International Journal of

=z
Environmental Research m\bw
Z

and Public Health

Editorial

Drivers of Inequalities among Families Involved with Child
Welfare Services: A General Overview

Ylva B. Almquist * and Viviane S. Straatmann *

Department of Public Health Sciences, Stockholm University, 106 91 Stockholm, Sweden
* Correspondence: ylva.almquist@su.se (Y.B.A.); viviane.schultz.straatmann@su.se (V.S.S.)

When parents are unable to raise their children or to meet the minimum acceptable
standards for their care, this can lead to involvement with child welfare services. In some
cases, children are separated from their families and taken into out-of-home care (OHC).
For good reason, prior research has primarily focused on the lifelong development of
these children, and there is now extensive evidence showing that the experience of place-
ment in OHC is predictive of worse outcomes in almost every dimension of adult life [1-
6]. It is nonetheless likely that the treatment of OHC as a risk factor at the level of the
individual child greatly underestimates the scope of the issue from a public health per-
spective. Here, we argue that gaining more knowledge about the familial circumstances
under which the child welfare services enter —and, in many cases, later on exit—the scene
would not only facilitate the understanding of why experiences of OHC tend to leave such
long-lasting marks on children, but also how they reflect and contribute to inequalities at
the population level.

Primary reasons for children being placed in OHC include problems that can be said
to broadly reflect poor mental health (e.g., affective disorders, substance misuse, and self-
harm) among the biological parents [7]. Importantly, however, the families that come to
the attention of the child welfare services also diverge in other systematic ways from the
general population. For example, the biological parents are much more likely to live under
disadvantaged socioeconomic conditions (as often indicated by single parenthood, be-
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depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress, and substance use) and premature mortality
[12-14]. Other research has pointed to elevated social and economic disadvantages, in-
cluding increased stigma, housing instability, loss of income, and weakened social sup-
port [14-16]. Though fathers have often been overlooked in this kind of research, there are
studies to suggest that their health seems to be less affected by having a child placed in
OHC as compared to the health of the mothers [1,17,18]. Nonetheless, there is some indi-
cation of a clearer ‘downward spiral” effect when it comes to socioeconomic conditions
among fathers: having a child placed in OHC appears to further aggravate the father’s
conditions, leading to a longer duration of a child’s OHC placement [19]. In some coun-
tries—such as Sweden—OHC is generally not a permanent intervention: most placements
are short-term with the more or less explicit goal of reuniting children to their biological
parents [20,21]. The viability of this ambition remains unclear, particularly when consid-
ering the shortage of supportive programs targeting the biological parents’ health and
wellbeing [21]. Both parents and social workers have also expressed a need for more prac-
tical and financial aid to the family [22]. Not focusing on improving the overall conditions
of families with children in OHC might be particularly problematic in cases where the
placement further exacerbates the disadvantaged situation of the mother and/or the father
[21,23].

This Special Issue encourages researchers to explore inequalities related to involve-
ment with child welfare services. More specifically, we call for theoretical and empirical
contributions that inquire into the familial circumstances that precede and succeed the
placement of a child into OHC from an inequality perspective. The overall ambition of the
Special Issue is to inform efforts into preventing the conditions of biological parents from
reaching a level that requires that the child is placed into OHC, but also efforts aiming to
improve the conditions of families once the placement has occurred.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, Y.B.A. and V.S.S.; writing—original draft preparation,
V.S.S.; writing—review and editing, Y.B.A.; funding acquisition, Y.B.A. All authors have read and
agreed to the published version of the manuscript.

Funding: This research was funded by the Swedish Research Council for Health, Working Life and
Welfare, grant number 2020-00274.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflicts of interest.

References

1.  Wall-Wieler, E.; Almquist, Y.; Liu, C.; Vinnerljung, B.; Hjern, A. Intergenerational Transmission of Out-of-Home Care in Swe-
den: A Population-Based Cohort Study. Child Abus. Negl. 2018, 83, 42-51. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2018.07.007.

2. Gao, M,; Brannstrom, L.; Almquist, Y.B. Exposure to Out-of-Home Care in Childhood and Adult All-Cause Mortality: A Cohort
Study. Int. ]. Epidemiol. 2016, 46, 1010-1017. https://doi.org/10.1093/ije/dyw295.

3.  Hjern, A,; Vinnerljung, B.; Brannstrom, L. Outcomes in Adulthood of Adoption after Long-Term Foster Care: A Sibling Study.
Dev. Child Welf. 2019, 1, 61-75. https://doi.org/10.1177/2516103218815702.

4. Almquist, Y.B.; Brannstrom, L. Do Trajectories of Economic, Work- and Health-Related Disadvantages Explain Child Welfare
Clients’ Increased Mortality Risk? A Prospective Cohort Study. BMC Public Health 2019, 19, 418. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-
019-6752-y.

5. Forsman, H.; Brannstrom, L.; Vinnerljung, B.; Hjern, A. Does Poor School Performance Cause Later Psychosocial Problems
among Children in Foster Care? Evidence from National Longitudinal Registry Data. Child Abuse Negl. 2016, 57, 61-71.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2016.06.006.

6.  Brannstrém, L.; Forsman, H.; Vinnerljung, B.; Almquist, Y.B. The Truly Disadvantaged? Midlife Outcome Dynamics of Individ-
uals with Experiences of out-of-Home Care. Child Abuse Negl. 2017, 67, 408—418. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2016.11.009.

7. Franzen, E.; Vinnerljung, B.; Hjern, A. The Epidemiology of Out-of-Home Care for Children and Youth: A National Cohort
Study. Br. ]. Soc. Work 2008, 38, 1043-1059. https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcl380.

8.  Bywaters, P.; Bunting, L.; Davidson, G.; Hanratty, J.; Mason, W.; McCartan, C.; Steils, N. The Relationship between Poverty, Child
Abuse and Neglect: An Evidence Review; Joseph Rowntree Foundation: York, UK, 2016.

9.  Walsh, D.; McCartney, G.; Smith, M.; Armour, G. Relationship between Childhood Socioeconomic Position and Adverse Child-

hood Experiences (ACEs): A Systematic Review. J. Epidemiol. Community Health 2019, 73, 1087-1093. https://doi.org/10.1136/jech-
2019-212738.



Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2022, 19, 7881 3 of 3

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

Bjorkenstam, E.; Hjern, A.; Mittendorfer-Rutz, E.; Vinnerljung, B.; Hallqvist, J.; Ljung, R. Multi-Exposure and Clustering of
Adverse Childhood Experiences, Socioeconomic Differences and Psychotropic Medication in Young Adults. PLoS ONE 2013, 8,
e53551. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0053551.

Crettenden, A.; Wright, A ; Beilby, E. Supporting Families: Outcomes of Placement in Voluntary out-of-Home Care for Children
and Young People with Disabilities and Their Families. Child. Youth Serv. Rev. 2014, 39, 57-64.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2014.01.021.

Nixon, K.L.; Radtke, H.L.; Tutty, L.M. “Every Day It Takes a Piece of You Away”: Experiences of Grief and Loss Among Abused
Mothers Involved With Child Protective Services. J. Public Child Welf. 2013, 7, 172-193.
https://doi.org/10.1080/15548732.2012.715268.

Wall-Wieler, E.; Roos, L.L.; Brownell, M.; Nickel, N.; Chateau, D.; Singal, D. Suicide Attempts and Completions among Mothers
Whose Children Were Taken into Care by Child Protection Services: A Cohort Study Using Linkable Administrative Data. Can.
J. Psychiatry 2018, 63, 170-177. https://doi.org/10.1177/0706743717741058.

Wall-Wieler, E.; Roos, L.L.; Bolton, J.; Brownell, M.; Nickel, N.C.; Chateau, D. Maternal Health and Social Outcomes after Hav-
ing a Child Taken into Care: Population-Based Longitudinal Cohort Study Using Linkable Administrative Data. J. Epidemiol.
Community Health 2017, 71, 1145-1151. https://doi.org/10.1136/jech-2017-209542.

Sykes, J. Negotiating Stigma: Understanding Mothers’ Responses to Accusations of Child Neglect. Child. Youth Serv. Rev. 2011,
33, 448-456. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2010.06.015.

Hook, J.L.; Romich, J.L.; Lee, J.S.; Marcenko, M.O.; Kang, J.Y. Trajectories of Economic Disconnection among Families in the
Child Welfare System. Soc. Probl. 2016, 63, 161-179. https://doi.org/10.1093/socpro/spw006.

Marcal, K.E. The Impact of Housing Instability on Child Maltreatment: A Causal Investigation. J. Fam. Soc. Work 2018, 21, 331-
347. https://doi.org/10.1080/10522158.2018.1469563.

Wall-Wieler, E.; Bolton, J.; Liu, C.; Wilcox, H.; Roos, L.L.; Hjern, A. Intergenerational Involvement in Out-of-Home Care and
Death by Suicide in Sweden: A Population-Based Cohort Study. ] Affect. Disord. 2018, 238, 506-512.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2018.06.022.

Fallesen, P. Downward Spiral: The Impact of out-of-Home Placement on Paternal Welfare Dependency. Child. Youth Serv. Rev.
2016, 66, 45-55. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2016.04.016.

Blomberg, H.; Corander, C.; Kroll, C.; Meeuwisse, A.; Scaramuzzino, R.; Swiard, H. Nordic Model in Child Welfare? In Social
Work and Child Welfare Politics: Through Nordic Lenses; Policy Press: Bristol, UK, 2010; pp. 29-45.

Backe-Hansen, E.; Hgjer, I; Sjoblom, Y.; Storg, J. Out of Home Care in Norway and Sweden—Similar and Different. Psychosoc.
Interv. 2013, 22, 193-202. https://doi.org/10.5093/in2013a23.

Weitz, Y.S. Forildraskap Pid Avstind: Om Socialtjinstens Stod till Familjehemsplacerade Barns Fordldrar; FoU Nordvdst: Sollentuna,
Sweden, 2016.

Socialstyrelsen. Placerade Barn Och Unga: Handbok for Socialtjinsten; Socialstyrelsen: Stockholm, Sweden, 2020.



