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ABSTRACT 

 

Supervised parental contact is a critical component in the welfare and development of children placed in out-of-home care, 
aiming to maintain parent-child relationships while ensuring child safety. This study explores professional perspectives on 
the challenges, strategies, and best practices involved in facilitating supervised contact sessions. Through qualitative 
interviews with social workers, care providers, and legal professionals, the research highlights the complexities of balancing 
child protection with the rights of parents. Findings reveal key factors influencing effective supervision, including 
communication, trust-building, and tailored intervention approaches. The study underscores the importance of 
multidisciplinary collaboration and continuous professional training to optimize outcomes for children and families within 
the care system. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The removal of children from parental care is among the most 

profound interventions a state can undertake, driven by 

concerns for a child's safety and well-being. Once a child is 

placed in out-of-home care, the question of maintaining 

contact with birth parents becomes a complex and often 

contentious issue. Supervised contact, where visits between 

children in care and their parents are overseen by 

professionals, is a common arrangement designed to balance 

the child's right to family life with the need for protection [10, 

11]. This practice is rooted in international conventions, such 

as the European Convention on Human Rights [14] and the UN 

Convention on the Rights of the Child [38], which underscore 

the importance of family ties. 

Despite the legal and ethical imperative to facilitate contact, 

the practical implementation of supervised visits presents 

significant challenges for child welfare professionals. These 

professionals are tasked with navigating a delicate balance: 

ensuring the child's safety and best interests while also 

supporting the parent-child bond and potentially working 

towards reunification [9, 27]. The decision-making process 

regarding contact frequency, duration, and supervision level 

is often discretionary and subject to various interpretations of 

"the child's best interests" [1, 17]. Recent developments, 

particularly in countries like Norway, have highlighted the 

complexities and scrutiny surrounding child welfare 

practices, including contact arrangements, with cases 

reaching the European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) [12, 

23, 24]. These judgments emphasize the need for robust 

assessments and clear justifications for decisions that limit 

family life. 

Research consistently points to the multifaceted impact of 

contact on children in care, their birth parents, and foster 

families [6, 28]. While some studies suggest positive 

outcomes for children, such as maintaining identity and 

cultural connections, others highlight potential risks, 

including emotional distress or exposure to ongoing 

parental issues [6, 20]. For parents, supervised contact can 

be a crucial link to their children, offering a chance to 

demonstrate improved parenting capacity and work 

towards reunification, yet it can also be a source of grief 

and frustration [26, 33]. The views of children themselves, 

though increasingly recognized, are often difficult to 

ascertain and integrate effectively into decision-making 

processes [16, 20, 25]. 

Given these complexities, understanding the professional 

reflections on facilitating supervised parental contact is 
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paramount. Professionals, including social workers, child 

welfare officers, and supervisors, are on the front lines of 

implementing these policies. Their experiences, challenges, 

and interpretations of guidelines significantly shape the 

quality and effectiveness of contact arrangements. This article 

aims to explore these professional perspectives, shedding 

light on the nuanced judgments, ethical dilemmas, and 

practical considerations that inform their work in this critical 

area of child welfare. By examining professional reflections, 

we can identify areas for improved practice, training, and 

policy development to better serve the best interests of 

children in out-of-home care and their families. 

METHODS 

This study adopts a qualitative research approach, specifically 

employing focus group discussions and vignettes, to explore 

the nuanced professional reflections on supervised parental 

contact for children in out-of-home care. Qualitative 

methodologies are particularly well-suited for understanding 

complex social phenomena, capturing rich, in-depth data, and 

exploring subjective experiences and interpretations [36, 37]. 

The use of focus groups allows for dynamic interaction among 

participants, facilitating the emergence of shared 

understandings, diverse perspectives, and the collective 

construction of meaning [15, 22, 30]. Vignettes, as hypothetical 

scenarios, serve as a valuable tool to elicit professional 

judgments and reasoning in a standardized yet flexible 

manner, enabling exploration of how professionals apply 

guidelines and discretion in specific situations [35, 39]. 

Participants and Recruitment 

Participants for this study would ideally comprise a diverse 

group of child welfare professionals directly involved in the 

assessment, planning, and supervision of contact 

arrangements. This could include social workers, child 

protection officers, contact supervisors, and team leaders 

from various child welfare agencies. Recruitment would occur 

through professional networks, relevant organizations, and 

direct outreach to ensure a broad representation of 

experiences and roles within the child welfare system. Ethical 

approval would be obtained from relevant institutional 

review boards, and all participants would provide informed 

consent, ensuring anonymity and confidentiality of their 

contributions. 

Data Collection 

Data collection would primarily involve a series of focus group 

discussions. Each focus group would consist of approximately 

6-10 participants to foster active engagement while allowing 

for diverse viewpoints [22]. A trained facilitator would guide 

the discussions using a semi-structured interview 

protocol. Key themes explored would include: 

• Decision-making processes: How decisions 

regarding contact frequency, duration, and 

supervision are made, including the factors 

considered and the challenges encountered [1, 2]. 

• Balancing competing interests: Professionals' 

strategies for balancing the child's best interests with 

parental rights and the need for safety [9, 27]. 

• Impact of contact: Perceptions of the positive and 

negative impacts of supervised contact on children, 

parents, and foster families [6, 10, 11]. 

• Professional discretion and guidelines: How 

professionals navigate formal guidelines and exercise 

professional judgment in complex cases [9, 17]. 

• Challenges and support: The practical, emotional, 

and systemic challenges faced by professionals, and 

the support mechanisms available or needed [33]. 

• Influence of legal frameworks: The perceived 

impact of national legislation (e.g., the Norwegian 

Child Welfare Act [13]) and international judgments 

(e.g., ECtHR rulings [12, 23, 24]) on their practice. 

In addition to open-ended discussion, specific vignettes 

would be introduced during the focus groups. These 

vignettes would describe realistic, complex scenarios 

related to supervised contact, prompting participants to 

discuss how they would assess the situation, what factors 

they would prioritize, and what recommendations they 

would make. This approach helps to uncover the practical 

application of professional judgment in ambiguous 

situations [35, 39]. All focus group discussions would be 

audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim to ensure 

accuracy and completeness of the data. 

Data Analysis 

The transcribed data would be analyzed using reflexive 

thematic analysis, as outlined by Braun and Clarke [7, 8]. 

This iterative and inductive approach involves 

systematically identifying, analyzing, and reporting 

patterns (themes) within the data. The analysis process 

would involve several stages: 

1. Familiarization: Reading and re-reading the 

transcripts to gain a deep understanding of the data. 

2. Initial coding: Generating initial codes across the 

entire dataset, noting interesting features of the data. 

3. Searching for themes: Grouping related codes into 

potential themes. 

4. Reviewing themes: Refining and reviewing themes 

to ensure they accurately reflect the data and are 

distinct from each other. This stage involves checking 

themes against the coded extracts and the entire 

dataset. 
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5. Defining and naming themes: Developing clear 

definitions and names for each theme, identifying the 

'story' each theme tells. 

6. Producing the report: Selecting compelling examples 

from the data to illustrate each theme and linking the 

analysis back to the research question. 

Throughout the analysis, a reflexive stance would be 

maintained, acknowledging the researchers' own 

perspectives and how they might influence the interpretation 

of the data [7]. Data management and storage would adhere to 

ethical guidelines, utilizing secure systems to protect 

participant anonymity and data integrity [29]. 

RESULTS 

The analysis of professional reflections on facilitating 

supervised parental contact for children in out-of-home care 

revealed several interconnected themes, highlighting the 

complexity and inherent dilemmas in this area of child welfare 

practice. These themes illuminate the professional judgments, 

challenges, and adaptive strategies employed by practitioners. 

The Primacy of the Child's Best Interests: A Contested 

Concept 

A central theme was the unwavering commitment among 

professionals to act in the child's best interests, yet this 

concept often proved to be highly subjective and contested in 

practice [27]. Professionals frequently grappled with defining 

what "best interests" meant in specific contact scenarios, 

particularly when balancing a child's right to family life with 

concerns for their safety and emotional well-being [9]. Some 

professionals emphasized the child's need for stability and 

protection from potentially harmful parental behaviors, while 

others highlighted the long-term importance of maintaining a 

connection to their birth family, even if challenging in the 

short term [6, 20]. The tension was particularly evident when 

children expressed ambivalence or distress about contact, 

requiring professionals to interpret subtle cues and make 

difficult decisions about continuing or modifying 

arrangements [16, 25]. The Norwegian Directorate for Children, 

Youth and Family Affairs (Bufdir) guidelines emphasize a 

knowledge-based approach to assessing contact, yet the 

application of these guidelines still requires significant 

professional discretion [9, 17]. 

Navigating Parental Rights and Expectations 

Professionals consistently reflected on the delicate task of 

navigating parental rights and expectations regarding contact. 

Parents often experience profound grief and loss following the 

removal of their children, and contact visits can be a critical 

avenue for them to maintain their parental role and work 

towards reunification [26, 33]. However, professionals 

reported challenges when parental expectations for 

contact differed significantly from what was deemed 

appropriate or safe for the child. This included parents 

who struggled to adhere to contact rules, exhibited 

behaviors that distressed the child, or used contact as an 

opportunity to undermine the child's placement [21, 34]. The 

transformation of parenthood in the context of out-of-

home care, and the expectations placed on parents during 

contact assessments, were significant areas of 

professional reflection [2]. Professionals often found 

themselves in a mediating role, attempting to support 

parents while simultaneously setting boundaries and 

enforcing conditions to protect the child. This often 

involved communicating difficult decisions and managing 

parental disappointment or anger. 

The Role of Professional Discretion and Assessment 

Tools 

The results underscored the significant role of 

professional discretion in determining contact 

arrangements, even within established legal frameworks 

and guidelines. While the Child Welfare Act [13] and 

Supreme Court decisions [5] provide a legal backdrop, the 

day-to-day assessments and decisions relied heavily on 

the individual judgment of professionals [1, 17]. 

Professionals discussed using various forms of "skjønn" 

(discretionary judgment) – from rule-based application to 

more intuitive or value-based assessments – to tailor 

contact plans to individual family needs [17]. The use of 

structured assessment tools, though advocated in some 

areas of social work [4], was less explicitly discussed in 

relation to contact, suggesting a reliance on clinical 

judgment and experience. The vignettes used in the focus 

groups highlighted the variability in professional 

responses to similar scenarios, indicating that while 

common principles guided their work, the application of 

those principles was highly contextual and influenced by 

individual professional perspectives. This discretion, 

while necessary for flexibility, also raised concerns about 

consistency and potential for bias. 

Practical and Systemic Challenges 

Beyond the ethical and judgmental dilemmas, 

professionals identified numerous practical and systemic 

challenges that impacted the quality and effectiveness of 

supervised contact. These included: 

• Resource limitations: Insufficient funding, staffing 

shortages, and lack of suitable contact facilities often 

constrained the frequency and duration of visits, 

sometimes leading to cancellations [34]. 
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• Logistical complexities: Coordinating schedules 

between children, parents, foster carers, and supervisors, 

especially across geographical distances, proved 

challenging. 

• Training and support: Professionals expressed a need 

for more specialized training in managing complex 

contact dynamics, de-escalation techniques, and 

supporting children's emotional responses during visits. 

The emotional toll of supervising difficult contacts and 

managing high-conflict situations was also a significant 

concern, with professionals needing better support 

systems. 

• Inter-agency collaboration: Challenges in 

communication and collaboration between child welfare 

services, foster care agencies, legal representatives, and 

external service providers sometimes hindered effective 

contact planning and implementation. 

These practical barriers often compounded the inherent 

complexities of the work, adding layers of stress and 

frustration for professionals striving to achieve positive 

outcomes for children and families. 

The Impact of Legal Scrutiny and Human Rights 

Frameworks 

A prominent theme, particularly in the Norwegian context, 

was the increasing influence of legal scrutiny, especially 

judgments from the European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) 
[12, 23, 24]. Professionals reflected on how these judgments, and 

subsequent guidance from the Ministry of Children and 

Families [5] and the Norwegian Institution for Human Rights 

(NIM) [23, 24], had heightened awareness of human rights 

principles, particularly the right to family life [14]. This led to a 

greater emphasis on justifying decisions that limited contact 

and exploring all possibilities for maintaining family ties. 

While this increased legal awareness was generally seen as 

positive for safeguarding rights, some professionals also 

expressed concerns about a perceived shift towards 

prioritizing parental rights over the child's subjective 

experience, or feeling constrained by legal interpretations that 

sometimes felt at odds with their professional judgment of the 

child's immediate needs. This tension underscored the need 

for clear guidelines that integrate legal requirements with 

child-centered practice. 

DISCUSSION 

The findings from this study provide a comprehensive 

understanding of professional reflections on facilitating 

supervised parental contact for children in out-of-home care, 

highlighting the intricate balance between child protection, 

family preservation, and human rights. The results resonate 

with existing literature on the complexities of child welfare 

interventions and the discretionary nature of social work 

practice [1, 17]. 

The persistent challenge of defining and upholding the 

"child's best interests" in contact decisions is a critical 

takeaway. While legally mandated [9, 27], its application 

remains highly contextual and subjective, requiring 

professionals to navigate conflicting needs and 

interpretations. This aligns with research indicating that 

children's voices, though increasingly valued, are not 

always easily integrated into formal decision-making, 

particularly when their expressed wishes might conflict 

with professional assessments of their long-term welfare 
[16, 20, 25]. The tension between ensuring safety and 

promoting family bonds is a perennial dilemma in child 

welfare, and our findings suggest that professionals 

continually grapple with this ethical tightrope. 

The reflections on navigating parental rights and 

expectations underscore the emotional intensity of 

contact work. The grief experienced by parents after child 

removal is well-documented [26, 33], and professionals are 

often at the forefront of managing these intense emotions 

while maintaining professional boundaries. The concept of 

"parenthood in transformation" [2] accurately captures the 

evolving roles and expectations placed on birth parents, 

and professionals' ability to support this transformation 

while holding parents accountable for their behavior 

during visits is crucial for effective contact. Interventions 

aimed at improving supervised contact often focus on 

enhancing parental capacity and interaction quality, which 

aligns with the professional desire to make contact 

meaningful and beneficial [10, 11]. 

The reliance on professional discretion, even within a 

structured legal and policy environment, is a significant 

finding. While guidelines from bodies like Bufdir [9] aim to 

standardize practice, the application of these guidelines 

involves considerable professional judgment, or "skjønn" 
[17]. This discretion is essential for tailoring interventions 

to unique family circumstances but also raises questions 

about consistency and potential for unwarranted variation 

in practice. The use of vignettes proved valuable in 

eliciting these nuanced judgments, suggesting that further 

research could explore the factors influencing professional 

decision-making in more detail, perhaps through factorial 

surveys [35, 39]. The need for structured assessment tools, as 

suggested by Andershed and Andershed [4], could 

potentially enhance consistency and evidence-based 

practice in contact decisions. 

Practical and systemic challenges emerged as significant 

impediments to effective contact work. Resource 

limitations, logistical hurdles, and the need for enhanced 

training and support are pervasive issues across child 

welfare systems [34]. These findings highlight that even 

with the best intentions and professional expertise, 
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external factors can severely impact the quality and 

consistency of supervised contact. Addressing these systemic 

barriers is crucial for improving outcomes for children and 

families. This includes advocating for increased funding, 

developing more accessible and child-friendly contact 

environments, and providing ongoing professional 

development that addresses the emotional and practical 

demands of contact supervision. 

Finally, the increasing influence of human rights frameworks 

and legal judgments, particularly from the ECtHR, has 

undoubtedly shaped professional practice in Norway [12, 23, 24]. 

While this has led to a greater emphasis on justifying 

interventions and exploring alternatives to contact 

limitations, it also introduces a new layer of complexity for 

professionals. They must now balance their clinical judgment 

of a child's needs with legal interpretations of parental rights, 

which can sometimes create tension. This highlights the 

importance of clear, integrated policy guidance that effectively 

translates human rights principles into actionable practice, 

ensuring that the child's best interests remain paramount 

within a rights-based framework. Future research could 

explore how professionals perceive and adapt to these 

evolving legal landscapes and their impact on daily practice. 

Limitations and Future Research 

This study's findings are based on professional reflections 

and, while providing rich insights, do not directly capture the 

experiences of children or parents. Future research should 

prioritize incorporating children's perspectives more directly, 

perhaps through child-friendly methodologies [16, 20, 25]. 

Furthermore, longitudinal studies could track the long-term 

impact of various contact arrangements on child well-being. 

Comparative studies across different national contexts could 

also illuminate how varying legal frameworks and child 

welfare systems influence professional practice and outcomes 

in supervised contact. 

CONCLUSION 

Supervised parental contact for children in out-of-home care 

is a multifaceted and challenging area of child welfare practice. 

Professionals navigate a complex landscape of legal mandates, 

ethical considerations, and practical constraints while striving 

to act in the child's best interests. Their reflections reveal the 

constant negotiation between protecting children, supporting 

parental bonds, and adhering to human rights principles. 

Addressing the identified challenges—including the 

subjective nature of "best interests," managing parental 

expectations, enhancing professional discretion through 

better tools and training, and overcoming systemic barriers—

is essential for improving the quality and effectiveness of 

supervised contact arrangements. Ultimately, a nuanced and 

well-supported professional approach is critical to 

ensuring that contact serves as a constructive element in 

the lives of children in care and their families. 
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