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Abstract: 

The study is reflecting on the nature and features of social work with families with children, 

attempting to reveal the relationship between social work, as assistance and apprehension, and 

to detect whether there is any causal link between the efficiency of social work and the narrative 

approach, respectively the “unstoried”, “faceless” condition of the families. We argue that pro-

fessional attitude aimed at providing child protection support is not possible without knowing 

the story of families with children. Without a helping attitude, no real social work is possible, 

thus the client remains invisible and faceless in the process of child welfare or child protection 

interventions. Besides the actual situations of story-based intervention in social work (micro 

level), narrativity is also important for the transparent and adequate functioning of the system 

(mezzo level); moreover, it can become a factor of paradigm shift in social and political dis-

course on social work and its target groups (macro level). The study is based on the research 

entitled Child Protection Trends Supporting Children’ Well-being carried out within the Re-

search Scholarship granted by the Hungarian Academy of Sciences (2017-2020). The research 

focused on the family concept of child protection professionals and their views of the clients 

that can be deducted from this concept. The research also examines the notion and functions of 

the family as children, young people and their parents themselves perceive these, and the pro-

fessional attitudes and interventions these perceptions determine. The research results show that 

due to the diversity and complexity of the problems of families in the purview of the child 

protection system one cannot reflect on professional solutions along types of problems. Suc-

cessful functioning and efficient child protection rely rather on revealing individual and specific 

needs. All this indicates that child welfare and child protection work is possible only if built on 

personal stories. 
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Introduction  

In our study, we reflect on the nature and specificities of social work, more precisely of the 

work with families with children and child protection related activities. We attempt to reveal 

the connection between social work with families with children as an activity of providing help, 

and knowledge; we also examine how getting to know the “narrative” of a family can contribute 

to the success of child protection interventions. It is important to note that the theoretical frame-

work is based on the specificities of social work, as a discipline and a field of practice, gradually 

narrowing our focus on child protection. We argue that without knowing the situation and his-

tory of the client, it is not possible to adopt a helping attitude.  

In child protection, theoretical approach is important, but it is even more important to set out 

from a theory which can be put into practice as well. In accordance with this conviction, the 

first part of the study briefly outlines the referred theoretical background and connections. 

The second, more weighty part of the study presents the results validated by fieldwork in social 

work with families acknowledged in their uniqueness and reacting to their manifested, individ-

ual needs. The study is based on the research entitled Child Protection Trends Supporting Chil-

dren’ Well-being carried out within the Research Scholarship granted by the Hungarian Acad-

emy of Sciences (2017-2020). The research focused on the family concept of child protection 

professionals and their views of the clients that can be deducted from this concept.  

Thus the first part of the study examines the possible connections between assistance, 

knowledge and the efficiency and success of social work, then we argue in favour of the im-

portance of narrativity/story-based child protection on micro, mezzo and macro level. In the 

next part of the study we reveal the most important findings of the research in terms of family 

concepts. On the basis of the research results, we examine the way how leaders and profession-

als of child protection and the children, young people and their parents themselves interpret the 

term and functions of family.  

Basically we ought to have as a starting point the fact that the social field has an extensive 

knowledge on the character and features of assistance; the courses and various trainings also 

prepare us for the acquiring and deepening of the needed competences, while practical 

knowledge and experience gained during practice is built on this knowledge. Our focus is on 

the invisibility and facelessness of families and professionals, a feature prevailing despite all 

this complex knowledge. We invite professionals to a common reflection, our aim being to 

initiate and carry out a dialogue regarding the renewal of social work, and more specifically of 

the child protection approach. 



 

Possible connections in assistance based on the knowledge about families with children 

One can reflect on parenting on a theoretical level, but one cannot work with parents on an 

abstract level. Individual parents, individual children, thus individual needs are the subjects, 

aims, partners and defining factors of child protection work. Particularity can be described only 

partly on the basis of norms, theories, and presumptions. It is even less possible to react ade-

quately to it. When reacting, a helping attitude is not a guarantee for efficiency and conformity. 

Uniqueness can be accessed and acknowledged, if we get closer to see the details. Therefore 

the social work or child protection professional working with the family with children literally 

has to go close to the family, meaning that has to be present. Besides being close and present, 

they need to get to know the history and ongoing stories of the parents and children, of the 

entire family. That is the only way they can see the “face” of the family and give adequate 

professional answers to real, and not supposed needs. 

 

The features and distorting elements of social work  

In what follows we examine the possible connections between assistance, cognition and the 

success and efficiency of social work. We assume that providing help is distorted by several 

factors. Therefore it can occur that providing help does not target the family and its members 

in their uniqueness and their needs, but it reflects on needs and expectations foreign to that 

family or at least which are irrelevant.  

The classification of social work as providing help might cause difficulties, whenever the term 

of help is used indiscriminately in everyday language.2 All this can be conceived even as an 

oxymoron. The result of social work, in a first approach, is an advantage ensured to another 

person without any surplus effort from the part of the latter, thus is can be considered an act of 

providing help. However, in practice, the existence of such advantage might be questionable. 

Social work, as an activity directed toward the individual, does not result in a benefit for the 

individual in all cases. Benefit can be interpreted as an advantage experienced by the individual 

(real or perceived need) and as an advantage not experienced as such by the individual, but 

which, despite this fact, is considered an advantage by others (presumed or normative need). 

The satisfaction of the normative need can differ from the real need. Providing help in a pro-

fessional framework implies a relationship burdened by diverse external rules and obligations, 

 
2 In the common use of the word ‘help’, the lack of own interest, own advantage or benefit is self-evident. In the 

scientific use however help and assistance are overlapped to a certain extent, but are not interchangeable. (See 

Smith, Mackie and Claypool 2016)  



where it is not always the client who defines their needs. In practice, professionals, experts and 

politicians might “know better” than the clients what the latter “do need in fact” (Krémer 2009, 

207). In such cases, it is the intervenor who classifies the action as providing help.  

Help can differ depending on persons and situations, and it is not always an attitude originating 

from altruism. It might entail aspects linked to dominance, that is to a position of power as well. 

Nevertheless, helping might result in shared or personal material gain, and could allow the 

avoiding of certain damages; yet, in such situations, personal interest is also detectable (Smith 

et al. 2016). 

Contrary to the help driven by the desire to control a certain situation, or by the wish to acquire 

material, relational or personal gain, empathy and identification, that is the connection to the 

other can also entice to help. Although the views of researchers differ regarding empathy as a 

motivational factor, they do agree on the role of identification (Levison and Manning 2012, 

1738). According to Fromm (2002), the minimum of identification is the identification with the 

shared human core. “The differences in talents, intelligence, and knowledge are negligible in 

comparison with the identity of the human core common to all men. In order to experience this 

identity it is necessary to penetrate from the periphery to the core. If I perceive in another person 

mainly the surface, I perceive mainly the differences, that which separates us. If I penetrate to 

the core, I perceive our identity, the fact of our brotherhood.” (Fromm 2002, 295). To experi-

ence this identity of the human core, knowledge, which in fact can be distorted by multiple 

factors, is indispensable, and it implies connectedness with the other. To put it with other words, 

it implies a relationship, which allows for the acknowledgement of identities, thus for identifi-

cation.  

For example a social worker with a syndrome, motivated by the desire of a personal reward 

cannot identify adequately, since their knowledge is not aimed at the other, but through the 

other to themselves, therefore they can identify only with their own needs or burdens. In fact 

they perceive only the burden in providing help, and often see themselves too as victims (Papp 

and Rácz 2016).  

One has to take into account the attributional and cultural determinedness of providing help. 

In general, we try to understand the reasons impacting our environment and ourselves. We want 

to know why things are happening, and what conclusions can be drawn regarding future events. 



The process of acquiring knowledge can imply mistakes, so-called distortions3 as well (Fin-

cham and Hewstone 2007). The bias can refer to the identification of the reasons of an act/con-

dition, to the traits of the observed person, or to the likelihood of future acts/conditions. From 

the perspective of the present study, such a relevant bias according to Fincham and Hewstone 

(2007) is the so-called attribution error or to put it differently, attribution bias, when the ob-

server ascribes a certain behaviour to internal reasons or to an inclination. One of the explana-

tions to the most common attribution error is control, more precisely the feeling of having con-

trol. The behaviour of the other appears to be more controllable, if the behaviour is attributable 

to permanent personality traits, moreover, (future) events related to the person in question also 

seem more controllable.4  

Advantage, value, good and rightful are not only terms with a subjective content, but are also 

culturally determined5. The belief of the social worker regarding advantage, good or rightful 

can be different from the client’s views. Such difference is significant in itself only if it has an 

influence on the actual work of the social worker. The professional manifestations of the social 

worker can be traced back to the ideas, beliefs, values and norms defining the majority culture. 

Besides an imperceptible impact, legitimate constraint is also a feature of the dominant culture. 

(Katz 2011) Professionals in social work might find motivation in a view concerning a benefit 

or something good, which is not good for the client, or does not represent any benefit for them, 

therefore such activity cannot be considered as a helping attitude. This can be avoided only if 

social workers manage to become aware of the cultural differences and their impacts. In turn, 

this awareness implies the acknowledgement (discovery) of the cultural embeddedness of them-

selves and of the other (the client). 

The importance of personal relationships, narrativity and knowledge in the helping process 

“Human beings think, perceive, imagine, and make moral choices according to narrative struc-

tures.” (Sarbin 1986, 8) Consequently this structure is the organisational principle of cognition. 

On the other hand, action (planning, creating, loving, hating, remembering etc.) is organized 

 
3 Or partiality: there is a case of partiality when the observer systematically distorts an otherwise adequate proce-

dure (for example by applying it in excess or not applying it to a sufficient extent). (Fincham and Hewstone 2007) 

4 A well-known example to this is blaming a person for the negative life events they went through. Something bad 

happened to them because they are like that, and they deserved it. It could not happen to them (the observer), 

because they are not like the other. Distortion or bias is manifested in the same manner on the group level: the 

members of the majority group link the success of one of their members to internal causes, while the success of a 

member of a different group to external factors (Fincham and Hewstone 2007).  
5 In this context, culture is the totality of the distinct, shared norms, ideas, values and opinions regarding life ac-

cepted/professed by the members of a society, which have a regulatory power concerning certain attitudes (Ru-

bin and Chung 2006).  



also along narratives6 (Hardy 1968), thus narrativity is the structuring principle of actions as 

well (Sarbin 1986). From this perspective, human beings are narrating beings defining them-

selves and others through stories, and manifesting themselves in stories. 

Thus, according to narrative psychology, human beings construct themselves in narratives, and 

not in a logical or scientific manner7. We attempt to know ourselves and our environment in 

narratives. Expression and interpretation are indispensable aspects of a narrative. Interpretation 

always implies a certain (among others linguistic) context. This context can differ from person 

to person, therefore it is not sufficient to know only the story, but also the environment and 

conditions in which the story unfolded; moreover, we have to know the language transmitting 

it as well. (Kaposi 2002) Thus, knowledge has to be centred on one hand on the story, on the 

other hand on the context it is connected to. Interpretation has to be as close as possible to the 

reality of the narrator and listener.  

In the process of apprehension, the attributional bias and the narrative are manifested in the 

causality paradigm8. But this paradigm is a category for the interpretation of social work, not 

only a social psychology concept. 

Regarding social work, this could mean two things. On one hand, the need to get hold of the 

absolute truth can be dropped, especially the cognitive-deductive-logical mode of knowing it. 

On the other hand, one can allow space for the experiment in which knowledge in social work 

would be focused on stories. Taking into account that a story always implies a personal rela-

tionship, it is directed on the relationship itself. Stories and the relationships they display in-

clude the story and relationship of the client and social worker. Without being aware of this 

story and relationship, social work is not possible. 

 

A social worker has to succeed in various roles (counsellor, administrator of social issues, ad-

vocate, partner etc.). These roles can be contradictory, and this inconsistency results in the un-

certainty of roles and thus hesitancy in action (Asquith, Clark and Waterhouse 2005). Contra-

 
6 Narratives are texts with temporal and causal aspects, which account events (Hoshmand 2005). In the context of 

child protection, narrativity refers to the knowledge of personal stories. 
7 According to Bruner, the other basic mode of thought, thus of cognition is the paradigmatic or scientific-logical 

thought (Bruner 1990). 

8 “Paradigm means the totality of thoughts, views, values and methods accepted by each member of a society or 

in a stricter sense of a scientific community.” (Varga 2003:10) 



diction can be dissolved (at least partially) only if there is a basic value serving also as a prin-

ciple, which can balance the activity of the social worker. One such, perhaps the less questioned 

basic value is the importance of personal connection.  

Practice based on personal relationship is not a novelty in social work, but it is difficult to 

consolidate it as a counterbalancing principle of managerialism9, despite the fact that both the 

theory of attachment and research in neurology confirmed the causal link between personal 

relationship and individual development (Trevithick 2014). It is also due to the theory of psy-

choanalysis that the presumption that past experiences have an impact on present-day behaviour 

and attitude consolidated and settled (Ruch and Turney 2010). A personal relationship is needed 

in order to be able to acknowledge these experiences in their entirety and to establish the con-

nection with the present-day attitude and condition.  

Being aware of the client’s history is important in social work because in lack of this their 

condition and situation cannot be understood. If it cannot be understood, their needs cannot be 

identified either. In case of an erroneous diagnosis of needs, intervention cannot be planned in 

an adequate manner, thus it will not be able to achieve its goal. Through this approach, one can 

avoid the critics against social work based on personal relationship, which considers that it 

focuses only on the psycho-dynamics of the individual, and neglects the social, political and 

economical context (i.e. unemployment, racism, poverty etc.). The narrative-based approach is 

able to avoid all the extremes outlined above, to identify and apply the psychic and external 

resources in a balanced manner tailored to the individual. 

Through a recent event accounted in a story one can discover what is happening now to the 

client (micro level). Past events are relevant at most for a deeper understanding. The signifi-

cance of this approach is given by the fact that the identification of the responsibility and thus 

of the obligation to act is not one-sided. Past and present events highlight not only what are 

those aspects the client could and therefore cannot do anything about, but also what is it what 

they can and have to do. On the other hand, they reveal also those aspects the larger (social, 

economic, political) environment is responsible for. 

 
9 Managerialism is an ideology, on the other hand conceals organisational solutions and techniques of control, 

which consolidate this ideology. Its inadaptive functioning is indicated, among others, by the following: 

• Everything and everybody is subordinated to serving the goal, and the relation between goal and tool is 

reversed, the tool turning to be the goal (i.e. standards, protocols, indicators). 

• The individual falls out from this process, the social worker (in the context of our topic) does not work 

with the client, but on the client. 

• The skills and values making the profession specific depreciate or are reassessed. 

• The feeling of uncertainty, coupled with the feeling of losing goals and values intensifies. 

• The content is subordinated to the process, thus quality is detached from the essence of social work, and 

would have little importance in efficient intervention. (Kováts 2011, 482-497). 



By applying the story-based approach, needs (client) and the connected intervention spots 

(state), respectively the responsibility and possibilities of the affected persons can be properly 

identified. Through this, personal relationship can be established, and managerialism can be 

balanced by adjusting intervention to the actual situation on the level of help provision, or, in 

the context of our topic, on the level of child protection, which, according to the above described 

argument, can be labelled as mezzo level. In other words, this would represent a humanistic 

managerialism, more precisely an individual-centred social work including management-like 

elements.  

In relation with the state and the society – to put it simply, with social policies – stories can be 

tools for sensibilization and paradigm shift (macro level). It is circuitously slow to have an 

impact on the society and on politics in terms of sensibilization and paradigm shift through 

theories, standards, and protocols. It is faster and simpler with consequences and preliminar-

ies.10 These can be displayed in numbers and especially intervention costs. Besides this, espe-

cially by stories. Stories are often more efficient tools for shaping social and political mentali-

ties, than theories or aspects of cost efficiency. One might even argue that in fact one or more 

stories underlie these as well. Stories can be truly dangerous or useful especially for politics. It 

is not primarily theories on social work (like this study) or numbers (the costs of an intervention, 

the number of people requesting care or having access to care etc.) that lead to the loosing, 

acquiring or keeping of political power (votes), but the stories that can be linked to these theo-

ries or numbers. Society and the individuals constituting it can be addressed through stories. 

Any fact, even if true and significant, reflected in a number or in a scientific study, can have 

little impact on the voter, on the society. In turn, the same fact transmitted through a story can 

mobilize large masses (see the impact of tragic events with a high media coverage).11 Thus, a 

story and a personal relationship is decisive not only on micro level (in the relationship between 

the client and the social worker), but on (social and political) macro level as well. 

In what follows, building on the significance of social work as manifested in stories, we will 

examine the family concept of professionals and clients as it is reflected in the contemporary 

practice of the Hungarian child protection system. We argue that the family concept basically 

 
10 Shaping theories and introducing them to decision-making is a time-consuming process. The clear formulation 

of the possible impacts and causes of a measure (which can be relevant from the perspective of politics as well) 

can be linked to researches, theories etc.; however, any event, which earns a wide publicity, can influence decision-

making processes faster than the theory which substantiates the same measure.  
11 At this point we do not argue against the mechanism of action of scientific theories, but in favour of acknowl-

edging the importance of narrativity in decision-making. 



determines the direction of the interventions, since it builds on how the target groups of child 

protection are approached.12 

 

Analysis of the family concept from the perspective of different child protection actors  

The context of the research 

Research conducted in the last two decades regarding the Hungarian child protection system13 

was concerned about a particular area or issue of the child welfare and child protection system, 

like the participation in the educational system of children in state care, their drop-out from 

professional schools (Hodosán and Rácz 2009), the overview of the factors facilitating and im-

peding higher education with relation to the support system of young adults (Korintus, Rácz, 

Csák 2011). Multiple researches examined the over-representation of Roma children in special-

ized care, and the removal from the family for material reasons (ERRC 2007; Darvas et al. 

2016). There were attempts to develop tools for measuring and testing the efficiency of the 

specialized child protection care (Rubeus Association 2017), and a new trend is the develop-

ment and introduction of child resilience assessments (Homoki-Czinderi 2015). The prelimi-

naries to the present research are given by three researches aiming at the analysis of the profes-

sionalisation of child protection and at the interpretation of the incorporated parental roles (Rácz 

2012; 2017; Papp and Rácz 2016). It is important to note that no research was carried out on 

the family concept of the child protection system either on international or domestic level; alt-

hough several international studies examine the response to individual needs in connection with 

complex assistance, such studies largely shaping our thought on the issue as well (Karageorge 

and Kendall 2008; Fernandez 2014). 

About the research 

The aim of the research entitled Child Protection Trends Supporting Children’ Well-being car-

ried out within the Bolyai János Research Scholarship granted by the Hungarian Academy of 

Sciences (2017-2020) is to examine the views of people working in the child protection system 

(employees of child welfare and special care institutions and services and foster families) on 

 
12 In the sociology of the family, many theories attempted to provide a definition to the concept of the family 

(Czibere and Molnár 2015). In the field of child protection, first of all the family ecology theory appears to be 

relevant; according to this theory, society does not prescribe the behaviour of the family members, in turn it does 

determine certain settings for family members. The economic, educational, religious, social and cultural institu-

tions also have their own influence on the life of family members (Bronfenbrenner 1979). On the level of child 

protection, as a social subsystem, this concept is interlinked with its social embeddedness (Rácz 2017). 
13 On the structure and operational features of the system see for example in English: Rácz 2015; 2017. On the 

historic overview of the changes in the set of value the system is built on see: Rácz-Bogács 2018; and the presen-

tation of the actual situation of the child care system in the light of the latest statistical data: Balogh, Gregorits, 

Rácz 2018. 



the primary and secondary target group of child protection. The research also examined how 

the children, young people and their parents view the child protection interventions aiming the 

well-being and protection of children, and the operational mechanisms of the system. A major 

topic of the research is the concept of the family, aiming to understand the way how managers, 

professionals and clients interpret the concept of the family, and the professional treatment 

methods determined by these concepts. The research consisted in a quantitative and a qualita-

tive part. First we carried out on online questionnaire-based survey in November-December 

2017, with the aim to examine the family concept of professionals in manager position in child 

protection, and the way how they define the term of family and describe the families confronted 

with various child protection problems. The survey targeted two fields of child protection, (1) 

management of child welfare services and centres, and (2) management of special care institu-

tions and networks. Within the qualitative part of the research, individual interviews were con-

ducted with professionals and decision-makers working in different segments of child welfare 

and child protection (8 persons), and focus group interviews were organized on specific topics 

with professionals, children and youth, and their blood-parents (8 groups).  

In the quantitative part of the research, we asked the managers of the institutions to submit one 

questionnaire per institution; for this purpose, we requested answers from the part of a general 

manager, a manager of a care providing unit and a substitute manager. In our view, the profes-

sional mentality of the managers determines and represents the principles of professional oper-

ation prevailing in the institution. 

There are a total number of 197 family and child welfare centres in the country, as many as the 

number of districts in Hungary. 51 questionnaires were returned, representing a 26% response 

rate. Regarding territorial division, we did not receive back any questionnaire only from one 

county. There are 749 family and child welfare services, 244 of them filled in the questionnaire. 

The response rate was 33%. In case of services, we received information from all the 19 coun-

ties. The list provided by the Ministry of Human Capacities indicated 74 child protection units, 

20 territorial Branch Offices, 42 foster care networks and 12 care home managing units. Re-

garding the foster care networks and care homes, this means 551 units (headquarters and loca-

tions). Due to the centralization of the child care system in 2014, the questionnaire targeted 

only central institutions and territorial Branch Offices,14 even if the establishments themselves 

have much more managers. Even so, special care units have sent back 87 questionnaires, for 

there were a few cases, when managers sent back questionnaire from a certain institution and 

 
14 In this sense it targeted the top managers of the branch offices. 



from the establishment under its administration as well. If we do not take into account those 

institutions, which answered from several of their units, we received answers from 50 institu-

tions, thus the response rate from the entire sample is 68%.15 Among the 74 institutions, some 

are maintained by the state, some by churches and by non-governmental organisations. 

Thus 382 questionnaires were returned in total regarding the three examined areas, though in 

case of some of the questions, not all of the answers could be interpreted. The questionnaire 

consisted of three sets in each of the three areas: data referring to service providing; attitudes 

regarding professional functioning; the interpretation of the family concept; the development 

trends in child protection. The two latter sets consisted of open questions, asking the managers 

to explain with their own words what they meant by the term family, or how they would de-

scribe the target groups of child protection. 

In the qualitative part of the research, individual, semi-structured interviews were conducted 

with eight Hungarian professionals, each of 1 or 1.5 hour. The aim of the interviews was to 

reveal the actual situation and the future development trends of the child welfare and child 

protection system. The professionals we addressed are experts involved in the development of 

the Hungarian child protection system, in methodology development and in decision-making. 

In their case, the interview attempted to reveal what important changes occurred since 1997, 

when the Child Protection Act put into force up until now, how they see the present situation, 

what structural deficiencies they perceive, and in their view how is the concept of family inter-

preted in the domestic practice. It is to note that the design of the research does not ensue from 

the narrative, story-based approach presented above, in the sense that conducting narrative in-

terviews was not among our goals, since we wanted to explore the family concept and views of 

the system of many actors. In this specific case, we reflected throughout the actual research 

work on what could the theoretical context be, which should delineate the development of the 

Hungarian child protection system as well. Besides, 8 focus group interviews were conducted 

on specific topics in the capital and other locations, with 3-6 participants at each. These were 

discussions of 1.5 or 2 hours. The groups consisted of the following: 1) employees working in 

child welfare services; 2) employees working in child protection specialized care; 3) employees 

working in the child welfare and child protection system (relying on the cooperation between 

the two systems); 4) children included in the child welfare basic care (aged 14-18); 5) children 

in child protection care (aged 14-18); 6) young adults living in child protection, who are pro-

vided after-care (aged 18-25); 7) families in the purview of child protection (parents who live 

 
15 15 institutions have sent back questionnaires from several units, in total 37 questionnaires were sent in surplus. 



with their children); 8) families who live separately from their children (parents whose children 

live in state care). In the case of each group, the aim was to inquire the views on the child 

welfare and child protection work, on the situation of distinct child protection target groups, 

what are the issues the system can respond to, and what deficiencies the different actors per-

ceive. In their case as well, a few child protection notions were discussed, first of all in order to 

see how they interpret the concept of the family from their own perspective. In this study we 

discuss only the interpretation of the family concept by presenting the views of the various 

actors. 

 

The family concept of managers 

For the purpose of the present study, we highlight only one question from the questionnaire-

based research, namely the characterization of the family concept. To this question, we received 

328 interpretable answers. 

With regard to the present-day conditions in Hungary, the responding child protection managers 

interpret the concept of family as a complex unit. The complexity of the answers indicates that 

for the most part, the managers of the child protection system have a nuanced view on the role, 

task and functioning of the family, as a social unit, and we can find only a few simplified, 

schematic views. In the same time, the answers are extremely diverse, refer to multiple areas 

and interpret the concept of family along many functions. When evaluating the answers, it can 

be stated that the managers of child protection institutions considered and defined the concept 

of the family on one hand along the functions of the family, on the other hand taking into ac-

count the nature of the unity and links between of the individuals constituting a family. When 

interpreting the provided family definitions (328 interpretable answers), the following main 

categories could be discerned. 1) The answers emphasizing the household based on blood, legal 

or economic relationship typically attempted to define the members of the family: mother/fa-

ther/parents/children/grandparents/people living together, respectively they emphasized the 

blood or legal relationship existing between them: own children/adopted children/spouses, etc. 

2) Answers stressing upon the psychological need or emotional attachment identified family 



with a unit providing protection, safety and a community based on affection. 3) Answers out-

lining social function were given by those who defined family for example as the scene ensuring 

the socialization of a child.16 

 

Table no 1. The interpretation of the family concept by managers, N=328 persons  

Categories in family definitions  Distribution of profes-

sionals (persons) 

Distribution of profession-

als (%) 

Emphasis on household based on 

blood, legal or economic relation-

ships 

149 45.4 

Emphasis on psychological need, 

emotional attachment 

101 30.8 

Emphasis on social function 78 23.8 

Source: own editing, 2020. 

 

The family concept of child protection professionals and decision-makers  

Child protection professionals called attention on the fact that while the functioning and men-

tality of child protection is grounded by a legal act, which is highly esteemed, yet originating 

from the 20th century, the families and children the child protection system is preoccupied with 

are basically very different in many aspects, displaying typical 21st century features. Child pro-

tection follows social changes with delay, and this has an impact on the views about the family 

as well. During the past two decades, the features of the families and the individuals constituting 

them transformed at an increasing pace, new types of problems arouse, to which specialist ser-

vices could not reflect in time and in a properly complex manner. The definition of the family 

basically builds on the image of the nuclear family and on well-behaved children with normal 

needs of care.  

That is why the professionals argued that a service system was needed which was more tailored 

to the needs of children and families, which was flexible and able to create an environment for 

establishing efficient relationships and thus a proper context for child upbringing. “A certain 

 
16 Coding was rendered difficult by the fact that a significant part of the answers was overlapping in terms of the 

categories. We included the answers in one of the three groups on the basis of the most emphasized element or the 

statement defining the term in the first place.  



framework is needed, regulation is needed, but not this legal system would manage to solve the 

issues in institutions ... this rigorous framework could represent the harsh challenges of life 

and at the same time the personal kindness of people working in it, their openness to relations, 

the importance of human relationships, and it could give back to children the faith in all this 

...” (national-level methodological expert, child protection theoretician, Budapest) 

The professionals think that the care provider first of all has to map their own material and 

human resources, the available services, on the other hand has to create a clear and detailed 

view of the target group, of the families and children in their range of clients, and their social, 

material and relational situation and specificities, which can differ in space and time. Assis-

tance, case management and the selection of services can be organized only with a clear 

knowledge of these factors and along the individual features of the case. “So I do an evaluation 

on what colleagues I have ... what families I have, what children I have, together with these 

colleagues how I can address these children, what results I can have, nothing else. I need to do 

this consciously, and I have to register these, we have documents at our disposal, required both 

in child care and special care, nothing else. Thus, there won’t be any exaggerated expectation, 

and there is a conscious social work on one side, namely in basic child care. On the other side, 

there is a purposeful educational work ....” (national-level methodological expert, Budapest) 

 

The family concept of child protection professionals  

When giving a definition to the concept of family, professionals working on field set as a start-

ing point the reference to the classical family model and the alteration from that. In their view 

the family is close-kit community, which allows for arrangements based above all on emotional, 

and only secondarily on economic connections.  

When trying to identify the features of the client typical for basic and special care, the respond-

ents approached the issue from the perspective of the lack of the basic values of a close-kit 

community: lack of emotional bonds, the insufficiency of attachments conferring safety were 

in the focus. The respondents refer to addictions, first of all alcohol and drug abuse and gam-

bling addiction as to general phenomena, but the mental illness of parents is considered typical 

as well. An important conclusion outlined from the opinions is that in case of dysfunctional 

families, the deficit of transmitting norms leads to the reproduction of this dysfunctionality 

throughout several generations. “[...] Well, the difficult material situation, the lack of family 

relationships, [...] so the fact they have nobody to turn to. Then, there aren’t models in the 

family, rules to follow, like I get up in the morning, I work, so for example the kid doesn’t see 



this from the parents.” (mixed group of child welfare and child protection professionals, Hajdú-

Bihar county) 

It deserves special attention the approach which interprets family not as a static entity, but as a 

process. The family members need to work continuously on themselves and their relationships 

in order to keep the process – in fact the family – functional. The family concept centred on the 

active individual reflecting continuously on their relationships and themselves, able to learn 

and develop counts to an equal extent to the active participation of the parent, child and ex-

tended family. “[…] being a family is a process lasting for a very long time, with different 

people, brought together by life, either because they are partners, or because they are in a 

parent-child relationship. […] Family is a life-long process, in which one has to learn a lot of 

things, and do many things to keep it like this.” (group of child welfare professionals, Budapest) 

 

The family concept of parents in the purview of and included in the child protection system  

When asked how they would describe a typical family who is already in contact with child 

welfare or specialist care service, the respondents indicated general family problems, linked for 

example to child upbringing, or difficulties experienced by themselves or observed in their en-

vironment. It is striking though that among the reasons, the existence of material problems, 

even poverty is indicated outstandingly. “Well, in my opinion, there must be a problem or a 

conflict in that family. Not necessarily of that type we had, so it doesn’t need to be a very messy 

case, it can be simple than that, like the kid became stubborn and isn’t willing to learn. [...] Or 

another possible reason that can be, that for example their material situation makes it neces-

sary.” (parents provided with child welfare service, Budapest) 

They stated that after a child is removed from the family, the life, but especially attitude and 

values of the parents change. The crisis caused by the removal can be also stimulative, in fact 

those who did not experience it in their own life envisage that the shock would have a powerful, 

shaking effect. It is also a very interesting distancing, driven by fear as well, that the respondents 

are less inclined to prevent or avoid the crisis situation, than to attempt to look for the positive 

outcomes of the falling apart of the family caused by the removal thought to be inevitable, as 

the last hope. This might also mean the preventive solutions in child welfare, and the basic 

services targeting empowerment and consolidation are less known and accessible to them. “I 

would think that this would make them appreciate more the relationship, to give more value to 

the time spent together with the child. As we know, this could shed a new light on the relation-

ship they had before [...]” (parents provided with child welfare service, Hajdú-Bihar county) 



Among parents included in the child protection system, when defining the concept of family, 

the priority of the child’s interests was given a special emphasis. The main consideration refers 

to ensuring everyday living, to make the family functional on an everyday level in an economic 

sense, but it is also noticeable that they consider the child of a family in a crisis situation rather 

as a victim – in turn, in their view, they have little impact on their saving, protection, on im-

proving their life. “[...] We work to provide for our children [...] children are the most im-

portant, only then it’s us. We wish that for example the two girls to be in a good family, [...] 

because they don’t deserve the situation in which we are now.” (parents provided with child 

welfare service, Hajdú-Bihar county) All this could also point to the fact that social problems 

go beyond the situation and possibilities of families, posing unsurpassable limits to their future 

opportunities as well.  

 

The family concept of young people in the purview of child protection and included in the child 

protection system  

Youngsters in the purview of or already included in the child protection system clearly distin-

guish between the biological family and the unit functioning as a family, where the most im-

portant feature of the latter are undoubtedly mutual attachment, emotional bond, affection. 

Among the most important functions of the family they mention mutual help, concern, protec-

tion and care. “Well, the family starts with the person who brings you up, pays attention, who 

gives you love and care. So there’s no point in calling me, I do have a mother who gave birth 

to me, but then threw me away, she’s not family, she won’t ever be, not even my mother.” (group 

of young adults, Hajdú-Bihar county) Their firm opinion is that the responsibility of having 

children relies on the parent, and this responsibility does not come to an end with care, but is a 

life-long undertaking. Those who are not aware of this or assume to have a child despite know-

ing that they do not have real possibility to rear them, are not considered a parent by them. 

When discussing about dysfunctional families and the position of children in such families, the 

youngsters repeatedly advanced a specific thought. The point in that was that the neglecting, 

even endangering, abusive family background in a certain sense brings a benefit too to the child 

turned to a victim, so far as the difficult conditions, abuses, the inaptitude of parents ultimately 

make them more resilient.  

The opinion of the responding young adults about the children living in the children protection 

system can be outlined along a cleavage. Their answers reveal that they think children growing 



up in institutions are in much worse situation than those living with foster families. They de-

scribe children placed in homes as “sad”, “disappointed”, and they say most of them do not 

learn to be responsible. In turn, they emphasize about the children living with foster parents that 

they are more sensitive and mature compared to their peers living in institutions. 

 

Conclusion 

In our study we argue that any help can be meaningful, if it is adapted to the individual, to the 

client acknowledged and experienced in their individuality, the prerequisite to ensuring quality 

intervention being the relationship and identification to a certain extent with the other. Helping 

the other implies knowing them. Without knowledge, the client remains faceless, their history 

or struggle would be invisible. The proper way out, besides professional self-consciousness and 

reflexion, could be an unbiased process of acquiring knowledge, its tool being the knowledge 

of the history of families with children in the process of social work.  

Narrative (story-based) approach and practice can be applied as an efficient balancing tool of a 

helping attitude prevailing in a personal relationship interlinked with managerialism, in the op-

eration of a certain humanistic managerialism. Nevertheless, narrativity can become a factor of 

paradigm shift in the social and political discourse on social work and child protection. All this 

implies on macro, mezzo and micro level the knowing of the individual and their acknowledge-

ment as a unique personality. A further conclusion from all this is, as the research results also 

show, that normality cannot be regarded as an absolute value in child upbringing, in family 

structure, in the roles of the parents, in the way how we think about the family; there isn’t a 

single normality easy to define, therefore one cannot deduce one and only family concept with 

clear delimitations and features. However, this relativity is entirely alien to the present-day 

functioning of the Hungarian child protection system. According to professionals, this contra-

diction can be addressed by designing case management always starting from the actual case, 

while the choice for services has to be preceded by the exhaustive mapping of the circumstances 

the child and the family is living in.  

For an efficient, participatory child protection facilitating social inclusion, it is important to 

have an overall view on the prevailing political will, the totality of the social, economic and 

cultural development trends, to know the views of the political decision-makers about child-

hood, and the family support assigned to their vision of the childhood, the connection between 

child welfare and child protection, in other words, we need to know to what extent do children 



and their families represent a value in the society (Rácz 2017; Rácz-Bogács 2019). It is of out-

most importance to lay the child protection system on new grounds along personal histories and 

to assess new trends building on the acknowledgement of parenthood and family. Child protec-

tion relying on stories, revealing individual destinies and giving importance to knowing the 

client, where families have face and thus individual needs, interprets family through the system 

of relationships, cognition and identification. Particularity can be achieved and acknowledged, 

if we get closer to be able to discern the details. Therefore, any professional working with a 

family with children has to be present in order to get to know the history of the parents and 

children, of the entire family and their timely stories. That is only how they can see the “face” 

of the family, and provide adequate professional reactions to child protection issues. The re-

search results show that child protection professionals typically see the concept of family as a 

complex unit. They assign multiple functions to the family, which can be seen as a positive 

aspect also from the perspective of case management. According to the view of the actors of 

child protection, being part of a family, functioning as a family is a dynamic process implying 

many actors, the central aspect of it being development and learning. Besides progressivity, 

learning and continuous, advancing alignment to each other, another key term of this concept 

is the willingness to do something for each other. In case of a blockage, child protection pro-

fessionals can assist and facilitate this process and mobilize the resources within relationships. 

Yet, this implies an entirely different child protection approach on the level of everyday prac-

tice. According to the interviewed professionals, the families already in the purview of the child 

protection system are confronted with so complex problems, that defining the type of the prob-

lems and developing methods to address these can be conceived with reservations. The key of 

successful functioning and efficient child protection rather relies in the individual needs assess-

ment. In our argumentation this implies that child welfare and child protection work is possible 

only with families having their own personal stories. 
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