Maintaining links
Resource demands and social work attitudes in
respect to parent-child access in a statutory child

welfare agency

Julie Drury-Hudson

This paper investigates the demands on social work resources in the north east region of the Department For
Family and Community Services in South Australia, and examines the attitudes of workers to the question of
access. Twenty three social workers, working predominantly in Child and Family Teams, were interviewed. A
two part questionnaire was devised. The initial data covered information relating to the frequency, duration
and supervision of access visits. The second part of the questionnaire used a semi-structured, open-ended
Jormat in order to explore social workers' knowledge and values in respect to access. The results of these
interviews are presented and the implications for policy and practice in relation to statutory social work are

discussed.
here is much research
evidence that supports

the notion that regular

contact with the mnatural

parents is important for
the child's development and self
csteem. Fanshel and Shinn (1978)
in their longitudinal study of
children in foster care, found that
the well being of children was
influenced by patterns of parental
visiting and that family visiting was
the best predictor of discharge of
children from foster care (p.483).
However, despite the importance of
on-going contact with the natural
family, 57% of the children they
studied were wunvisited by their
parcnts at the conclusion of their
research. Proch and Howard (1986)
summarised the risks to the child if
parental visiting was not maintained.
These included: the risk of losing
long-term contact with their fam-
ilics; the decreased likelihood of
reunification; and losses in terms of
intellectual, social and emotional
performance.

Paulin (1992), in exploring visiting
and attachment issues for long-
term foster children, found that
visiting by extended family had a
positive cffect on the foster
children's sense of identity, and
attachment to their biological
families.
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Researchers have also shown that
there is a high correlation between
frequent, positively orientated
visiting and short term placement,
and infrequent negatively orientated
visiting and longer stays in care
(Milner 1987). Regular visiting and
contact between the natural parent
and child minimises the risk of the
family establishing a new homeo-
static balance without the child, and
helps to maintain the child in his or
her family.

Surveys of children in care have also
found that frequency of contact with
the natural family is an issue fre-
quently raised by children themselves.
Fletcher (1993) found that a third of
children living in foster care and one
quarter of those living in residential
care did not have as much contact
with their family as they would have
liked. These children also stated
that they were not allowed to visit
friends and neighbours from where
they used to live. The responses of
the children studied revealed that
while many children felt safer in
care and protected from earlier
experiences, they also felt dumped
by a care system which stigmatised
them.

The importance of maintaining reg-
ular contact with the natural family
is not just an important factor in
foster care, but also effects many
other aspects of work with children.

Borgman (1985), in a study of delin-
quent boys in correctional instit-
utions, found that regular visiting
by familics was associated with less
major misconduct, and for the older
boys in the sample, less immature
defiance, abusive language and
childish social behaviour with peers.
He therefore concluded that it was
desirable that staff facilitate family
involvement.

Studies of access in relation to
divorce and separation have also
provided evidence in relation to its
importance in contributing to posi-
tive child outcomes. For example,
McDonald (1990) in a review of the
literature, stated that continuing a
relationship with the absent parent
through visitation processes produced
a more positive outcome for children
of divorce. Also, the self esteem of
boys who saw the non-custodial
parent at least once per month was
shown to be significantly higher than
the self esteem of boys who saw the
non-custodial parcnt less than once
per month.

Research has shown that contact:

s can make the child feel less re-
jected by his or her parents;

s promotes a child's adaption to and
sense of security within placement:

» increases the child's understanding
of why he or she was separated:
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» promotes the child's intecllectual
and emotional development;

» enables the child to develop a
stable sense of sclf and identity;

s cnables the child to develop a
realistic picture of his or her
parents.

Despite these findings, evidence has
shown that there arc still many
children in care who do not have
access to their families.

The issues of lack of resources and
lack of policy direction are contin-
ually raised by social workers in
public welfare departments as fac-
tors miligating against successful
family visiting routines. In South
Australia, changes in Decpartmental
policy toward policies of family
preservation. ‘and court practices
favouring more frequent access, may
well mean that the demand on re-
sources in this area will increase in
the future. In anticipation of this
increase in demand., a survey of
social worker workloads and know-
ledge in relation to access, was
commissioned by the north east
region of the Department for Family
and Community Services in South
Australia. The purpose of this
research was to assist the region to
develop a greater understanding of
current resource, practice and policy
issues in relation to parent-child
access for children in foster
placements.

Access research

Field services in the Department for
Family and Community Services in
South Australia are currently divid-
ed into team structures, larger
offices have three social work teams.
Intake and Assessment teams manage
the initial enquiries, assessment
and investigation of cases. If situ-
ations remain unresolved or require
longer term social work intervention,
they are then recferred to either the
Child and Family team or the Adol-
escent and Family team.

Twenty-three soclal workers were
surveyed on the topic of parent-
child access. Cases were selected on
the basis of the child being placed in
a foster care placement. Access was
defined as face-to-face contact
between at least one of the natural
parents and the child, although
some attempt was made to also
explore how many children had
contact with other significant
people. The social workers worked

Table I Number and type of access visits

No of cases 221
Unsupervised 87
Supervised 89
Supervisor
Social worker 31
Community aide 44
Other 14
No access 45

predominantly in Child and Family
Teams in the North East Regional
district of the South Australian
Department For Family and Com-
munily services.

The survey had two main aims. The
first was to try to gain an indication
of the extent of access currently
occurring within the region, with
particular emphasis on supervised
access commitments. The second aim
was to explore the knowledge, attit-
udes and values of workers in
respect to the issue of access. In
order to develop clearer policy and
practice guidelines and consider
ways in which the future needs of
parents and children could best be
met.

Method

A two part questionnaire was de-
vised to examine the above areas.
The first part of the questionnaire
dealt with the numbers of children
currently having access, and the
frequencies and duration of super-
vised access visits. It also sought
information regarding who was pres-
ently supervising access arrange-
ments and the perceived extent of
social work time involved.

The second part of the questionnaire
used a semi-structured, open-ended,
format in order lo explore worker's
knowledge and values in respect to
access. A face-to-face, semi-
structured, open-ended format was
chosen as this provided sufficient
structure to allow for the compara-
bility of data, while providing enough
flexibility to allow the respondent to
clarify questions and the interviewer
to clarify answers and explore addi-
tional areas of interest.

Results

As can be seen from Table 1, approx-
imately 39% of access visits are
unsupervised and 41% are super-
vised. Of the supervised access. 35%
is by a social worker, 49% by a
community aide, and 15% by other
people, including extended family,
foster parents or other agencies.
However, 20% of children are cur-
rently having no access at all
Reasons given for this included:

» the child had been in long-term
foster care for some time and
access had not occurred (42%):;

* parents had not initiated or kept
access appointments (22%);

+ natural parent or foster parent
had moved interstate (13%);

+ child did not want contact (1%);
s court had ordered no access (1%);
s not specified (21%).

Approximately 66% of those children
having access also had some contact
with extended family, though this
rarely (less than 2% ) included access
with former foster parents.

Adding the weekly, half of the fort-
nightly, and quarter of the monthly
access hours. plus allowing for half
an hour travelling time each way,
suggests that a conservative estimate

Table Il Frequency of supervised access and number of hours

Frequency No. of cases Total hours Median Average
weekly or more 15 66 4 hrs 4.4 hrs
fortnightly 14 35 2 hrs 25 hrs
monthly 24 56.5 2 hrs 2.4 hrs
quarterly 8 35 2 hrs 4.4 hrs
parent/child 14

request
unspecified 14
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of the time the region is involved in
access Is 127.5 hours for the region
or 25.5 hours per office pcr week if
evenly divided. However, it is clear
from the survey that the amount of
access differs greatly across offices,
with some officcs being involved in
significantly more access than this
and other offices involved in less.
This calculation also does not take
into account the amount of time
social workers spend organising, pre-
paring and dcbriefing access visits
or rearranging cancelled visits. When
social workers were asked to estimate
how much time they thought they
spent organising and supervising
access. they stated that, on average,
they would spend approximately four
hours per week organising access and
two hours per week supervising
access. However all social workers
raised the issue that access often
did not occur in manageable weckly
amounts. Workers stated that, par-
ticularly around school holidays,
they would spend large blocks of
time (eg, three days per weck) on
access Issues.

Workers' knowledge and
values about access

The purpose of access

The majority of responses included
the following reasons why access is
important:

¢ children nced to maintain links with
their natural families;

s to help the child in the formation of
identity:

* it is an essential element of the
rcunification process.

A typical response was:

Access {s important so that children
can maintain links with their parents
and families. This assists them in the
formation of their identity. It helps
them to know where they came from
and helps to keep them in touch with
significant people in their lives, and
provides them with an opportunity to
have positive experiences with their
natural family.

Other reasons mentioned included:

* to ald in the gathering of inform-
ation as a means of assessment;

* o increcase attachment to the

natural parent:;

* to help thc child develop positive
self esteem;

» a means for teaching parents skills
in intcracting with their child.

All workers considered that the issue
of access should be an important part
of the case plan particularly when
rcunification was being considered.

Is access beneficial for the
child?

The majority of workers fclt that,
generally, access was bencficial for
the child as it provided a means
whereby children could maintain a
relationship with  their natural
families. It helped to reassure the
child that his/her parent were OK,
and helped the child to have a real
understanding of his/her family as
opposed to a fantasised picture of
the natural family being wonderful
and perfect or alternatively horrible
and frightening.

In the majority of cases [ think
access is bencficial for the child. It
gives the child a scnse of reality.
Without access the child creates a
'fuiry godmother' or 'monster’. With-
out access the child creates their
own sense of reality.

Yes, I believe access is beneficial as
it serves as a means of providing a
sensc of continuity in their lives. It
also reduces the drama of foster
care as it provides a sense of reality
and puts the family into perspective.

The majority of social workers felt
that access was not beneficial to the
child if there was a likelthood that
the parents could rc-abuse the child,
or if access was too traumalic for
the child and the child stated that
they did not want it to continue.

I don't believe access is beneficial
where there has been extreme viol-
ence or a continuing threat of
violence, where there is a lack of
control exhibited by family mem-
bers, or in cases of sexual abuse
where the child is frightened or feels
threatened.

Should access be varied?

Social workers unanimously agreed
that access arrangements needed to
be reviewed and varied in accord-
ance with the child's developmental
needs, and changes in circumstances
or changes to the case plan.

Younger children need more access
because they forget and development-
ally cannot maintain an image of the
person or relationship, whereas older
children are better able to do this and
also often have increased commit-
ments in terms of school and friends
so don't need access as frequently.

Access needs to vary in accordance
with the needs of the child. Some-

times arrangements are tried and
they don't work so need to be
changed in order to meect the needs
of the child and the circumstances.

Who should supervise
access?

Social workers considered that a
social worker was needed to supervise
access if there were any difficulties,
such as if the case was before the
court, if information and assessments
were required about parent child
rclationships, or if parents needed
guidance in appropriate parent-child
interaction. It was generally felt that
routine access could be supervised
by either a community aide, foster
parent, or extended family member
depending on who seemed to be most
appropriate. '

Who supcrvises access depends on
the nature of the case. Where a case
is going to trial the social worker
must supervise for the purposes of
assessment.

It depends on the circumstances. If
a case s going to court or is
contentious, or there is a risk of
harm to the child then a social
worker needs to supervise. If this is
not an issue, then supervision could
be done by volunteers or a member
of the extended family.

However some workers drew attention
lo the fact that the Departmental
social worker may provoke the ant-
agonism of the natural parents and
that access would best be done by a
skilled, independent person.

In many cases it needs to be some-
one who has good expertise, good
observation skills and is not emot-
fonally involved with the case. The
social worker involved with the case
may not always be the most approp-
riate person as the natural parents
may feel angry toward this person
and this may get in the way of good
parcnt child interactions.

Many pcople were in favour of foster
parcnts being more involved in access
and felt that greater efforts needed
to be made to move toward open
fostering arrangements where posi-
tive contact with the natural family
was encouraged, though they also
acknowledge the tensions that often
exist between foster family and
natural parents.

Who should supervise depends on
the nature of the case but ideally it
would be great if it could be done by
the foster parent in as natural a
sctiing as possible, even though this
is often not possible.
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Training for access

Generally, people did not consider
that community aides received
enough specific training in relation
to access, though some workers
were not sure what training was
given and others felt that training
was adequate.

Social workers felt that training
needed to cover the following arcas:
 observation and recording skills;

» communication and listening skills;

* conflict resolution and assertive-
ness skills;

¢ knowledge of departmental phil-
osophy and policy in relation to
access;

s knowledge about the aims and
purposes of access;

child development and behaviour;

practical  skills in facilitating
positive interaction. knowing when
to step in, how to supervise etc.;

« knowledge about child abuse and
domestic violence;

s knowledge ahout the case;
* knowledge of resources;

The main issues related to
access

Many workers spoke of the difficulties
with foster parents in relation to
access. Many foster parents experi-
enced access visits as highly threat-
ening to either the child or to the
stability of the placement. Workers
felt that this was particularly true of
those who had been foster parents
for many years and had not kept
abreast of changes in the Depart-
ment's philosophy and practice.

Many workers were also critical of
the court system. They felt that few
people within the court system had
a detailed knowledge of child develop-
ment and behaviour, and that access
was often organised for the bencfit of
the natural parent rather than in
accordance with the child's needs
and wishes. Workers also felt that
arrangements needed to be more
flexible and recognise the need for
regular reviews.

Lack of time and resources to make
access effective was also frequently
cited as a major issue.

The attitude of the foster parents
toward access is frequently a prob-
lem, with foster parents often not
liking or trusting the natural
parents.

There {s a need for the regular
review of access arrangements as
situations change and a need for
much greater flexibility especially in
relation to court ordered access.

Getting it right, organising and de-
briefing, and dealing with foster
parents are all major issues. There
nceds to be more resources and more
time allocated in order to do it
properly to ensure that access is
meeting the child's needs.

What could be done to
make access a more
effective process?

There were many different responses
to this question. Some of the more
cornmon ideas included:

s better recruitment, education and
training of foster parents and
community aides:

s better resources, particularly in
relation to appropriate places to
hold access when close supervision
or a controlled environment is
required;

better understanding and training
for social workers on what the
research has to say about access;

clearer guidelines and policy:

» better liaison with fostering
agencies about access as they fre-
quently support the foster parent
rather than being focused on the
needs of the child.

* a well co-ordinated, independent,
access service staffed by profess-
ional people that could handle,
arrange and supervise access, and
provide the case manager with a
report;

better review procedures in rela-
tion to access;

greater flexibility with
arrangements.

access

It is really important to work with
the foster parents and foster agencies
to resolve issues. I'm not sure that
foster parents understand how im-
portant access is for the child.

People need to know more about the
purpose of access and better
training is needed. Children also
need to understand access and have
this explained to them.

A place needs to be set up where
access can occur. The environment
needs to be child-centred with lots
of toys and an outside play area
with a sandpit and children's gym,
and a grassed arca for playing ball.
There needs to be facilities that

allow supervision to occur without
being overly intrusive to the parents
and child. It would be great if this
could be run by another profession-
al agency that could supply observ-
ation reports and could also super-
vise access in natural environments
or the home.

There needs to be an accurate
assessment of each situation and a
clear understanding of the purpose
of access. The access plan needs to
reflect what the purpose is, and
there need to be regular assess-
ments and reviews of the access
arrangements and whether or not
they are meeting the child's needs.
Access needs to be far more flexible.
This is a very complex issue and
one in which I personally would like
more training in.

Discussion

The scope of the data had several
limitations. Firsily, not all social
workers working in child and family
teams were available to be inter-
viewed due to other commitments.
The final data. therefore. does not
reflect the full extent of access
currently occurring within the region.
Secondly, a decision was made to
exclude one office from the survey
due to ime limitations and the rural
location of this office. This also
limited the data. While access is
predominantly an issue for child
and family teams, access also
occurs in intake and assessment and
adolescent and family teams but this
data has not been included. Finally,
an examination of access does not
give a full indication of the demands
on office resources in respect to
transport and community aide costs
as community aides are also used
for transporting children to and
from appointments and to different
fostering arrangements. Despite
these limitations, however, the data
does provide some useful inform-
ation in respect to the demands of
access within the region.

The research on social work know-
ledge and attitudes in relation to
access, revealed that social workers
in the north east region had a good
understanding of the purposes of
access, and the benefits for children
in maintaining regular contact with
their natural parents and family.
However, this research also high-
lighted the gap between under-
standing and practice. One of the
most disturbing findings of the
research was that twenty percent, or
one in five children, had no access
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at all and for many children access
was very spasmodic and infrequent.

There are many possible explan-
ations for this lack of fit. Firstly, the
atlitude that the social worker
communicates to the natural parent
is an important factor in the moti-
vation of parents to continue regular
visiting. Gibson and Parsloe (1984)
found that many natural parents
felt that as they were considered by
the Social Services as 'unfit' parents,
they were therefore not entitled to
the same rights as other parents.
The number of children for whom
access had not occurred or had been
scvercly restricted. together with the
strong child focus of social workers
within F.A.C.S.. suggests that many
natural parents may be ‘forgotien’,
particularly if they appear ambiva-
lent about contact. There seems to
be little acknowledgment at a prac-
tice lcvel of the degree of stigmatism
often fclt by natural parents, or of
the long-term help and support often
nceded for them to maintain regular
contact with their children.

. many natural parents
felt that as they were
considered by the Social
Services as 'unfit'
parents, they were
therefore not entitled to
the same rights as other
parents.

The prevalence of a number of social
stressors is also an element in many
familics whose children are placed
in foster care, and this is often
cxacerbated by isolation and alien-
alion, resulling in a lack of support
systems available to help assist
familics in dealing with this stress.
The focus of social work intervention
is frequently on the child and the
nced to maintain the stability of the
placement, to the neglect of support
for the mnatural families. If the
Department is to realise its goal of
family preservation. it is important
that social workers make an effort to
scc parents frequently and consist-
cntly over the course of the place-
ment,  continually recognise and
cvaluate progress made by the par-
ents, and provide regular support
and resources to enable parents to
pursuc the relationship with their
child.

Fanshel and Shinn (1978) found that
parental visiting was linked to the
amount of cascwork activity invested
in a case, and that such activity ex-
plained a significant amount of
unique variance in respect to parental
visiting. They concluded that more
careful monitoring of parental visiting,
and judicious casework intervention
when visiting falters. should be a
prime responsibility of an agency
involved in foster care.

The research also found that many
social workers were concerned about
the attitude of the foster parcnts
toward access and that this could
often have a significant influecnce on
the frequency of contact that the
child had with the natural family.
The view of access as being disrupt-
ive to the stability of the long term
placement of the child was a partic-
ular issue with foster parents and
added to the tension betwcen foster
families, social workers and natural
parents, often making access a dif-
ficult process for the social worker
and child. Many social workers spoke
of the nced for better training of
foster parents with the nced to move
toward more open fostering arrange-
ments. Departmental social workers
were also anxious that this work be
extended to include private fostering
agencics, as such agencies frequently
operated in a strong supportive role
for foster families, often to the
detriment of the best interests of the
child.

The research also emphasised the
structural forces which served to
inhibit access. It is important that
structural factors mitigating against
access are laken into account, as
failure to do so is the equivalent of
blaming individuals for their poverty.
Social Service Departments often
lack resources. The survey revealed
that many workers are aware of the
importance of access in the child's
life, but lack both the time and
physical resources to ensure that
this receives a high priority. Many
workers commented on the lack of a
suitable. child-focussed venue where
supervised access could occur, and
the lack of trained people who could
assist parents in devcloping positive
intcractions with their children. Too
often social workers felt that current
workloads left them little time to
engage in constructive work with
their clicnts, but instead placed
them very much in a case manage-
ment role. Case management is a
useful strategy if adequate community
supporils exist to provide ecssential

scrvices to clients. In the case of
parcnt-child visiling, however, there
is little skilled external support
available to assist with facilitating
quality family visits. Instead. this
task is often left to under-trained
and under-supported community
aides.

. many workers are
aware of the importance
of access in the child's
life, but lack both the time
and physical resources to
ensure that this receives a
high priority.

Social workers also mentioned the
lack of clear policy direction from
the Department in relation to access
as another factor which worked
against positive practice. The vague-
ness of current policy and lack of
minimum practice standards around
the issuc of access allows broad
staff discretion. The degree of this
discretion, particularly in relation to
suggested frequency, could implicitly
discourage visiting in those circum-
stances where resources to support
visiting were scarce, when foster
parents were particularly opposed to
access, or where parental visiting
had been allowed to lapse for some
time. Fanshel and Shinn as early as
1978, were voicing concerns about
the nced for stronger agency policy
and practice in this area.
It ought to be mandatory for all
agencies to keep a log on the visit-
ation of parents to their children in
foster care. This information should
be readily available as part of the
computerised management informa-
tion systems currently being devel-
oped In this area of service. The
requirement that this information
be available should be formalised
into state law, and agency practices
in this regard should be carefully
monitored by the state departments
of social services ... {p. 484)

Hess and Proch (1988) consider that

if the agency is serious about the

importance and value of access, then

agency resources must promote visit-

ing plans. Such policies need to

include:

» low and varied caseloads;

s placement resources;

s flexible hours;

» private and
venues;

* financial assistance for parents.

comfortable visiting
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There is therefore much that needs to
be done at a legislative and policy
level to ensure that strong links are
maintained with the natural family.

The analysis of access trends within
the region revealed that the present
demand could be roughly equated to
one social work salary per office.
Access is therefore taking up an
increasing amount of time and re-
sources. This ftrend 1is likecly to
increase as changes in Departmental
policy place an increasing emphasis
on family preservation and reunific-
ation and courts continue to award
more frequent access in line with
this policy. It is therefore important
that statutory social work depart-
ments continue to search for more
efficient and effective ways of
responding to this increase in
demand.

Conclusion

There is little theoretical justification
for breaking links between parents
and children, but tragically this
often happens, if not intentionally,
then through neglect and lack of
understanding within social welfare
departments. Research has revealed
a consistently significant association
between the frequency of parental
visiting and the child's discharge
from care. In addition, research
findings have shown that visiting
frequency influences children's well-
being while in care. As case worker
activities can exert an important
influence on visiting patterns, it is
essential that Departmental policy
and practices support continuing
work with natural families. Statut-
ory Departments therefore need to
establish appropriate training
programs for social workers, foster
parents and community aides, and
to develop appropriate resources
and services which will encourage
and assist long-term visiting by
natural families. ¢
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