimate what you do bring
with you and, am, the skills and so on that you do use, and I certainly
would be, sometimes would feel a bit, aw, I’m not using all this

155

learning in terms of like a fieldworker would and I feel like maybe I’m
losing out and not getting that. But you do, you’re relationship building
and (R: mm hmm) your interpersonal communication skills and just
you use constantly’ (Cherie: 312).

Cherie’s account revealed a mismatch between the skills she had learned
through Social Work and the skills she was actually using in residential care.

Other mismatches were evidenced in the accounts. Marie was interested in
increasing her knowledge of Adolescent Mental Health in order to know the
normal spectrum of behaviour. She wondered about other things going on in
the backgrounds for the young people which she could not see 'because of
our lack of knowledge and our lack of training’. Jean too mentioned that she
had not received adequate training in working with young people and would
have liked more training in interventions.
Nevertheless, Rosie did mention that her training had helped her avoid
approaching the children with her own ‘black and white’ view. Sue talked
about using her theoretical base of Child and Adolescent Mental Health.
Stephanie also talked about not imposing her values on young people
because of the anti-oppressive practice she had learned in Social Work.
Furthermore, as mentioned earlier, Jean wanted to go back to a book rather
than learning through mistakes.

Summary

The learning process revealed how the participants carved out their own
interpretation of their relationships. At the start, these were based on
watching and learning from one another in the team and through making
mistakes. Jean’s account highlighted the public nature of this learning
process and the difficulty of making decisions on-the-spot. She was
undergoing a process of learning how to move in from the ‘edge’. The
uncertainty of ‘grey areas’ was in sharp contrast to academia where she
could search a book for answers.
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Through the years, the participants learned that relationships evolved
through practice. Experience was a crucial aspect of relationships and a
disjuncture between training and the experience of relationships was
revealed in several ways. For example, Sean directly asserted that his
training was not significant. Cherie felt her Social Work skills were not being
used. Linking with Theme 1, the participants regarded it as important not to
be seen by the young people as a social worker. Linking with Theme 3, the
wider unsettled nature of the home had a domino effect on the learning
process as Sean revealed how the home would create the initial learning
environment.

Conclusion on Initial Interviews
The initial interviews revealed vivid, emotional and complex accounts
regarding the sense-making of relationships in residential care. At the heart
of the perceptions of relationships was the need to spend time with the young
people as was evidenced in Theme 1: ‘Spending time ‘with’ young people in
sincere relationships’. However, relationships were also perceived as a
complex task to be carried out by the participants and invoked strong
cognitive and emotional pressures on them at that point in time as revealed
in Theme 2: “Your head’s focusing on so many things’: Cognitive and
emotional complexity’. The research revealed a number of roles that the
participants expected to carry out which conflicted with each other as well as
with spending time with young people.
Further complicating the experience of relationships in residential care, were
a number of domino effects as demonstrated in Theme 3: ‘If something’s
going wrong anywhere’ there is a domino effect on relationships’. Difficulties
at the level of individual young people, the mix of young people, the team and
the wider ‘unit’ could topple over to the experience of relationships, in a
domino-effect. These, further, had a detrimental effect on the participant’s
own energy levels, both physically and mentally. The final theme 4: We’re all
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on a learning curve’ denoted how the participants navigated through the

complexity of their experience via learning processes.

The importance of time and space was apparent in the interviews, particularly
around relationships and the management of thoughts and emotions.
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Findings Part 2: Focus Group

Introduction
The focus group was carried out just a few weeks after the initial interviews.
On the surface, the team presented a united front and there was a generally
warm and jovial atmosphere. However, on a deeper level, subtle tensions
were evident around the team role and challenging each other through a lack
of consensus and silences and absences when some people left the room
and came back.

In this focus group section of the findings chapter, the ‘positionality’ (Palmer
et al., forthcoming) of the participants is first described. Positionality is used
to examine the similarities, differences, new perspectives and unsaid
elements in their stance in their initial interviews compared to the focus
group. The four main themes in the focus group are then discussed. Theme
5: ‘All’s good’ is where they build up a narrative of what they are good at but
which reveals subtle tensions. Theme 6: ‘Relationships or consequences’
relates to the consequence system which became intertwined with
relationships because of respect. Theme 7: ‘Team disagreements and the
domino effect on relationships acknowledges the impact of the cracks in the
team on the young people and ultimately relationships. Finally, Theme 8:
Wider structural issues’ refers to issues such as hours and shift work.

The ‘positionality’ of the participants
The perspective or stance of each of the participant, as well as the facilitator,
is outlined here in comparison to the initial interviews11.

Facilitator
Looking across the different positions, my questions shaped the course of the
group discussion of the team, home and wider issues. My approach was to

Sean was not able to attend the focus group. However, I asked the participants what they thought he might say if
he had. The participants mentioned that he was more balanced, would weigh up everything and could detach
himself more, rather than putting forward his opinion. They joked that it was because he was a man.

159

echo the general sense of good spirits and intervene as little as possible,
given my awareness of tensions to see how they interacted. The main
generative question was how they as a team saw relationships. My role was
mainly to ask for further input to issues raised by particular individuals and
encouraging the contribution of those who had not already spoken. However,
the participants tried to include one another. At one point, I asked for
clarification from the participants because I was confused that what they
were talking about related to more practical rules instead of their experience
of relationships. By seeking such clarification the team made more explicit
links with relationships. I only intervened later in the discussion to give out
the projective technique but Stephanie noted the discussion points, which
again meant that I intercepted minimally in the group.

Rosie

Rosie was quite influential in the progression of the domino effect theme in
particular (Theme 7) but also in ‘All’s good' (Theme 5). On most of the
occasions that Rosie spoke she asked for affirmation at the end echoing her
approach in the initial interview. Such questions also served as ‘naturalistic
probes' (Mercer, 2009). Rosie’s perspective on the team differed from her
interview in the sense that she did not focus on the tensions in the team ‘per
se’. Instead, she focused on the team ‘closing ranks’, having particular
specialties and singing off the same hymn sheet. A new element in the focus
group was the perspective that it was professional for the team to meet ‘half
ways’ and take into account each other’s 'hotspots’. During the interview, she
focused on not being motivated by a ‘smooth shift’. However, in the focus
group, she focused on wanting the shift to go smoothly between the team.

Jean

Jean’s stance in the group appeared to be to align with the team. She had
difficulty at several points finding an opening to speak. Jean mentioned not
being ‘as integrated’ in the team which prompted a discussion about how she
was thrown in at the deep end. On the one hand, Jean’s perspective was
quite similar to her interview. She focused on being new and not being used

160

to residential care. Her stance regarding the team focused on it as 'brilliant'
rather than drawing out the more conflicting thoughts she discussed in the
interview on how to align with the team. A new perspective was that their
different styles were 'complementary'. In the focus group she did not question
the rules, unlike the interview where she expressed uncertainty. While she
was resisting the perspective of viewing the children as manipulative in the
interview, during the group, she openly said there was manipulation. Likewise
her opinion on consequences moved from uncertainty in the interview to
certainty in the group. Left unsaid in Jean’s account in the focus group was
her dilemma about following her own instincts or being guided by the team,
her focus on the manifestation of the needs of the children and the hostile
period.
Sue
Sue's stance in the group was to widen the focus to more structural
elements. She used her sociology background to clarify the crystal ball
technique and move the discussion beyond the ‘micro level’ of ‘relationships
between one human and another human’ to the ‘wider structural issue’ of
hours, and ‘burnout’. Sue also took on a role of reassuring Jean a couple of
times about being new and being thrown in at the deep-end. She presented a
similar stance on young people not wanting relationships as she did in her
interview. However, a new perspective was that around the age of 16-18
young people detached because they wanted to move on. Compared to
Sue’s interview, she talked much more about the team and wider structural
issues. The use of the team differed from her 'boundary-led’ and more
individual approach in the interview. Another new perspective was that they
did their job best when the young people did not see the rules; that they were
in the background. She took on the perspective of using the strengths of the
team and was the first to mention the word ‘strength’.

Cherie
Cherie was more talkative at the start but was silent for a large part in the
middle of the group. A new element in Cherie's account was the fact that she
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asserted that some views should not dominate in the team. It was after she
made this point that she remained silent while the others discussed if they
were good at challenging. She was also quiet about Jean being thrown in at
the deep-end. Mainly Cherie drove the narrative around relationships not
being ‘office-led’ at the start and the focus on settled young people at the
end. Similarities in Cherie's account were the disruptions coming from the
mix of children and the impact of shift work. She brought in several new
perspectives. One was that the staff team and the young people’s
relationships went hand in hand. Another was that the 'people who set up
Children's homes, the Trusts' give young people more financially, but not
emotionally, than those in ‘normal homes’.

Stephanie

Stephanie was quite talkative in the group, but acted almost in a facilitative
role as well ensuring to include the other participants (Jean and Cherie). She
also asked me directly ‘are we confusing the life out of you?’ after they
continued discussing the impact of the team on relationships. Most
significantly, Stephanie was the only person to mention the unsettled period
directly in the group because she was the only one not to mention it in the
initial interviews. Stephanie’s perspective was similar to her interview; most
notably she mentioned being a surrogate parent first and social worker
second and the importance of time doing ‘mundane, normal things’. New
perspectives were that 16 year olds were not catered for in the home and
that staff needed to be accountable to each other. An element not mentioned
was about not imposing personal values.

Marie

Marie was absent for most of the focus group and when she was present
spoke only two times when I directed questions towards her. Although I also
made eye contact at other points asking more generally what other people
thought, and encouraging her to contribute, she did not. When I asked how
she found the interview she said it was ‘grancf. When she came back in near
the end of the group I asked if there was anything she wanted to add
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because she was in and out and she said ‘No, I agree with most of what’s
been said there’. I wondered what her silence and absences and the word
‘most’ meant.
Having looked at the ‘positionality’, it is worth mentioning that the three
participants who were less involved in the focus group were those who left by
the third fieldwork stage (Rosie, Cherie and Marie). These comings and
goings may well be purely coincidental. However, Rosie sought a lot of
reassurance from the group and was absent in the latter part, Cherie was
silent for a large part of the middle of the group, and Marie was absent or
silent for most of the group.
Having outlined the various positionalities of the participants, the main
themes in the focus group are outlined in the remainder of this section.

Theme 5: All’s good
Given that the team impacted on relationships, as was demonstrated in the
initial interviews and will also be demonstrated in Theme 6, this theme
provided an important insight into the team culture of the home at the time.
One predominant word or phrase which was repeated throughout the group
was 'what we're good at' and was picked up by nearly all the group (Jean,
Stephanie, Sue, and Rosie). The significance of the word ‘good’ progressed
as the group evolved. It moved through three stages: firstly, focusing on the
narrative: We’re a good team’] secondly, to discussing ‘What we’re good at’;
to finally, questioning ‘What are we good at?’. The word ‘good’ was used in
different ways. Sometimes it was used as a vehicle through which more
contentious issues in the group could be addressed. In this section, the
progression of the ‘goocf narrative will be examined by outlining the key
interactions and language used.

We’re a good team

At the initial stage of the group the participants appeared to be trying to show
how they were a good team. Cherie stated that the staff team were ‘singing
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from the same hymn sheet’. Rosie then picked up on the fact that everyone
had their own skills and there was a ‘wide mix’ in the team, reiterating
Cherie’s phrase: ‘sort of sing off the same hymn sheet’. Sue then said there
were different staffs strengths (and the others nodded). She continued to say
that while they could only talk as individuals they looked to other staff in
particular situations (to which Rosie agreed). Rosie then said that ‘everybody
sort of tries to be consistent and fair’ and go along with the same rules. She
then directly mentioned how Sue talked about roles and said that the young
people could put a staff member in a role. However, when she asked ‘do you
agree or disagree?' the others did not pick up on her perspective on the
young people putting her in a role.

Instead, the narrative then moved to Jean who said that they had ‘different
styles’ where some were strict and some used humour. She said that she
was absorbing these styles and trying to form her own. Jean also said there
was a ‘good mix’, directly using Rosie’s word ‘mix’ (although Rosie had said
‘wide mix’). She continued to say that the different styles bounced of each
other and that it was ‘brilliant’.
In my opinion, this early stage in the group was the start of the ‘good team
narrative. Stephanie then talked of their respective ‘strengths' and how they
used the fact that one person was better than another at doing ‘certain bits’
or in ‘different situations’. This was the first time Stephanie spoke and she
picked up on Sue’s word ‘strengths’.

What we’re good at

At this point the focus moved from how ‘good they were to what they were
good ‘at’. The re-direction appeared to be instigated by Stephanie who said
that ‘likewise’ the team would be ‘good at nicely putting it to you, like, maybe
that wasn’t the best’ and that they ‘talk it out’. I then invited the rest of the
participants comment on what Stephanie had said. Rosie agreed with
Stephanie about respecting decisions. However it was at this point that
Cherie made the following comment before her long silence:
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CHERIE: ‘And not having a sense of your approach or your views
being more important than other workers, or more valid. You know,
everybody has their own idea, it’s just trying to use them in the most
appropriate way. And, you know they can complement each other as
opposed to sort of certain people’s views dominating the others. It’s
sort of like trying to strike a good balance you know. I think it’s, am,
we’re all sort of ah [pause] mature enough that we don’t, well I hope
[laughs], and sensitive enough to try and broach that with each other.
So, I think it’s [Stephanie interrupts]’ (Focus group: 62).

Of note here was that Cherie did not say the team were good at challenging
as Stephanie had suggested, but that she hoped they were all ‘mature’
enough and ‘sensitive enough’to ‘broach that with each other’. The notion of
balancing dominant views echoes Jean’s issues around the vocal team in the
initial interviews.
Cherie’s point was lost because Stephanie interrupted to say that
‘everybody’s speaking from the same hymn sheet’ instead of being ‘off in
corners' doing their own thing. While she picked up on what Cherie said, it
was at this point that Cherie became silent for a long period. Stephanie went
on to say that they each had their ‘own personalities and have slightly
different relationships with the children’ but that it would be very different if
the team was ‘not coming back together’. However, because of the silences
and absences from this point, I wondered if all the participants were really
‘singing from the same hymn sheet’.

What are we good at?
The good narrative changed again from this point and moved to a subtle
questioning of what they were good at. Consensus was not fully achieved on
this issue. On the one hand, Rosie was saying they were good at doing
things for a valid reason. On the other, Stephanie was saying they were good
at challenging. The following passage demonstrated how Rosie and
Stephanie navigated through their two different viewpoints. The full exchange
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has been presented here to reveal the full interactive account and co
constituted narrative.

ROSIE: But that’s what we’re good at and is important in the team, is
that staff who were on made that decision, for a very valid reason. It’s
not to go against or to break the consistency. And I think, I don’t know
but like sometimes, I don’t know what yous think, I will say is, I think
sometimes it’s not, it’s just realizing that that’s why, it was done for a
very valid reason, it wasn’t done to just [pause] you know like, sort of
throw something up, or just cos staff hadn’t been bothered. Or, you
know there’s just things, different things that can arise. So, even
though you have the common, or the rules or practice, it can always
be sort of challenged. You know in different circumstances and things
like that too.
STEPHANIE:

I actually talked about that the other day in [cough]

supervision. But am, I think that’s a good thing to have in a team
though
ROSIE: Ach it is,
STEPHANIE: Cos I know I’ve been in the situation, in both of them
situations, whereby the consequence of something being put in place.
And I’ve been on shift and whatever situation, that we’re unsettled or
for the overall, for the kids, for the overall good of the kids. For some
reason maybe they’ve had to be altered or changed, or something.
And then when the new staff come in the next day, I do feel I’m sitting
there expressing, explaining why I’ve done it, and this is why I had to
make this decision, or that or that. And I think that’s good, cos you
need to be accountable,

ROSIE: You do
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STEPHANIE: And you have to be able to justify an action like I didn’t
stick to this, and this is why I didn’t stick to this,

ROSIE: mm hmm

STEPHANIE:

And you hope people can understand and see it.

Likewise, where I’ve maybe put consequences in place where there’s
something. And then you come in and you see people sitting in the
seat again, and they’ve been doing exactly what you’ve been doing
before, trying to justify and rationalize why they have done it but you
know that’s a good thing, as in I think that should never stop. Cos I
think you know that’s opening it up for discussion
ROSIE: Yep,
STEPHANIE: and why stuff’s happened
ROSIE: [interrupts] Yea, but I think that’s
STEPHANIE: But as long as it’s done
ROSIE: Yes, but I think it’s important to be aware that all staff would
be prepared to do that on both sides
STEPHANIE: uh huh

ROSIE: or accept that somebody has for a reason you know, so I
think that’s important too, to see, but I don’t think anybody, I think
everybody sort of knows that everybody does make decisions in the
best interests

STEPHANIE:

Or else they’ll just get a hard time for a while [all

taugh](Focus group: 73).
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Although there was surface agreement in this passage, at a deeper level
there appear to be two underlying orientations. One, put forward by Rosie,
was that they were ‘good at’ justifying that they made decisions for a ‘valid
reason’. The other, put forward by Stephanie, was that challenging was a
‘good thing’ to have in the team because it opened up discussion and
accountability. The word ‘challenge’ was of interest: Rosie used it in the
sense of challenging rules, while Stephanie used it regarding the staff
members challenging each other about breaking the rules.
The notion of sitting ‘in the seat’ and being challenged was striking and
appeared to take on a symbolic quality. It evoked a sense of cross
examination in a ‘hotseaf. Rosie’s mention of ‘both sides’was ambiguous. It
could either point to both sides of the team or being challenged or
challenging. Although Rosie invited the others to contribute, the exchange
happened solely between Stephanie and Rosie.
The example suggested that underlying tensions existed beneath the
surface, despite all their efforts to maintain a cohesive narrative as a ‘good
team’. The end of the passage was particularly poignant where Stephanie
humorously said: ‘Or else they’ll just get a hard time for a while’ to which
everyone laughed. The laughter ended the lack of consensus in what they
were good at and appeared to lighten the mood.
Summary
This theme reveals the movement of the good narrative towards a lack of
consensus on challenging each other for bending the rules or justifying their
actions. The voicing of views in the team appeared to be taking place where
one person was put on the ‘spot’ at handover. This theme sets the scene for
the following theme which more specifically examines two systems at play
during the group.
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Theme 6: Relationships or consequences
This theme was named ‘relationships or consequences’ because it revealed
two narratives within the group. One was a relationship narrative which was
based on relationships being the core of their work and the fact that they
were relationship rather than office-led. The other was a consequence
narrative which revealed the importance of teaching young people the
consequences of their behaviour. The use of the word ‘or’ in the theme name
signified an uncertainty as to whether the two narratives were joined together
or one. As the group progressed, the consequence narrative merged into the
relationship one in the sense that good relationships were seen as based on
teaching consequences through respect.

The relationship-led theme was the first to appear in the session. The main
generative question posed was how the team saw relationships. Cherie was
the first to respond by referring to the team leader who she said was ‘really
encouraging relationships’ and the home was not ‘office-ied’ like other units:
CHERIE: I think [Team manager/leader] really kind of sets the tone, in
terms of like, she’s really encouraging relationships with kids, and
that’s at the forefront of anything here, you know like it’s very clear that
office time is spent between nine to five when possible and the
evenings are spent with the kids and developing relationships. You
know that’s, that it seems to be that everybody seems to be singing
from the same hymn sheet here. And everybody, we all have very
different relationships with the kids, we’re all, the relationship is the
most important thing and I think everyone works with that and I think
[Team manager, leader] really makes that quite clear, [short pause]
Not, that, she doesn’t make that clear ‘you have to do that’ but I think
she’s very much a manager that works with that side of things, you
know she’s not. You know some units I think might be very office-led,
and [pause] am, more, I don’t know, we’re just trying to max

SUE: we’re just child-focused [laughs].
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CHERIE: Yea, we’re just child-focused [laughs]

R: [picking up on the humour] You’re giving me buzzwords now
[laughs and Sue laughs in background]

CHERIE: No, that’s just the way we are here. You know we’ve a lot of
people coming in and say, am, you know, in a lot of units they sit
separately from the kids at mealtimes and staff would have their room
to chill out in. Whereas, we don’t, sometimes I wish we did [a few
laughs], but, and you know we spend a lot of time in the kitchen area
and sitting with the kids and all so it is more, relationships are the core
really of your work here. (Focus group: 21)
Cherie contrasted other units where staff had a room to ‘chill out in’ with their
experience where staff would spend a lot of time in the kitchen area and
sitting with the young people. Bringing up a similar split in the day as Rosie
mentioned in her interview, an interpretation could be that the team leader
tried to limit the office or bureaucratic time so that the focus could be on the
young people in the evening. The participants seemed to refer to the team
leader to enhance their points, for example earlier Stephanie mentioned
talking about challenging in supervision. Here, the reference to the team
leader and the use of jargon (for example, ‘child-focused) and joking may
hide an awkwardness of talking about relationships.
The relationship theme was not picked up in the group again until half way
through when Stephanie referred to Cherie directly. Such a reference
appeared to be an attempt to bring Cherie, who had been silent, into the
conversation again. However, the narrative had altered its focus slightly
where relationships were seen as ‘hammered home’:

STEPHANIE: And as Cherie says it’s something that is hammered
home here is your relationship with the young person and that’s,
everything’s based, like even it comes to consequences or anything
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it’s all back to relationship because you’re working with them and
that’s your relationship with the child. So, every day in handover you’re
looking at like well how did that impact upon them.

JEAN: And I think our manager too, she’s great in terms of always
focusing on relationships because just recently I had an incident
where a child hit me, not, not a big massive assault, and she said ‘well
how do you feel?’ and I said ‘oh I’m fine’ sort of as If to say well I’m a
social worker I sort of expect to get hit and she was all ‘no, no, don’t
tolerate that’, ‘how’s the child going to learn you, you can’t let them
think that it’s acceptable to hit, don’t just put that to one side and think
about It, and think about how it’s going to affect the next time you see
that child and the relationship. And she tends to bring a lot back to the
relationship and when I first started in here, am, and I didn’t have
relationships with the children, and am, a lot of the work that was done
was based on relationships, and I was kind of going, oh I don’t know,
you know how will I deal with the, I didn’t realise until I sort of was
working here a wee bit longer, that so much comes down to the
relationship (Focus group: 160).
The notion of ‘hammering home’ relationships appeared to contrast with
Cherie’s earlier reference to not being ‘office-led’. Stephanie and Jean’s
narratives on relationships became linked with consequences and handover.
At this point Sue interrupted Jean to say she was ‘thrown into the deep end’.
A short exchange then followed between Sue and Jean. Sue, protectively,
said that Jean had to make decisions about children with whom she did not
necessarily have a relationship. Jean’s response showed some interplay
between relationships and consequences:

JEAN: I’ve learned through the team that it is fair to teach children that
if you want people to care about you and respect you and treat you
respectfully then they have to work on maintaining like their
relationships too. Like you can’t just turn round and, am, [short pause],
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am be abusive to someone, or keep them up all night and the next day
expect them to go ‘well, it’s ok’, you know, it’s, I think that’s something
we’re good at as a team, as well is maintaining, am, maintaining
children to learn that their behaviour has consequences. And, I don’t
mean consequences in the sense of... but that impacts on their
relationship with the staff (Focus group: 171).

The repetition of the word ‘maintaining’ was confusing because initially it
referred to relationships and then to the young people learning the
consequences of their behaviour. The good narrative from theme one was at
that point relating to the team and teaching consequences. Stephanie’s
perspective on teaching, linked to her surrogate role in the initial interviews
was also evident.
Not long after this passage, I then tried to encourage Cherie to speak as she
had still remained silent as shown in the following extract:
R: So, I was thinking that I haven’t heard from Cherie in a wee while
[playful laughs]
STEPHANIE: [laughs] I was thinking the same myself
CHERIE:

[what do I say?] I would agree with, I am totally in

agreement, I don’t want to repeat myself, and [others laughing, but in
nice way], I’m, I’m listening. I agree, I think it’s, a relationship with the
staff team and with the kids goes hand in hand it’s the only way you
work in this environment, and the way you realise the intensity of it,
and that they do overlap and impact on one another. Am, so it’s
constantly being vigilant about that, and am, acknowledging it, so
that’s sort of agreement (Focus group: 179).

Again, Stephanie was mindful of Cherie’s contribution. At first glance, Cherie
agreed: she agreed that the staff team and young people relationships
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impacted on each other. She agreed with Theme 7: ‘Your team disagreeing
has a domino effect on the kids’. However, she did not indicate her
agreement or disagreement on whether the team was good at challenging or
the importance of consequences. The contrast between saying ‘total
agreement’ and ‘sort of agreement’, and her silence left some questions
unanswered.
The narrative around relationships only came up again during the crystal ball
technique (see Appendix 6). Agreement then followed between Cherie,
Stephanie and Sue regarding more settled young people being disrupted by
young people with more specialised needs.

Summary

This theme revealed a tension between relationships and consequences and
it was not resolved by the group. Cherie’s silence and Marie’s absence
during this discussion left some questions as to what they thought. Some
insight will be given in the follow-up interviews, through Jean’s interview
which discuses drawing on the relationship or consequence system.

Theme 7: Team disagreements and the domino effect on
relationships
This theme had parallels with Theme 3 in the initial interviews. However, it
referred to a domino effect where team disagreements impacted on the
young people’s behaviour and ultimately their relationships. The theme title
was inspired by Rosie mentioning the domino effect in the group.

Stephanie brought up the notion that there was not 100% agreement in the
team because of strong personalities which illuminates the problems they
had in coming to consensus regarding the team being good at challenging.
She said they needed to find some ‘common ground in order to work with it
and adjust it and to be comfortable to work with it’. Much of the discussion
revolved around house rules such as bedtimes and staff not breaking the
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rules for the next shift. It was at this point that I intervened to clarify that they
were talking about relationships. Rosie then brought up the domino effect of
the team disagreeing:

ROSIE: they’re the factors that I think sort of answer that question
because sort of they’re. You don’t have a relationship with your team
members because you’re disagreeing. Or, yous are all going off and
making your own decisions which then has a sort of domino effect on
to the kids. So, it is, those things might not sound like. I don’t know do
yous agree or disagree? [muffled] They don’t sound like they’re
relationship issues, but they are sort of the basis of (Focus group: 99).

In the passage which followed there was agreement among Rosie,
Stephanie, Sue and Jean that if the team relationships were not right the
relationships with the young people were not right. The following passage
was particularly poignant:
SUE:

But in order for us to do that. We do our job best when it

appears that all those rules and all those things that we do in the
background, that the kids see as little of that as possible almost.
That’s how we do our job best. We know if we’re not, I suppose doing
our job, or there’s some reason, or there’s stresses there, if those
rules start to impinge and impinge,

or there happen to be

disagreements then between

ROSIE: It’s all as to what each staff qualities are, specialties

SUE: If the kids pick out if there’s a lot of inconsistencies, they know
that things are

STEPHANIE:

Like there was a while there where there was

inconsistencies and a bit of difficulty maybe within the staff team and
rightly so, around different issues, now this is going back ages and I’ll
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not be bringing it up but, the children observe that (...) As much as
you think you’re hiding it, you’re not. They pick up on it instantly. It
comes out in their behaviour and ultimately effects your relationship
with the children. So, do you know what I mean? So, ultimately, for us
to have effective relationships with the children, like for me to have my
relationship with any of the kids, I have to make sure that my
relationship with the staff team are the way they are meant to be.
Because, if there’s cracks there first of all, it’s like any parent in any
home. If you’re a mother and a father, and they’re bickering and
fighting the bit out, that is obviously going to impact on their
relationships with their children. So, likewise in here, there’s so many
adults, and so many different people you’re trying to fit in, and find a
way of working with on any shift. So, if that’s not working right, your,
your relationship is not going to be right with the young people’ (Focus
group, 104).
Beneath the surface several things appeared to be happening. Sue
disagreed slightly saying that they did their job best when the rules were in
the background. Rosie was trying to turn the narrative towards ‘specialities’.
Stephanie interjected by bringing up the unsettled period but saying Til not
be bringing it up’. Upon closer examination, it looked possible that the
narrative was heading towards a discussion of the unsettled period because
Sue mentioned disagreements and inconsistencies.
Stephanie mentioned that the staff team had to find ‘common ground’ or way
of ‘getting on’ for people to ‘work effectively together’. Picking up on a sense
of working together, Rosie talked about closing ranks on saying ‘no’\

ROSIE: Also if you’ve a child, knowing that the other staff member is
maybe going to say ‘no’, they’re going to go to the other staff member
they think is maybe going to say ‘yes’. Whereas, that’s where we, we
don’t, that doesn't really, you close ranks, you come to your ‘no’, but
you come to your ‘no’ in a fair way for each staff member too that
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you’re not rubbing each other up in the wrong way. Does that sound
really, do yous get what I’m talking about? (Focus group: 115).

The idea of ‘closing ranks’ evoked a type of military vocabulary. The
motivation was to create ‘solidarity’ among staff before going to young people
and not to ‘rub other staff up the wrong way’.

Jean, who had tried to talk a few times, finally seized her opportunity to
speak and talked about being new. She described how the children picked up
on inconsistencies when she started because she was not as ‘integrated’.
Sue then interjected saying that ‘everyone who has been new has always,
the young people always do that’. A discussion then followed of how the
team needed to be consistent and Jean said it was ‘collaboration...on a wider
scale’. Ultimately the passage ended with Rosie asking the others if they
agreed about solidarity and Jean saying ‘it’s really that there’s manipulation’
and everyone was talking over each other.
Summary
There

was

consensus

in

the

group

that

team

inconsistencies

or

disagreements exerted a domino effect on relationships. The participants did
not discuss their actual inconsistencies of disagreements within the group
context but focused on trying to find ‘common ground’. Nevertheless, the
reference to ‘cracks’ in the team was important. The team ‘closed ranks’ on
the word ‘no’, rather than ‘yes’. The teaching role, attached to the
consequence system appeared to be dominant. Such findings situate Jean’s
earlier dilemma around being guided by the team in the context of the gaze
of the team.

Theme 8: Wider structural issues
Widening the gaze further still were a few other structural issues mentioned
in the group. This short theme was about the focus on wider issues which
came up during the projective technique of the crystal ball (see Appendix 6).
At this stage, the group veered away from the team issues to other wider
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structural issues, largely based on Sue’s direction. Sue asked for clarification
‘But are we talking about I mean a crystal ball I mean of any Improvements in
terms of service or just in terms of our relationships or in terms of what
impacts on the relationships?’ (193). I said it was up to them.

Initially, the dialogue centred on finding more time for mundane things
(Stephanie) or time on interventions (Jean). The discussion moved to hours
and burnout, largely vocalised by Sue but Cherie subsequently agreed.
When Sue mentioned that the burnout rate was 2

1/2

years Stephanie said

Tm overdue’. The introduction of humour here lightened the tone again.
There was some discussion around alternatives of having changes in
working hours or sleep in staff but they did not come to a consensus.
Stephanie said sleep-in staff would break the consistency. However, Cherie
said she did not agree:
7 don’t agree with the argument that it’s inconsistent because I think
children are like that and I think it’s much more productive to have staff
that are on the ball, alert, not exhausted, wanting to be here, energ..,
you know not energetic but [laughs], 24 hours, see by the time I hit
even 9 or 10 o’clock I'm like, aooo, and like the next morning you’re
almost like in a zombie mode’ (229).

While I had openly invited them to disagree, this is the only point where
someone explicitly said they did not agree with something discussed in the
group, linking with Cherie’s mention of ‘robotic’ in the initial interview. Cherie
proposed a solution of sleep-in staff, but the group did not come to
consensus. I invited Marie who had returned by this point to add to the crystal
ball but she said she agreed with ‘mosf of what had been said.

The group ended with a jovial suggestion to have a retreat or a holiday home.
Cherie said jokingly ‘a big villa over in Spain’ to which everyone laughed. Sue
continued the joke saying ‘for the good of the relationships of staff and young
people’.
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Conclusion on focus group
The main shared experiences and consensus in the focus group was around
the impact of team relationships on their relationships with the young people.
They appeared to have individual interpretations and some degree of
disharmony in the team particularly around consequences and challenging.
Neither the consequences nor challenging issues were resolved in the
context of the focus group but the subtle differences ended with humour.
As a group, they appeared to have adopted the stance of trying to present a
united front, or to remain silent. Given that the main question was how they
saw relationships; the participants did not package their answers in a
coherent way. However, the group illuminated the importance of the team
context for relationships. In particular it highlighted the value of respect in
relationships as one of the dominant team narratives driving a consequence
system, and in turn the relationship system. The follow-up interviews
provided a retrospective view of the tensions and sense of ‘walking on
eggshells’ in the team at that time.
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FINDINGS PART

3:

FOLLOW-UP INTERVIEWS

Introduction
This final section of the findings chapter reports on the main themes from the
follow-up interviews. A ‘spirit of openness’ (Smith et al., 2009), again guided
the approach to the analysis of the interviews. Synergies between the
previous data collection points were found but the themes held different
nuances of meaning, and new insights were revealed. Four of the original
participants were able to take part: Stephanie; Jean; Sean and Sue12.

Four themes are described from the follow-up interviews. Firstly, Theme 9:
‘Enjoying time’ describes how the participants enjoyed spending time with
young people. Secondly, Theme 10: ‘Resolutions in thinking, new dilemmas
and concerns’ provides a sense of resolution of some of their previous
dilemmas while outlining new concerns. Within this theme, a case study of
Jean’s dilemmas is given because of the rich description in her dilemmas
compared to the others. These differences could be attributed to the
movement Jean was making through the early stages of her career. She was
only working in the home two years, compared to the other three participants
who had been there five or six years by that time. Thirdly, Theme 11: ‘It’s
very settled reveals the settled nature of the home. Finally, Theme 4:
‘Learning through experience and Social Pedagogy’ provided a picture of
their developmental process based on either experiential learning or Social
Pedagogy.

Theme 9: Enjoying time
This theme referred to the fact that the participants were largely enjoying
spending time with the young people. At first glance, it appears similar to the
12 I was able to have a short chat with Cherie because she was coming off bank shift one
day I arrived in the home. She said she had left because of the shift work pattern and had
gone on to work in field social work. She attributed her willingness to remain working in the
home as a member of bank staff was because she enjoyed the relationships she had with
the young people.
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first theme in the initial interviews, however, there was much more
opportunity for such time in the follow-up interviews. Furthermore, the
participants were less tentative about stating that they enjoyed this time.

Sue said she was really enjoying her work and attributed this enjoyment
largely to the mix of young people in the home. She was particularly enjoying
her relationship with her keychild, describing it as the best she ever had.
Such a sense of enjoyment, particularly of a keychild relationship, directly
contrasted with her feelings about her previous keychild relationships
described in the initial interview. Previously she had struggled with not having
had

good

relationships.

However,

in

the

following

passage,

she

acknowledged that the issues with her keychild were different from other
‘boundary’ issues she would have had with other young people because the
young girl had Aspergers Syndrome:
7 do see boundaries and placing boundaries, and putting boundaries
in place is very important. Am, so I suppose obviously with some other
young people I, I’ve, there’s been guite a lot of conflict and a
keyworker will generally get that conflict but with [keychild] the issues
are very different, you can really see her developing (R: mm hmm)
am, and then the issues that we deal with, and that might cause
conflict are very different ones than they might usually be (R: mm
hmm) In a residential setting, so, (R: yea) but it’s good, it’s enjoyable
(R: mm hmm) a lot more so than probably the last time I was
interviewed [laughs]’ (Sue, follow-up: 67).

The repetition of boundaries here revealed that these were still important to
Sue. She acknowledged, however, not having the same boundary-conflict
and directly compared her sense of enjoyment to when she was first
interviewed.

Sean, too, was enjoying his relationships. He mentioned that there was a
‘lovely bunch of kids’ and having some ‘pretty strong attachments’ with two
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young people who had been there for years. Indeed, he said he ‘dreaded’the
day the two girls would leave.
Stephanie spoke of enjoying spending, what she termed ‘random’ or ‘quality’
time, with the young people. Her tone lightened when speaking about this
time and she attributed her enjoyment to having no keychild for the first time
since she started:

Rather than it was just go, go, go, before and a lot of it was focused,
and a lot of it was on relationship building, you know, whatever in a
sense. Now it's good, as I'm able to just randomly, you can spend
random time with whoever in the house, it's really good and I'm
enjoying it, but I'll say in the New Year I'll get a new keychild, but it's
just nice now to get real quality time with the kids and just drifting
through them all’ (Stephanie, follow-up, 182).
The words ‘random’ and ‘drifting’ were of interest here because they evoked
a sense of freedom. Stephanie had yearned for this type of time in her initial
interview but talked about her time ‘tightening’ because of the work she had
with two key children. Later, in her follow-up interview, she joked that she
never wanted to key work again, mentioning 'aimless time' being 'good' and
not being ‘off the road’ because she was driving the children around.
Stephanie’s time was not as ‘tight’: she was free, enjoying it, was ‘out’ on the
road, rather than ‘upstairs’ in the office as she had been at the time of the
first interview. Being out of the home also signified the importance of going
out into the space of the outside world.
Stephanie’s sense of enjoyment was also perhaps enhanced by the fact that
her two keychild relationships had come to a positive sense of closure. The
young boy had successfully returned home and the girl, who used to
abscond, ironically, now came back voluntarily. Stephanie said the girl was a
great influence on the other children, a 'book of wisdom', admitting that she
took her time in the home for granted.
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In contrast to the sense of freedom and enjoyment of the other three
participants in their relationships, Jean’s experience of relationships was
somewhat more complicated. Her initial focus when asked about her
relationships was on the past and how she did not have relationships when
she came. Although she talked about now having relationships, in particular
with her keychild, she did not talk about ‘enjoying’ relationships in the same
way as the others. The following quote was insightful:

7 suppose I’ve put in a lot of work there, and a lot of time and a lot of
sitting watching him play games when I didn’t really want to [laughs
then R laughs]’ (Jean, follow-up, 17).

She talked about using the relationship to do some intervention work with the
young boy and later noted that she could ‘wield’ power with the relationship
and realised ‘that the relationship can change what’s going on’.
Jean recalled having had a difficulty ‘filling time’ when she started and until
she got a car as shown in the following example:
JEAN: I wasn’t baking for the kids, I was baking to occupy myself and
the kids enjoyed it so it was a legitimate way to pass my time,

R: mm hmm

JEAN: but I felt like it was a, a long day to pass, sitting on your ass
watching TV’ (Jean, follow-up, 513).

In contrast, Jean said she was giving lifts all the time and did not get a
chance to sit down. Elsewhere in her interview she said that she developed
certain things to do with the young people such as sharing music.

It is worth noting that Sean, Sue and Jean mentioned the strong attachments
with two young people who had been there long-term. They were particularly
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protective of how settled the girls were and how they felt that they deserved
to live in a settled home. Both Sue and Jean mentioned one of the young
people having to live with another young person who assaulted her.
Furthermore, the two girls were doing their GCSEs and the participants
worried that when they were 18 they would have to leave in the middle of
their A Levels.

Summary

Relationships were much more settled in the follow-up interviews than they
had been during the initial interviews. Strong attachments had formed and
there was a general sense of harmony in the relationships. Sue, Sean and
Stephanie were enjoying their relationships in particular. Stephanie’s sense
of ‘tight’ time in the initial interviews was in sharp contrast to the ‘random’
time she was enjoying in the follow-up interviews. She was able to drift
through rather than being upstairs doing reports. Jean had been able to build
relationships considerably compared to the start and reflected back on how
she had learned to ‘fill’ her time.

Theme

10:

Resolutions

in thinking,

new dilemmas

or

concerns
The follow-up interview illuminated various ways in which the participants had
been able to find some resolution to their old conflicts voiced in the initial
interviews but that new, and different concerns, had emerged. These will be
discussed in the following section as well as an illustrative case study from
Jean’s interview.

Sue had found a sense of resolve for her boundary conflict for a number of
reasons. As noted in Theme 9, she did not have a boundary conflict with her
keychild and was enjoying relationships. However, she had also developed a
sense of resolution regarding working in a more ‘relaxed’ way and the word
‘relax’ occurred frequently in her account. Sue attributed her change to three
things: a) the mix of young people; b) being off on sick leave (she had to take
3 months off because of work stress and problems in her personal life); and,
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c) to the Social Pedagogy training which will be discussed in more detail in
Theme 4. The following was an example of her new, more relaxed way of
working when two young boys would not go to bed one night:

‘And one particular night myself and Sean, we got, just ah, we just got
books and we sat in proximity, he sat in the room, I sat outside the
room, and we just read until the boys had got bored [R: laugh] cos
there was no (R: yea) and it was creative, it was, there was no
confrontation, it was just, you know (R: yea) you know yous need to
settle boys, but in your own time, that’s fine. It took about an hour (R:
mm hmm) and that was that, you know, so again it’s that relaxed sort
of, let’s, let’s try this avenue, rather than, than getting personally
stressed’ (Sue, follow-up: 207).
She contrasted their more creative way of working with ‘getting personally
stressed’. Given that personal stress was one of the reasons Sue had to go
off on sick leave, she had moved to the position where she was not as
stressed and was finding more creative ways of working. This was a change
in her approach, but it was also a change that was happening at the time of
the first interview.
Sean, too, had found a sense of resolution for some old dilemmas. His
anxiety about burning out had lessened since his initial interview. He said he
had just a 'few more years' left in him. However, as can be seen in the
following quote, there was a limit:
7 do think there is maybe a limit you know to how long you can do it,
before burning out, you know before, you know, seeing it as a job I
suppose really rather than the focus being on young people’
(Sean, follow-up: 232).

Of note here was the difference in focus as ‘a job’ rather than focusing on the
young people. For Sean, his job involved a central focus on the young
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people. However, Sean referred to the physical demands of the job and shift
work and did not see him working there until he was old and a ‘figure of fun’
for the kids.

Sean’s tension in forming a sincere relationship and being a professional
remained but adopted a new sense of meaning. He focused, in his follow-up
interview, on being ‘compromised’ as a professional. The following example
of a LAC review13 was a vivid example of feeling compromised:

7 just found it really, really hard because, you know you have this
good relationship with the young person and then suddenly you're In a
room surrounded by four other professionals talking about something
that you know is quite traumatic for that person, and I just feel kind of
compromised in a way, as a professional you have to do that, you
know there Is no opt out, or maybe I should be saying from now on
well actually, this young person doesn't feel comfortable talking about
this
R: mm hmm
Sean: erm you know mentioning about moving on a bit quickly, be
more respectful (...) I think that even If I were to do that I would still
feel uncomfortable, because I would think other professionals would
be judging me, and maybe thinking he's not very professional. You
know, maybe he's overly thinking about the young person or whatever,
but how can you do that really?

R: so there is that tension

13 A LAC review is a ‘Looked After Children' Review where the child or young person is discussed. It is a
multidisciplinary review with a number of professionals attending: for example field social workers, psychologists,
teachers and the residential social workers. The young person also has the right to attend the review.
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Sean: yeah, and I suppose LAC is the worst thing for me and I'm
totally dreading them increasingly so, just because the young person’s
sat beside you and you kind of feel, it's a very un, surreal and doesn't
happen in any other relationship you have (Sean, Follow-up, 212).

While Sean had a ‘sincere’ relationship with the young person, he was
holding this relationship in tension with his professional relationship with
other professionals in the LAC Review. This example presented a split in the
meeting, an ‘us’ and ‘them. On the one hand, the ‘us’ was Sean and the
young person who sat ‘beside’ him, neither of whom felt ‘comfortable’. On the
other hand, the ‘them’ was the other professionals. The words ‘surreal’
‘uncomfortable’, ‘dreading’ illustrate his difficulty with this situation. Most
importantly, Sean felt he would be judged by the other professionals as
‘overly thinking’ about the young person, suggesting that such a stance was
unprofessional.
Stephanie’s previous struggle between having two key children and the
Social Work task had been resolved by the fact that she no longer had any
key children as outlined in Theme 9. However, Stephanie’s follow-up
interview revealed some new concerns that she had not detailed in her
original interview. A new concern which entered into Stephanie’s thoughts
was ‘safe risk’which will be discussed further in Theme 12 because it related
to Social Pedagogy. She also mentioned a personal and professional
dilemma about saying ‘bye’ to her previous keychild. The following quote
revealed a more personal admission than had been present in her previous
accounts:
‘Oh no, it was very strange back when he was going, but I was happy
the day he left cos thank God he left the day I wasn't here [laughs] (R:
oh right) I was like, oh thank God for that, no I'm only joking [both
laugh] cos it was, you know, it was like, I do miss [boy - previous
keychild], he was a great fella, (...) on a personal level I'd like to ring
him the week after and see how he is going but that's the professional
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kicking in, you know that's for my needs not him’ (Stephanie, follow
up: 254)

In this passage, on a personal level, she wanted to retain contact. However,
on the professional level, she did not want to do so for her own needs. This
narrative aligned with the selfless worker expectation in Theme 2 ‘Your
head’s focusing on so many things’: Cognitive and emotional complexity.

A case study of Jean’s dilemmas and concerns
Jean’s follow-up interview was more complex than the others and accordingly
is discussed in depth in this section. Some of her old dilemmas and concerns
appeared to have lessened but they were not fully resolved and had changed
shape or meaning. New dilemmas and concerns were also surfacing. There
was an important contrast in Jean’s follow-up interview; she had assimilated
some of the dominant ideas of the team that she had previously been
against. A very direct example was her surprise that she had been concerned
about letting the young people out rather than them being ‘cooped up’. It
would seem that she had pushed away her previous feelings that the young
people should get out rather than having ‘consequences’.
The dilemmas discussed are: a) Learning it’s not a ‘popularity contest) b)
Finding her niche in the team; c) Finding her own way of looking at things:
defending decisions; d) New fears and concerns around keyworking and
therapeutic work; e) ‘Tit for tat’: Relationships versus consequences; f)
Criticism in supervision; and, g) The poor relative.

Learning it’s not a ‘popularity contest
Jean had resolved somewhat her yearning to be liked at the start as shown in
the following passage:

JEAN: ‘Just knowing, like it’s not a popularity contest sort of, that’s
what I had to learn, cos when I started, I wanted everybody to like
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me.(...) cos I had to learn the hard way, cos I realised I was actually
making myself unpopular with one wee boy.

R: oh really?

JEAN: he just thought, he would ask me for something and I would
give it to him and he would throw it back in my face, and I would be
really hurt, but am, he was testing to see what I, I don’t know he was
just testing all the time to see what way I would react. And am, really I
should have said, well, you know, you’ve had your chance,
R: yea
JEAN: but I didn’t I just kept going back to him and going just like me,
just like me [laughs] and he was going I don’t wanna like you, you’re
too desperate for me to like you [laughs]’ (Jean, follow-up: 101).
The notion of a ‘popularity contest’ suggested different hierarchies of
relationships in the home. Jean talked of having learned her limits with young
people and having something to do with different young people. However,
elsewhere she noted that she was still seen as ‘new’ by the children who had
been there longer and they would only come to her for trivial stuff, whereas
they had deeper relationships with other staff.
Finding her niche in the team
Jean’s sense of feeling on the ‘edge’ of the team in the initial interview had
changed. She now said she felt ‘part of the team’ and had found her ‘niche’ in
the team. She attributed the Social Pedagogy training as helping the team
because they got time out together:

‘You were, encouraged to mingle with groups you didn’t normally
mingle with and things like that (R: mm hmm) it was just, it was just
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nice to be away from here and appreciate people for who they are’
(Jean, follow-up: 453)

She talked about the team finding a ‘balance’. On the one hand, she admitted
having had an ‘awful lot’\o learn. On the other hand, she acknowledged that
other people in the team, who were ‘well established’, had to learn to
acknowledge that something was not working. She had moved out of her
dilemma by learning ‘the hard way’to openly discuss issues as demonstrated
in the following quote:
7 learned that the hard way through having issues with people and
holding on to them and not saying I had an issue and then maybe
another issue would arise and I would end up, you know maybe
getting frustrated and angry and then we’d have to sit down and talk
about it and I’d have to, you know, and I remember hating, avoiding
confrontation at every level (R: right) but now I realise that a level of
putting your cards on the table is necessary if you’re gonna (R: mm
hmm), one if you’re going to be professional, and another if you’re not
going to get walked over and if you’re not gonna, if you’re like me, I let
things build and build and build and I go home and seethe about them,
and that’s not doing you any good’ (Jean, follow-up: 333).

Of note here were the words ‘frustrated’, ‘angry’, ‘seethe’ and at another point
she used the word ‘fester3 regarding not resolving issues. The visual imagery
of putting the cards on the table was a useful way of understanding how the
team itself had changed. At another point in Jean’s interview, she talked
about team dynamics having deteriorated to the point that the management
team became involved, and a little too late. She noted that the team leader
now ‘guarded closely’ against team dynamics. Despite a more open
discussion of issues, Jean said she would still prefer not to have to take
someone to the side: ‘I’d still rather not have to do it, but I realise it has to be
done [laughs]’.
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However the nature in which discussions happened was difficult for Jean.
She mentioned that they did not do a ‘proper’ de-briefing:

‘Like say if three people were involved in an incident, those three
people never get to sit down and say ‘well how did you feel?’, ‘how did
you feel?’, ‘how did you feel?’. You really need that (R: yea) because
[pause] that’s when conflicts between staff, ‘did you handle this right?’.
You’re under humongous pressure (R: mm hmm) it’s not about ‘Did
you handle it right?’, it’s about ‘what happened?’ and ‘what would
happen the next time?’ and (R: yea) constructive ways of looking at
things and I think that’s why when things are unsettled there Is
potentially room for more conflict in the team’ (Jean, follow-up: 797).
A crucial element here was finding a ‘constructive’ way to resolve conflicts.
De-briefing contrasted with the hotseat scenario evoked in the focus groups.
Hints of a dilemma around the team still remained as shown in the following
quote: 7 feel that there are safe places for me in the team’. She referred to
‘safety1 in other parts of her interview: she talked about being more
comfortable approaching some staff members and mentioned being
‘devastated’ about losing Rosie, her ‘safe person’ in the team.
Finding her own way of looking at things: defending decisions
Jean’s concern with finding her niche had been resolved in the sense that
she had found her ‘own way of looking at things'. She repeatedly used the
words ‘confidence’ in justifying, and being a 'defender' of things about which
she felt strongly. She also talked about growing in confidence and experience
to make, and defend her decisions, as shown in the following passage:

‘There’s times I have had to go: 7 made that decision because of a, b
and c’ and they need to take into account why I made it (R: mm hmm)
such and such agreed with me, and we were there at the time and,
basically ‘up, up yours’ If you don’t agree (...) I don’t feel, I used, I
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used to feel very frightened and exposed by making big decisions and
I used to check everything’ (Jean, follow-up: 535)

In this passage Jean juxtaposed herself being ‘here’ with the other staff who
were not. Jean laughed after using the term 'up yours’ and I (uncomfortably)
echoed her laughter. Nevertheless, while she was more confident, outspoken
and knowledgeable, there were still many grey areas and later in her
interview she said: ‘you ask yourself did you do the right thing’. The use of
the word ‘exposed’ here was interesting because later in Jean’s interview she
talked about still feeling ‘exposed’ if she forgot she was ‘professionaf when
talking about ‘tit-for-tat’. Jean’s dilemmas here echoed her previous worries
in Theme 2.

New fears and concerns around keyworking and therapeutic work
Jean had taken on some of the concerns the others had recounted in the
initial interviews regarding the key working role. She talked about balancing
the ‘deep and meaningful’ talks in the keychild relationship with the 'nice

good craic'. However, in her key work, she expressed a new fear of being
qualified to carry out an intervention:

‘Two years down the line it’s a responsibility that I should be
competent to do and am competent to do. It’s frightening as well, but I
mean, because in this sort of job, am, I suppose when you learn about
Social Work, it’s like you learn interventions, but in this environment
you’re more in the parental role (...) even though you learn the
theories, I would never feel qualified to intervene (...) I’m excited about
it as well, but it is a wee bit frightening (...) I don’t know [laughs almost
nervously] it’s hard to know sometimes if you’re doing the right thing’
(Jean, follow-up: 25).

The psychologist was going to support Jean in some work with her keychild,
however, in the passage she did not feel fully competent to do the work. In
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contrast, she had expressed a wish to do more therapeutic interventions in
her first interview.

‘Tit for tat’: Relationships versus consequences
A new dilemma for Jean was getting drawn into 'tit for tat' which she
mentioned at several points in her interview. It was almost a mirror image of
her dilemma in the initial interviews about the team ‘retaliating’. Her previous
thoughts on consequences had changed. The contrast between her moving
from the ‘relationship’ to the ‘book’ or ‘consequence system’ was best
explained by the ‘hurt’ and ‘humiliation’ in the following example:

JEAN: they spat in my shoe, they pulled my shoe off and spat in it,
and I was really hurt and humiliated and I didn’t want to wear the
shoes again
R: oh no
JEAN: and a child let me wear their shoes home and then I put the
shoes in the wash, but I always still think about those shoes
R: really?
JEAN: as being associated with them all laughing, hoping that I would
put my foot into the shoe that was full of spit, the humiliation that I felt,
and how I wanted them to feel, I wanted them to have a consequence
and feel, I shouldn’t have done that

R: mm hmm

JEAN: but, again, it’s drawing on the relationship instead of drawing
on the book, the consequence system (Jean, follow-up: 649).
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This example brought up a human side where she wanted the children to
‘feel’ or have a ‘consequence’ for what they had done. When I probed about
these systems she talked about giving out consequences or a sanction
system and at one point, corrected the word 'punishment' with 'consequence'.

Later, she said 7 wanted him to learn, when you hurt someone they feel it
and we’re not a robot here, we’re a person’. She conceded that she was
more of a ‘neutral’ person when we first met and could now understand why
people would get 'rigid in the following quote:
‘Now I’m sort of a participant in the dynamics, I understand why you
would want to [laughs] why you do get rigid’ (Jean, follow-up: 671).

Jean’s laughter might show her discomfort with what she was saying.
However, such a sentiment added clarity to the human being role in the initial
interviews and the contrasting dynamics of a relationship and consequence
system in the focus group in Theme 6: ‘Relationships or consequences’. The
example Jean used suggested that the consequence system was not solely
based on social preparation for life outside, but also on a sense of retribution
for personal hurt.
Criticism in supervision
Bearing in mind Jean preferred to avoid confrontation, she also mentioned
not wanting to seek out criticism, although she admitted both were important.
Criticism was a feature of her supervision with the team leader as seen in the
following quote:

‘If I approach [team leader] she’ll just lay it out to me in a way that I
might not want to hear it [laughs] (...) supervisions lately have been
quite hard for me because am, I have had a few things pointed out to
me and I didn’t like hearing them (R: mm hmm) and, am, I had to go
away and think about them and have another supervision to just to
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discuss it again when my feelings weren’t so raw’ (Jean, follow-up:
845).

She brought up supervision several times in her interview, and the team
leader. The difficulty with supervision centred on her having to defend how
appropriate a sanction was to the team leader, but also in the way the team
leader laid it out for her. A further example of the way things were laid out
was evident in the following quote:

‘If you do have an issue with someone you have to say to them how
do you say it in a way where they won’t be offended and am, most of
the staff don’t know how to do that and we’re not supported enough to
do that’ (Jean, follow-up: 831).

Jean did find criticism difficult, but she acknowledged that it was necessary.
The means through which criticism was conveyed was the area she felt they
needed to work on.

The ‘poorrelative’
A new concern for Jean was the following example which I have called the

‘poor relative’ example:
7 hate going to meetings in the morning after sleepover (...) you stress

about it, you’re worried, you’re tired, you look like shit as well [laughs]
and you, often you haven’t thought about, you didn’t plan the clothes
you needed to wear to a meeting and you feel, sometimes you’re
sitting with maybe a psychologist or a psychiatrist or whoever and you
feel like the poor relative’ (Jean, follow-up: 493).

Jean’s experience echoed Sean’s sense of feeling compromised in a LAC
review.
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Summary

A number of dilemmas had been resolved from the time of the previous
fieldwork, though not always in their entirety. Sue’s boundary-conflict had
reduced and she had developed a more relaxed and creative way of working.
Sean had reduced his fears of burning out but acknowledged that he only
had a few more years left. Stephanie no longer had two key children so did
not have the same conflicts with the bureaucratic tasks as she had previously
but acknowledged that she would have new keychild in the New Year.

New dilemmas surfaced for the participants. Sean related a sense of feeling
compromised in a LAC review due to his relationship with the young person
in the context of other professionals. Stephanie mentioned not wanting to
address her own needs when saying ‘bye’to her keychild.
Jean’s case study provided a particularly rich description of her dilemmas
and concerns. She had learned it was not a ‘popularity contest’ but her
description of relationships revealed that she ranked lower in the hierarchy of
relationships compared to those working longer in the home. Although she
had found her niche in the team having learned the ‘hard way’ to discuss
issues openly, she expressed a need for a more constructive means of
debriefing and discussing concerns and still felt somewhat unsafe in the team
and in supervision. She had found her own way of looking at things and was
more comfortable in defending decisions but still felt unsure and exposed at
times. New concerns emerged in Jean’s keyworking role where she was
particularly anxious about carrying out therapeutic work. She also described
getting drawn into ‘Tit for tat’ with the young people and revealed a sense of
hurt as being a motivation for imposing consequences.

Theme 11: ‘It’s very settled’
This theme related to the sense of cohesion between the children, staff and
home because all of the participants stated early in the interviews that things
were very settled. It directly contrasted with the Theme 3: “If something’s

195

going wrong anywhere’ there is a domino effect on relationships’. Again, the
definition of the word ‘settled’, which had a myriad of meanings, was useful.
Those most relevant to the sense in which the participants used the term
included:

To place in a desired state or in order; to quiet, calm or bring to rest;
to stop from annoying or opposing; to make stable; to agree or come
to an agreement; to come to rest; to become calm or composed; to
subside’ (Webster, 1989: 1306).

While the word could be used in a more conclusive or permanent sense, the
participants were aware that residential care would not rest in a permanently
settled position. Sue, Stephanie and Sean noted that residential care went
through cycles, as demonstrated in the following quote by Sue:
‘I’ve done the job long enough to know it goes through cycles and (...)
it’s a nice settled period now, other young people will come in, other
young people will leave, the dynamic will change again, it’ll be a very
different place two years from now, but at the minute I just enjoy
actually being able to do the work, you know there’s no, there’s very,
there’s no fire-fighting really (R: ok) at the minute, it’s, here to do the
thing that you should be doing because it’s providing hopefully a
trusting adult relationship for, for young people and a nice home
environment for them (R: mm hmm) while they’re here, so, it’s good to
be able to concentrate on those, rather than having to deal with
incidents and conflicts and ringing through to police every night, you
know all that [pause] shite [R: laugh]’ (Sue, follow-up: 271).

In this extract Sue was suggesting that the ‘work’ was on ‘a trusting adult
relationship’ and a ‘homely environment’.
Likewise Stephanie noted that in another year there would be a new ‘settling
in’ period where there would be new staff and children and finding ‘new ways
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with relationships and people’ and the ‘same thing will happen’. Stephanie
was suggesting a cyclical process of settling in, being settled and then being
unsettled again. Likewise, Sean contrasted the ‘chaos’ of the time of the
initial interview to the ‘optimal’ Wvne at the follow-up in the following quote:

Well I think right now, in a lot of ways, it's almost optimal in terms of,
you know, you probably couldn't wish for better young people or better
relationships, erm I suppose you do kind of forget, when things are
good, you know how difficult it can be, when things are settled, which
is maybe a good thing as well, you know (R: mm hmm) just being able
to block it out. cos I do remember the time you are talking about, it
was really tough in here, it was like chaos (...) and you know I think in
a lot of ways it's as stable as a lot of family homes right now’ (Sean,
follow-up: 246).
Sean, like Sue and Stephanie, was alluding to the fact that things would not
always be as settled. The comparison to a family home and it being ‘optimal’
was in sharp contrast to the initial interviews. In the following passage Jean
talked about ‘normal days’ and no ‘kicking off at night:
‘It’s just that they basically all go to bed on time and am, there’s no,
there’s no sort of kicking off at night, which, which would really get a
person down long-term (...) so, no I think at the minute it’s just, the
days feel like normal days, people are getting up, going to school,
having their meals, we’re able to enjoy each other’s company, kids
aren’t fighting’ (Jean, follow-up: 237).

All of the participants attributed the change to a number of factors: the young
people, team and home being settled. Sean and Jean noted that they had
been concerned regarding the admission of a young boy whose reputation
and criminal record had preceded him but it had gone well.
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The team being ‘gelled’ was an element which was prominent in Stephanie
and Jean’s accounts although Sean also mentioned that people had moved
from being boundary-led and the team was in a better place. The following is
an important quote by Stephanie:
7 have to say everything’s going really well now, definitely, the team, I
think, I always think, well like the team is like a normal family home, I
think the relationships even between parents, if things aren't right
between parents (R: yea) in a normal home, I think that feeds through
to the children now and I think even here now with the staff, maybe
when you were here last, maybe there was a few bits and pieces that
weren't right in the team, and I think that can unsettle children in itself,
so, (R: mm hmm) nothing major like, but am, the team are very well
gelled (...) in residential, if you look after the adults, that feeds through
healthier into the young people (Stephanie, follow-up: 216).
She talked about the benefits of getting time away as a team on the Social
Pedagogy training, something which Jean also mentioned. Stephanie’s
passage had strong parallels with the focus group Theme 7: ‘Team
disagreements and the domino effect on relationships’. However, in this
instance she focused on the team being ‘ge//ed’feeding through healthier to
the young people.
Stephanie attributed problems in the team to new staff coming in and young
people spotting cracks in the team. However, she also said that staff
members were too careful about other people’s feelings. In the following
passage she focused on openness and honesty:

STEPHANIE: everyone's kind of got their foot in the team and gelled
together and, people know what they are wanting to achieve with
young people, and what they have, you know, everyone knows, the
staff know the young people very well, the young people know the
staff very well, it's very communal, you know what I mean?
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R: Okay. So, what is ‘gelling’ the team together?

STEPHANIE: I suppose it is just getting over that initial, I suppose,
open and honesty, because I suppose at the beginning, you have new
people coming in (...) people are sort of stepping on eggshells

This passage mirrored Jean’s notion of ‘putting all your cards on the table’.
Stephanie said they had moved from treading on ‘eggshells’ to an openness
and honesty. However, the reference to having their ‘foot in the team’ was
also of interest suggesting that she felt some did not have their ‘feet in the
team’ previously. The intimacy of the team was revealed in the following
quote:
‘It is a very intimate working environment (R: yea) cos like you're 25
hours on shift with a colleague alone (R: mm hmm) you know what I
mean, so youns are getting up to bed and youns are getting a
relationship, do you know what I mean? To a certain degree, you've
these people, you're living with them, your colleagues and so forth (R:
mm hmm) and as well as that, then there's the relationships with the
young [people] never mind the colleagues’ (Stephanie, follow-up: 308).
The notion of living with colleagues caused a fusion of the living and working
horizons for staff echoing the work of Gadamer (1990/1960).

Jean’s contribution to staff dynamics had changed, as shown in the following
quote:
7 feel more part of the team now (R: mm hmm) but I suppose when it
comes, when it comes to that as well, you sort of find out more about
the underlying dynamics, like I didn’t really have much of a clue about
that when you first came (R: yea) but you do, I have more of a clue
now about the way that people work and what ticks certain people off
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and what, things I do that tick other people off (...) I just feel like
everyone’s getting on at the minute and it’s, it’s a good environment to
work in (...) I don’t really feel like I knew very much about the
dynamics, I just thought everyone was very vocal and get, you know,
there was a lot of, too many opinions I thought (R: mm hmm) am, but I
suppose I don’t see that now because I’m enmeshed in it all [laughs]’
(Jean, follow-up: 245)

She noted a progression from being an outsider watching and wondering to
an insider perspective 'enmeshed in it all'. She wondered how the new
member of staff was doing.

Summary

Returning to the cycle of settling and unsettling, the participants were
enjoying the settled time, or indeed 'optimaf time, or comparison to a family
home in Sean’s words. To be settled was not a resting point and the
participants acknowledged that the cycle would change again. Stephanie’s
notion of ‘settling in’ provided a picture of what the ‘in-between’ stage looked
like in the cycle from unsettled to settled. Jean’s depiction of ‘normal days’
and ‘no kicking off at night’ could be linked to the normalising state in
Themes 1 and 9 where the participants ideally wanted to experience
relationships.
In particular Jean and Stephanie’s references to the team shed light on the
earlier tensions expressed in the initial interviews and focus group. Stephanie
spoke directly about these problems and attributed them to ‘walking on
eggshells’ and Jean said the team had learned to put all their ‘cards on the
table’. Through these later reflections, theme 5 took on a different nuance of
meaning. Their ‘good’ narrative could be likened to a sense of ‘walking on
eggshells’.
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Theme 12: Learning through experience and Social Pedagogy
This theme deals with two types of learning which were evident in the follow
up interviews: a) experiential learning; or b) formal learning through training.
The experiential learning pattern was largely based on reflecting on patterns
that the participants went through. At the start, the focus was on being a
friend, being liked and learning the unwritten rules. Through experience, a
more relaxed approach to relationships evolved. From a more formal learning
perspective, there was a specific focus on Social Pedagogy because all the
participants mentioned it in the follow-up interviews spontaneously. This
theme considered how the experience of learning about, and making sense
of relationships, had changed over time both informally and formally.
Social Pedagogy was the main new finding in this theme. Sue and Sean
were most positive about Social Pedagogy and frequently mentioned it in
their interview relating it to their approach to relationships. Stephanie and
Jean, did not mention it as much in their interviews and largely thought it had
been useful to have the time and space out as a team. Stephanie was of the
opinion that they already worked with many of the principles of Social
Pedagogy anyway, though they did not name them as Social Pedagogy and
Jean found it a bit too theoretical.

All of the participants mentioned that the training was limited to seven days
and wondered if the Health and Social Care Trust would provide more. Their
concern was aptly summarised by Sue:

7 don’t think any of us like particularly would, hate the thought that the
‘powers-that-be’ further up the ladder go ‘oh this [Social Pedagogy]
sounds like a nice, unusual, innovative idea, let’s give them 7 days
training, see what they do, and obviously the outcomes for young
people will be much improved [raises voice in an ironic way - R:
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laugh] and if they’re not, then it’s those staff’s fault’ (Sue, follow-up:
293).

There was a sense of uncertainty as to whether such a short-term training
session could achieve real change in their practice, and if it would be
supplemented overtime.

Sue, had embraced significant change from the initial interview where she
was trying to ‘relax’ into relationships; she now ‘was’ relaxed. The reasons for
this change (outlined in Theme 10) were also due to sick leave where she
had time to reflect and the mix of young people. Here, the impact of Social
Pedagogy is discussed in detail. She spontaneously mentioned the Social
Pedagogy training and the ‘3 Ps’14. In particular, she had learned to accept
the intensity of close relationships:
‘You always have to be mindful of your, the ‘3 Ps’ as they call it, in
pedagogy, the, the private, the professional and the personal (R: mm
hmm) so [pause] I think I’m more settled with the idea that they are
very intense and close relationships (...) it’s just become more, more
easy to sort of blur the lines in a good way, in order to be flexible (R:
ok) I don’t know whether that makes sense, it’s just (R: yea) the
training has, has, enabled me to get back to how I maybe would’ve
worked before I actually did my Social Work training (R: mm hmm) so
not so stilted maybe in (R: ok) ‘here’s the line and don’t cross it’ (Sue,
follow-up: 83).

The notion of the line or boundary was contrasted with close, intense
relationships. Social work training appeared to serve as a barrier between
her work before (in Adult Mental Health) and her work in residential child

14 Eichsteller and Holthoff (2008) define the ‘private’ as the personal boundary of what is not
shared with the young person, the 'personal' as what they offer reflectively of themselves to
the young person and the ‘professional’ as the theoretical base which helps them understand
young people.
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care. The use of the word ‘settle’ adopted another connotation here; Sue was
settled with being ‘close’ rather than ‘stilted’.

At the end of her interview, she returned to the ‘3 Ps’ relating how they had
helped her consider a fixed line for the private, but blurring the lines between
the personal and professional:

‘Again, I’m going to go back to the Social Pedagogy again whereas
that was professional and private (R: mm hmm) there’s, and again it’s
not rocket science, it’s not reinventing the wheel, I obviously knew
about those, but it makes it easier in my head (R: mm hmm) to
separate out because the personal is where you can use your life
experiences in your work [interruption] I think that’s the difference,
maybe then I was thinking more about the professional and the private
being a two-pronged (...) what I’ve been able to do more is use the
personal which sort of melds in with the professional (R: mm hmm) I
think that’s, that’s why I find it more relaxed, why I’ve been able to blur
those li.., blur them appropriately like (R: yea) blur them, not in a
dodgy way [laughs] (...) so, yea, it’s a, it’s just, maybe with that, the
three categories, you, you’re, it’s easier then to see well I can use this
and it’s appropriate to use this, and I’m comfortable with using this (R:
yea) it was, it’s not something that could be turned against me or
something so therefore it’s, that’s in the personal realm, which is part
of our relationships here (R: mm hmm) so, I’m more comfortable then
with, you know, there is a line with the private I think, (R: mm hmm)
that I’m more comfortable with having that part of myself that I can use
(Sue, follow-up: 495)

Of interest here was the fact that the ‘3 Ps’ made it easier in her ‘head’
because it contrasted with Theme 2: “Your head's focusing on so many

things’: Cognitive and emotional complexity’. Social pedagogy also provided
her with a means to ensure that her actions would not be ‘turned against’ her.
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The notion of ‘appropriate’ blurring evokes connotations of expectations of
personal barriers.

Sue also brought up Social Pedagogy as helping her become more relaxed
around the bureaucratic tasks of her work. She noted that, in the past, she let
bureaucracy get in the way as seen in the following quote:

‘The bureaucracy gets in the way (...) I’ve let other things get in the
way (...) whether it be supposed ‘cover your ass practice’ that no-one
likes to admit that they’ll, they’ll engage in but we all have at some
stage (Sue, follow-up: 221)
Sue talked about choosing what to do in 'our little bubble' and Social
Pedagogy helping her 'fight':
We have a little bubble here if you like, you can’t be responsible for
the whole of the residential child care sector or what the Trust is or
isn’t doing. We know that, as social workers and professionals, there
are certain tasks we need to perform and certain things we need to do
in order to ah, comply with the law or whatever policy. But, in our little
bubble, (R: mm hmm) we can choose how we do that (...) The Social
Pedagogy really did nail that for me (R: mm hmm) this is how I could
get back to, because earlier in working here, I didn’t feel like I was
work, being myself working (R: mm hmm) it was more to, to do with
feeling pissed off with the Trust’ (Sue, follow-up: 351)

Sue’s reference to her ‘self suggested that pedagogy had reduced an
‘authenticity’ conflict; she was able to use and be ‘herself. Sue’s issues were
quite different from the others perhaps because of her own ‘psychobiography’
and background in Adult Mental Health and sociology. She mentioned that
the team leader acted as a buffer between the ‘powers-that-be’ and her little
bubble. Notions of space seemed relevant here: the powers that be were 'out
there'yet her bubble was in ‘here’.
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She gave an animated example of how Social Pedagogy had inspired her to
‘fight’ against the ‘powers that be’ regarding some of the young girls being
moved at 18 amidst their A levels:

We are trying to wrestle with the powers that be for three of our girls
to stay after their 18th birthdays because they will be doing their A
levels. It makes absolutely no sense (R: mm hmm) to remove children
from where they have settled and they have good relationships and
just throw them out because they’ve reached their 18th birthday, right
in the middle of their A Levels [all this said in a very firm voice] (...) if
we can get it across then to the senior management as time goes on
that some of the policies and decisions, clearly not made by people on
the ground, or have not worked on the ground for twenty years which
have no idea of the impact that those policies actually have on the
young people (R: mm hmm) And then it’s about us arguing the case,
again I think the prime example is this thing, am these young people,
being us, is advocating us fighting on their behalf And, I do, I prefer
the word ‘fighting’ [says with great enthusiasm] because it is, I mean
it’s like going, this is such a stupid decision (...) where Social
Pedagogy just brings it back, is that it, that is what we should, we are
advocates, and we should be advocating for that, but if that’s difficult
because it’s with other professionals then that, that has to be, that has
to be the way it is then’ (Sue, follow-up: 409).

Sue’s animation at this point in the interview was in stark contrast to how
relaxed she was generally in the interview. Sue was empowered by Social
Pedagogy to advocate on the young person’s behalf. An emerging role,
therefore, was an advocate, adding to the repertoire set out in Theme 2. It
also appeared to contrast with the sense of deflation she noted around being
a ‘residential social worker’ in the initial interview.
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Sean, too, was influenced by Social Pedagogy, which was initially surprising
given his admission that his Social Work training had no impact in his initial
interview. However, he noted that the Social Pedagogy training resonated
with him because it focused on relationships and was residential-specific
unlike any other training he had received. His first mention of Social
Pedagogy came very early in his interview as a ‘major change’:

SEAN: The only thing that really has changed is we've done some
training, some very basic training in Social Pedagogy, and am, it's kind
of made me think about, am, the importance of actually doing things
with young people, there's kind of a stress within Social Pedagogy,
you probably know a lot more about it than me [laughs]
R: Well not necessarily [laughs]
Sean: you know it's like a lot about learning with young people,
through a common third, it could be anything really, it could be going
to the gym or going shopping or art work, so that sort of thing, so it's
something I've always felt was important but it's kind of made me
focus more on it, especially, on a one to one level with young people. I
really do think that If you are doing something together and there's
some sort of outcome of what you do with the young person, I do think
it's definitely good for building relationships. And I should say it's
probably something I always knew but never give it much thought
before. So that's kind of the major change I suppose (Sean, follow-up:
17)

Social pedagogy, reinforced for Sean, the importance of doing things with the
young people drawing on the pedagogical concept of the ‘Common Third’. He
was able to learn ‘with’ the young people, which provided a different means
of learning about relationships than learning from other staff. He was also
able to ‘give thought’. Sean was influenced by the ‘3 P’s’ in Social Pedagogy
as shown in the following example:
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7 suppose within the Social Pedagogy, we're kind of made to think
about your role, in terms of the personal, the private and the
professional, so it's kind of made me think about how, I mean again,
it's all stuff I already new, but I suppose just hadn't framed it like that, I
mean you are, no matter what, you are always professional, in a lot of
ways, but I mean, that's a good thing, I think if it makes you aware of
why a young person's behaving in a certain way because maybe what
happened to them, so it contextualises things, whatever. Maybe if you
had, didn't have those theories, or that knowledge base, you might be
a bit more reactive and not as understanding with that young person.
The private, I think, like I would kind of always let a young person
know about my life in general, like I have a bit about family or
whatever and what my personal views are on certain things, so the
Social Pedagogy has made me be a bit more about it's important to
not to like transfer something bad that's happened in your life to, I
mean you don't want to be telling a young person, like loading them
with stuff they don't need to know about, I try to keep on the more
positive side about my private life or whatever, am, the last thing a
young person needs is more problems really’ (Sean, follow-up: 109)

Sean found the ‘3 P’s’ useful in finding a way of framing how to keep his
private life separate and only use positive elements in his work, adding a
further layer of reflection to his work. This sense of use of the self echoed his
notion of 'switching off emotions in the initial interview. In this passage, he
was encouraged to use positive emotions. He attributed the theories and
knowledge of Social Pedagogy as helping with understanding young people.

He also changed his mind about therapeutic work as a result of Social
Pedagogy because of the emphasis on doing everyday things:

7 suppose I maybe now think, you know that a lot of what we do is
thera, has therapeutic value but it's just not necessarily the very sort of
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formalised view of therapy. So erm, I'm not really sure why I've
changed, you know maybe Is part, you know maybe the Social
Pedagogy has made me think of that you know, because a therapeutic
relationship isn't necessarily about, discussing you know like very
difficult issues for a young person, it could also just be about a young
person growing, really into a young adult, you know, Does that make
sense?’ (Sean, follow-up: 130).

Sean’s thinking shifted, as a result of the Social Pedagogy training, from
regarding therapy as deficit-based to development-based.

Despite his enthusiasm for Social Pedagogy, Sean said he was not sure how
his practice had changed:
‘But I'm not really sure still how my practice has changed or is
expected to have changed, you know post the training, erm because
there wasn't really anything that as a team that we would do differently
or aren't already doing. (R: yea) But erm, I'm also conscious that
maybe I don't have a complete understanding of what the model is, or
how you know if you are practicing Social Pedagogy, how does that
change how you build relationships with young people, and how you
maintain them, and how you end them or whatever. I mean I would
love to see Social Pedagogy in practice, I mean I know some people
have, you know, like [team leaderf and stuff but erm, I haven't had that
opportunity and I'd love to’ (Sean, follow-up: 176).

This passage revealed that Sean still did not feel he had a full understanding
of social pedagogy.

Stephanie’s learning process was quite different from the others. She had
followed an experiential path to learning and was comfortable with the way
she had shaped her role. She mentioned that she had always worked in
residential care settings and compared herself with new staff members who
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had no experience in the area. She said she was clear ‘in her head’ about
her role as a ‘surrogate parent first, then a social worker’. However, she
talked much less about the teaching role she had focused on in the initial
interviews in her follow-up interview.

One of the new ways she said she had learned to work was to use ‘safe
risks’. When I probed about ‘safe risks’, she mentioned Social Pedagogy
training as bringing safe risk 'to the forefront ever so slightly more'. The main
positive element of Social Pedagogy, in Stephanie’s account, was the fact
that she could go back to her seniors and use Social Pedagogy to account
for her decision-making.
Stephanie attributed the value of the Social Pedagogy training as getting the
'time away as a team' and giving them the 'avenue and setting in order to
break it down and talk about it as a team'. Re-situating their activity from the
‘daily grind’ to another space was also helpful. However, Stephanie
emphasised that the team could have come up with the same things anyway:
‘But I would very much give more credit to the team themselves, as in
a lot of it was already existent only there wasn't a name for it’
(Stephanie, follow-up: 164).

She felt Social Pedagogy was putting names on the work that they already
‘should’ be doing. When mentioning the ‘3 Ps’ (personal, private and
professional), she said it was 'the way I would work anyway1. However, she
admitted that others in the training had difficulty between these elements. In
her words: 'Social Pedagogy is quite in line like, with [pause] with mine
anyway'. There appeared to be a difference between Stephanie and the
other staff. She felt Social Pedagogy already aligned with her work, while the
others extrapolated some new learning from the course.
Stephanie defended the work they did at several points in her interview and
repeatedly stated that Social Pedagogy would only enhance their practice. In
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her opinion, Social Pedagogy was a ‘good reminder’ but that it was
necessary to acknowledge the good work already in place, their proactive
team and sense of being child-orientated. She noted that it was the longest
she had been in a job (5 years) which was above average for a residential
worker. In relation to creativity or the 'hands’ dimension of Social Pedagogy,
Stephanie cautioned against changing the ‘homeliness’ of the home:

The hands, the whole creative side of it like, and it's just that, it's just
being creative with the young people and introducing them to more art
and stuff but at the same time, like we would be very conscious, it is a
home (R: mm hmm) and how many people in a normal house would
say, right we are having an art night tonight', do you know what I
mean? (R: yea) So it is finding that balance (R: mm hmm) that you are
not making them feel they are in a children's home, you know what I
mean? (Stephanie, follow-up: 414).
Stephanie’s point was that there was a balancing act between being creative
and creating a home. Such a claim was interesting in light of the findings
from Theme 1 ‘Spending time ‘with’ young people in sincere relationships’
and Theme 9: ‘Enjoying time’ regarding the importance of every day time with
the young people. Furthermore she said they did not want the children to feel
they were being ‘social pedagogued’ echoing the sense that they had worked
hard so as not to be perceived as social workers as mentioned in the initial
interviews.

Jean’s learning curve was an experiential one through ‘learning the hard way’
rather than Social Pedagogy and there are some overlaps with Theme 10.
She spoke about learning to know herself better or being more ‘self-aware’:

7 don’t know, I, it’s just, it’s sort of about just learning [pause] learning
to know yourself better too and like knowing you’re stressed or you’re,
you’re being irrational, or you’re in a bad mood today or whatever and
that other people can feel that same and, to take that with a pinch of
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salt and am, often I’ve learned as well to shut my mouth [laughs]’
(Jean, follow-up: 415)

Jean identified one of her biggest learning areas as forgetting herself, as
shown in the following quote:

‘Sometimes like I say you can forget yourself (R: mm hmm) and forget
that you’re professional and forget that you have skills and weigh into
things where you shouldn’t weigh into things (R: mm hmm) and like
that’s one of my biggest learning areas I think’ (Jean, follow-up: 821).

While Jean was tentative about learning through mistakes in her initial
interview, she noted that 'learning on the job has got me this far'.
Building on her experiential learning she was interested in training in
interactions, attachment, team supervision and breaking down an incident.
The following extract revealed a kind of instinctual learning:
7 couldn’t name the skills that I’ve learned but I, instlnctually you just
do things now in situations where you don’t really know why you’re
doing them (R: mm hmm) and often if you’re on with somebody that
you have a good relationship with, you only need to look at each other
to know what way they’re going to play it and (R: mm hmm) what way
you’re going to play it, and make sure that they’re complimentary and
things like that (...) I was, I was trying to, trying to follow everyone and
everyone was so different and not really able to assimilate into what I
wanted, who I was (Jean, follow-up: 889).

In a sense she was learning to align with the other staff, in an intuitive way.
She was also learning how she wanted to work and how to merge all these
things with who she was.
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Jean said that she had found her ‘niche’ in the home and the team, but that
her career niche did not lay in residential care. The following quote pointed to
new horizons:

‘The three staff that have left here have been here three, three and
half years, it seems to be the point where people tend to look for new
horizons so I think I’ll probably follow in that line’ (Jean, follow-up:
925).

Jean did bring up Social Pedagogy spontaneously but later in her interview
than the others and only did so after talking about having grown in
experience. Like Stephanie, she gained from being together as a team: ‘we
were able to all say let’s take a step back and reflect’. The main benefit of the
Social Pedagogy training for Jean was this team time because they had not
had any time out as a team in the two years she had been in the home. She
found it useful to discuss team meetings, professional debriefings and ways
of recording. Bonding was an element and she also mentioned appreciating
people for who they were.

Jean’s impression of the Social Pedagogy training was that it was very
theoretical. Like Sean, she was cautious about its progression: ‘pinning that
content down into practical changes in our unit and our way of working, we
need someone to come in’.

Summary
This final theme tracked the changes for the participants in their learning
processes around relationships. The word ‘settle’ had connotations here
where Sue felt ‘settled’ that she could have ‘close, intense’ relationships.
Both Sue and Sean mentioned concepts from Social Pedagogy.

For

example, Sean, had found that Social Pedagogy provided a framework
through which he could give more thought to the importance of the ‘Common
Third’. ‘Giving thought’ is of interest, Social Pedagogy was helping Sue and
Sean to conceptualise their thinking or work in their ‘head’. The extent of
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change in the follow-up interviews highlighted the benefits of time and space
for reflection individually and as a team. Social pedagogy also gave them a
language to articulate new types of work that were coming to the fore. For
example, Sue’s imagery of a ‘bubble’ and the advocate role, or Stephanie’s
approach to ‘safe risk’ which permitted them to stand by the work that they
did to their ‘seniors’. Nevertheless, Stephanie wanted to be recognised for
the work they were already doing and was cautious about Social Pedagogy
undoing the work they had done by ‘social pedagoguing’{he children.

This theme marks the end point of the findings and aptly bridges the
developmental process in the research with the interpretative discussion that
will follow. The participants had followed different experiential and formal
learning paths, from learning ‘the hard way’ to the social pedagogy training.
On the whole, the team had learned to externalise their thoughts and
Stephanie and Jean’s accounts emphasised the importance of team time.

Conclusion on Follow-up Interviews
The follow-up interviews have demonstrated that the participants viewed their
relationships, the young people, the team and the home as very settled. As
such, the theme was in direct contrast to the unsettled period described in
the domino effect themes mentioned earlier (Themes 3 and 7). The
participants had the time to spend with young people paralleling with Theme
1.

The participants had moved to resolving some of their previous dilemmas
and concerns but new ones were emerging. There was some synergy with
the complexity of Theme 2 because some of the resolutions directly referred
to dilemmas the participants had expressed in the first interviews. In
particular, some resolutions had been that the team had learned to lay all
their ‘cards on the table’ which provided some resolution for Theme 5: ‘All’s
good’.
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Jean’s experiential learning curve and the introduction of the language of
Social Pedagogy provide new insights into their perceptions of relationships.
The follow-up interviews reveal a deeper sense of reflection by the
participants and the differences in developmental stages of the participants
regarding their learning experiences of relationships.

Conclusion

on findings: the empirical story so far

The findings have brought together a diverse range of thoughts, emotions
and power tensions impacting on relationships. The two learning themes
highlighted a sense of a developmental process which took place between
the initial interviews and the follow-up interviews. As demonstrated in the title
of this study, there were two opposing processes: settling and unsettling and
these have filtered through into the thoughts and emotions of the participants
presented in the common themes across the data collection points.
A creative way of concluding on the key messages is now used through an
emotion and thought map15. All the transcripts for the study were placed in a
document and a concordance test was carried out to generate the frequency
of all the words used. The words were then searched in order of frequency
and those relating to the complexity of thoughts and emotions were selected.
Some words were not included in the map, for example ‘think’, ‘know’, ‘like’
and ‘want’ because they occurred so frequently it was not possible to see the
weighting of the other words. Two maps were generated.

In the first map, depicted in Figure 8, the complexity of the conflicting
emotions of the participants surrounding relationships is illustrated.

15 Generated from www.wordle.com
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Figure 8: Emotional Map Across all transcripts
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The map is dominated by the word ‘sorry’, but ‘upset’ and ‘love’ also feature
prominently. A number of settling emotions such as ‘love’, ‘positive’, ‘happy’,
‘brilliant’, ‘funny’ and ‘enjoy’ are set against unsettling emotions such as
‘sorry’, ‘upset’, ‘angry’, ‘hurt’and ‘negative’.
In the second map, depicted in Figure 9, the complexity of the conflicting
thoughts of the participants surrounding relationships is displayed.
Figure 9: Thought map across all transcripts
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This map is characterised by the word ‘hard’ which stands out from the rest.
Unsettling thoughts such as ‘wrong’, ‘unsettled’ are set against settling
thoughts such as ‘settled’, ‘naturally’ and ‘normal’.
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These maps relate not just to the emotions and thoughts of the participants,
but also to those of the young people. As such, they visually represent the
complexity of the participants’ experience of relationships where they
manage their own emotions and thoughts as well as those of the young
people. These settling and unsettling emotions and thoughts provide the
context for the interpretative discussion of the findings in the following
chapter.
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CHAPTER FIVE
DISCUSSION
Having outlined the findings in the last chapter, this chapter moves to discuss
the interpretation of the themes on a more theoretical level. In doing so, it
considers the ‘double hermeneutic’ in IRA where the researcher is making
sense of the participants making sense of relationships. The main themes
were subjected to the question: ‘From the vantage point of the researcher,
are there alternative ways of viewing these themes?' based on an adaptation
of Gambrill’s (1997) Socratic questions.
This chapter presents one interpretation of the findings. Any reader
assimilating the findings would be likely to bring other interpretative
repertoires to the study, for example: a Child and Youth Care Worker, a
Social Pedagogue, a social theorist, a policy maker, a relative of one of the
participants, a young person, a birth parent or a foster carer. The previous
chapter provided a richly descriptive account of the experiences of residential
social workers in one home. The separation of description from interpretation
is an invitation to stimulate discussion on other vantage points than those
generated in this chapter.

Within this chapter, the findings are discussed primarily through a lens of
social pedagogical learning zones (Senninger, 2000; Eichsteller and Holthoff,
2008) as a means of accounting for the settling and unsettling cycles
impacting on relationships. The theoretical discussion of emotions is further
connected with emotional intelligence theory and the contagion of emotions
(Goleman et al., 2002) and reflective practice (Ruch, 2005). Through the
theoretical framework which synthesises all these ideas, an argument is
made for the need to create time and space for three ‘R’s: relationships,
reflection and replenishment.
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Layder’s (2006) Domain Theory still acts as an organising framework to
understand the filtering of emotions, thoughts and power in ‘situated activity’
as they unfold in real time. Domain Theory further adopts a new meaning as
concepts such as time and space became crucial mediating factors in
‘situated activity’. The conceptualisation of the team also changed as a result
of the research and was more nuanced than first thought. The initial diagram
of domains (Figure 2) would capture better the participants’ experience if
rotated

to

the

left

so

that

the

domains

of

‘social setting’ and

‘psychobiography’ appeared at the bottom as shown in Figure 10.
Figure 10: A new Conceptualisation of Layder’s domains
Systemic Power

CONTEXTUAL
RESOURCES: Broader
welfare regime and
the impact of wider
culture

SITUATED ACTIVITY:
Day-to-day
interactions within
the role

Systemic &
Intersubjective
Power

PSYCHOBIOGRAPHY:
Residential social
worker's past life
history and narrative
and professional
background

SOCIAL SETTINGS:
Culture of the home
and team including
the statutory context

Individual
Power /

TIME & SPACE

The team exerted strong intersubjective power while the participants exerted
individual power. The various power tensions depicted in the arrows between
situated activity and the other domains are explained in more detail through
the theory of learning zones below.
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Two

main

quality

criteria

guide

this

chapter:

‘transferability’

and

‘contextualisation’. Transferability’ refers to whether the findings will hold in
another context (Bryman, 2008). ‘Contextualization’ refers to the transfer of
the findings to another milieu or the same milieu over time (Kvale, 1996).
Judging the ‘transferability’ of the findings in another context is achieved
through the ‘thick description’ (Bryman, 2008) of Chapter four but could also
be tested in other residential care settings (Whitaker et al., 1998; Book,
2002).

The concept of transferability in this chapter has also been linked with Smith
and Osborn's (2003) focus on ‘theoretical generalisability’ through making
links between the findings, the researcher’s own personal and professional
experience, and the claims in the literature. In this chapter, any claims that
are made are based on the interplay between the participants’ accounts, the
researcher’s reflections and relevant literature or theory. The earlier literature
review needed to be supplemented with another to situate the key
overarching themes identified in the study in the relevant literature. The
review contributed to the discussion of literature on emotions and reflective
practice in this chapter and was necessarily selective rather than exhaustive
(Smith et al., 2009). A strategy revealing how the review was carried out is
found in Appendix 19.
The

chapter

is

also

guided

by

the

postmodern

shift

towards

‘contextualisation’ (Kvale, 1996). Another merit of IRA studies is what they
reveal about the broader context (Smith and Osborn, 2003). As previously
stated, Willig (2001) believes that quality in IPA is achieved through
demonstrating the relationship between the accounts and contexts in which
they were produced.

SETTLING AND UNSETTLING INTO LEARNING ZONES
It is not the intention in this section to reiterate the findings, but rather to set
the context of the discussion that will follow. The research has revealed the
importance of relationships through Themes 1 and 9 within a wider sense of
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being settled or unsettled. There was not one single factor which explained
the settled or unsettled periods, but rather a sense of a number of layers
exerting powerful enablers or constraints on relationships. Layder’s (2006)
conceptualisation of power is useful here because it outlines the individual,
intersubjective and systemic layers of power as will be explained in more
detail in this chapter.

The cycle of being settled and unsettled has been shown in previous
research which described it as ‘good’ and ‘bad’ patches believed to be
general phenomena in residential care (Whitaker et al., 1998). These patches
were linked to stresses and rewards. A predominately good patch would be
characterised by good morale, satisfaction and reward but would then give
way to a bad patch. Among the various causes of bad patches in Whitaker et
al.’s (1998) study were: a) a change in the mix of children in the home or
‘inappropriate placements’] or b) a change in the equilibrium of the staff team
affected by a re-constituted team. To illustrate the complexity of positive
forces supporting good practice set against negative forces hindering such
good practice, Whitaker et al. (1998) set out a number of force-field
diagrams. The diagrams are insightful but do not capture the totality of the
experience of relationships while incorporating the different layers of
tensions. Furthermore, their juxtaposition of good and bad patches does not
account for the learning processes which impact on relationships as a result
of good or bad patches.
The findings from the present study regarding settled and unsettled cycles is
substantiated by Whitaker et al.’s (1998) previous research. It moves a step
further, however, to use the settled and unsettled periods as a backdrop for
the following conceptualisation of learning zones. Learning has been shown
to interweave through the experience of relationships in Themes 4 and 12.

The learning zones model was found in the Social Pedagogy training file
recommended by the participants and as such can be seen as grounded in
their context because all the participants had their own file. Experiential
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pedagogy underpins the model which was originally developed by Senninger
(2000). The model has parallels with Vygotsky’s (1978) theory of proximal
development but is a theory which is commonly used in German outdoor
education or 'Er/ebn/spaedagog/Tc'(Eichsteller, 2010). Eichsteller and Holthoff
(2008) use the model within the Social Pedagogy training as a means of
supporting both the young person and carer’s learning. Nevertheless, it is the
residential social worker’s own learning experience which is the focus in the
present study.

The model posits that there are 3 zones: a comfort zone; a learning zone;
and, a panic zone (Eichsteller and Holthoff, 2008). The comfort zone exists
where the individual feels comfortable but is not learning. The learning zone
involves growth and learning. However, a panic zone can evolve where
learning is impossible because of fear.
understand

The zones have been used to

the experience of relationships

in the present study

demonstrated in Figure 11.
Figure 11: Learning Zones

Settling

(Adapted from Eichsteller and Holthoff, 2008)
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as

Figure 11 has been significantly adapted from Eichsteller and Holthoff’s
(2008) own diagram. Two basic processes are depicted: settling into a
comfort zone and unsettling when moving towards a panic zone. The
movement is depicted as a cyclical one, retaining the participants’ own
words, although the cycle does not need to be one-directional. The overall
mood of the home could be seen as being in the panic zone at the initial
interviews whereas by the time of the follow-up interviews it had moved to
being in the comfort zone. The learning zone is placed on two sides of the
diagram to show that a learning zone can exist when moving out of the
comfort zone by taking risks, but it also exists when moving back from the
panic zone and reflecting as the unit settles again. A deliberate separation
has been made to show the cyclical nature of learning and the different
characteristics of the learning zone. The notion of a cycle might explain why
Jean’s account in the follow-up interviews was different from the other
participants. She had been round the cycle fewer times than the others.

Emotions

The model, as developed in the present study, incorporates the emotional
work which is carried out in residential care on an individual and collective
level through the contagion of emotions. Morrison (2007) has stimulated
debate on emotional intelligence in the wider domain of Social Work by
applying Goleman at al.’s (2002) ideas of ‘resonance’ and ‘dissonance’ in the
contagion of emotions from people in close proximity to one another.
‘Resonance’ refers to the alignment of moods around positive feelings
creating a sense of optimism, mental efficiency, fairness and generosity, and
makes work meaningful (Morrison, 2007). ‘Dissonance’, on the other hand,
refers to a person being out of touch with the feelings of another, putting that
person off-balance and on guard and leads to defensive pre-occupation,
inefficiency and poor decision-making (Morrison, 2007). In the present study,
‘resonance’ could be seen in the settled period: moods aligned around
positive feelings and was located within the comfort zone. On the other hand,
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‘dissonance’ occurred in the unsettled period: negativity had a contaminative
or contagious effect and was set within the panic zone.

Within Layder’s (2006) Domain Theory, emotions form part of ‘situated
activity’ and the self’s need for legitimization. Emotions are one of the
reasons Layder (2006) says we are not ‘creatures of society’. In his view,
individuals have diffuse emotional needs and require:
‘Minimal levels of recognition, acceptance, inclusion, approval and
other psychological reassurances in order that personal identity,
security, self-esteem and self-value are affirmed and reaffirmed’
(Layder, 2006: 279).
In the present study, emotion is not simply seen as an individual experience
but an expression of collective and institutional experience as outlined by
Morrison (2007). In Morrison’s (2007) opinion, relationships and emotions are
becoming increasingly marginalised in Social Work. Nonetheless, the
accounts in the present study revealed a range of strong emotions. In doing
so, they link with a prevailing theme in IRA literature of the importance of
emotional experience alongside identity development (Smith et al., 2009).
One IRA study is worth mentioning here because of its innovative attempt to
bring emotional experience to a more theoretical level (Eatough, 2005). The
study theoretically synthesises the work of May (1972) and Solomon (1997).
Eatough (2005) uses May’s conceptualisation of the desire for significance as
a fundamental human motivation which is ‘established and maintained or
undermined and threatened in the context of meaningful relationships’
(Eatough, 2005). She uses Solomon’s ideas that emotions are a form of
cognition or a matter of ideas; that they are intentionally directed towards
something and have a purpose.

Translating these ideas into the present study, the participants’ sense of
significance could be seen as fragile and their emotions could be regarded as
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a moral and evaluative judgement on the conditions within which they were
faced. In Layder’s (2996) terms, their need for legitimisation was not being
met.

Power

Likewise, power can be seen as permeating the zones. The comfort zone is
characterised by a sense of power whereas the panic zone is characterised
by a lack of power. Layder’s (2006) individual, intersubjective and systemic
power provides a framework for theorising these tensions in this study.
Firstly, the activity of relationships with young people in residential care was
mediated through a sense of ‘individual power’. As Sue pointed out, she
could choose what to do in her ‘wee bubble’. In so doing, she highlighted that
residential social workers operate within spheres of autonomous activity
where no-one interferes or interrupts (Whitaker et al., 1998) and they
therefore

have

considerable

power

in

their relationships.

Secondly,

relationships in the study were also ‘situated’ within a complex web of
‘intersubjective power’ encompassing the gazes of the young people, the
other children in the home, the team, the managers and other professionals.
Thirdly, relationships were set within ‘systemic power’ constraints and
enablers illustrated in the ‘domino effect’ of a loss of power or through a
renewed sense of power given the Social Pedagogy training.
Many of the power tensions in the study could be linked back to Heidegger’s
social phenomenology where the participants struggled to be personally and
professionally authentic (Inwood, 1997). There was interplay between
‘authenticity’ (adhering to the ‘self) and ‘inauthenticity’ (undertaking the work
of the ‘they’ - the work of the ‘State parent). The ‘they’ self was based on
notions of professionalism and norms in the team and home. Nevertheless,
inauthentic acquiescence to the ‘they’ could result in inner dissonance, a
feeling that one had compromised one’s personal values. Jean’s definition of
professionalism as two kinds of skills is pertinent: one was being oneself; the
other was to put on a different (professional) face for the outside.
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The learning zone model provides a means of understanding the interplay
between thought and emotion which has been recommended for exploration
in residential care (Houston, 2006). This study reveals the sense-making of
the participants regarding

relationships and there is a developmental

process.

Reviewing the main themes through learning zones:
In the following section, more detailed connections are made with the themes
derived in the research and learning zones. In Table 4 the themes are
broadly classified according to the zone and stage of fieldwork.
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Table 4: Themes corresponding to data collection points and learning zones

$

-I

N
CL

CD

□L

N
h-

While the themes are categorised into different zones, the classification
process is neither straightforward nor static. It is best to conceptualise a zone
as the predominant sense of capturing where the experience is based. The
table is intended to illustrate the overall idea of how the zones could be
applied in the study but a more nuanced description is placed below. This
nuanced conceptualisation of the zones could be likened to Whitaker et al.’s
(1998) acknowledgement that a ‘good patch’ should really be known as a
‘good enough’ patch because it includes difficult times as well as easy times.
During the unsettled period, there were still moments of comfort, so a pure
panic zone cannot capture the complexity of experience. Likewise, during the
settled period, there were still difficulties.
Furthermore the point at which learning takes place is perhaps less
straightforward than Eichsteller and Holthoff (2008) suggest. For example,
some of Jean’s dilemmas in the follow-up interviews could be interpreted as
existing in the panic zone or indeed the learning zone. Eichsteller and
Holthoff (2008) also state that reflection takes place in the comfort zone, so
one could argue that reflection involves some form of learning.
The Comfort zone: settling, power and resonance
The definition of a ‘comfort zone’ is:
‘Where things are familiar, where we feel comfortable, where we don’t
have to take any risks. The Comfort zone is important because it gives
us a place to return to, to reflect and make sense of things - a safe
haven’(Eichsteller and Holthoff, 2008: 46).

The comfort zone was seen as predominately existing in Themes 1,5,9 and
11. The home could be seen as being in the comfort zone during the settled
period of the follow-up interviews. The benefit of such comfort time was that
the participants could enjoy the fulfilment of relationships and job satisfaction.
The imagery of ‘weathering storms’ evoked a sense of a calming down after
a storm. However, elements of a comfort zone could also be seen to exist
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even in the unsettled time of the initial interviews. For example, as Sue
noted, the good relationships were what kept her coming in when things were
unsettled.

The comfort zone could be contextualized to particular individuals or
circumstances. For example, Sue learned to move out of her comfort zone
and to ‘settle’ (reassure) herself that close relationships could exist as
expressed in the follow-up interviews. Fler ‘comfort zone’ in the initial
interviews was to have fixed boundaries between herself and the young
person, or what she later termed as ‘cover your ass practice’.
Within the comfort zone, there was a sense of individuals having a sense of
power where particular social workers interpreted their own role, style or
focus. Most poignantly in the follow-up interview, Sue talked of liking the word
‘fight’\Nhen she wanted to focus on her little ’bubble’, creating a new comfort
zone. She was thus talking of ‘wrestling the powers-that-be’ evoking a
challenge on ‘systemic power’. Stephanie, too, asserted individual power, by
interpreting her role as a ‘surrogate parent’ rather than a ‘social worker’. The
participants in the study used their own experience and values around family
life and relationships from the ‘psychobiographical’ domain.
Such findings align with previous findings regarding the importance of
personal experience and discussion with colleagues rather than a formal
agenda informing their work (Sinclair and Gibbs, 1998) and the influence of
workers’ own value systems (Watson, 2003). An interesting parallel in the
IRA literature was Oke’s (2009) finding that foster carers who succeeded in
building good relationships with children had a defiant attitude towards social
workers. Such defiance could be seen as asserting individual power over
systemic

power.

However foster carers

operate

within

even

more

autonomous spheres of activity in the more ‘private’ space of their home.

Sue, Stephanie and Sean were seen as experiencing a comfort zone in their
relationships with young people in the follow-up interviews where they had
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formed strong attachments with young people. They were very protective of
the three young girls who were settled and were attending school. Similar
findings that there were certain characteristics of young people which found
favour with staff, not least regarding the demonstration of respect and going
to school were found by Moses (2000). The notion of a comfort zone could
be linked to authenticity or working at the ‘contact boundary’ where the
worker and young person make an authentic connection as Fewster (2004;
2005) has discussed. Across the time frames in the study, the participants
were motivated by sincere, authentic relationships as seen through the
importance of spending time ‘with’ the children (Theme 1) and enjoying their
time (Theme 9).
A ‘comfort zone’ may not always be ‘authentic’ as witnessed in the difficulty
to know where to place the ‘All’s good theme’. The participants in the focus
group used the word ‘good’ to present a sense of unity as a good team.
However, powerful team dynamics were revealed in the initial and follow-up
interviews. This theme demonstrated that the team’s comfort zone was
initially to be inauthentic by not laying their ‘cards on the table’ at that point.
While the team had worked on laying their ‘cards on the table’ or being
‘authentic’ by the time of the follow-up interviews, the fact that Jean
mentioned having ‘safe people’ in the team revealed that not everyone in the
team was in the same comfort zone regarding opening up discussions. The
lack of unity in the group and notion of sub groups has also been found in
previous research (Whitaker et al., 1998).

The resonance of positive emotions in the comfort zone could be seen
through Sean and Jean’s worry about a new admission which had gone well
despite their expectations that it would not. The participants felt on top of
their work and supported in the settled period as has been found previously
by Whitaker et al. (1998). Such a view also echoed in the findings of Heron
and Chakrabarti (2002) who stated that staff felt most in control when they
had direct involvement with children or when out on leisure activities.
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The comfort zone has been identified primarily in the follow-up interviews, but
also within certain individuals and the team. It was connected to a sense of
power and positive resonance of emotions. It served as a point of departure
for a risk learning zone, and a point of return from a reflective learning zone
as will be demonstrated.

The Learning Zone: risks and capacity for reflection
The ‘learning zone’ could be seen as existing in the points at which the
participants mentioned learning new ways of approaching relationships. The
previous example where Sue took the risk and moved out of her comfort
zone could be seen as learning in the risk learning zone. She was taking the
risk of moving towards her panic zone. This learning zone of taking a risk and
moving out of the comfort zone was seen as unsettling and quite different
from the other side of the cycle where the panic zone was subsiding and the
participants could settle down again to reflect on what they had experienced.

Learning, and support in learning, was revealed as important in the study,
particularly in Themes 4 and 12. Jean’s account was insightful regarding the
learning

process

in

relationships

in

residential

care.

It

traced

her

development in the initial interview when she had just started residential care
to the follow-up interview where she had developed her niche. Jean spoke of
a parallel learning process taking place when she started: she had to learn
unwritten rules from the team, but also questioned some of the norms and
rules and in so doing other staff had to explain or change rules. While the
team exerted strong intersubjective power, Jean resisted this power by
questioning

the

rules

and

norms.

However,

she

also

learned

and

incorporated many of the norms and rules to the point that she was surprised
by her former interview.

One of the difficulties for Jean in the learning process was the ability to make
decisions ‘on the spot’ in the initial interviews. The complexity of the thought
processes in the moment could be likened to Ward’s (2007) notion of
‘Opportunity-led work’. This work involves two key principles: one is that a
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process exists in even the briefest of incidents; the other is that opportunities
for useful communication can be seized in these unscheduled moments. He
acknowledges that this type of work may be hard for new practitioners to put
into practice in the heat of the moment. He outlines four steps: 1) observation
and assessment; 2) decision-making; 3) action; 4) closure and evaluation. In
his view, more experienced workers develop ‘shortcuts’ to enable them to
weigh up situations quickly and effectively. Ward (2007) cautions that
workers should be wary of ‘pouncing’ on the client with some deep
interpretation or connection.

Stephanie’s interview was also insightful regarding the combined interactions
of new staff learning from the more experienced members of the team.
Stephanie, too, acknowledged the impact of new staff changing the mix in the
team.

She attributed the

learning

process to

new staff members.

Nevertheless, Whitaker et al. (1998) note that induction is a two-way matter
involving formal and informal processes.
The other participants also exposed some differences within the team
regarding their learning processes which appeared to be developing in
isolation but which also needed to converge at different points. As has been
noted in Theme 4, they were all on a learning curve together but each also
on their own individual learning curve. As such, they could be conceptualised
as navigating around their own comfort, learning and panic zones. Likewise,
each had developed particular elements of their practice during the follow-up
interviews.

Developmental stages: Child and Youth Care
The learning processes of the participants could be situated within
developmental models of working in residential care as developed in Child
and Youth Care. Phelan (1990) has identified the following three stages
through which a residential carer passes in the first three years:
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1) The worker is overwhelmed, seeking pragmatic control techniques,
and lacking in confidence. With progress the worker shows increased
confidence, is more able to exert influence and is ready to begin the
application of therapeutic techniques;
2) The worker is able to practice what has been learned in both school
and experience, demonstrates greater competence,

feels more

confident and appears to see self as a competent technician. It is at
this stage, he argues, that the worker can become ‘stuck’ in
professional development and runs the risk of engaging in constant
repetitive interventions. Without further growth, the worker either stays
at this level of development (paraprofessional) or begins to search for
other work;
3) The worker becomes energised by the nuances of the messages from
the youth, shows an appreciation of the need for skill, knowledge and
self to be integrated in practice and respects the clinical expertise
necessary to work effectively (Phelan, 1990: 134 paraphrased in
Garfat, 2001).
Smith (2009) states that these differences need to be understood to avoid
new members of staff becoming resentful of more experienced workers,
because the process of becoming more relaxed and competent happens
over time and cannot be cut short.

The newer participants in the present study such as Marie, Jean, Cherie and
Rosie could be seen as operating between the first and second stages in
Phelan’s (1990) model. Indeed, these were the participants who had left
(Marie, Cherie and Rosie), and Jean mentioned leaving at around the same
stage as them in her follow-up interview. The more experienced participants
such as Sue, Stephanie and Sean could be seen as operating between the
second and third stages. The model may provide some explanation for the
team dynamics which impacted on relationships and some insight into Marie
still feeling new after having worked there two years.
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Nevertheless, Garfat (2001) suggests that the model above assumes a
logical developmental sequence independent of the context and contextual
interactions. He offers instead an approach to understanding development
drawing on an interactional perspective. The first phase involves ‘Doing For’
where the worker is insecure, confused and overwhelmed but deeply caring.
The second phase ‘Doing to’ is where the worker believes that young people
should have certain experiences. In the third phase, Doing with’, they
concerned with involving the young person. Finally, the fourth phase Doing
Together’ involves creativity and the self is seen as a therapeutic tool. In the
present study, an understanding of the developmental process could shed
light on the team dynamics and approach.

The fact that three members of staff had left and Jean also mentioned
probably leaving at the same stage requires some consideration. The present
study reflects Colton’s (2007) findings that many staff perceive the work as a
short-term career choice. This study has shown that the work is emotional
and physically demanding and is set within powerful domino effects. In the
follow-up interviews, feeling like the ‘poor relative’ echoed previous findings
that staff perceived their status as lower than field social workers (Berridge
and Brodie, 1998).

It further mirrors Clough et al.’s (2006) review of residential care that Social
Work often fails to equip staff for the work they have to do. Smith (2009) has
cautioned that standard Social Work texts have rarely devoted chapters to
residential care even in the 2000s. He has also asserted that the Social Work
establishment is reluctant to relinquish residential care but is unclear what to
do with it (Smith, 2003). Challenging the transferability of Social Work skills
across the range of settings, he suggests that a Social Work qualification
may, in fact, provide an early passport out of residential care. The result is
that the sector is unable to build up a body of experienced staff.

Social pedagogy was cited as a route to learning. Most significantly Sean
talked about it allowing him to ‘give thought’ to some areas of work which he
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already had thought were important. Likewise, Sue mentioned social
pedagogy made things ‘easier in my head’. These elements evoked a
reflective type of learning. Sean acknowledged the theories and knowledge
base of Social Pedagogy as helping him understand the young people. They
could be seen as learning a new sense of professional identity through social
pedagogy where a new role of an advocate was mentioned by Sue and Sean
changed his mind about the therapeutic value of his work.

The present study has also revealed an experiential path to learning
regarding relationships through the team. Jean’s notion of learning the ‘hard
way’ revealed a risk zone of learning, where she was ‘thrown in at the deep
end’. Indeed, the experiential route has been described by Smith (2005) as
‘situated’ learning where those working in residential care pass on skills in a
kind of trade apprenticeship. He also describes a type of ‘transformational’
learning which he uses in an M.S. c in Advanced Residential Child Care. This
referred to drawing out ‘situated knowledge’ rather than passing on ‘formal’
knowledge. The team as a powerful learning tool echoes previous findings
which indicated that discussion with colleagues informed their work (Sinclair
and Gibbs, 1998). It is useful to bear in mind the following caution: ‘not all
that needs to be learned needs to be ‘taught” (Hicks et al., 1998: 370).
Likewise, Eichsteller and Holtfhoff state ‘it is not possible to teach. But it is
possible to create situations wherein it is impossible not to learn’ (Eichsteller
and Holthoff, 2008: 5).

The study suggests that two learning zones exist, a risk learning zone
moving away from the comfort zone which can be unsettling, and a reflective
learning zone settling down from a panic zone. The understanding of
developmental processes of learning sheds light on the team dynamics which
create a domino effect on relationships. The learning zones are also viewed
as interconnected with the panic zone as will be demonstrated below.
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Panic Zone: Unsettling, lack of power and dissonance

According to Eichsteller and Holthoff (2008), the ‘panic zone’ is characterized
by fear and for this reason learning is rendered difficult. The panic zone could
be seen to be predominating in Themes 2, 3, 6, 7, 8 and 10.

The findings exposed a number of fears and anxieties of the participants and
on different levels. The participants could also be conceptualised as having
their own, individualised panic zones. Examples would be Jean’s anxiety
about public practice, Sue’s fear of boundaries being crossed, Stephanie’s
anxiety about the good work they were doing not being recognised, Rosie’s
fear of showing emotions, Marie’s anxiety about saying ‘no’, Sean’s worry
about burning out, and Cherie’s sense of being physically and emotionally
drained by shift work.
Theme 2, a key theme in the findings, demonstrated the unsettling emotions
aroused in the participants, many of them linked to their conflicting roles. This
theme was situated during the unsettled period and the participants
mentioned a number of struggles and tensions in their relationships with the
young people as well as in the team. Some of the accounts they gave did not
coincide with Whitaker et al.’s (1998) conceptualisation of best practice as
seen in the following quote:
‘Good practice will rarely if ever be based on accepting as
‘explanations’ such superficial catch-phrases as ‘he is manipulative’;
‘she is attention-seeking’; ‘he only wants to get his own way’; ‘she is
uncooperative’. Such phrases mix up, in one unthought-out bundle,
observed behaviours,

assumptions

about

the

young person’s

motivations, and personal emotional response to the young people’s
behaviours. Phrases such as these stop practitioners from thinking
further, and are not a satisfactory basis for good practice’ (Whitaker et
al„ 1998: 170).

More serious errors, according to Whitaker et al. (1998) were:
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‘Basing actions on one’s own pain or stress or anger, such that
harshness, revenge, or defensiveness creep into behaviour’ (Whitaker
etal., 1998: 177).

They conceded that lapses from good practice were often not necessarily
bad practice but ‘unfocused or unthought-out’ practice.

While the participants did use phrases such as those mentioned above, they
were not ‘unthought’ but placed within their thoughts about the young people,
about their relationships, themselves and the team. Indeed, the team served
as a powerful channel for such discourses as witnessed in Jean’s initial
interview. Jean’s sense of hurt regarding the shoe spit incident revealed the
emotions behind her response of wanting a sense of retribution. Rosie noted
withdrawing relationships as a means of setting a consequence for
behaviours which they did not find favourable. A similar finding occurred in
the work of Heron and Chakrabarti (2003) who suggested that withdrawal
was used as a coping strategy.
The present research revealed that the participants could have an emotional
response from being upset or hurt or as a form of retaliation as witnessed in
Jean’s account of the cycle of hostility and example of the young boy spitting
in her shoe. While Whitaker et al. (1998) make a judgement on what is good
practice or not, the present study sheds light on why these emotions may
arise. It further illuminates how they can be conceptualized as part of a panic
zone or learning process where participants have adopted dominant
narratives in the team.

The study identified a lack of power and source of anxiety regarding the
intersubjective experience of working directly with the young people in the
sense that many participants talked of their difficulties in forming relationships
with young people who did not wish to ‘engage’. The undercurrent of
expectation that relationships should be significant led to a tension when they
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did not form. The result was that Sue or Sean for example worried about
being bad at their job. The children were also bringing their own social
domains into the activity of relationships. Rosie, for example, mentioned that
the unit was unsettled because of the deeper issues that the children had
going on; again showing that the children had an influence on the
environment. The sense of mirroring the relationships revealed a sense of
dissonance and contagion of negative emotions.

A particularly fearful period was the unsettled period in the first interviews
which could be linked to the panic zone. The domino effect Themes (3 and 7)
outlined the unsettling power of the ‘social setting’ on relationships. There
was a sense of ‘contagion’ of anxiety in these themes. These findings shed
light on Ward’s (2007) admission that a psychosocial process of anxiety was
contagious in care settings. He, too, situated a sense of anxiety with
weighing up the competing ‘role’ expectations of individuals and the team
and within the multiple relationships in residential care wherein complicated
combinations of relationships can exist.
Another element of the impact of intersubjective power on the panic zone
was a change in the mix of children in the home; both when they came in and
when they left. Marie, Stephanie and Sean all talked about difficulties with
young people leaving. Ward (2007) notes that admission can be difficult for
the young person, but also for everyone involved, and that those working in
residential care may have unresolved feelings when young people leave.

The mix of young people was also influenced by ‘systemic’ power through
unplanned admissions because of the domino effects on the other young
people in the home, the team, and the unit. The result was that the home
could not adhere to its own particular remit as was witnessed in the unsettled
period of the first interviews. A contaminative effect of other young people on
relationships was noted by Cherie in the space of six weeks. Such unplanned
admissions went against the Children Matter policy document (SSI (Social
Services Inspectorate) & DHSS (Department of Health and Social Services),
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1998) which recommended responses for differentiated needs of young
people. Those young people whose needs required immediate attention
exercised considerable power to take away the time the staff would spend
with other children who were more settled. The participants in the present
study largely mentioned a negative domino effect of the group in contrast to
Emond’s (2002) ethnographic study which suggested that practitioners could
tap into the resource of the group of young people to strengthen its positive
influence.
In this study, the highly emotive accounts in the initial interviews were not
expressed in the context of the focus group implying that emotions were not
collectively expressed within the team at that time. The suppression of
emotions was seen when Rosie talked about showing some emotions but not
others. Likewise, Jean talked about ‘seething’ or letting things ‘fester’. Ward
(2007) has stated that it is well-recognised that individuals or teams try to
deal with feelings by denying them.

He draws on the analogy of

decompression for deep sea divers to show the need to return from high
pressure to normal conditions (Maslach (1982) cited in Ward, 2007).
Furthermore, he concedes that those working in residential care may
experience a delayed emotional reaction and it may not always be possible
to behave rationally. He aptly states that being a group care worker ‘requires
you to be fluent in the language of emotions’. The notion of emotions as a
type of language evokes a learning process. Like Morrison (2007), Ward
(2007) notes that emotions are both individual and shared.

An emotional dissonance model may well be useful (the discrepancy
between public displays of emotions and internal experiences) and was used
by Cote and Morgan (2002) in a study of 111 service workers. They found
that the suppression of unpleasant emotions decreased job satisfaction,
which in turn increased intentions to resign. On the other hand, the
amplification of pleasant emotions increased job satisfaction. While this study
was not based on residential carers, its findings are relevant to the present
situation. In the unsettled period of the first interviews, the participants
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experienced many more unpleasant emotions than in the later settled period.
At that point there was a sense of walking on ‘eggshells’ and not voicing
internal feelings as mentioned by Stephanie and Jean in the follow-up
interviews. Likewise, Sean talked about ‘switching off emotions. However, in
the more settled follow-up period, the participants expressed more pleasant
emotions. At this point, Jean and Stephanie acknowledged that all their
‘cards were on the table’. The externalizing of emotions was encouraged.

The notion of a panic zone illuminates the sense of anxiety and difficult
emotions experienced by the participants. The contagion of such negative
emotions and powerful domino effects create a difficult context in which
relationships can flourish.

The findings have illuminated the emotional impact of working in residential
care and the range of responses that the participants exhibited. An unsettling
feeling of anxiety has been shown to be attached to a panic zone, creating a
sense of dissonance and lack of power. Likewise, a sense of being settled
and in control has been attached to a comfort zone. The movement between
the zones has been conceptualised as moving between two different types of
learning based on risk and reflection.

RELATIONSHIPS, REPLENISHMENT AND REFLECTION

Within this section, the discussion moves to a consideration of relationships
in residential care, to reflection and finally to considering possibilities for
replenishment. A focus is then placed on creating time and space for these
three elements.

Relationships
The findings presented a picture of the importance of being ‘in the moment’
when the participants spent time ‘with’ the children (Themes 1 and 9). Linking
with the learning zones, the optimal experience of relationships could be
seen as existing at the intersection between the comfort and learning zones.
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Relationships took place in the shared spaces in the home, the ‘floor’, sitting
down watching TV, eating, or outside of the home. They were also dictated
by the confines of time through shift patterns and different rhythms during the
day. The themes build on a previous study by Smith (2004a) where a sense
of ‘existential presence’ was found, defined as:

‘Physical and mental closeness, intimate knowledge, developing close
and personal relationships and emotional involvement’ (Smith, 2004a:
ii).
Likewise the study links with Whitaker et al.’s (1998) finding that residential
staff highly valued ‘quality’time with the children.
The findings presented in this study shed light on possible connections with
positive psychology. Houston (2006) locates the antecedents to positive
psychology

in

Maslow’s

humanistic deliberations

on

optimal

human

experience or ‘peak experience’ which he extends to Csikszentmihalyi’s
notion of ‘flow’. He defines ‘flow’ as a type of ‘peak experience’ involving
complete absorption which:
‘Has its own time-clock, it’s own pace. Free from the tyranny of time,
there is a more acute awareness of the ‘living moment’, of staying in
the present’ {Houston, 2006: 194).

The more experienced participants (Sue, Sean and Stephanie) who had
formed strong attachments over time and talked of a natural progression in
their relationships could be seen as approaching a flow experience. Indeed,
Sean stated that they were experiencing an ‘optimal’ time at the point of the
follow-up interviews.
There were enablers and constraints on these peak moments and as the
research has shown the participants knew they would not stay within such an
‘optimal’ experience permanently because of the cyclical nature of residential
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care. Furthermore, as Jean’s experience has shown, not all the participants
shared such ‘optimal’ experiences. Houston (2006) outlines two things which
may detract from the capacity to concentrate on the lived experience: 1)
excessive self-consciousness; and, 2) the impact of environmental factors.
Examples of both were found in the study. Jean, for example still mentioned
feeling ‘exposed’ in the follow-up interviews, a form of self-consciousness.
Likewise, the participants were yearning for such ‘optimal’ experiences at the
time of the initial interviews within a much more unsettled environment as
demonstrated by the domino effects.

One could even go so far as to question if complete absorption in
relationships was possible for the participants because of their awareness of
the professional task and the reality of the context in which it occurred. Such
awareness could be described as the

‘excessive self-consciousness’

Houston (2006) outlined. Reflections on their professional status permeated
the most mundane of experiences, despite the fact that these experiences
were seen as important to relationships. This heightened sense of awareness
can be shown by analysing the previous example of Marie watching TV in
Theme 2 as one of the most mundane of activities. Smith et al. (2009) outline
different layers of reflection and these are applied to the example to show the
layers of reflection operating.
Marie was in the sitting room watching TV with the young people. Such an
everyday event would normally involve a minimal level of awareness (the
‘pre-reflective’) where Marie would be aware that she was watching TV but
her reflection would not interfere with her experience and she would not even
register the awareness. However, Marie talked about other layers of
reflection on this every day event. She ‘glanced at’ the pre-reflective
experience by becoming aware that the young person was talking to her. She
also attentively reflected on the pre-reflective as she asked herself ‘there’s
something I should be doing’. She also later reflected on the experience
when she confided in her manager that she did not feel she was doing her
job because she was watching TV and ‘just having a general chat’.
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She

mentally replayed the events and formally analysed what watching TV meant
in relation to her job. However, the learning took place when her manager
affirmed that spending time with the young people was her job because she
was building relationships.

Such an example was not uncommon in the research and highlighted the
confusion of the use of everyday experience and the constraining power of
the perceived professional role in the experience of these moments. The
participants had an expectation to spend ‘quality’ t\me with the young people.
They could not fully and freely enter into this time because of the heightened
awareness of their professional capacity. In this example Marie was
somewhat detached from the experience: on the one hand the children were
‘talking away’ to her and on the other she was ‘sitting there thinking’ about
her professional role.
Other environmental factors constrained complete absorption. For example,
Rosie recounted how different things were happening in different corridors
and she was pulled in different directions. Theme two demonstrated the
complexity of the experience of relationships in the unsettled period.
Likewise, relationships could not be guaranteed, since, as Sue stated
‘intangible sparks’ existed between the participants and particular young
people.
Another crucial barrier to being fully absorbed in the experience of
relationships was the participants’ reluctance to voice their own needs due to
an undercurrent of expectation that they should be ‘selfless’ in their work
(e.g. Rosie, 'it’s not about me’). Nevertheless, the participants had basic
human needs which were being directly thwarted by their professional
experience, particularly when they were ‘targeted’ by young people. Common
human needs underlying the rewards and stresses of residential workers in
their jobs have been acknowledged in previous research (Whitaker et al.,
1998). It is with the deeper understanding of the humanity of the participants’
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experience that the present study moves beyond previous conceptualisations
of the role.
Houston (2006) suggests that managerial practices could permit staff to
experience ‘flow’ in their daily work. He argues that good outcomes for young
people are linked to good outcomes for staff and facilitated by managing
through positive psychology. Whitaker et al. (1998), too mentions that good
practice increases the likelihood of good outcomes for children.

Similarly Ward (2007) puts forward the case for optimism and idealism in
group care, linking such notions to ‘self-fulfilling’ prophesies as described in
his words:
‘In a unit that is properly geared to its professional task, these routines
[of daily living] will be based on the daily cycle of activities, wishes and
needs of the clients, balanced against the needs and responsibilities
of the workers’(Ward, 2007: 60).

In order to become aware of their needs in relationships the participants
arguably needed time and space to consider the nature of these needs. The
importance of reflection is discussed in the next section. However, it may be
worth revisiting the notion of a ‘common third’ where Hatton (2006) has
noted, that it is necessary for the pedagogue and young person to ‘forget’
themselves in the task.

Reflection: ‘Giving thought’
Snatching moments for thoughtful reflection often involved displacements in
time and space whereby the participants could take some time away from the
young person and reflect back as a means of re-centering themselves. Such
a displacement could be seen by Cherie when she talked about stepping
back from the experience. Spaces for reflection were not fully under the
control of the participants and there were only some which facilitated
reflection both inside and outside of the home. Often reflection crossed over
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into the participants’ own time and space as they ‘mulled over" their relational
experiences in their evenings, on their time off or in the extremes when on
sick leave.

The participants in the current study did not appear to be fully comfortable
with uncertainty in their experience of relationships in the initial interviews in
particular. Linking with Theme 2, they were focusing on many things and
trying to make sense of the various characters that they needed to play in
different times and spaces. They were faced with considerable uncertainty in
their relational approach which many found unsettling in the initial interviews.
As shown in the previous example, Marie’s reflection demonstrated a search
for certainty in her professional task. This uncertainty was also evidenced in
the focus group where the relationship and consequence systems intertwined
or conflicted.
During the follow-up interviews the participants had undergone a significant
change. As a team, the Social Pedagogy training allowed them to move from
the ‘dally grind’ to reflect on their practice together. Jean remarked that such
an opportunity as a team had not happened in the two years she had been in
the home. The notion of ‘giving thought’ to Social Pedagogical concepts
revealed that it was useful for Sean and Sue who found it ‘easier in my head’.

The importance of reflection has been highlighted by previous research
(Hicks et al., 1998; Whitaker et al., 1998; Ruch, 2005; Smith, 2009). Ruch
(2005) has stated that relationship-based practice and reflective practice are
interdependent because anxiety is the underlying feature of relationshipbased practice. Whitaker et al. (1998) acknowledge that reserving time is not
always possible in residential care, but that sometimes it is possible yet not
done. Ruch (2005) has highlighted two main types of reflective practice: a)
technical; and, b) holistic reflective practice. She found that holistically
reflective practitioners engaged in more ‘relationship-based’ and ‘risk-taking’
approaches in their practice and were more able to tolerate uncertainty. One
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of the challenges facing practitioners, in her view, was how to hold in tension
the diverse sources of knowledge informing practice.

In this study, one of the elements which the participants held in tension was
their personal emotional experiences and the outward expression of
professionalism, often signalled by the word ‘appropriate’. Their response to
the uncertainty of emotional expression in their relationships was to displace
themselves and reflect back on the moment so as to regulate their emotions.
There was sometimes a discrepancy between the internalised emotional
state of the participants and externalized expression of control. The
internalization of emotions could be directly seen in Marie’s account, for
example, after she was assaulted where she took time out to re-centre.

Enhancing the reflective learning zone, could provide a means of dealing with
the complex feelings within the panic zone. Ruch (2007) has explored the
absence of ‘thinking spaces’ as one reason why practitioners have difficulty
thinking about their practice. She describes the need to create ‘containing
contexts’ to confront the obstacles that hinder relationship-based and
reflective practice. The concept of ‘containment’ was developed to account
for primitive feelings generated by unpredictable and complex situations
which would disrupt cognition and fragment thought processes (Bion (1962)
cited in Ruch, 2007). Ruch suggests that settings need to offer ‘holistic
containment’ including: ‘Emotional’ containment which is to speak the
unthinkable and develop a positive professional autonomy; ‘Organisational’
containment whereby the manager can contain the ‘unthinkable’] and,
Epistemological’

containment

which

promotes

communicative

and

collaborative forums and practices.

Replenishment
The study revealed that many of the deep emotions related to experiencing
relationships were not fully expressed because there was a lack of time and
space to do so. The participants expressed their emotions in the office, or at
home, but not often within the shared time and space as the young people.
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Linking with the learning zones, the participants needed replenishment
mainly around the panic zone. The maintenance of emotional and physical
energy was extremely difficult during the unsettled period or panic zone.
Recuperation after difficult times was not fully in the control of the
participants. Given that learning could take place just after the panic zone
when settling down again, a number of suggestions were implied or directly
stated by the participants in the study as to how their replenishment needs
could be met. Sean mentioned that ‘no matter how compassionate’ a person
was they would still need ‘time out’ after a difficult shift. Jean suggested
during her follow-up interview the need for de-briefing. The need for
replenishment can be linked to Ward’s (2007) suggestion that after an
intervention or difficult situation,
replenishment such

workers may need some form of

as supervision,

catharsis,

free time

and

relief.

Importantly, he states that the person needs to learn from these feelings
rather than allowing them to remain. He further states that:
Working in group care involves a lot of ‘giving out’, which means that
workers need a lot of replenishment, both from each other and from
within themselves’ (Ward, 2007: 137)

Ward (2007) suggests that the worker may take home emotions such as
‘guilt’, ‘anxiety’ and ‘relief. The notion of giving out can be paralleled with the

notion of being ‘drained’ as Cherie mentioned in the present study.
The powerful emotions of the residential carers themselves suggested that it
was important to focus on their own emotional intelligence, not just that of the
young people. In the past, Houston (2006) has applied the notion of
emotional intelligence to residential carers by outlining ways in which they
can ‘mentor’emotional intelligence in the young people. He noted that mood
regulation was important in residential care and being open to feelings both
pleasant and unpleasant. In this study, the participants were motivated by
forming good relationships with young people and spending quality time
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together (Themes 1 and 9) both of which are characterized by pleasant
feelings. This form of emotional expression could be seen as located in the
comfort zone. At the same time, more unpleasant emotions were evoked by
more complex concerns (Themes 2 and 10) located within the panic zone.
The study revealed a lack of openness to both types of feelings.

Creating

time and space for relationships, reflection

AND REPLENISHMENT
The findings of this study suggest that a holistic approach to supporting and
replenishing those working in residential care is needed at the individual,
team and organisational contexts, adding credence to previous work in the
area (Ruch, 2007; Ward, 2007). Ruch (2007) has outlined the need for both
internal and external spaces for reflection. Likewise, in Ward’s (2007)
opinion, it is a management responsibility to create the atmosphere for
shared reflection and those working in residential care need to monitor and
manage their own physical and emotional energy so as to remain effective
until the end of the shift. Indeed, the Guidance and Regulations for residential
care specifically states that:
‘It is essential that those responsible for running children’s homes
ensure that staff are properly supported by means of written guidance,
staff supervision, staff meetings, training and external consultancy’
(Department of Health, 1991: 9).
These guidelines could be better met through incorporating some of the
findings of this study.

In the following section, several aspects seen as important in enabling
relationships, reflection and replenishment are considered based on the
fndings and previous research. These include: supervision and buffers, a
communicative and collaborative team and a wider rethink of relationships.
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Supervision and buffers
Supervision could be seen as one of the means through which individual
reflection and the expression of emotions could be attained. In this study
supervision was not mentioned very often. Generally, when the team leader
was mentioned in the initial interviews, it was to reinforce the importance of
relationships and to clarify what level of behaviour they should tolerate from
the young people. In the focus group, supervision was mentioned generally
as a means of backing up points the participants were making. The
importance of relationships was said to be ‘hammered home’, but on the
other hand the participants noted not being ‘office-led’. In the follow-up
interviews, the team leader was mentioned by Jean as making sure that
consequences were fair. She also noted the problems she had in supervision
in relation to personal dynamics and the way in which criticism was
presented to her. Jean’s discomfort with criticism linked with Whitaker et al.’s
(1998) finding that new staff had to accept ‘frank open criticism’ about
themselves. The team leader was also mentioned as ‘guarding against’ the
dynamics of the team. Importantly, the unsettled period existed when there
was no long-term management.

It is hard to know what supervision model was used from the times it was
mentioned in the study. However, Jean’s interview suggests that her needs
were not being fully met in supervision. In Ruch’s (2007) opinion, the
dominant supervision model in current times is based on surveillance rather
than support. Clough et al. (2006) recommend supervision should address
the ‘human experience’ of the carers. It is not possible to say, from the
research, if the style of supervision was based on surveillance or on the
human experience, but it would appear that it was a combination of
surveillance of team dynamics and the consequence system as well as
reinforcing the importance of relationships.

Sue said that the team leader acted as a ‘buffer’ between the staff and the
Health and Social Care Trust. The idea of a buffer implied that there was not
a direct link between staff and the ‘powers-that-be’. It signified a split in the
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system of inside and outside the ‘bubble’. An idea of a buffer adds another
meaning to supervision. It could also be seen as the means through which
the participants could ensure that their concerns were escalated further up to
the ‘powers that be’. An example would be their worry about some of the
young people leaving at 18 during their A Levels. The buffer also had
considerable autonomy in passing on information from the ‘powers-that-be’ to
those working directly with young people and had been instrumental in the
introduction of social pedagogy training.

Communicative and Collaborative Team: ‘Laying all cards on
the table’
The power of the team to shape individual interactions, and as a means of
experiential learning, was strong in the research. The participants directly
asserted in the focus group that a domino effect of team disagreements
impacted on the young people and ultimately on their relationships. The
team’s communication pattern involved presenting a united front (Theme 5:
All’s good) and creating a sense of solidarity before coming to the young
people or closing ranks on the ‘nos’.
The team’s influence may be attributable to the fact that it shaped both the
‘social setting’ (Layder, 2006) of the work but powerful social interactions
were also occurring between the team members on a more personal level as
well. For example, Stephanie talked of the intimacy of working and living with
her colleagues. The team also crossed over into the domain of ‘situated
activity’ (Layder, 2006) in the sense that the interactions within relationships
were situated in the context of the team. The power of the intersubjective
influence of the team was particularly evident in the focus group where
participants tried to find ‘common ground’ in their approach to relationships.
More difficult emotions were not expressed in the focus group context.

The research revealed that the team had changed from internalising thoughts
(‘walking on eggshells’) in the initial interviews and focus group to
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externalising them (‘all cards on the table’) in the follow-up interviews. The
team benefited from independent team discussion through the Social
Pedagogy training. Stephanie and Jean’s point about getting time away as a
team was important. Such time away from the 'dally grind' could be
imterpreted as a break from the day-to-day role’ to get time to reflect on the
Social Work role. It also altered their temporal gaze. In the day-to-day, they
were operating in the moment (the present) but when reflecting they gazed
towards the past or future. Even during the Social Pedagogy training, not all
team members were able to attend all of the seven days. It was only during
t he first two days that all the team members were in attendance.
Nevertheless, Jean still mentioned having ‘safe’ people in the team
suggesting that there was not full unity in the team. Furthermore, she
yearned for a new way of approaching their discussions as a team in a
constructive way. The notion of a ‘hotseat’ scenario was unlikely to be
conducive to an open discussion where everyone felt safe. Between the two
time points, the team had moved considerably from having ‘cracks’to being
‘gelled’. Stephanie acknowledged that the team dynamics would change
again when new staff would come in. Again, the notion of a cycle was useful
to bear in mind when considering the communication and collaboration of the
team.
The capacity for teams to offer support or for dysfunctional teams to engage
in dangerous practice has been highlighted by Ruch (2007) which could be
linked with the settling and unsettling cycle in the team. She reveals that
addressing feelings such as dependency or vulnerability are not qualities that
are encouraged, or even permissible to express in Social Work settings.
Such avoidance behaviour, she notes, is costly and contributes to low levels
of job satisfaction and burnout, sickness and staff turnover as well as
problems with recruitment and retention.
Ruch’s (2007) work links with Ward’s (2007) opinion that there should be an
open climate of acceptance and communication in the team. He states that
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the opportunity to compare notes on managing feelings and stress could be
helpful to those working in residential care. Likewise he criticises the need to
present a unified front when communicating in front of ‘clients’ because it
prevents children from learning how to resolve conflicts constructively. In
another proposed way of working,

‘the

Worker’s shift’,

Ward (2007)

introduces the notion of pacing oneself to achieve a ‘planned tolerable day’
by managing energy and emotions and building in time for withdrawal and
reflection. He notes that it is not just individuals but the team that needs to
pace itself.

There have been various suggestions of ways to create communicative and
collaborative teams. A team review and evaluation by an independent
consultant has been proposed to draw attention to matters that might be
taken-for-granted (Whitaker et al., 1998; Ward, 2007). Smith (2004a) also
advised that a ‘debriefing facility’ is used where residential carers openly
discuss personal issues. It was important that de-briefing was not viewed as
an administrative task rather than meeting containment needs (Steckley,
2010).

One of the most interesting models, in light of the emotions and team
dynamics mentioned in the present study, was Ruch’s (2007) proposal of a
case discussion model rather than one-off training sessions to develop
emotionally-informed thinking. A case discussion model is carried out by an
independent facilitator to ensure that an open space is created in which
thinking and reflecting is encouraged. It is structured in such a way so as to
avoid problem-solving or interrogating the presenter. There is a focus on
emotional listening’ rather than note-taking. As such the model derives
practice-based evidence from the practitioners’ direct experiences. Parallels
exist between Ruch’s (2007) emotionally-informed thinking and the emotional
intelligence that Morrison (2007) and Houston (2006) have discussed.

All these models would appear to offer a more constructive means of
discussing as a team for which Jean was searching.
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In the present study the unsettled period or panic zone could be said to
mirror the needs of the young people at the time. Jean’s notion of a ‘cycle of
hostility’ revealed the impact the young people had on the team and
furthermore how the staff could impact on the young people. The idea that
the staff group, at times, mirrors the emotional trauma of the young people
has been noted in previous research (Briggs, 2004; Ward, 2007). Briggs
(2004) used Bion’s concept of normal projective identification when engaging
as a consultant with a staff group in a residential home. He was brought into
the home because a spiral of deprivation had built up where, he states, the
staff were deprived of a capacity to think. Through the consultation, the
capacity to think was restored in participants. In his opinion, they had been
trained not to use their feelings in their work with the belief that such feelings
would cloud judgement.

Similarly, Gibson et al. (2004) have described a systemic approach when
they intervened with a staff group who were on the verge of leaving their
posts (again conducive to the panic zone). They found that the staff were
‘emotionally frozen’ because of the work-based trauma they were dealing
with and could not be alert to the children. The authors note that when
residential care works well or when it fails, the explanation is never found in
just one variable. They state that in their experience, single solutions like staff
training or moving young people to other placements are never enough.

The domino effect of the staff team on young people evokes the wider impact
of cycles of settling and unsettling in relationships in residential care. The
notion

of finding

a

systemic,

or

more

encompassing

approach

to

relationships, has been shown in some of the studies mentioned in this
chapter (Gibson et al., 2004; Ruch, 2005; Ward, 2007) and is conducive to
the ontological position of the present study based on multiple social domains
(Layder, 2006). As a final step in the contextualisation of the findings, it is
necessary to widen the discussion further to key debates occurring in
residential care.
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Rethinking relationships
Returning to one of the points in the initial literature review, Social Work is
currently in a state of crisis and many are starting to look towards other
models of training for residential care. This study has shown that Social Work
did not feature predominately in the participant’s accounts and more value
was placed on experiential learning or on Social Pedagogy in the follow-up
interviews.

One of the main debates in Social Work can be seen as to whether it is an art
or a science (Gray and Webb, 2008) and this debate also applies to
residential care. Four perspectives on the crisis in Social Work and potential
responses are mentioned here. Firstly, Smith (2009) has recently called for a
rethink on residential care. Fie adopts the view that attempts to impose best
practice are:
‘Elusive at best and potentially dangerous In their need to expunge
ambiguity from practice that is irredeemably ambiguous; as such they
ultimately get in the way of the human and moral dimensions of caring’
(Smith, 2009, p.xiii)
Fie draws little from standard sources on residential child care in the United
Kingdom criticizing the fact that they were not written from a practice base. In
his view, the evidence-based practice movement is an attempt to impose
certainty and rationality on an increasingly uncertain and complex world. As
such, care is treated as rational rather than relational. Smith (2009) argues
that all the theoretical bases of the approaches used in residential care
betray an origin in psychology and do not sufficiently capture the essence of
caring for children. Fie suggests that residential care needs to be viewed
through a broader lens and sees a fundamental need for the focus to fall on
the shared 7/fespace’of the worker and young person.

253

Secondly, Smith’s view echoes Howe’s (1998) earlier warning that thoughts
and feelings on relationships in Social Work have become ‘confused’ and
ambivalent’. Howe views relationships as being at the heart of good practice
despite the fact that law has become the pivot of Social Work activity. He
states:

We

have yet to

recover from

the powerful distorting

and

dehumanising effects of the shift from welfare to justice, actors to acts,
psychological science to law’ (Howe, 1998: 47).

Thirdly, Ruch (2005) has identified two characteristic features in the major
crisis in Social Work as: a) ‘reductionist’ conceptualisations of the individual
which privilege rational understandings of human behaviour; and, b)
bureaucratic’ responses to the uncertainty, complexity, risk and anxiety of
Social Work practice. Ruch (2007) has later noted that:
‘Practitioners

located

in

confusing

and

changing

team

and

organisational contexts, however, experienced their professional
energy being diverted into surviving the uncertainty and anxiety
associated with the organisational and professional role confusion
they encountered’ {Ruch, 2007, p.670).
Fourthly, Houston (2006) has observed that, in recent years, there has been
a debate on a ‘deficit-orientated’ approach as opposed to a ‘strengths-based’
approach to residential care. The ‘deficit’ approach is based on negative
factors such as ‘trauma’, ‘abuse’, ‘adversity’, and ‘impoverished self-esteem’.
The ‘strengths-based’ approach, on the other hand, is based on the
resilience

of the children

and

building

their competencies

through

‘normalising’ the helping intervention.

All the above authors suggest alternatives to the current situation in Social
Work or residential care. Smith (2009) reflects on Child and Youth Care in
North America and Social Pedagogy across Europe. In Howe’s (1998) view,
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attachment theory offers a good way of developing relationship-based
thinking by allowing social workers to keep their cognitive and emotional
bearings in highly stressful situations. Ruch (2005) aligns relationship-based
and holistic reflective practice. Houston (2006) examines the use of positive
psychology in residential care championing the idea of ‘capacity-building over
risk management’ (Houston, 2006:185).

The findings of this study can also be situated within this wider context of
Social Work. The participants were seeking a degree of harmony in their
experience of relationships, yet revealed a number of ambiguities. There was
much uncertainty about emotional expression, and

responses to this

uncertainty. The participants could be seen as balancing many different
narratives regarding the young people and their role. While the bureaucratic
frame was clearly present in this research through the various power
relations, the participants were also exercising considerable choice in where
they were directing their energy. They were generally choosing to ‘do’
relationships. The core of their relational work was based on a ‘strengths’
perspective. Themes 1

and 9 were both based on

‘normalising’ the

experience of relationships.

Nevertheless, the participants varied in their approaches and interpretations
of the role, particularly in the first phase of the research. The main variations
apceared to be fundamentally based on mixed messages regarding the
relationship or consequence system particularly during the focus group. The
team

experienced

difficulties

in

justifying

and

challenging

linked

to

consequences during the focus group and it was only in the follow-up
interviews that they achieved a sense of openness. The mix of children
apaeared to be linked to the relationship or consequence system: disruptive
children required the use of consequences for their behaviour; strong
attachments formed with the settled children. However, relationships with the
selled children were threatened by the disruption of the other children.
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Throughout the follow-up interviews, there was a blurring of the relationship
or consequence system which suggested that the home was moving further
towards a relational approach. The consequence system was more evident in
the first stage of fieldwork and in the focus group. The movement away from
'punishment' to 'consequence1 seen in Jean’s correction of the term revealed
a softening of the language.
While positive psychology and reflective practice have already been
discussed in this chapter, Social Pedagogy is discussed here because the
participants had taken part in training and they mentioned it spontaneously.
The participants were cautiously enthusiastic about Social Pedagogy despite
the fact that the training had taken place a few months earlier. A new
language and way of thinking had been introduced which resonated with
some more than others. In the new language, pedagogical concepts were
used including: ‘safe risk’] the ‘3 Ps‘; the ‘common third’] and, the ‘head, heart
and hands’. However, all the participants were cautious about having only
been trained for seven days. While pedagogical concepts had entered into
their language and way of thinking, they could not see links with their
practice.
Stephanie’s notion of not being ‘social pedagogued’ illuminated the relational
approach they had established in the home. A common feature of their
approach was an informal style where they succeeded in not being perceived
as social workers, as some mentioned in their initial interviews. Sue,
furthermore, mentioned not being ‘stereotypically social workery’ in the focus
group. The research findings highlighted the work the participants had done
to break down a professional barrier.
Social Pedagogy has been proposed to resolve the debate around the
training and professional development of residential child care workers which
has lasted thirty years since the introduction of generic Social Work training
(Mainey and Crimmens, 2006). Evaluations of pilot studies of Social
Pedagogy have been positive (Bengtsson, 2008; MILLIGAN, 2009). The age
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in which Social Pedagogy is flourishing in the United Kingdom is one which is
desperately seeking a change from old ways of ‘doing’ things. Nevertheless,
Lorenz (2006) highlights that Social Pedagogy affirms a ‘normal state of
society’ while Social Work attends to ‘deficits’ that have already become
apparent. A strength or deficit focus is a crucial difference and sums up the
wider context in which residential care exists in Northern Ireland compared to
other European countries.

The present research echoes Smith’s (2009) questioning of the simplistic
premise that poor outcomes are due to staff not doing their job properly. He
states that the problem lies less with the staff than with the wider context in
which they are expected to do their jobs. He notes that care is about the
messy bits’ both on the part of young people and staff. This study has
painted a vivid picture of these ‘messy bits’. The danger he notes is that:

‘Those who come into the profession ‘to make a difference’ to the lives
of individuals and to wider society are frustrated by the proliferation of
rules and procedures, which sap their moral impulse to care. This can
lead to burnout or, in some cases, to social workers and carers co
opting the managerial agenda, filling out the forms and forgetting what
brought them into the job in the first place’ (Smith, 2009: 166).

Sean’s worry about burnout in the first interviews or Sue’s admission to
yielding to ‘cover your ass practice’ illuminate the impact of the wider
environment on their experience of relationships. Likewise, the notion of
Stephanie being ‘upstairs’ doing bureaucratic tasks instead of ‘downstairs’
doing the relational tasks was evident in the first interview.

Some have claimed that Social Pedagogy can put the ‘social’ back into
Social Work (Smith and Whyte, 2008). To say that Social Pedagogy in itself
will change relationships in residential care neglects the combination of other
very powerful domino effects which impact on relationships. The findings of
Ihis study suggest that it also neglects the fact that the ‘social’ is the centre of

257

the work the participants carry out regarding relationships when all other
aspects of the environment permit such a focus.

The exportability of Social Pedagogy has been questioned by Kornbeck
(2002). He claims that Social Pedagogy has some cultural characteristics
which may limit its exportability. Basing his argument on the view of the self
and society and the status of education in society, he clarifies that the nature
of Social Pedagogy can be unclear from one country to another. In response
to the question of exporting Social Pedagogy, Petrie (2009) argues that
English Social Pedagogy will draw on its European counterparts but will not
be identical. She concludes that:

Social Pedagogy evolves and adapts according to different national
circumstances and histories: the same will be the case for England’
(Petrie and Cameron, 2009:164).

Indeed, if the Social Pedagogy training file (Eichsteller and Holthoff, 2008) is
to be an example of English Social Pedagogy it certainly does draw on a
wide range of theories merging German, Danish and other European
systems of Social Pedagogy. What are the defining features that hold it
together as English Social Pedagogy? Does such a conceptualisation
combine the unique characteristics of our multiple domains of social
experience?

The conceptualization of Social Pedagogy in the United Kingdom is not
without a number of difficulties when viewed within the wider context of our
society. Stephens (2009), a Norwegian professor in Social Pedagogy,
remarks that Social Pedagogy, when referred to in the English-speaking
world, conjures up variations on the theme of Social Work. He warns that
there is no guarantee that promising models in one country will produce
similar results elsewhere. He further cautions against adopting an uncritical
semantic takeover of the term rather than learning from the ideas and
practice in a rich education and welfare field. A simple definition of Social
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Pedagogy is given by Hamalainen (2003) which is to promote the person’s
social

functioning,

inclusion,

participation,

social

identity

and

social

competence as members of society. He states that Social Pedagogy is not a
Social Work method, but rather a way of thinking.

Herein rests the crucial question posed by the research regarding Social
Pedagogy. If the participants are to be trained further in Social Pedagogy, are
they, the home, the young people, the Health and Social Care Trust, and
wider society ready for a change in ‘thinking’ rather than ‘doing’? They were
unsure how Social Pedagogy could be used in their practice despite the fact
that they did relate various concepts to their way of thinking about their
relationship work. Yet, there was enthusiasm for Social Pedagogy. One
interpretation was that they were viewing Social Pedagogy as a method or
skill that could be tangibly implemented in their practice.
Smith (2009) has identified that Social Pedagogy, and its philosophical
underpinnings, reflects a different history. Part of this history was the origins
of Social Pedagogy as a way of solving social problems (Otto, 2006).
Pedagogical values and aims promote the dominant values of the society in
which they are formed and are therefore not ‘value-free’, something which
was acknowledged by Petrie et al. (2006). However, debates on the tensions
between viewing pedagogy as an emancipatory process or a form of social
control was an area that was simply ‘acknowledged’ by Petrie et al. (2006).

If Social Pedagogy is to be implemented in the United Kingdom, how can it
merge all these different ways of thinking with different cultural contexts into
the United Kingdom context? A ‘best of both traditions’ is one solution in a
jaint BA (Hons) degree in European Social Work and Care (Hatton, 2006).
Such a view would be in keeping with Stephanie’s opinion of Social
Pedagogy strengthening the work they were already doing. How can Social
Pedagogy mould a place within a system which is inherently ‘deficit-based’?
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Returning to the concept of strengths and deficits, Ward (2006) cautions that
a concern with the ordinary is subject to normative assumptions by
individuals and teams. He argues for the need for the ordinary to be balanced
against the need for ‘spec/a/’therapeutic treatment for the young people. It is
useful to remain mindful of the young people’s pasts and higher level of
mental health needs (Meltzer et al., 2003; Meltzer et al., 2004a; Meltzer et
al., 2004b). As Clough et al. (2006) caution, we must not underestimate the
levels of skill required by residential staff because of the high levels of
psychiatric disorder of young people living in the homes.

Clough (2008) has asked another important question which can be applied
here: 7s residential work a method, a skill or a way of living?’ (Clough, 2008:
4). The present research suggests that the participants were receiving mixed
messages and in essence, conceptualised their work as a combination of all
three. Smith’s (2009) rethink of residential care presents a nostalgic yearning
for a return to thinking of residential care as a way of living or vocation. Smith
(2009) suggests that if professionalism is about getting the job done then if
the job is ‘intimate human connections’ the professional ought to support
such

connections.

professionalism

to

Sue
being

can

be

seen

‘settled’

that

as
it

changing
involved

her
close,

notion

of

personal

relationships. Smith (1997) has criticised a shift away from ‘caring’ and
towards ‘performance’. Ironically, good performance in the present study was
to create a significant relationship which could be seen as the caring role.

Conclusion
The participants carried out highly emotional work with the young people
which passed through individual and collective cycles of being settled or
unsettled. The research has highlighted the value of experiential and formal
learning in relationships but also the notion that such learning could be
supported through creating time and space for relationships, reflection and
replenishment and by encouraging a comfort and learning zone and limiting a
panic zone.
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The research illustrates that relationships are perceived as a professional
skill, a means of being good at one’s job and are based on an ‘undercurrent
of expectation’ regarding significant relationships. It highlights a number of
psychological enablers and constraints based on the emotions and thoughts
of the participants. It also illuminates sociological enablers and constraints
relating to: the young people, the mix of young people, the team, the home
and wider context.

The present study challenges those who call for a return to relationships to
consider if they are ready to conceptualise those who work in residential care
as people, as well as professionals. In doing so, the complexity of emotions
and thoughts permeating many levels of experience will be ‘laid on the table’.
In a society consumed by multi-tasking, the challenge in residential care may
well be to support the participants to focus on the one core task that they all
highlighted as important, spending time on relationships.
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CHAPTER SIX
FINAL REFLECTIONS
This chapter provides a sense of closure on the hermeneutic circle. Firstly,
an epistemological reflection is carried out. This is done through the
assumptions made in the findings of the study (Gambrill, 1997), the notion of
bracketing and a consideration of the steps across the audit trail. Secondly, a
personal reflection is given by recalling the personal attributes that may have
impacted on the study and the journey made.

EPISTEMOLOGICAL REFLECTION

Assumptions, reasons and evidence
The findings of the study presented compelling reasons and evidence for
particular assumptions to be made around good relationships. These
included: the importance of spending time and enjoying time in relationships;
the need for emotional, mental and physical energy to carry out the job and
the fragility of relationships within settling and unsettling cycles. Although the
core questions and research design was shaped by perceptions of
relationships and enablers and constraints, the degree of constancy in the
accounts added weight to the assumptions.

Bracketing
As mentioned at various stages in this document, one of the main areas of
epistemological reflection in the study was the notion of a cyclical approach
to bracketing (Smith et al., 2009). The cycle in this study began with the initial
motivations, literature review and theoretical orientations outlined in Chapters
one and two. The purpose of this process was to inform the questions which
would be asked in the research without impinging on the inductive nature of
the study. These reflections were bracketed during the analysis procedure.
Nevertheless, similarities in the themes and previous literature were
sometimes found without having been consciously aware. At other times, the
attempt to avoid

imposing conscious preconceptions interrupted the
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interpretative process. For example, Rosie had a very strong personalprofessional struggle but it was only as a result of the audit that I felt
comfortable joining these together. In my analysis I was less ‘open’ to
recognizing that it was a central dilemma for her because of attempts to
bracket. Ironically, attempts to remain open closed certain avenues of
meaning in Rosie’s account.
There were other instances of such a scenario for example the attempt to
bracket a sociological orientation meant I could not ‘see’ that Rosie was
saying the ‘unit’ affected relationships. Likewise, when writing up the final
narrative, I was conscious of not imposing Layder’s (2006) theory on the
findings but the structure of the findings lacked coherence, or an overall
framework. When the theories of learning zones, and emotions began to
intertwine, it became apparent that different power tensions were also
connected and time and space then took on a new significance. The study
suggests that a spirit of openness to the data also requires openness to re
introducing those ideas which have been bracketed.

Supervision
There is a surprising lack of literature on the process of supervision in IRA
projects and Smith et al. (2009) say little as to how the process of supervision
can be used to increase the quality of an IRA study. In the present study, a
‘triple hermeneutic’ (Thompson, 2007a) was seen as existing in the

supervisory relationship. In other words, the supervisors were interpreting the
interviewer’s interpretation of the participant’s account of their experience.
IRA has received criticism for a limited role in supervision (2005). Larkin et al.
(2006) have answered this critique by stating that some IRA studies have
been oversimplified, or given a lack of care in the analysis, driving the
perception that IRA required little supervision.

The supervisory input in this deeper interpretative IRA study was far from
limited. The supervisory process was linked to Kvale’s (1996) ‘craftsmanship’
as outlined in Chapter three where the supervisors helped to check, highlight
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biases and question the interpretations of the findings rather than give
specific interpretations. Supervision was also viewed as integral to the
auditing of the analysis (Bryman, 2008). This approach meant that the
interpretations were based on my own interactions with the data, reading and
reflections.

A number of differences were balanced in the supervisory arrangement
including: psychological and sociological elements of the study; different
backgrounds; different levels of familiarity with IPA; and, changes in
supervision. While opinions often differed they offered a nuanced view of the
study. In order to manage the triple hermeneutic any interactions with
supervisors were recorded in the reflective diary and minutes of the meetings
were kept.

Reflection on the audit trail
A number of key milestones were recorded in the reflective diary. Not all can
be recalled here but a flavour of some of the main turning points in the study
are outlined. In the early stages of the design of the study, the focal point was
on the young people in care, but through the discovery of Social Pedagogy in
the initial literature review it became apparent that the residential situation
differed in other countries.

My experience of carrying out a study across several data collection points
allowed me to build up a sense of rapport with the participants. When I came
back to do the focus group, I found the experience really interesting because
I had often carried out focus groups with strangers and rarely with groups
who knew each other. This group was different because I had heard all of
their individual stories. I could not help but wonder at the specifics of the
team dynamics but, using Jean’s terminology, I would simply be piecing
together a jigsaw of different interpretations of what happened.

Following the initial stage of fieldwork I took a pause for maternity leave.
When I returned to work full-time I re-immersed myself in the participant’s

264

worlds by transcribing the fieldwork. The project moved to a new stage at this
point. The participants’ voices took on another form within the research
transcript and I assigned pseudonyms to each of them (because none had
wanted to choose their own). I chose names that somehow made me think of
them in ways that I remembered them so as to keep the impression they had
made on me alive.

The notion of a ‘hermeneutic circle’ was very fitting for the process of
analysis adhered to in the study. I moved from each of the parts as outlined
in the method chapter and in moving round the circle I arrived at new
understandings. The very first step in the process was Rosie’s interview. She
was the first participant and her account was full of conflicting thoughts and
emotions. Rosie’s was my first IRA analysis, and my first analysis in MaxQda;
it took months and was the most overwhelming stage in the project. I do not
know if I would change this process because it taught me so much about IRA
and about the creative process of carrying out the analysis manually or
electronically. Nevertheless, it became apparent that I could not spend
months on each interview. Looking back, I was very focused on the slowing
down of the analytic process, but it was not possible for this depth to filter
through in its entirety in the final written narrative.
Moving to a more abstract level when constructing the final written narrative
was another difficult stage in the study. A number of hard choices had to be
made in order to synthesise the data echoing Biggerstaff and Thompson’s
(2008) acknowledgement that the selection process has to be more rigorous
in the later stages when dealing with increased research material. To ease
this transition, and to keep with the ‘inductive’ process of IRA, the written
narrative began as a much larger document which was then gradually
synthesised. The document was eventually reduced in size by three quarters.
Again the hermeneutic circle was useful of moving between the chapters in
the thesis and working up to a coherent whole. A further difficulty was
incorporating the combination of the initial and supplementary literature
reviews in the discussion chapter.
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Personal Reflection
Given the double hermeneutic in IRA, it was necessary to reflect on how the
participants perceived me during fieldwork. The findings were based on an
interaction in which I was a researcher and an ‘outsider’ to residential care
having not worked directly in the area. The fact that my experience of
residential care was not direct could be viewed as disadvantageous because
knowledge or living the material in some fashion was important (Kvale, 1996;
Miller and Glassner, 2004). Through the research I have come to better
understand the complexity of the participants’ experience but as an ‘outsider’
it is hard to fully appreciate how it feels for them without having worked
directly in the environment. It was necessary to reflect on any sense of
idealism and positive bias.

Being an ‘outsider’ was also seen as advantageous, because it allowed the
researcher to elicit explanations that someone with a more

‘insider’

experience of residential care would be assumed to know (Miller and
Glassner, 2004). Similarly, expressing ignorance on a topic has been
suggested as a good way of obtaining detailed and comprehensive accounts
from interviewees (Willig,

2001).

It could be said that my

‘outsider’

perspective meant that I approached the research with less ‘taken-forgranted’ notions and even assumptions around language or jargon.

Over the course of the study it has been necessary to ensure that the focus
remained on the participants. In order to get experience ‘close’ (Smith et al.,
2009) it was necessary to bracket my starting point which was the focus on
the young people’s needs. The aim was to try to understand the experience
of the participants, not pass judgement on their work with the children. As a
researcher, I was also conscious of offending my participants, and kept in
mind the fact that I was a guest in their ‘private space’ (Stake (1994: 224)
cited in Willig, 2001: 79). It was one of the few opportunities I have had in my
career to return to the participants with my interpretations at a time when they
could comment on them and I think that the research has been enriched
greatly because of this process.
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I also stand between an insider and outsider perspective in Denmark
because I have a Danish husband and moved there in the last year of the
research. My interest in Social Pedagogy is informed by the movement
towards this perspective in the United Kingdom. However, I am not just a
researcher in Northern Ireland who has read about Social Pedagogy, I am
someone who is developing an understanding of pedagogy through living
and working in a Danish context. I feel that my insider/outsider experience
has given me a more critical outlook on pedagogy than is available to many
in the United Kingdom and Ireland.

During the course of the study, my theoretical orientation moved from a
mainly psychological one to one which also incorporated sociological theory.
Finally, I have learned a lot about myself, the way I work and the creative
process. I better understand the time and space I myself need and have
circled through a few panic, learning and comfort zones during the course of
the study. The auditing process was particularly interesting for me where I
could see how others viewed the process and could question the
assumptions I was making.
Conclusion
This reflective chapter closes the hermeneutic circle by outlining the
epistemological and personal issues in the study. It has revealed the
assumptions made in the study, the approach to bracketing and considered
the supervisory process and steps in the audit trail as a form of
epistemological reflection. It has also considered more personal reflections
such as how the participants perceived me during the fieldwork, my ‘outsider’
status in residential care and more generally the journey I undertook during
the study.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
CONCLUSION: IMPLICATIONS, CONSEQUENCES
AND QUESTIONS
Introduction
The present study adopts an original approach to the study of a crucial area
of residential child care: the relationship between the residential carer and
the young person. It asks a vital question in residential child care today: how
are relationships experienced from the perspective of residential social
workers? The data collection and analysis methods employed in the study
produce original knowledge, by adapting the IRA approach to a more social
phenomenological question. Two literature reviews were carried out: one
before and the other after the fieldwork. The findings are new and enhance
the knowledge of the experience of relationships in residential care. The
overall test of quality in the study is the reflective and auditing approach.
An original contribution to knowledge has been made in the following areas:
a) innovative approach to method; b) transparency of the audit trail and
reflexivity; c) deep interpretative study and theoretical contribution to
knowledge; d) insightful findings; and, e) implications of the study for
practice. This chapter discusses the areas outlined above, considers the
strengths and limitations of the study and provides recommendations for
future research.

Innovative approach

to method

The methods used in this study under the umbrella of IPA are novel to Social
Work and have generated unique findings. The application of multiple data
collection points provides a means of understanding how an IPA study can
be used to obtain a richly detailed and nuanced account of experience over
time. Visual methods are used throughout to convey the complex steps in the
research process.
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TRANSPARENCY OF THE AUDIT TRAIL AND REFLEXIVITY
The auditing approach and combined manual and electronic audit trail
provide a means of theorising reflexivity in IPA and add credence to the
quality of the study. Details of each of the steps in the process are problemsolved and transparently illustrated within the chapters and appendices of
this document. The study outlines how quality criteria can be integrated into
each of the stages of an IPA project. The inclusion of the initial and closing
reflective chapters in this document articulate transparently the circular logic
in the hermeneutic circle.

DEEP INTERPRETATIVE STUDY AND THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTION
TO KNOWLEDGE
A deeply interpretative study has been carried out which presents a unique
contribution to the theorisation of residential care as well as the application of
sociological theory to IPA projects. Layder’s (2006) theory of multiple
domains was initially used as a sensitising framework and later also served
as an organising framework to understand the complexity of filtering in
‘situated activity’. The theoretical framework outlined in Chapter five is based

on an adaptation of the theory of learning zones (Senninger, 2000;
Eichsteller and Holthoff,

2008) and synthesises ideas on emotional

intelligence (Goleman et al., 2002) and reflective practice (Ruch, 2005). In
doing so, it provides a useful way of applying theory to practice.

INSIGHTFUL FINDINGS - MAIN MESSAGES
Three overall messages of the study are that a) spending time on
relationships is perceived as the core of residential work; b) the individuals,
team and home moves through learning zones; and, c) there is limited time
and space for emotional expression, reflection and replenishment.
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Spending time on relationships is perceived as the core of
residential work
The research has shown that relationships are seen as the core of residential
work and their value cannot be underestimated.

Relationships were

perceived as based on spending time with young people as demonstrated in
Theme 1: ‘Spending time ‘with’ young people in sincere relationships’ and
Theme 9:

‘Enjoying time’. These themes demonstrate the power of

relationships in changing for example negative perceptions for new social
workers coming into residential care as outlined by Marie. They also have the
power to ensure that those working in residential care keep going through
more unsettled times as Sue demonstrated when she mentioned that her
good relationships helped her come into work.

The individuals, team and home move through learning
zones
The findings suggest that relationships are embedded within a cyclical
movement between a comfort, learning and panic zone enabled and
constrained by different power tensions and domino effects. The study
presents persuasive evidence to suggest that the ‘panic zone’ is detrimental
to relationships as outlined in the domino effects of Theme 3: “If something’s
going wrong anywhere’ there is a domino effect on relationships’ and Theme
7: ‘Team disagreements and the domino effect on relationships’. In these
themes, the participants talked about the fragility of relationships to various
constraining domino effects.
The panic zone could also be seen as existing in the conflicting roles which
the participants held in tension, revealed in their dilemmas and more difficult
emotions in Theme 2: “Your head’s focusing on so many things’: Cognitive
and emotional complexity’; Theme 6: ‘Relationships or consequences’] and
Theme 10: ‘Resolutions in thinking, new dilemmas and concerns’.

The research also suggests that a ‘comfort zone’ offers the participants a
chance to reflect and make sense of relationships as seen in Theme 11: ‘It’s
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very settled’ in the follow-up interviews. Theme 11 demonstrated a sense of
positive resonance in the overall feelings of being ‘settled’.

Finally, learning zones are evident in the study both on an experiential level
and through the Social Pedagogy and TCI training as evidenced in Theme 4:
We’re all on a learning curve’ and Theme 12: ‘Learning through experience
and Social Pedagogy’. While Smith (2009) states that it is not possible to cut
short the developmental stages in residential care, the present research
reveals how difficult the initial process of learning is for new staff and old staff
together.

There is limited time and space for emotional expression,
reflection and replenishment
The research reveals that relationships in residential care involve highly
emotive work requiring complex emotional management and containment.
Emotions also have a contagious effect on the rest of the residential care
environment but are often not freely expressed. For example, in Theme 5:
‘All’s good’ the participants did not openly express the difficult emotions as a
team. The participants did reflect on their work but often this took place in
their own time and as Cherie noted, resentment could build.

Implications

of the study: ‘if you look after the adults

THAT FEEDS THROUGH HEALTHIER TO THE YOUNG PEOPLE’
In the remainder of this chapter, two final Socratic questions are examined:
the implications and consequences of the findings (Gambrill, 1997). In
considering the implications of the study, the ‘authenticity’ (Bryman, 2008) or
wider political impact of the research is examined based on Guba and
Lincoln’s work. The study sought to present a ‘fair’ picture of the participant’s
experience by asking the viewpoints of residential social workers themselves
and returning to discuss the interpretations. It demonstrates ‘ontological
authenticity’ in the sense that the participants may arrive at a better
understanding of their social milieu as a result of the research. The research
also has ‘educative authenticity’ in the sense that members of the ‘social
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setting’ can appreciate better the perspectives of other members in the
setting. Furthermore, the ‘impact’ and ‘importance’ (Yardley, 2008) of the
study, is its insights into the complexity of the humanity of experiencing
relationships in residential care.

The implications of the study are that residential social workers could be
better supported in their relationships with young people as outlined in the
Guidelines and Regulations for Residential Care (Department of Health,
1991). The four main implications include: a) encouraging the comfort zone;
b) supporting the team: keeping all cards on the table; c) supporting learning
and reflection: ‘Giving Thought’ and ‘Making it easier in my head] d) limiting
the panic zone: awareness of domino effects. Each of these will be examined
in turn.

Encouraging the comfort zone
Encouraging the ‘comfort’ zone would allow the participants to develop their
own comfort zones and be encouraged to recognise their own needs,
including their emotional needs.

The implication is that if the participants,

team, and home look after their own needs, there would be a positive
resonance of emotions.

Supporting the Team: Keeping all cards on the table
The work that the team has already carried out to externalise their thoughts
and feelings to bring ‘all cards on the table’ could be enhanced through
external consultancy so that all team members feel ‘safe’. Nevertheless, such
team work might be threatening for some participants since the research
reveals that team dynamics have a large part to play. A mixture of individual
and collective reflection based on the learning needs of each of the
participants could be used.

Knowing that residential care passes through stages and that tensions
between new and more experienced staff exist, more support could be
offered in transition phases. An approach to induction which embraces the
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needs of new and old staff could conceptualise this process as a mutual
learning process. Bearing in mind the fact that a new arrival or departure will
be difficult for everyone, in Stephanie’s words, a ‘settling in’ period could be
used to settle, rather than unsettle the team and individuals. The fusion of
living and working horizons adds more credence to the need to actively work
with team dynamics.

Supporting

learning and reflection:

‘Giving thought’ or

‘Making it easier in my head’
The findings reveal that Social Pedagogy was helpful in addressing some of
the issues which enhanced the learning zone such as the ‘3 Ps\ ‘common
third’, ‘safe risk’ and the ‘head, heart and hands’ but also because the
participants benefited from time out as a team to ‘give thought’ to what they
already were doing. Social pedagogy showed promise in the study but the
extent to which it could, or would, be implemented in their practice was
uncertain. Future training should take into account that more than seven days
training is required for the participants to understand how to implement ideas
into their practice. Likewise, supporting all staff to be able to attend training
would lead to more opportunities for team bonding, learning and cohesion.

Limiting the panic zone: Awareness of domino effects
The domino effects, as well as the general cycle of settling and unsettling,
provide the means through which the panic zone can be understood and
limited. The research has revealed the domino effect of having an unsettled
mix of young people on relationships in contributing to a panic zone. The
implication is that unplanned admissions, where young people’s needs
cannot be met in the home, have a powerful ‘contaminative’ effect on the
relationships in the home.

The findings suggest that reflective models of supervision would be helpful
for the participants who are dealing with strong internalised emotions such as
Jean. Given the complex interpersonal dynamics of the supervisory situation,
it cannot be assumed that supervision would meet all individual needs. Team
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supervision as previously outlined would also be beneficial regarding the
domino effect of the team.

The fact that the unsettled period happened when the manager was off may
suggest that there is a domino effect where there were no clear management
guidelines. The research suggests that the team leader is in a unique
position as a buffer between the participants and the wider Health and Social
Care Trust. The flow of information and knowledge between those relating to
young people in practice and those setting the policy and procedural context
for relationships may usefully be bridged through the use of the team leader
as a buffer.

Strengths and limitations

of the study

There were a number of strengths and weaknesses in the study. A major
strength of the study is the in-depth experiential account of residential social
workers’ relationships with young people. A further strength was to develop
the use of IRA as has been demonstrated throughout this document, through
the approach to multiple data collection points, auditing, and reflexivity in
particular. Finally, bringing the research to a more theoretical level or ‘deeper
interpretative’ level may allow the research to be more ‘transferable’ to other
residential care homes.
Despite its strengths, the study had a number of limitations. Above all the
turnover of staff was a disadvantage because it was not possible to conduct
follow-up interviews with all participants. Likewise, it was not possible to
include the whole staff team because of leave commitments or to attain a
gender balance in the study reflecting the gender imbalance in the home
(only two males worked in the home and one was on sick leave at the time of
the initial interviews). The design of the study focused solely on qualified
residential social workers in the home and did not consider for example
unqualified workers, bank staff, or indeed the managers in the home, who
also formed relationships with the young people. Finally, it may have been
useful to carry out a second focus group in order to compare group themes in
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the two main time frames. Such an approach would have been insightful as
to how the team spoke of relationships at the point when they had all their
cards ‘on the table’.

Recommendations

for

Future Research

Future studies could build on this idiographic study to reveal the experience
of residential carers in other contexts. First, similar research could be carried
out in other forms of residential care: short-term units, intensive support or
secure units. Such a rationale is based on Ruch’s (2005) observation that all
Social Work is carried out through the medium or relationship, no matter how
long the duration.

Second, IRA has proved a viable method for delving into the residential
experience and the present study provides some insightful avenues to be
explored in further research. These include: stress levels, or temporal
differences between morning and night, personal distance with young people
and how the bad or good times feel ‘in their head’.
Third, research could examine the relational style of the participants in
general with the style they use in residential care, or to consider their
personality or emotional style. Such elements may provide insights on
recruitment.
Fourth, it would be insightful to understand the perceptions of team
managers, policy makers and wider societal attitudes in more detail around
relationships.

Final

remarks

During a short chat with Cherie, she mentioned that they saw the children at
their worst. There is a need for a shift in thinking whereby those working in
residential care are valued for the work that they do for children who have
been through the worst in our society. Berridge (2002) states that:
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‘The extent of empirical research on residential care is still very limited
and we have barely begun to scratch the surface of some highly
complex problems’ {Bemdge, 2002: 98).

This research begins to scratch the surface of the inner thoughts and
emotions of residential social workers and raises a number of critical
questions about the human side of relationships. It openly invites others to
create their own interpretations and ask their own questions.
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Appendix 1: overview of quality criteria used in the study
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APPENDIX 2: SOCRATIC QUESTIONS
Type of Question

Question

Clarification

What are your main themes?
What do you mean by these themes?
Can you link these themes to examples?

Assumptions

What are you assuming?
What is the participant assuming?
What are the reasons for making your/the participant’s
assumptions?

Reasons

and

What would change your mind about the themes?

Evidence
Viewpoints

or

perspectives

From the vantage point of the researcher, are there
alternative ways of viewing these themes?
Can anyone see these themes in another way?

Implications

and What are you implying? What else might you expect to

consequences

Questions
questions

see?

about What do your questions about the findings assume?
How can you find out?
Might other people raise different questions?

(Adapted from Gambrill, 1997)
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APPENDIX 3: STEP-BY-STEP PROCEDURE FOR THE INITIAL
LITERATURE REVIEW

Step 1: Purpose of the Review
The purpose was to gain sufficient immersion in the context so as to ensure
the right questions could be asked.

Step 2: Planning a Systematic Approach
The two proformas below served as a systematic plan for searching,
reviewing and reporting thereby informing stage 3 (Higgins and Pinkerton,
1998). The first proforma sets out inclusion and exclusion criteria. The
second sets out a procedure to critically examine individual items. Layder’s
(2006) domains were used to organise the review.
Proforma 1: Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Inclusion

•

Relationships in residential care (Psychobiography and
Situated Activity)

•

Residential Care in the United Kingdom and Northern
Ireland (Social Setting): including research reviews, welfare
system, theories of Social Work, care system, training and
qualifications,

theories

of

residential

care

including

theoretical perspectives and models of intervention (but
specifically Social Pedagogy)
•

Historical, policy and legislative background of residential
care, children (Contextual resources)

Exclusion

•

Non-empirical work

•

Detailed examination of each model of intervention

•

Danish literature on Social Pedagogy (linguistic constraints)

•

Sources not directly relating to residential care
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Proforma 2: Procedure for critically examining the items

How to Critically Examine the individual items:
To establish how this second proforma would work, it was necessary to work
back from the anticipated outputs seen as covering the various dimensions of
relationships in residential child care including:
•

Existing data

•

Methodology

•

Historical

•

Policy

•

Practice

Set procedure for sifting the items identified in the search:
•

Relating to the research aims and objectives

•

Is it new/controversial?

•

Does it reveal a gap in understanding?

•

Does it extend/support/refute other research?

•

Should I emulate the methodology?

•

Does it reach a similar audience?

To cover the three broad types of literature
•

Books

•

Journals

•

Grey literature

To use the three approaches to literature searching:
1. Electronic
2. Manual
3. Word of mouth
Necessary to restrict the search to English sources or translated sources.

Step 3: Conducting the Search

A specific search strategy was used to determine the scope of material on
the general areas of interest in the review. Three types of broad literature
were used including books, journals and grey literature and these were
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searched electronically, manually and through word of mouth. The following
table shows the search strategy used.

Type

of Where searched

Search
Electronic

Databases (ASSIA, Blackwell Synergy, Ingenta, Intute, Journals

Search

@Ovid

Full

PsychINFO,

Text,

Jstor

Coll

Qcat

catalogue,

1,

MEDLINE,

Social

Services

PapersFirst,
Abstracts,

Sociological Abstracts and Zetoc)
Search Engines (Google, Google Scholar)
Specific Websites (CYC NET, DHSSPS, IPA website and forum,
NISCC, NCB Nl website, RPANI)
Word

of

Mouth

•

Colleagues,

•

People met at conferences or seminars

•

IPA Peer Group

•

Supervisors

•

Family and Child Care Cluster

•

Looked After Children Special Interest Group (LAC SIG)

Manual

Bibliographies in books

Search

Key Journals in the Field (Qualitative Social Work Journal,
British Journal of Social Work)
Publication lists of Key Authors

Grey

Training Seminars/Conferences (BPS Training Day Resilience,

Literature

SIRCC Conference 2007, NCCERC), NCCERC Notes, NCB
Newsletters

Examples of search terms used in the initial review included: Care,
Caregiver, Caregiving, Children in Care, Children's Homes, Contextual,
Northern Ireland, Pedagogy, Perceptions, Personal, Practice, Practitioners,
Practitioner's views, Professional, Psychosocial, Relationships, Residential
care, Residential Social Workers, Social Pedagogy, Social Work, Theoretical
models, Theory, Young People.
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These search terms were derived from a snowballing technique whereby
previous sources used the term, or through key words in work already
completed by the researcher.
Step 4: Selecting and Reviewing Individual Items
Individual items were selected using the proformas and according to how
appropriate they were to the research aim and then reviewed. The results of
this process were compiled into an annotated review.

Step 5: Producing an Integrated Review
Individual reviews were then used to assist with the questions to be asked in
the research.
Step 6: Making Use of the Review
The main messages and their relevance to the research aim are discussed in
the initial reflective chapter.
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APPENDIX 4: TOPIC GUIDE AND INTERVIEWING STYLE: PILOT
INTERVIEW

BEAR IN MIND: The research aims and objectives

AIMS: Exploring the lived experience of being in relationship with young
people in residential care from the perspective of residential carers
OBJECTIVES16:
•

To understand what enables and constrains how they experience
these relationships

How are relationships day-to-day?
•

Tell me what you think of the relationships you have with young
people in your care at the moment. Describe any which particularly
stand out for you. E.g. Tell me about a relationship you think feels just
right/Tell me about a relationship which has been strained
For each:
•

How do you spend your time together on a day-to-day basis?

•

Describe how you are with each other?

•

How has your relationship evolved from when you first met?

•

How do you think it is likely to progress? Why?

•

How do you think these young people see your relationship?

Taken for granted notions/natural attitudes:
•

What do you think shapes the types of relationships you feel you can
have with young people? Probe for:
o

•

What impact do you think your training has had?

16 Initially an objective was to explore the similarities and differences in the context of
one children’s home in Northern Ireland and one in Denmark
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o

Would you use specific models to help you in your
relationships?

o

What personal traits do you think contribute to the types of

relationships you can have?
o

How do you think the culture in the home impacts on your
relationships with young people?

•

How well do the relationships you have with young people compare
with what you expected before coming into the job?

Perceptions - how do they construe relationships?
•

How do you see relationships fitting into the caring role? Do they play
a part? What part do they play? How important are they?

•

On the other hand, how does your role as a residential carer fit into
your relationships with young people?

•

Maybe explain the ‘3 Ps’ (personal, private, professional). How do you
bring together the personal and professional sides to your role?

•

What is your sense of what is an appropriate relationship? What for
you is a relationship that goes too far? What is a relationship that is
not enough?

•

What kind of relationships do you think you can realistically expect to
have with young people in your care?

•

Ideally, what type of relationships do you think you should have?

Closing
•

What constrains you from having the kind of relationships you would
like to have? Are there times when you feel you can’t be true to how
you want to be with that young person? Why?

•

On the other hand, what enables you to have the kind of relationships
you would like to have with young people in your care?

Approach to the design of the topic guide
The pilot study revealed that the topic guide could be vastly reduced since
the participant talked freely from the first question: ‘tell me about your

307

relationships?’ This question was then chosen as the main generative
question, generative in the sense that it focused on the ‘thick description’ of
the participants (Geertz, 1973).

In the pilot interview, twenty questions featured in the topic guide. It was
difficult to remain mindful of the most crucial questions relating to the
research aim and objectives. As a result, the guide for the initial interviews
was therefore restructured to fit on one page. The middle column held the
main questions which would be asked and ideally the interview would flow
spontaneously from these questions. The left column held the corresponding
research aim and objectives as a reminder. Prompts were simply listed on
the right hand column and used only if necessary.

Interviewing Style

The pilot interview provided the opportunity for reflection on the interviewing
style. It was treated as a much ‘freer’ interview from the interviewer’s
perspective than was the case in the research interviews. The main learning
point regarding the interviewing style was that it was best to use as few
prompts as possible (Smith and Dunworth, 2003). The participant gave a
rich, detailed account in its own terms rather than being directed by
questions. Prompts were, therefore, ideally restricted to following up areas
spontaneously mentioned or when the question proved too general for the
particular participant in the latter data collection points.

In considering the presuppositions, one concern was the extent to which the
researcher influenced the participant by bringing up certain issues such as
training or bureaucracy relating to Layder’s (2006) wider structural domains.
Such elements did not naturally come up in the participant’s frame of
reference. The separation of key questions and prompts in the subsequent
fieldwork was used as a way of ensuring that theory would not be imposed
on the participants, instead serving as subtle prompts.
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APPENDIX 5: TOPIC GUIDE AND INTERVIEWING STYLE: INITIAL
INTERVIEWS
Aim/

Key

Objective

Topic

Question

Follow

up

areas

if spontaneously

mentioned/more specific prompts if
needed:

Briefing

and

Background
Perceptions

Tell me about the Any which particularly stand out (e.g.,

of R’Ships

relationships
have

with

you feel just right/strained)
young

How do you spend your time together?

people in your care

Describe how you are with each other?

at

How has your relationship evolved from

the

moment

(MAIN

when you first met?

GENERATIVE

How do you think it is likely to progress?

QUESTION)

How do you think these young people
see your relationship?

Perceptions

What influences the

Impact of training

Enablers/

type of relationships

Use of specific models

Constraints

you feel you can

Personal traits

have

Culture in Children’s home

with

young

people?

Team
Residential caring role

Perceptions

Ideally, what type of How do relationships compare to what

R’ships

relationship
you

like to

would

you expected before coming into the job?

have What is meant by relationship

with young people?
Enablers/

There’s

you

the

Constraints

person,

you

the

professional,

and

then

your

What is a good relationship?

relationship - how
do you bring these
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together/separate
out?
Enablers

What enables your
relationships?

Constraints

What

constrains

your relationships?
Improve?
General information

Gender, Age, Length of time working in
current home, Length of time working in
residential
qualification,

care,

Highest

Continuous

level

of

professional

development

Approach to the design of the topic guide

IPA has, in the past, used fairly detailed topic guides. More recently there
appears to have been a movement towards a more probing and interpretative
topic guide (Eatough and Smith, 2008). The topic guide was influenced by
the initial literature review, the theoretical orientations of the study, the pilot
study, peer consultation with the regional NI-IPA group17 and supervision.
The focus began with a phenomenological generative question. The
approach was not necessarily ‘non-directive’ but ‘participant-centred’ in the
sense that the participant led the interview in an unstructured way for the
most part but the researcher added more structured follow-up and probing
questions when necessary. Usually probes involved asking for feelings or
examples.
Developing appropriate interview questions was a crucial step and as Kvale
stated: ‘a good conceptual thematic research question need not be a good
dynamic interview question’ (Kvale, 1996: 130). He recommended using

easy-going language to generate more spontaneous and rich descriptions, a
17 This is a group of IPA researchers carrying out research in Northern Ireland which meets
on a regular basis to discuss the method and its application to our work.
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crucial element in the present study. The guidelines from Smith and
Dunworth (2003) were useful which recommended the use of everyday
language and avoidance of jargon, consideration of useful prompts and
general and open questions.

Six main question areas framed the topic guide and are briefly explained
here for transparency reasons. To ease the participant into the interview a
background question was added: ‘How did you end up in residential care?’.
The purpose of this question was to encourage the participant to talk about a
relevant subject which was fairly easy to answer. It also had the potential to
subtly access some elements of Layder’s (2006) psychobiographical domain.

Given

that

the

main

endeavour

was

to

attempt

to

access

the

phenomenological experiences of residential carers, an initial generative
question was added: ‘Tell me about the relationships you have with young
people in your care at the moment?’. This question was influenced by a focus
on phenomenology, a search for rich description and the main research aim.
Another question in the topic guide more directly sought to reveal perceptions
of relationships: ‘Ideally, what type of relationship would you like to have with
young people?’. This question could be seen as striving towards the
perceived ‘agency’ of the participants.

Layder’s (2006) domains were integrated into the topic guide more directly in
two other questions: ‘What influences the types of relationships you feel you
can have with young people?’] and, ‘There’s you the person, you the
professional, and then your relationship - how do you bring these
together/separate them out?’. The final two questions asked directly what
enabled or constrained relationships, and related to the objective of
understanding the psycho-social enablers and constraints to which Layder
(2006) had referred.
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Interviewing Style
In designing the approach to interviewing, three key considerations were: a)
the role of probing; b) the role of listening; and, c) the interactive component.
The approach towards probing in the initial interviews was to give ‘gentle
nudges’ but to tend towards the phenomenological of IPA (Smith and
Osborn, 2003).

Linked to the issue of ‘nudging’ or ‘probing’ was the listening style, and Kvale
(1996) has highlighted the differences in hermeneutic and phenomenological
listening styles. In his opinion, phenomenologically, the ideal is to listen
without prejudice to allow the uninterrupted stories to unfold without asking
too many questions informed by presuppositions. Hermeneutically, the ideal
is to listen interpretatively to the different horizons of meaning bearing in
mind reinterpretations within the hermeneutical circle of the interview.

The approach taken in the present study was to listen phenomenologically
(without prejudice, with empathy) during the interviews and bracket previous
understandings but to probe at a more interpretative level only when
necessary. For example, probing was used when the participant did not
seem to be accessing ‘thick description’ by asking ‘how did that feel?’ or ‘can
you give an example?’ or when participants mentioned something which
seemed important to investigate further.

In order to limit the impact of the interactional, interpretative activity in
interviews one solution was to reflect on the interviewing style after the
interviews. Bryman (2004) has advised, after the interviews, making notes to
incorporate how they went, where they took place as well as other feelings
about the interviews and the setting. Such reflections were made in the
present study and placed in the reflective diary.
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APPENDIX 6: TOPIC GUIDE AND FACILITATION STYLE: FOCUS
GROUP
AIM/

Key Question Topic

Follow

OBJECTIVE

up

areas

if

spontaneously mentioned/more
specific prompts if needed:
Briefing and Background

To examine

I want you all to think back Were the questions getting at

their

to your interview. How did

your experience?

reflections

you find the interviews?

Did you talk to each other about

on

the

the interview? Tell me a bit

individual

about these conversations.

interviews

Mention that a few people said
Was

that

what

you

were

looking for?’
Potentially

write

down

individually first, then share with
group.
To examine

How do you as a team see What is the culture in the home

how they, as relationships?
a

team

perceive

(MAIN

GENERATIVE QUESTION)

or

around relationships?
What is the home’s style around
relationships?

make sense

What is acceptable or not?

of
relationships
To examine

How do you as a team get

Is there anyone in the team you

how they as or make time to reflect on

go

a

relationships?

team

relationships?

to

to

talk

about

facilitate

What is the difference between

relationships

how you are one-to-one with
young people in relationships
and then when you are around
other staff members or the
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team?
What happens when you see
things

differently

around

relationships in the team?
To

explore

what

is

CRYSTAL

BALL - ideally

(Gazing

back at the past if

how would you as a team

applicable) Some people spoke

unique about

like

relationships

of the unit being unsettled in the

that

evolving in the future? Then

last while - how do you think

particular

as a team to put something

this affected relationships? How

home’s

down on paper

have

to

see

enabling and

Why?

constraining
factors

Pity not everyone there - if
Sean was here what do you
think he would say?
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things

changed

now?

Approach to Design of topic guide

The topic guide for the focus group could be likened to the ‘semi-structured’
one used in the initial interview. Three columns were used to ensure that
prompts were only used if necessary.

A general question was introduced at the start to encourage the participants
to talk about the experience of the interviews: ‘How did you find the
interviews?’ This question encouraged them to talk and ensured that each
member of the group had a chance to contribute from the outset. The main
generative question then followed:

‘How do you as a

team see

relationships?’. This question formed the main discussion of the group. A
question then followed regarding how they made time to reflect on
relationships so as to illuminate the ‘social setting’ (Layder, 2006) of the
team. The focus group closed with an interactive element where they were
asked to imagine a crystal ball and to say how ideally they would see their
team culture around relationships evolving in the future. A strength of
introducing a projective technique was to ask the question in a more
interactive way and see how they as a team proceeded to answer the
question. A weakness was that the technique was hypothetical. It did,
however, provide an interactive a means of closing the group.

Facilitation Style

It was necessary to make a transition from a one-to-one interaction as an
interviewer to a group facilitator to match the context of a focus group. Since
many of the participants referred to tensions or problems in the team during
their initial interviews, the facilitation of the group was approached with the
intention of intervening as little as possible. Mercer (2009) has stated that the
facilitator has a less direct influence because the participants themselves
engage in naturalistic probes. For example, Rosie asked questions directly to
the team and such probes were encouraged.

A similar listening and probing style to the initial interviews was used. In an
attempt to listen phenomenologically,
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probes were only used when

necessary. The main approach to facilitation was to intervene at points to
ensure fuller participation of all members in the group. Participants also did
this naturally: clarifying points or to responding to jokes to lighten the mood of
the group. During the group, interactions and comings and goings were
noted, which was useful in the analysis.

316

APPENDIX 7: TOPIC GUIDE AND INTERVIEWING STYLE: FOLLOW-UP
INTERVIEWS

Aim/Objective

Question

Explain

•

Pseudonym

•

Bear in mind it is not a typical interview - Interested

Probe

in your experiences, no right or wrong answers,
think about it like our last interview, take your time in
thinking and talking
•
General

opening

question, reflecting

Double hermeneutic and sharing interpretations

What do you remember
about your interview?

on past
Stability/flux

of

How

perceptions

of

relationships with young

relationships,

are

your

Probes:

changes

self,

team, home, trust....

new people now?

insights
Influences

on

relationships

What has influenced your Probe: How did you find
relationships since we last the
talked?

training

on

Social

Pedagogy

Validation: to push,

Go through main themes What are your thoughts? If

develop,

in your interview.

reject

1 have gone against their

analyst-derived

self understanding: what

interpretations

do you think we should

(Flowers, 2008)

do?

Secondary Data

What would be the top 3 legal or policy documents
which

influence your practice or training

relationships? Why?
E.g. Guidance and Regs
Closure

Explain feedback
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around

Approach to designing the topic guide

Again the topic guide was designed with three columns outlining the aims
and objectives, questions and probes. The follow-up interview opened with a
general question on how the participants found the previous interview to start
to build up rapport based on our previous encounter: ‘What do you remember
about your interview?’. The purpose of this question was to transport us both
back to the past and our shared experience and to ease their way into the
interview.

The main generative question was aimed at understanding how their
perceptions of relationships were at that point: ‘How are your relationships
with young people now compared to when we last talked?’. The purposes of
this question were: to enrich the understanding of the first interview and to
examine how things had changed over time.
The next question was aimed at exploring wider influences on their thinking
since our previous encounter: ‘What has influenced your relationships since
we last talked?’. The idea here was to access the wider social context and to
potentially probe in more detail around their answers. Social pedagogy was
one probe in particular which was considered if not spontaneously
mentioned, fitting with Layder’s (2006) more structural domains. The
rationale behind adding a probe around Social Pedagogy was that all the
participants had undergone training in the area. It did, however, come up
spontaneously in the interviews.

Participants were asked to recommend a document that they referred to on a
regular basis which helped them with relationships. The question asked was:
‘What documents do you feel you use or read on a regular basis which
influence your way of approaching relationships?’. The rationale for including
such a question was to ensure that any relevant material could be analysed
as a window into the social context.
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Interviewing style
The approach to interviewing in the follow-up interviews differed from the
initial interviews. Firstly, the interviews had a different flow. In the earlier
stages the participants spoke about their experiences on their own terms
emanating from the main generative question, but as interpretations were
introduced into the follow-up interviews, they became more interactive.

Preparation for each interview, involved re-immersion in the data by reading
the transcript, summary, reflection, analysis and notes on interviewing style.
Several aspects were used to formulate a specific style in the follow-up
interviews: overall interviewing patterns; particular interviewing styles relating
to particular individuals; and, Smith et al.’s (2009) advice on interviewing. The
stylistic

approach

encompassed

three

areas:

process;

wording;

and

interaction. Firstly, the process included: resisting the temptation to interpret
during the interview; monitoring the effect of the interview on the participant
and probing for feelings. Secondly, the approach to wording included:
avoiding leading questions; avoiding saying ‘exactly’ (a tendency in some of
the interviews); giving explanations of questions which were too long; using
clarification questions and reducing the use of ‘mm hmms’. Thirdly, the
approach to interaction included: not rushing in too quickly; trying to be more
comfortable with silence; waiting for a turn in conversation to return to some
points; using subtle prompts like ‘really?’, inflections of the voice, repeating
something they said and actively listening to what they were saying.

Throughout the process of interviewing, a guiding feature was Smith et al.’s
(2009) definition of rich description as including thinking, feelings, ideas and
concerns.

319

APPENDIX 8: SCREENSHOT OF MAXQDA USER INTERFACE

o

CM
CO

APPENDIX 9: EXAMPLE OF LEVEL 1 ANALYSIS - JEAN’S EMERGING
THEMES
Frequency

Emerging Theme

10

Behaviours

9

Dilemma - guided by other staff or self?

7

Influence of mix in a home

7

Taking time

7

Wee turbulent period of hostility/unsettled period

6

Difficult decisions

6

Inner feelings/thoughts

6

Kids looking for attention

6

Loves/good things

5

Abuse

5

Children manipulate

5

Feelings

5

Soft/Pushover

5

Spending time

5

Turning point after turbulence

5

Withdrawing relationships

4

Building relationships

4

Experience/Inexperience

4

Found/Finding her feet/niche

4

New

4

Public practice

4

Pulling in/calling upon other staff

3

Careful what you say

3

Children coming to/approaching me
Influence of human vs Social Work reaction on

3

r'ships

3

Information detective

3

Personal-Professional

2

Established relationships
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2

Expressing her opinion in vocal team

2

Field vs residential

2

Get children out

2

Give them normality, childhood

2

Good Relationship

2

Grey areas

2

Having time

2

Inconsistency- no issue BUT

2

Influence of training on relationships

2

Kids test boundaries

2

Lack of Confidence

2

lack/absence of training

2

Learning through mistakes

2

More therapeutic work

2

Reacting/Retaliating

2

Strange/Hard coming in

2

Their home/space

2

Toleration point

2

Validation

2

Vocal team: justification and feedback

2

Warnings/advice of team/manager

2

Weak in Discipline factor

2

Working way in from the edge

1

Affecting the future

1

Affinity for mental health

1

Broken relationships

1

Children can't self-regulate

1

Clever children

1

Complex struggle

1

Compromise personal morals

1

Confidence

1

Consistency of rules between staff
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1

Depends on relationships
Depends on the children learning how NOT to treat

1

people

1

Dilemma lead from staff members or training

1

Every day is clean slate

1

Everything influences r'ships

1

exerting control

1

Experiential knowledge of r'ships

1

Feelings around Residential

1

Finding time

1

Fitting in/Being liked

1

Giving time

1

Glad children wary of me - a good thing

1

Flard to have a r'ship

1

Hold SELF back

1

Home environment

1

Hopeful for future

1

Influence of high-stress situations on r'ships

1

Influence of humour on relationships

1

Influence of team on relationships

1

Influence of time of day

1

Investing in relationships

1

Long-term is a good thing

1

Moving slowly but surely in right direction

1

NO triggers off a situation

1

Overwhelmed by on the spot decisions every day

1

Perceived stranger

1

Phobias/Preconceptions of young people

1

Professional

1

Reserve trust until formulated judgement

1

Sounding board

1

Staff trapped/targeted
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1

Taking staff disagreeing personally

1

Taking the brunt

1

Team as sounding board

1

They're working on relationships

1

Using Training

1

Vulnerability of face value

1

We're the adults

1

What would want for own children

1

Working out how to behave
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APPENDIX

10:

EXAMPLE OF LEVEL

2

ANALYSIS - JEAN’S

HIERARCHY OF THEMES
Developing views of young people
Phobias/Preconceptions of young people
Depends on the children learning how NOT to treat people
Behaviours
Kids looking for attention
Children manipulate
Kids test boundaries
Respect for children
Reserve trust until formulated judgement
Their home/space
Clever children
Exerting control
Glad children wary of me - a good thing
Children can't self-regulate
Sounding board

Making sense of residential
Difficult decisions
Learning through mistakes
Grey areas
Influence of high-stress situations on r'ships
Experiential knowledge of r'ships
Overwhelmed by on the spot decisions every day
Public practice
Hold SELF back
Careful what you say
Working out how to behave
Soft/pushover
Consistency of rules between staff
Influence of time of day
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Affecting the future
Every day is clean slate
Feelings around Residential
Strange/Hard coming in
Give them normality, childhood
Long-term is a good thing
Field vs residential
Taking the brunt
Abuse
Toleration point
Staff trapped/targeted
NO triggers off a situation
Influence of mix in a home
Working way into relationships
Depends on relationships
R'ship - narrative order
1st r'ship - 9 yr old girl
2nd r'ship - 16 yr old girl
3rd r'ship - 15 yr old girl
4th r'ship - 12 yr old boy
5th/6th r'ships - twin girls
Building relationships
Spending time
Giving time
Finding time
Taking time
Investing in relationships
Moving slowly but surely in right direction
Influence of humour on relationships
Broken relationships
Hard to have a r'ship
Everything influences r'ships
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Good Relationship
Children coming to/approaching me

Dilemma - guided by other staff or self?
Feelings
Inconsistency- no issue BUT
Inner feelings/thoughts
Influence of training on relationships
Using Training
Lack/absence of training
Dilemma lead from staff members or training
Working way in from the edge
Fitting in/Being liked
Perceived stranger
Established relationships
Found/Finding her feet/niche
What’s in her niche
More therapeutic work
Affinity for mental health
Get children out
We're the adults
What would want for own children
Home environment
New
Experience/Inexperience
Weak in Discipline factor
Having time
Lack of Confidence
Confidence
Vulnerability of face value
Influence of team on relationships
Team as sounding board
Validation
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Pulling in/calling upon other staff
Vocal team: justification and feedback
Warnings/advice of team/manager
Expressing her opinion in vocal team
Taking staff disagreeing personally
Team approach to relationships
Wee turbulent period of hostility/unsettled period
Hopeful for future
Turning point after turbulence
Withdrawing relationships
Reacting/Retaliating
Influence of human vs Social Work reaction on
r'ships
Information detective
They're working on relationships
Personal-Professional
Compromise personal morals
Professional
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Appendix 11:

example

of

level

3

analysis

- jean’s

SUMMARY INITIAL INTERVIEW

Dilemma - guided by other staff/self

You bring up the word 'dilemma' (18) regarding whether you should build up
preconceptions of the children based on what the other staff tell you or
whether you should formulate your own judgements. Sometimes you see a
discrepancy between what you are 'told by others and what you 'see' for
yourself (36). You mention that it is 'strange' coming into residential care
because of the team withdrawing relationships (42).
It is a dilemma for you because the other staff members have outlined a
threat that the children could 'manipulate you' if you take things at 'face value'
(130) but you know that you can learn from the team and they have the
experience with the children. Your say that your 'gut instinct', however, is that
the exchanges you've had so far were 'genuine' (130). You say do not want
to become 'cynicaf because you say it goes against your values of Social
Work (130). You also mention it is good to get ‘feedback’from the team (66).
I am interpreting that you keep your innermost thoughts and feelings on the
inside, or in your head. Your inner feelings are somewhat informed by TCI
training you completed. You mention that TCI has the 'righf way to do things
(88). However, in reality, you say that some people are reacting in a 'human
way' as opposed to a 'Social Work' way (88). You admit that you have also
reacted on a human way at times as well but particularly prior to your TCI
training and when you initially came into the unit (42). You mention that the
intervention side of your training was ‘sadly neglected’ (218).

You say you are trying to find your niche as a new member of staff (136) and
I am interpreting that sometimes this niche is different from the style of other
staff. I have grouped together aspects that I see as part of your niche as
follows: you say you would like to do more interventions or therapeutic work
with the children (218), you mention you would like the same as you would
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want for your own children (16'0), you mention wanting to get children out
(104,116). Regarding getting the children out, you use a metaphor around
the children being 'cooped up like caged animals’ (60). I think this is a very
strong metaphor and would Hike to know how you now feel about this
metaphor.

However, I have also grouped together elements which you mention and I
see as barriers to finding your niche as follows: you say you are new
(48,62,67,72) and feel inexperienced (6,22,72,116), you mention not knowing
the rules (22), you talk about other staff being confident (138) and
experienced (116) and having had time (22,158), which you say you have
not, you mention feeling 'on the edge'of staff-children relationships (22).
You state that the staff team lis a 'definite' influence on relationships (88).
However, you note that the team is very vocal (66) and the way of working
you say is 'apparently1 to justify ideas (66). You say you do not 'have the guts'
to express your opinions in the 'public arena'(142) and in the couple of times
you have tried to assert your opinion I am interpreting that they have not
been successful. How have found asserting your opinions since?
I have also grouped together aspects of the team approach to relationships
where I think you are struggling as follows: you mention being ‘warned’ or
‘told’ about what the children are really doing by staff (18,22,36,130), you say

you

have

witnessed

a

period

of

‘turbulence’

(42)

or

'hostility'

(94,106,114,126,228) where a cycle of hostility built up between the staff and
young people and you feel that staff 'retaliated (126) or had a human rather
than Social Work reaction which contributed to the cycle. I am interpreting
that you are not comfortable with the fact that staff 'withdraw1 relationships
(36,42,46,48,52,114) as a way of 'working on relationships'.

I am interpreting that you seem more comfortable with the notion of your role
as an 'information detective'. You mention being a ‘detective’ 3 times (78, 82,
239) and say it is where you are on the 'hunt' for information to keep the
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children

safe

(82).

However,

I

am

also interpreting

that you

are

uncomfortable with the types of information you receive. For example, at
handover you say that you are all piecing together a jigsaw of information but
this based on other people’s interpretations ‘not just unbiased’ (178). I see
your solution as you try to keep yourself as informed as possible which you
mention just after talking about the jigsaw.

I am interpreting that you see your role as being personal. You mention
connecting with the young people on a human level (237), In a passage (245249) you say the personal-professional barrier is broken down and there are
two sides to your sense of professionalism: this personal side with young
people and a more professional side in your work, and interactions with other
professionals both within, and outside of, the home. You mention, however,
having to compromise your own 'personal mora/s'somewhat (158).
Working way into relationships
You mention doing a lot of work on building relationships (22,98,114,263) but
concede that you are 'working your way in' (22). You describe your
relationships person by person (16,18,22) and say that you generally have
'good relationships' (26).
To build relationships you cite the importance of activities and spending time
with the kids. You even note that you are 'living your life' with the kids: the
focus on this time is 'connecting as a human' (237). Can you tell me more
about how you feel about living your life with the kids?

I am interpreting that your motivations in relationships are informed by your
professional work. For example, you talk of 'making headway' (22), gaining
'snippets of information'(239) which I interpret as a professional as well as a
'human' exchange. You mention humour as a way of building relationships
'making a joke rather than an argument' (98).
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You mention having witnessed, however, a period where relationships were
'broken' beyond the point that other staff members (126) had ever
experienced.
Making sense of residential
This theme is about you trying to make sense of the residential environment,
the decisions you have to make, how you go about your work, how you want
to be perceived, exacerbated by the difficult time you started in.

You mention decision-making in residential as ‘difficult’ and ‘scary’
(150,158,188,202,208,228). I have grouped together various aspects

which impact on your decision-making as follows: you mention the
repercussions

of decisions

at bed-time which

may

mean

that

something 'kicks off' in the unit (150), you mention being 'on the spot'
during decision-making (36,75,188), you talk of considering how your
decisions affect the future shift (202), you mention feeling that your
practice is very public (34,142,178). My interpretation is that this public
practice has heightened your awareness of yourself and what you are
doing. The notion of being 'on the spot' I think is a very good way of
visualising how you feel - like a spotlight is shining on you. How do
you feel about your practice now in relation to it being ‘public’?

You mention not feeling comfortable with learning through mistakes given
your academic background (176). Yet you say that there are a number of
'grey areas' (64) where you are not 100% convinced that you or others are
right in the decisions you make. You mention being put in many high-stress
situations and say that your head is 'focusing on so many things’ (90). You
say you find it hard to know what to 'tolerate' in residential (112). At times you
mention that residential social workers take the 'brunt1 or 'fall' of the young
people's issues (126) and there are several references to abuse of staff by
young people in your account (36,52,114,158,184).

You mention not wanting to be perceived as a 'pushover' (22, 74) (but you
say that some view you in such a way, 16, 22, 64) and you say that the
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solution is to be 'consistent' (194). You say you have therefore decided to go
back to the team to ensure that you understand the rules, although you
mention that you should work on not going back to the team (74,194).

You say that you started at a difficult time and missed out on supervision
(90). Furthermore, you say you are looking forward to getting supervision to
validate your feelings (263).
Developing views of young people
You acknowledge holding (negative) preconceptions of the young people
prior to coming into the unit and note that you 'carried some of that in with'
you (12).
I am interpreting that you have found that the dominant view on young people
in the unit is that they need to learn what behaviours are not acceptable and
you struggle with this view. Largely it is the team that 'tells' you about the
young people needing to learn acceptable behaviour (18,22,36,130). You
struggle in particular with the view that outings could be seen as a reward for
'bad' behaviour (62), seeing instead their potential to allow the children to
clear their heads (not cooped up like 'caged animals'), you mention that
getting children out could break the cycle of behaviours and reactions
between young people and staff (104).

I have grouped together several other views of young people which come
through in your account as follows: you say that they are attention-seeking
(16) but do not know how to go about gaining attention (174,182), that other
staff saw evidence and said they are manipulating (18) but you say they try
and catch you out (22) or set wee traps (182) (although I think you are not
fully convinced that they are).

I am also interpreting that you have, what I have called a 'respectful' view of
young people, as follows: you mention understanding the fact that they
reserve judgement about you (34), and their sense of being wary to trust you
initially (28), you mention wanting to create a sense of the unit being the
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children's home (247), you mention that the children are very 'clever' (76),
you mention looking behind their behaviour and say that you 'understand'
that they are trying to exert control in their lives where they have little control
(255), you also talk about using your TCI training to try to look behind the
behaviours and mention several times that young people are unable to
regulate their behaviours (58,62,114).
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APPENDIX 1 2: EXAMPLE OF ANALYSIS LEVEL 4 ANALYSIS - JEAN’S
‘POSITIONALITY’ IN THE FOCUS GROUP
Similarities:
You talked about being new to the team and feeling inexperienced and
having a lack of confidence (50); about young people coming to ask you for
things in the hope that they will pick up inconsistencies (116); of your concern
for the next shift (122); of not being used to residential (129) and the team as
a 'sounding board' ^59).

Differences:
Example 1: you talked of the differences in style within the team noting that
you would 'borrow1 from different parenting styles (50). Your narrative was
very positive and you reiterated that the team was 'brilliant' (50,159,178)
Interpretation: your dilemmatic narrative around deciding to align yourself
with certain styles or trying to veer away from cynicism was absent. You did
not talk in the interview about parenting styles or different styles being
'complementary but these were coming through in the focus group.
Example 2: you seem to dwell more in the focus group on the knowledge of
the 'rules' (116).
Interpretation: You did not question the rules here, which was different from
the interview where you expressed uncertainty about the basic principle of
not rewarding bad behaviour for example.

Example 3: you talk of 'collaboration but it's on such a wider scale' (129).
Interpretation: I see your focus group account centering more on the team in
decision-making and helping other team members.

Example 4: it is you who states 'it's really that there's manipulation' (133).
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Interpretation: Your opinion on 'manipulation' seems more certain in the focus
group than it was in the interview; in the interview your language was
uncertain.

Example 5: you say 'it is fair' for children to learn that they 'have to work on
maintaining like their relationships too' and state that you as a team are good
at maintaining that children 'learn their behaviour has consequences' (165).
Interpretation: I again think there is a difference here from your uncertainty in
the interview about the reliance on reward and punishment. I think you also
focus more on being a 'social worker' in the group (171) in comparison with
your interview where you focused on the 'person'.

Example 6: The reference to 'personaf in the focus group is that being
'professional1 does not mean 'immunity from hurt feelings’
Interpretation: I think again this focus on personal feelings is different from
the interview where you talked about connecting with the kids on a human
level and living your life with them.

New

Example 1: In your narrative around being 'new' you mention not being ‘as
integrated’ (116).
Interpretation: I wonder if you felt unable to say how you felt about being on
the ‘edge’.
Example 2: You also mention a focus on 'consistency' (116) where children
are very perceptive about seeking out inconsistencies.
Interpretation: This perception is different, I think, from your reference to
'clever kids' because it is focusing more on how the kids use their intelligence
to 'meet their own ends'.

You also talk of the team being good at making 'reparative gestures' (173).
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Interpretation of the Unsaid
I think it is interesting to look at what was not said in your account in the
focus group. You do not mention your dilemma to follow your own instincts or
to be guided by the team which was a key theme in your individual interview.
I also think that your more positive appraisals of the children appear to be
missing. You also do not directly mention the hostile period.

I also think it is important to note that you repeat various ways of saying it is a
'good team'. You did mention that the team was good in the interview, but not
to this extent. I am wondering if you were motivated here by fitting into the
team.

My own observation of you in the team context was that there were a few
times when you were not able to gain an opening to say what you wanted.
However, undeterred, you asserted yourself eventually. I did not want to
intervene too much so as to see if the others would make an opening. This
approach was insightful regarding the team dynamics which would inhibit you
from expressing yourself. However, there was a point in the group when you
talked about ideally wanting to give children everything they would get in a
parental home and more and you could not find the words, and Cherie and
Stephanie helped you out (269). Their assistance appeared to directly
validate your feelings, something you mentioned seeking in the interview.
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Appendix 13:

example of level

5

analysis

- Hierarchical

TREE OF THEMES IN FOCUS GROUP

What we're good at
Happy Language
Same hymn sheet but wide mix
Teaching role
Team
Team good at challenging

Not office-led/Relationships hammered home
Inappropriate placements - settled children disrupted
Catering specialised/settled children
Cannot cater 16yr olds

Domino effect team and young people relationships
Collaboration/solidarity on wider scale

Wider concerns
More time
More interventions
Need for retreat
Working Hours impact
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Appendix 14: example of level 6 analysis - hierarchical
TREE OF OVERARCHING THEMES IN THE INITIAL INTERVIEWS

1st interview - Tuning in
1 Rosie tuning in
Domino effect - it depends
Depends on the children
R'ships seen differently through Rosie or child's
eyes
Kids come to you/seek you out
Key child r'ship is different
How children are
Depends on life inside
Depends on the team
Depends on Life outside
2 Jean tuning in
Making sense of residential
Difficult decisions in public practice
Influence of mix in a home
Taking the brunt
Working out how to behave
3 Sue tuning in
Residential environment
Constraints on relationships
Assumptions about kids
Challenging relationships
Working hard on relationships
Keeping or fixing relationships
What residential role is
4 Sean tuning in
Learning and developing slowly over time
At the start
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Through the years
Training no significant impact
Others in team
Management issues
Retrospective Reflection
5 Cherie tuning in
Direct career path
Frustrated by impact of mix in home on kids
Shift work/affected physically - adapting to
Underestimate training impact
Rocky patch: not a robot but a bit robotic
6 Steph tuning in
YP awful lot going on now
Considering other staff
Kids take lead/follow their pace/fit round them
7 Marie tuning in
Early days and learning
Self-Analysing
Check in with other staff
Frustrating
Unsettled period

1st interview - Dialectical thinking
1 Rosie dilemmatic thinking
Being professional/suppressing me
Being professional
Vulnerable as a person
Suppress as a person
Awareness of research context
Feelings
The professional line
What I am here to do
Focus of Role
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The actor in a play metaphor
The way I work
Example of slipping from consistency
2 Jean dilemmatic thinking
Developing views of young people
Phobias/Preconceptions of young people
Dominant views on children
Respect for children
Dilemma - guided by other staff or self?
Working way in from the edge
Found/Finding her feet/niche
Influence of team on relationships
Wee turbulent period of hostility/unsettled period
Personal-Professional
3 Sue dilemmatic thinking
Personal and Professional intertwine carefully
Personal
Professional
Experience
Boundaries
Training versus reality
4 Sean dilemmatic thinking
Residential setting
Tension personal and professional
Private life/self
Anxiety/worry/difficult/fear
Sharing about yourself within limitations
Difficult to talk about relationships
References to relationships
Role
5 Cherie dilemmatic thinking
Affected emotionally
Draining can't meet needs
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Personal line of appropriate
Learn what is acceptable from the team
Need to understand right from wrong - not super human
6 Steph dilemmatic thinking
Juggling Social Work side in residential
Role Surrogate parent-teaching first
The example of assaults as a personal/professional
dilemma
Acknowledging Personal values vs not imposing them
Feelings
Teaching consequences, accountability
7 Marie dilemmatic thinking
Balancing being on yp's level/joking or being serious/authority
The authority problem - big, bad guy who always says
‘no’
General relationships
Balancing human being and professional social worker
Influence of own value system or family relationships
More than just staff/social worker but not parent
Struggle human side of wanting to make it better/fix for
VP
Caught in limitations as a SW and as a human
Being there for yp beyond residential care
Example of assaults - balancing human and prof SW
Assaults part of job
Key child vs other relationships

1st interview - striving to be together
1 Rosie being together
Spending time on relationships but fragile
Difficulties with relationships
Spending time/good relationships
2 Jean being together
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Working way into relationships
R'ship - narrative order
1st r'ship - 9 yr old girl
2nd r'ship - 16 yr old girl
3rd r'ship - 15 yr old girl
4th r'ship - 12 yr old boy
5th/6th r'ships - twin girls
Time Building relationships
3 Sue being together
R'ships is cornerstone, some come naturally, and others don’t
Gains from relationships
Good relationships
Working where young person's at
4 Sean being together
Approach to and outlook on relationships
Values
Two-way/mutual aspects of relationships
Time out
Gender differences in roles
Private/one-to-one
Enjoying working with young people although RC was not
intentional
Relationships Raison D'etre of RC
Significance of relationships
Spending time on relationships, natural development
5 Cherie being together
Spending time - enjoy
Good but bumpy relationships
Space
6 Steph being together
Young people
Young girl keychild
Young boy keychild
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Successful Good relationship
Other roles
Providing a home and Building up role
Importance of every day normal things
Open and honest relationship
7 Marie being together
The reality of residential care
Perceptions versus reality
Relationship building time
Honesty
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Appending 15:

example of level

7

analysis

TREE FOR THE FOLLOW-UP INTERVIEWS

Getting time
11 Stephanie time mundane things
12 Sean doing things together
13 Jean has relationships
14 Sue enjoying relationships

Old resolutions and new dilemmas
11 Stephanie no keychild
12 Sean refound relationships
13 Jean part of team, but still...
14 Sue can be personal
Social pedagogy
11 Stephanie SP do it already
12 Sean SP not stale
13 Jean SP team time
14 Sue SP relaxing and ‘3 Ps’
Tuned in/learning dominoes
11 Stephanie pretty much same
12 Sean tuned in
Strong attachments
Sean chaos then optimal now
13 Jean more tuned in
14 Sue bubble focus
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-

hierarchical

appendix

16: Guidelines

focus group analysis

1. Objects of Concern and Experiential Claims

6. Language

a. Pick out experiential claims and concerns as Throughout stages 1-5,
they appear in the transcript.

monitor language use,

b. Summarise these, and sort into emergent paying

particular

patterns.

attention

to

use

of

2. Positionality

metaphor, euphemism,

a. Explore the role played by facilitators, keeping

idiom etc. Consider:

track of questions, permissions, encouragements,

a. Patterns

redirections etc. (What is their perspective, stance,

Repetition,

position?)

standout

jargon,
words

b. Explore the function of statements made by phrases,

and

turn-taking,

respondents. (What is their perspective, stance?)

prompting - are these

3. Roles & Relationships

identified in individuals

a. Examine references to other people: What roles

or the whole group?

and relationships are described? What sorts of b. Context
meanings and expectations are attributed to these

Impact

relationships?

used;

on

language

descriptions of

b. What are understood to be the consequences of feelings/emotive
these?

language; jargon and

4. Organisations & Systems

explanation of technical

a.

Examine

references

to

organisations

and

terms;

impact

of

systems: How are they described? What sorts of facilitator.
meanings and expectations are attributed to these?

c. Function

b. What are understood to be the consequences of How/why

is

certain

these?

language being used?

5. Stories

(e.g.

Examine the stories told by participants: look at the

backup

structure; genre; imagery and tone. What does

a point, to shock, to

each story achieve? How do participants support or

provoke dis/agreement,

to

emphasise/

impede each other to share their experiences? to amuse/lighten the
What temporal referents exist?

tone?)
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7. Adaptation of Emergent Themes
Return to the emergent themes from step 1b and adapt them according to
the work done subsequently. Answering the following questions will help:
a. What experiences are being shared?
b. What are individuals doing by sharing their experiences?
c. How are they making those things meaningful to one another?
d. What are they doing as a group?
e. What are the consensus issues?
f. Where is there conflict? How is this being managed/resolved?

Source: (Palmer et al., forthcoming)
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APPENDIX 17: SECONDARY DATA REVIEW DOCUMENTS MENTIONED

SECONDARY DATA

2)Jean

3) Sue

4) Stephanie

TCI training manual

Yes

Yes

Yes

Children (Nl) Order

Yes

Yes

Yes

Social

Yes

Yes

Yes

pedagogy

6) Sean

Training manual
ACPC

regional

Yes

guidelines
Children’s

Homes

Yes

and

Yes

Regulations
Guidance
Regulations

Yes

for

Residential Care, Vol
4
Manual/mission

Yes

statement/welcome
pack
Safeguarding

young

Yes

people in care

348

APPENDIX 18: PEN PORTRAITS OF THE PARTICIPANTS

Rosie was the first participant in the study. She had worked in the home for
two years. In her interview she focused on her ‘keychild’ relationship as ‘good
and bad’. This keychild relationship is the only one she described in detail in
the interview, which emphasises the difficulty she had with the relationship. A
core theme in Rosie’s account was that she felt she needed to suppress
herself in order to be professional in relationships. Rosie did participate in the
focus group but had left by the time of the follow-up interviews.

Jean had only joined the home two months before the initial interview. She
had not been given a proper induction because the team leader and deputy
were off. She was due to have her fist supervision at the point of the initial
research. It seems fair to use Sue’s words in the focus group that Jean had
been ‘thrown in at the deep end’. Core themes in her initial interview were:
working her way into relationships, making sense of residential care and a
dilemma regarding being guided by herself or the team. Jean participated in
both the focus group and follow-up interview. Her second interview was very
different to her first. She had settled into the team but in so doing had taken
on some of the approaches she had previously worried about (e.g. children
were manipulative). Although she had a sense of resolution regarding some
of the major issues in the team she still mentioned ‘safe people’ in the team.

Sue had worked in the home for four years at the time of the first interview. A
core theme in her initial interview was that she was clear about the
professional boundaries in relationships yet was trying to move from being
‘boundary-led’ to being more flexible. Sue participated in both the focus
group and follow-up interview. In the follow-up interview, she was much more
relaxed in her tone and demeanour than the first time, mirroring her more
relaxed approach to her work. She was enjoying her work, relationships and
in particular her keychild relationship. She felt empowered through Social
Pedagogy to fight bureaucracy among other things.
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Sean had worked in the home since it first opened five years prior to the
initial interview. A core theme in Sean’s initial interview was that he was very
focused on sincere relationships but was worried about burning out. Sean
was highly interested in, but unable to attend, the focus group. He did take
part in the follow-up interview and one of the ‘major changes’ tor him was the
Social Pedagogy training. It resonated with him because the focus was on
relationships.

Stephanie had worked in the home for four years at the time of the initial
interview. Unusually, she had two key children at that point and was
concerned that her intense workload impacted on the time available to spend
with the young people. A core theme in Stephanie’s interview was that she
was very clear that she regarded her relationships with young people as a
surrogate parent first, then, as a social worker. Stephanie was the only
participant who did not mention the unsettled period in her initial interview.
She participated in both the focus group and follow-up interview. In the
follow-up interview, Stephanie had no key children and was enjoying her
‘random’time with all the young people.
Cherie had worked in the home for three years prior to the initial interview.
Early in her interview, she talked about being good friends with the young
people when she started because she was similar in age. She mainly
focused on her relationship with her keychild; an intense relationship which
she found could be emotionally ‘draining’. A core theme was that she enjoyed
her relationships but found it hard not to take some things which had
happened personally. Cherie did participate in the focus group but had left by
the time of the follow-up interviews.

Marie had worked in the home for two years prior to the first interview. One
of the main themes in Marie’s account was a struggle with the human side of
her relationships and saying ‘no’. She promised her keychild that she would
stay on working in the home until the young girl was 18. Marie was present in
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the focus group but was largely silent and had left by the time of the follow-up
interviews.
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APPENDIX

19:

STEP-BY-STEP

PROCEDURE

FOR

THE

FINAL

LITERATURE REVIEW

A similar procedure was carried out in the second review to the first review.
The following steps are adapted from Higgins and Pinkerton (1998).
Step 1: purpose of the review

The review was selective rather than exhaustive (Smith et al., 2009) and
served to connect the key themes in the research with relevant literature.
Step 2: Planning a Systematic Approach
Again two proforms served as a systematic plan for searching, reviewing and
reporting the findings of the review. However, the review was organised
around the findings of the present study.
Proforma 1: Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Inclusion

Residential Care (Social Setting)
Conceptual models of Residential Care
Working in residential care (Psychobiography and Situated
Activity)
•

Relationships

•

Interventions (but specifically Social Pedagogy)

Thought processes (Situated Activity)
•
Exclusion

Emotions

Non English material, adult settings, day care settings,

Keywords used: residential and child, residential care, residential social
worker, residential social work, residential team, group dynamics and
residential care, Social Pedagogy, Heidegger and authenticity, Layder,
emotion regulation, reflexivity, relationship and Social Work, Children’s
Home,

phenomenological

pedagogy,

phenomenology

psychosocial, relationships, emotions, learning.
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and

pedagogy,

Proforma 2: Procedure for critically examining the items
How to Critically Examine the individual items:
To establish how this second proforma would work, it was necessary to work
back from the anticipated outputs seen as covering the various dimensions of
relationships in residential child care including:
•

Existing data

•

Methodology

•

Historical

•

Policy

•

Practice

Set procedure for sifting the items identified in the search:
•

Relating to the Research aims and objectives

•

Is it new/controversial?

•

Does it reveal a gap in understanding?

•

Does it extend/support/refute other research?

•

Does it reach a similar audience?

Step 3: Conducting the Search

A specific search strategy was used to determine the scope of material on
the general areas of interest in the review. Three types of broad literature
were used including books, journals and grey literature and these were
searched electronically, manually and through word of mouth. The following
table shows the search strategy used.
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Type

Where searched

Electronic

Databases

Search

ChildData, Ingenta, Intute (Arts and Humanities), Journals

Qcat catalogue

and

multi-search

of (ASSIA,

@Ovid Full Text, Jstor, MEDLINE, PapersFirst, Social Care
Online, Social Services Abstracts, Sociological Abstracts, Web
of Science and Zetoc)
Search Engines (Google, Google Scholar)
Specific Websites (NCCERC, SIRCC, SocialPedagogy United
Kingdom, Children Webmag and SCIE)
Word

of •

Mouth

Colleagues

•

People met at conferences or seminars

•

IPA Peer Group

•

Supervisors

•

Family and Child Care Cluster

Manual

Bibliographies in books

Search

Key Journals in the Field- last 5 years18 (Qualitative Social Work
Journal, Child Care in Practice, British Journal of Social Work,
Child and Family Social Work, Scottish Journal of Residential
Child Care)
Publication lists of Key Authors

Grey

Training

Literature

Newsletters, IPA forum Discussion

Seminars/Conferences,

NCCERC

Notes,

NCB

Step 4: Selecting and Reviewing Individual Items
Individual items were selected according to how appropriate they were to the
research themes and aim, and then reviewed.
Step 5: Integrating the Review into the Findings and Discussion Chapter
Rather than producing an integrated review, the individual reviews were
included directly in the discussion of themes or discussion chapter.
18 The last 5 years were selected because many have said that the last five years have
involved a high degree of change in the residential work force.
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Step 6: Making Use of the Review
The methods used in both reviews were shared in the Appendices.

355

appendix

20:

Information

sheet

and

consent

Information about the research

o
Carer-young person relationships in two European
care systems
You are being invited to take part in a research study.
Before you decide, it is important for you to
understand why the research is being carried out and
what it will involve for you. This information will help
you understand why the research is taking place.
Please take time to read the following information
carefully and discuss it with others if you wish before
deciding to take part in the study. Ask if there is
anything that is not clear or if you would like more
information. Take time to decide whether or not you
wish to take part. Thank you for reading this.
The research is organised by Christine Mullan-Jensen as a PhD
candidate for the Institute of Child Care Research in Queen’s
University Belfast and as such is part of an educational Qualifica
tion. It is funded by the Department of Employment and Learning
(DEL).
Further information ami contact details
Christine hiullarrJensm
Institute <rf Chiit) Care Research
School ofSociology, Social Policy and Social Work
Queen '.v Untversitv Belfast
BT71LP

Belfast

Q

Northern Ireland
Telephone: 028 9097 148S
Email: cmullanSKfqtth. ac.uk

Version 3. 3rd January 2003
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Eniployiiieiit
% ant!
l earning

WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THE STUDY?
The study aims to develop an understanding of
relationships between residential carers and
young people and will compare experiences of
carers in Denmark and Northern Ireland. It is in
terested in your view of these relationships.

1st step ■ to carry out an initial interview with residential car
ers in two children’s homes, one in Northern Ireland, the other
in Denmark to gain a picture of their experience of relation
ships with young people. Then to carry out a follow up inter
view to check that what I’ve taken from your interview is what
you meant (max 1.5 hours each)
2nd step ‘ to bring together all who participated in your team
in a focus group to chat about the research (max 1.5 hours)
3rd step ' to conduct a review of documents which relate to
relationships in both contexts (you don’t take part in this
stage)

WHY HAVE I BEEN INVITED?
Two Children’s Homes have been selected to participate in
the research so that they match as closely as possible e g.
size, staff numbers. This was done by looking at the remit of
Children’s homes in the Greater Belfast and Roskilde areas. It
is a small-scale study and will involve no more than 8 partici
pants in each area.

If you need any independent advice on the research
please contact
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DECIDING WHETHER TO TAKE PART
You do not have to take part in this study. If you decide
to participate you are free at any stage to withdraw your
information without giving any explanation.
If you do decide to participate, you will take part in a
fairly informal interview lasting 1-1Y2 hours and then an
other follow up interview as well as a focus group. The
interview aims to examine your experience of relation
ships with young people in your care. With your permis
sion, I would like to digitally record the discussion purely
for analysis purposes.
The research will add to an understanding of the day-to-day re
ality of the experience of carer-young people relationships and
the research is intended to be a very fruitful way of gaining in
sight into your day to day experience.
All information will be treated as strictly confidential. Only in
the event of a child protection or professional misconduct issue
arising will this be passed on. Any quotes used will not identify
you.
The only disadvantage is the time which you will take out to
participate in the study. If there is anything that comes up which
upsets you, we will make sure you can contact someone for
support and/or advice.
Any complaint about the way you have been dealt with during
the study or any possible harm you might suffer will be ad
dressed (see overleaf)
If the information so far interests you, and you are
considering participation, please read the additional
information overleaf before making any decision......
Version 3. 3rd January 2008

358

MORE DETAIL ON THE STUDY
Confidentiality: All information which is collected about you
during the course of the research will be kept strictly confidential
unless child protection, illegal or professional misconduct issues
arise. Any quotations will not be attributable to you personally
and pseudonyms will be used. Digital recordings will be used
with your permission and will be stored securely. The data will
be used for the PhD thesis and relevant presentations/
publications. Access to the transcripts will only be made avail
able for analysis checks with my two research supervisors. All
data will be destroyed after the PhD has been awarded.
Results: you will have a chance to hear the results in a presentation and
through a summary. The results will be presented at some relevant con
ferences, journal articles and in a PhD thesis. You will not be identified in
any report/publication and every attempt will be made to protect your
identity.
What if there is a problem?
If you wish to complain, or have any concerns about any aspect of the
way you have been approached or treated during the course of this
study please raise them first with the researcher. In the event that this
course of action is not suitable to you, the normal National Health Ser
vice complaints mechanism should be available to you. Any other formal
complaints can be addressed to the Head of School

If you are harmed by taking part in this research project, you may have
grounds for a legal action, but you may have to pay for it. Indemnity ar
rangements are provided by Queens University Belfast.
If you need any further support for anything which has been discussed
in the research please contact_________________________________

All research in the NHS is looked at by an independent
group of people, called a Research Ethics Committee to pro
tect your safety, rights, wellbeing and dignity. This study
has been reviewed and given a favourable opinion by the
Office of Research Ethics Committee Northern Ireland.
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(Form to be on headed paper)
Interview/Focus Group Number:
Unique id Number:

CONSENT FORM - Individual Interviews/Focus
Groups: Nl
Title of Project: Carer-young person relationships in two European Residential care
systems
Name of Researcher: Christine Mullan-Jensen

Please initial box
1.

I

confirm

that

I

have

read

and

understand

the

information

sheet

dated........................... (version........... ) for the above study. I have had the opportunity to
consider the information, ask questions and have had these answered satisfactorily.
2.

I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any

time (even after the research), without giving any reason.
3.

I understand that the interviews may be routinely digitally recorded but that I can

decide not to have my interview recorded.
4.

I consent for the interview to be digitally recorded:

Yes

|

|

No
5.

I understand that my information will be treated as confidential unless I reveal

something which causes concern and the researcher will have a duty to pass this information
on to a relevant authority.

6.

I agree to take part in the above study.

Name of Participant
Name of Researcher

Date

Signature
Date

Signature

1 for participant; 1 for researcher
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