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Abstract

Independent experts are commonly used in child protection care proceedings to

assess families and contribute to a sound basis for care order decisions. Yet the role

and function of these experts varies across contexts, with issues raised concerning

the quality and impact of their reports. Based on six focus group discussions (FGDs)

with child welfare service (CWS) social workers in Norway, this study aims to

advance the understanding of how independent experts are used when it comes to

child protection. Reflexive thematic analysis was conducted, which revealed that the

social workers mostly found the experts' contributions useful in that they provide a

fresh pair of eyes and reduce the complexities in a case. However, the use of inde-

pendent experts also had some negative aspects. The social workers experienced

that their competence was undermined in court and had some experience working

with experts whose work was of poor quality, which was unrecognized by quality

control measures. This study raises timely questions about the role of the expert and

suggests a clearer distinction between the function of providing expert knowledge to

complement the social workers' assessments and the function of providing an inde-

pendent assessment of the family on behalf of the courts.

K E YWORD S

care orders, care proceedings, child protection, independent experts, Norway, social workers

1 | INTRODUCTION

Decisions to remove a child from their parents are complex in nature,

do not have an optimal solution and have a profound, life-changing

impact on both child and family. Such decisions include deliberating

over normative and scientific factors, considering values and moral

principles, and are evaluated by social workers within the child wel-

fare services (CWSs) and determined by a court (Christiansen &

Kojan, 2016; Munro, 2019). In care order proceedings, decisions often

rely on evidence provided by experts. These experts are generally

called independent experts because they are independent of the case

and are neither employed by the CWS nor the court. More often than

not, these experts tend to be psychologists, but other professions are

mentioned in the literature, such as other social workers (Dale, 2010)

and paediatricians (Tillyard QC, 2012). The experts may be commis-

sioned by the court or the CWS itself, depending on the context. The

purpose of an independent expert is to provide qualified, independent

assessments to assist the court in making the most appropriate deci-

sions about the child in question. However, the use of such experts in

care proceedings is debated. Areas of debate include how much the
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expert evidence should be weighted in court, which qualifications the

experts should have (Bala et al., 2017; Melinder et al., 2021;

Richman, 2005) and how the expert may best inform the court

(Bogacki & Weiss, 2007; Stevenson, 2012; Tillyard QC, 2012). In

reviewing the literature (Greve et al., 2023), we find little knowledge

of the use of independent experts from the social workers'

perspective, as much of the literature focuses on either the expert

(e.g., Blacker et al., 2016; Connell, 2008) or the court

(e.g., Bainham, 2009; Erickson et al., 2007). To fill this research gap,

we have chosen to explore the role and contribution of independent

experts in care order proceedings from the social workers' perspective

by analysing focus group discussions (FGDs) and utilizing theory of

expertise.

2 | THE NORWEGIAN CONTEXT

In Norway, the CWS, the private party and/or the County Board1 may

commission an expert in preparations for a care order, but it is not

mandatory. The legislation for the CWS opens for the use of indepen-

dent experts in all phases of a child protection case but provides few

regulations on when and how to use the experts (Child Welfare

Act, 1992, § 4-3). Independent experts in Norway are mainly psychol-

ogists, whose mandate is, most commonly, to investigate the quality

of the child's parental care (Melinder et al., 2021). To register as an

expert in child protection in Norway, a two-year course must be com-

pleted. To be eligible for the course you must be authorized as a psy-

chologist or physician. However, CWS may also use unregistered

experts, who are usually professionals known to the CWS. The

County Board and courts weigh the input of the expert reports

strongly, and their decisions usually align with the experts' recommen-

dation (Agenda Kaupang, 2015). The Expert Commission on Children

evaluates every expert report prior to care proceedings to assess the

quality of the report, regardless of whether or not the expert is regis-

tered (Ot.prp.nr. 68, 2007–2008). However, one study revealed that

poor quality reports could pass through the Commission without

remark (Augusti et al., 2017). Despite measures to improve the quality

of assessments, it has been documented how some expert reports of

low quality resulted in fateful consequences for the children involved

(NOU 2017: 12, 2017, pp. 57, 75). The role of experts and their con-

tributions has been widely discussed in Norway and the debate is

ongoing (Norwegian Directorate for Children, Youth and Family

Affairs [Bufdir], 2021).

3 | LITERATURE REVIEW

Research shows that the reasons for engaging an expert in care pro-

ceedings vary between countries. Dickens et al. (2017) found that

social workers in four countries, including Norway, differed when

giving their reasons for engaging the expert. A large percentage of

Norwegian and Californian social workers reported that an expert

gives an important second opinion on their work, while the English

participants did not. Over half of the Norwegian sample agreed that

they only used experts to provide expertise that was lacking in their

office, while the other countries agreed to a lesser extent. The social

workers in Finland, Norway and California reported that the use of

experts makes their case stronger in court (Dickens et al., 2017).

Beckett et al. (2007) found that social workers appreciated the exper-

tise of the expert and that, with their involvement, they shared the

responsibility of deciding on a care order but complained that the

experts were given too much weight in court based on limited contact

with the family. Other research has found that judicial officers and

lawyers do not rely on assessments conducted by social workers

(Beckett & McKeigue, 2003; Tilbury, 2019), which indicates that

judges engage experts partly because they do not trust the social

workers' assessments. Thus, the research indicates that the attitudes

toward experts and their function vary across contexts.

The research also shows that judges rely heavily on experts in

care proceedings (Agenda Kaupang, 2015; Bufdir, 2021; Haugli &

Nordhelle, 2014). A recent scoping review of independent experts in

care proceedings indicates that the professional chasm between

experts and the user of the experts' reports poses a challenge within

the care proceedings (Greve et al., 2023). The review revealed that

judges tend to evaluate the experts' evidence as scientific and impar-

tial, yet they may not have sufficient competence to properly appraise

the experts' reports. However, the quality of experts may vary and

their methods have limitations (Greve et al., 2023). Judicial decision-

makers have mixed experiences with the quality of the information

provided by the experts (Kollinsky et al., 2013; Tilbury, 2019) and

report areas of improvement for such experts (Skivenes &

Tonheim, 2019). Studies identified shortcomings regarding the evalua-

tion of parents in child protection cases, including experts relying on

instruments not standardized for the child protection context (Budd

et al., 2006; Lennings, 2002). From the social workers' perspective,

they have reported concerns regarding the additional delay to care

proceedings brought about by experts making assessments, thus

extending the proceeding and the time the child has to stay in an

unsafe home (Beckett & McKeigue, 2003; Dickens et al., 2017).

4 | EXPERTISE IN CARE ORDER DECISION-
MAKING

In this study, we make use of the theory of expertise according to Stehr

and Grundmann (2011) and Grundmann's (2017) framework for analys-

ing expertise. According to Stehr and Grundmann (2011) an expert is

usually defined as a person who (i) is said to have specialist knowledge

and (ii) sometimes is thought to have moral virtue, such as impartiality,

which makes them trustworthy; (iii) differ from a non-expert on a fun-

damental level and (iv) are located in the professions and in science.

These characteristics indicate that expertise is an accomplished body of

knowledge a person has. However, Grundmann (2017) claims that

because expertise is essentially something delivered at the request of

someone else wanting it, this makes expertise relational in a double

sense; both in the experts' relation to their clients and to their clients'
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needs. Hence, the relational aspect of expertise is central to under-

standing the use of expertise in decision-making (Grundmann, 2017).

To become an expert, someone else has to acknowledge the person as

an expert and rely on their expertise. There needs to be a trust

between the client and the expert. Trust from their clients stems from

the clients' judgement of the experts' past, where their achievements,

reliability and credibility are of great importance.

Stehr and Grundmann (2011) argue that even though delivering

knowledge as an expert might be seen as a technical task, knowledge

cannot be transferred neutrally, but is selected and altered in the pro-

cess. Experts combine knowledge with its interpretation and with

action orientation, making abstract knowledge actionable, or advise

clients on how to act in the absence of certain knowledge. This means

that the experts' opinions and assessments are influenced by their

perspectives and the manner in which they interpret knowledge. From

this perspective, not only will the expert's knowledge impact the care

order decision but also how the expert interprets and presents their

knowledge.

5 | STUDY AND AIMS

The study contributes to the current discussion of the role and func-

tion of independent experts within child protection. The research

questions for the study are therefore as follows: How and why do the

social workers in Norway use independent experts and how do they

experience the contributions and quality of the expert reports?

6 | METHOD

6.1 | Participants

We included 31 social workers from 11 CWS agencies across

Norway—spanning from small and rural to big city offices—between

February and June 2021. All participants were experienced with at

least one expert report. Five participants were males, and the average

number of years of experience working in CWS was 12 years, ranging

from 1 to 30 years. All participants, beside one psychologist, were

social workers or child protection workers. Throughout the article, all

participants are labelled social workers to ensure their anonymity, as

no differences were detected between the professions.

6.2 | The FGDs

The research questions were explored through six FGDs. The FGD

method was chosen to bring forward the discussions and reflections

between co-workers on the topic. We aimed to have groups of col-

leagues to allow the participants to elaborate on joint experiences and

capture the ‘office discussions’ in its context (Malterud, 2012). In focus

groups where people know each other, they tend to feel more at ease

and discuss matters comfortably (Halkier, 2010). On the other hand,

having colleagues together in discussion groups might risk that social

control hinders controversial opinions and that participants might

behave according to established norms (Halkier, 2010). The method is

considered useful for data collection of perceptions and norms as per-

formed through interrespondent interaction (Bryman, 2021). The dis-

cussion in all groups was engaged and rich and lasted around 2 h. The

number of participants for the focus groups ranged between three and

seven persons. Five focus groups comprised colleagues and one com-

prised five managers from different CWS agencies who were well

known to each other. The first author moderated all of the FGDs, and

the two co-authors were co-moderators for one FGD each. The mod-

erator's role was to keep the discussion as focused and nonthreatening

as possible, with minimal self-involvement to allow the participants to

discuss and reflect within the group (Jakobsen, 2012). All of the FGDs

were recorded and transcribed, and all transcripts were anonymized.

The interviews were conducted and transcribed in Norwegian and later

translated into English.

6.3 | The interview guide

We used a semi-structured interview guide that comprised four

topics: reasons to use experts, how the experts' reports are used,

what kind of knowledge and competence is needed from the experts

in care orders assessments and how parents and children are included

while using an expert. The first three topics consisted of two main

questions accompanied by support questions that the interviewer

would ask if the group did not discuss or mention these aspects. All

topics had one question about benefits/disadvantages and one about

potential change to finish off the topic. Table 1 shows Topic 1 as an

example. In the article, we use data from their discussions of the three

TABLE 1 Example of questions.

Main question Support questions

In your experience, when will

an independent expert be

engaged?

What considerations do you do in

advance of the expert's

engagement?

What is the purpose of the expert?

In what cases are experts engaged

and what are the reasons to

engage an expert?

If you are about to engage an

expert, what is important to

you to consider?

How do you decide which expert

you engage?

How do you find the expert?

What do you do if you do not find

an eligible expert?

What are the benefits and

disadvantages of using an

independent expert?

If you could suggest changes

in the system regarding

experts, what would those

be?

Note: Topic 1. Reasons to use experts.

GREVE ET AL. 3
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first topics. These questions elicited rich discussions and reflection on

practice between the participants. The interview guide was piloted

with two social workers.

6.4 | Procedure

The participants were recruited through e-mails sent to the head of

35 CWS agencies. The CWS leader of the included CWS organized

the group of employees who wanted to take part in the study. Besides

the email invites, we shared invitations on relevant Facebook groups

and presented our project in relevant seminars.

Ethics approval was obtained from the Norwegian Centre for

Research (NSD). The participants were given oral and written informa-

tion about the study and consented to participate before starting

the FGD.

To analyse the FGDs, we followed Braun and Clarke's (2013)

reflexive thematic analysis. This is a theoretical flexible interpretive

method that facilitates the identifying and analysing of patterns and

themes across empirical data sets. The analysis process consists of six

phases which are intertwined and flexible in how they are executed

(Braun & Clarke, 2013, 2021). The first author first familiarized herself

with the data by listening to the recordings and reading the transcripts

multiple times while making notes of preliminary ideas. The material

was then coded systematically. The coding process consists of label-

ling extracts of text with a descriptive code and was mainly inductive;

the researcher kept the codes close to the participants' words. Codes

were grouped to highlight patterns across the data sets and named to

create candidate themes related to the social workers' experience of

the role and function of experts. The co-authors were included in cre-

ating, interpreting and reviewing the candidate themes and the finali-

zation of the themes. Discussions on how to interpret and collate

codes and themes were held on several occasions to ensure the depth

and quality of the analysis. Finally, the conceptualisation of all of the

themes was refined. Figure 1 illustrates how collated codes created a

candidate theme, which finally became a part of two of the final

themes. In the presentation of the findings below, elected quotes

from the interviews are used to illustrate the identified themes.

7 | FINDINGS

In our analysis, we identified three major themes: contradictory reasons,

referring to the social workers' experiences of why an expert is

commissioned; reduce complexities and create trust, which comprises the

social workers' experiences of the experts' contributions to the case;

and power regardless of quality, which exemplifies the social workers'

concern that the expert report is given strong consideration in court

despite the fact that the quality of the work is occasionally inadequate.

8 | CONTRADICTORY REASONS

We identified a clear ambivalence in how the participants spoke about

their reasons for engaging an expert. The first subtheme, a fresh pair

of eyes, displays the most frequently mentioned reason for commis-

sioning an expert across all focus groups. However, the fresh pair of

eyes has varied meanings. The second subtheme, expectations from

the court, reflects the social workers' discussions when professionals

outside of the CWS expect an expert assessment, which some partici-

pants recognize as a devaluation of their work.

8.1 | A fresh pair of eyes

Participants described that having a fresh pair of eyes was a valued

function of the expert, especially when a family has been involved

with the CWS for years and the interventions do not seem to be

improving the situation. In many of these cases, the social workers

reported that they were unsure of what to do and therefore engaged

an expert. Elaine (Focus Group 5) described this as follows:

I feel that we hire an expert when everything else has

been tried. And many times, this occurs when we get

concerned about the same families again and again.

We have worked with the family, had interventions,

but then they come back some years later.

The social workers also expressed that a professional from ‘the
outside’ is helpful in cases where there was some sort of conflict

between the family and the CWS. In such cases, the expert provides a

fresh pair of eyes that might reduce the conflict because the family

sees the expert as a neutral professional.

An expert was commonly engaged before care proceedings. In four

of the six focus groups, participants explicitly mentioned that the moti-

vation to commission an expert was not to have an expert that agrees

with the CWS, but to have someone competent to have another look

at their work. The experts hold an authority which means that they are

F IGURE 1 Example of thematic analysis.

4 GREVE ET AL.
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positioned to assure and confirm the social workers' own assessments.

This was further elaborated on by Pete (Focus Group 2):

It is very difficult to sit there as a caseworker and rec-

ommend that a child should be removed from their

parents. You do not take that lightly. When another

professional reaches the same conclusion, preferably

with fancier words, but you recognise your own

thought and observation in the report … that gives … it

gives us as caseworkers more authority in the end. You

become more confident in your decisions when you

get it confirmed that it is not just me who sees this.

This quote shows the significant pressure on the social workers in

complex cases and how the expert contributes to helping reduce this

burden of responsibility. However, several participants pointed out

that the expert assessment is not necessary for illuminating the case,

but rather, it functions as a confirmation of the investigation the CWS

has already done. As Henny (Focus Group 4) explained:

When the expert is engaged to do an assessment, the

expert does nothing more than we would have done,

or any social workers who work with this all the time

do. (…) It becomes, in a way, just a confirmation of the

assessments we already have done.

This quote illustrates the contradiction in the social workers'

rationale for engaging an expert as a fresh pair of eyes. On the one

hand, they regard the experts as a positive contribution by confirming

the work already carried out by the social workers. On the other hand,

they question having an expert confirm their work because it func-

tions as a repetition of their own assessments.

8.2 | Expectations from the court

Several participants reported that the County Board often ‘strongly
recommends’ using an expert, to which the social workers adhere.

The social workers described how the CWS commissions an expert in

order to meet the expectations of the County Board and the court.

This was illustrated by an exchange between the interviewer and two

managers in Focus Group 3 as provided below, but it was also men-

tioned in all of the focus groups:

Interviewer: Do you sometimes take a case to the County

Board, without an expert assessment, but the

County Board appoints one anyway?

Todd: Yes, it happens.

Karen: [it happens] very often if it is the first time the

case has come before the County Board. Then

an expert is appointed, and definitely if it is

appealed to the district court, then they will be

[appointed].

Such experiences seem to show that the CWS accommodate this

requirement and commission an expert before proceedings just to be

on the safe side or to spare the child waiting for the proceedings to

end. Some social workers expressed that they commission an expert

to confirm their assessment to build a stronger case in court, which

implies that they expect the court to trust an expert more than the

social worker. Jill (Focus Group 1) confirmed this practice while under-

mining her own authority in court:

I understand that you sit there as a judge in court, and

someone (the social worker) is sitting there, aged

25, who is very insecure and not up to it … and thinks,

‘Shall I base my decision on this?’ I get that it is easier
to listen to a psychologist who appears secure and

does this all the time.

Across all focus groups, the social workers discussed that involv-

ing an expert would contribute to undermining their competence. In

every focus group, the participants reported that they have increased

their assessment competence and, as a result, reduced the use of an

expert to assist in cases. Yet they did not experience any change in

the frequency that an expert is called for by the County Board and

the court. The social workers question why the decision-makers do

not regard their competence as sufficient as they are educated to

investigate and assess parental care and provide support. Many social

workers have experienced that an expert was required by the County

Board, even if the CWS claimed that the case had been thoroughly

and sufficiently assessed. Experienced social workers who have

worked with the family for years reported that they were not seen as

strong and trustworthy sources of knowledge. They found this pro-

voking, and it was hard to grasp for some participants, as Liz (Focus

Group 2) expressed:

(…) the social worker [is] somehow disregarded and (…)

the social workers are too humble and do not under-

stand the mandate they have actually been given.

Because, by definition, we are the experts to assess

children's situations. It annoys me, and it has annoyed

me for years (…) I think it's terribly unfair, and I would

like to say what I think about some of these expert

reports we have received because it is not always the

case that this one person alone owns the truth.

The frustration expressed in this quote existed to some degree

across the groups, with a variation of compliance: from ‘it is what it is’
to understanding, such as Jill (Focus Group 1) in the previous quote.

9 | REDUCE COMPLEXITY AND CREATE
TRUST

The social workers described how the expert contributes in reducing

the complexity of cases by summarizing events and giving clear

GREVE ET AL. 5
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advice. The participants agreed that a good-quality expert report is

balanced and impartial, describes the concerns clearly, takes the

resources within the family into account and recommends interven-

tions. A balanced and impartial report offers broad information of the

family and includes possible limitations of the methods used and elab-

orates on the uncertainties that characterize the prediction of the

child's future development. Participants valued experts who are

methodical during the assessment period and keep the process trans-

parent and predictable. Such experts systematically review the case

documents, and their report can serve as a good overview, as was

mentioned by several participants, and which Amanda (Focus Group

6) explains here:

The advantage of good quality reports is that many

experts are actually very good at going through the

case files and writing the chronology of a CWS case

and the history. And that is very helpful to a new case-

worker, for instance, who is just taking over the case.

The social workers emphasized that if the expert report was of

good quality, the report would strongly affect the social casework

ahead. Participants explained that reports can be decisive in regard to

whether or not a care order is filed. If the expert recommends pre-

serving the biological family unit, the CWS rarely files a care order.

Henny (Focus Group 4) described this as such: ‘No doubt, when we

have an expert report, what that report says will be what we do next

in 99 percent of the cases’.
Another important function of the experts was to provide exper-

tise in regard to what the CWS lacks, such as when it comes to mental

illness in the children or parents. Premature new-borns and toddlers

are also mentioned as areas in which the CWS needs expert knowl-

edge. This was mentioned among most groups, but expressed by

Hansi (Focus Group 1), a manager, here as:

When we have engaged an expert, it is mainly to cover

topics we find difficult, like recurrence of abuse, for

example. Also, psychiatry in parents or psychiatry in

both the parents and the child. We also use experts in

cases with premature infants.

The experts are also used to reduce conflict and to facilitate

cooperation by establishing trust in the social workers' assessments

and concerns. The participants explained how they could use the

expert report as a common ground for the parents and the CWS. It

was mentioned by several social workers that the parents became

more cooperative when an expert had assessed the family. This

implies that the parents in these situations trust the expert more than

the CWS, which some families mistrust and fear. This was illustrated

by Pete (Focus Group 2):

They (the parents) have had difficulties understanding

the CWS's concerns and now it is a little clearer, writ-

ten in black and white by a psychologist. They (the

parents) understand the gravity of the case now, and

that it hasn't all been groundless concerns (from the

CWS).

The expert report also facilitates cooperation with professionals

in other institutions, which improves the work with the family. As

Nina (Focus Group 1) explained:

So, the expert report was very important. It was a real

eye opener. It was not an unwarranted concern on the

part of the CWS. Everybody suddenly agreed. (…) I

think it was good that the expert came in. She wrote a

clear report; she didn't gloss over anything in the

report even if the conclusion was that the children

should continue to live at home.

The expert thus functions as a facilitator, which includes

contributing in making the CWS trustworthy to others, organizing

the CWS casework and recommending further pathways for the

family, all of which helps make it easier for the CWS to make

decisions.

10 | POWER REGARDLESS OF QUALITY

Poor quality work among experts was mentioned in all groups and

includes lack of competence, haphazard assessment processes and

partiality. Social workers in three focus groups described experts who

did not keep appointments or deadlines. Other participants reported

that they had worked with experts who lacked the competence to talk

to children. As Monica (Focus Group 4) complained: ‘This was simply

about the expert, who I imagine has hardly ever seen a child, or talked

to a child. It was a terrible result’. Another social worker spoke of an

expert who lacked knowledge of vital professional concepts such as

emotional care, and that the expert could not explain the concept in

court. Other participants exposed experts who managed the process

poorly, spent little time with the family and caused delays in the case

for various reasons.

The participants expressed a concern that poor quality expert

work has significant consequences for the child because, according to

the social workers, the expert reports were heavily weighted in court.

Several participants were aware of children who were not removed

from their parents because the expert had argued for the opposite,

even if the CWS provided a sound basis for a care order. The harmful

care continued, and the CWS intervened and placed the child in out-

of-home care at a later point in time. Ravi (Focus Group 6) shared one

of these experiences:

One of the other (cases) I have, you have got to read

that report; it is a child who at that time was not

placed, but who has since been placed. It has been bad

all the way. The report is so negative about the home

situation. They (the experts) conclude with
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disorganised attachment and identify a lot of issues

with the child, but at the end of the report, it says: ‘Do

not recommend removal of the child’. So, the entire

report is actually quite good, but the conclusion does

not fit the rest of the report. Then that's (what the

expert recommends) what will happen. Then the case

does not go to the County Board, and the years go by,

and eventually, you sit there with a child who is really

damaged.

Another issue that arose in some groups was about experts who

had predetermined opinions about the CWS before the assessment,

which coloured the report. This became particularly evident in one

office where the social workers experienced that parents increasingly

suggest the assistance of experts who are publicly and actively against

the CWS. As Sara (Focus Group 6) explained:

I also experience that, for example, the child welfare

service suggests one expert, and the private party sug-

gests another. (…) There are many rounds when it

comes to choosing an expert. Moreover, we see two

camps among the experts, roughly speaking. The par-

ents choose someone who is very opposed to child

welfare. Perhaps someone who speaks out against

child welfare in the media.

The further discussion in this group revealed that disputes

between the CWS and the parents regarding experts added months

to the proceeding, keeping the child in limbo with an unresolved care

situation.

The social workers expressed that there were very few instances

in which the judges disregarded expert evidence due to poor quality

or biased experts. The social workers experienced that the expert was

given weight in court regardless of the quality of their work. This put

the social workers in a dilemma. They know that an expert report will

strengthen their case. Still, they risk commissioning an expert who

does a poor job. This dilemma was particularly illustrated by the fol-

lowing quote from a social worker with over 20 years of experience:

‘They (the experts) have too much power, but we use them because

they have power’.
The analysis revealed that none of the offices had routines for

reporting poor quality expert work. However, several participants

expressed a wish that the experts should be informed of how the situ-

ation developed after their report. Nina (Focus Group 1) shared her

recent experience with the impact of an expert's report, which was

contrary to the CWS's advice. She felt miserable and demoralized,

seeing the situation in the family deteriorate, feeling her work had

been useless. She wanted to confront the expert on the consequences

of his recommendation: ‘What should I do now? Things have not gone

as you expected. What's your advice now?’ This illustrates the frustra-

tion some participants expressed by the result and consequences of

poor quality reports. We interpreted the frustration as an expression

of powerlessness on behalf of the child.

11 | DISCUSSION

This article is based on FGDs of 31 social workers who discussed their

experiences regarding the use of independent experts. The main find-

ings show that the social workers use experts for different reasons and

experience the experts' contributions to a large extent as valuable. But

there are aspects of these contributions that may have negative conse-

quences. Based on these findings, we will discuss the use of experts

with reference to expertise theory. We elaborate on how the use of

experts may affect the status of the social worker and how the experts

have an authoritative voice in care proceedings. To conclude, we sug-

gest potential improvements and clarifications of the expert's role.

11.1 | The experts' contributions

Our findings show that the use of experts may contribute to managing

the complexities in care order cases and reduce the emotional burden

social workers experience during the decision-making process. By

confirming their conclusions, bringing in a new perspective and/or

specialized knowledge of the case and providing an independent

authority, the experts contribute to the strengthening and legitimizing

of the care order process. According to Stehr and Grundmann (2011),

the function of an expert is to mediate between the complexities of

knowledge and those who seek the experts' opinions in order to make

decisions. By reducing the complexity, the expert creates more cer-

tainty in the decision-making (Stehr & Grundmann, 2011).

Our findings also strongly indicate that the experts' contributions

help the social workers to come to a conclusion about the cases. Thus,

the experts' function seems to accommodate the social workers' need

for clear advice or support in complex cases. Our findings also indicate

that clear recommendations are sought by the judges, who operate

within a legal discourse where binary distinctions about evidence, con-

cluding on proven or not proven, is central (King, 1991). However,

according to Grundmann (2017), the experts relate to their clients and

their needs, and the expert will aim to reduce the decision-makers

options for taking action (Stehr & Grundmann, 2011). Hence, there is a

possibility that the experts in care order decisions present solutions to

meet the expectations of the social worker and the judge and present

unambiguous solutions. However, in the complex care order decisions,

the experts should perhaps broaden their response and give nuance to

the case. Haugli and Nordhelle (2014) point to this when they claim

that the judges in care proceedings request clear recommendations

from the experts, impelling the experts to reduce inclusion of discre-

tion, uncertainty and doubt in the report. The implication, according to

Haugli and Nordhelle (2014), is that the expert acts as a judge instead

of offering multiple perspectives to psychological phenomena.

11.2 | Devaluation

Our study shows that the social workers experience that the experts

contribute with knowledge and authority. However, they report that
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the expert assessments also often function as a repetition of their

work and that their involvement is expected from the County Board

and courts, even when the CWS claims the case is sufficiently investi-

gated. The social workers thus infer from this that the courts lack con-

fidence in their assessments. This finding concurs with Skivenes and

Tonheim (2019) who showed that Norwegian judicial decision-makers

suggest the increased use of experts, as well as Beckett and McKeigue

(2003) and Beckett et al. (2007) who show that the court lacks confi-

dence in social work assessments. According to Grundmann (2017),

trust is a significant factor between experts and their clients, where

trust is achieved by experts by being perceived as impartial and a pos-

sessor of scientific knowledge. Our study indicates that the judges

perceive the expert report as impartial and include knowledge that

differs fundamentally from the social workers' reports. Our analysis

shows that the social workers experience that they have little power

and therefore strategically lean toward an expert that is perceived to

be more trustworthy to legitimize the decision of a care order. Thus,

our findings suggest that the use of experts may act as a devaluation

of the social workers in the decision-making process, possibly hinder-

ing the social workers' ability to improve their skills if they lean too

much on the status of the expert in court.

11.3 | Authoritative voice

Our study found that the expert reports strongly affect the subse-

quent casework and interventions and that the reports function to

confirm and validate the CWS's concern about a family. The social

workers experienced that the experts were required by the courts and

that their input was given much weight. In the Norwegian context,

the independent experts in child protection cases are mainly psychol-

ogists. Our findings show that psychologists are regarded by the court

as professionals with the capacity to present valid child protection

assessments. This implies that the psychologists have an authoritative

voice to define and explain child welfare cases and their causes.

Grundmann (2017) argues that traditional perspectives on expertise

have been conceptualized by the ideal of the scientists and view

expertise as something to be possessed, while the link between

knowledge and decision-making has been overlooked. This indicates

that science is not sufficient and that knowledge about existing possi-

bilities, interventions and alternative understandings is required within

the scope of expertise (Stehr & Grundmann, 2011). Following this per-

spective on expertise, the authoritative status given to psychologists

indicates that the decision-makers perceive the psychologist experts'

ways to present child protection assessments in the legal framing of

the care proceedings as advantageous when unambiguous decisions

in complex issues are to be made. Our analysis supports that this sta-

tus has consequences for who the social workers use as experts.

There is also a possibility that this status explains why the mandates

designed by the social workers and the courts are so comprehensive

in Norway (Melinder et al., 2021). Consequently, these wide mandates

may also contribute to the strengthening of the expert's authority in

deciding which elements of a child's ecology they investigate.

11.4 | Quality

The social workers in our study were concerned about the quality of a

few of the experts' work and how some expert reports of poor quality

can affect decisions concerning major life changes for children and

their families. This finding resonates with research reporting the vary-

ing quality of experts' work (Augusti et al., 2017; Kollinsky

et al., 2013; Tilbury, 2019), and the documentation of how some poor

quality expert reports have had fatal consequences for the children

involved (NOU 2017: 12, 2017). One of the CWS represented in the

study mentioned experts they considered to be biased, indicating they

view the expert's intended role to be impartial and that some of the

experts failed to fulfil that role. The participants claimed that the

experts were given the power to hold the truth about the family and

the predictions of the child's development. Still, the experts have no

responsibility for the final decision, nor are they held accountable later

on. The social workers carry the heavy burden of responsibility for the

welfare of the child regardless of the decision made by the court

(Munro, 2019). Our study shows that experiencing poor quality work

by the experts exacerbates that burden.

12 | IMPLICATIONS

The current analysis indicates that the independent experts mainly

function as a valued contributor to the CWS's assessments in provid-

ing specific knowledge and a new perspective. Our analysis also indi-

cates that the County Board and courts have a traditional view of the

expert as impartial and that they bring trustworthy scientific knowl-

edge to the court while requesting experts that, in many cases, just do

the same work as the social workers. Viewing expertise from a tradi-

tional perspective without accounting for the relational aspect

(Stehr & Grundmann, 2011) may act to obscure influential factors in

the decision-making process. Based on the findings, a clarification of

the expert's role in care assessments seems necessary. We suggest

distinguishing between two main functions of experts in child protec-

tion work: (i) When the CWS engages the experts, they could function

as a collaborative partner to the CWS, to complement their assess-

ments and provide a fresh pair of eyes. This approach may be

improved by an increased attention to relational agency (Edwards,

2009) which improves practitioners' ability to manage knowledge

sharing across organizational boundaries. (ii) When the County Board

and courts commission an expert, the function would be to have an

independent (however, neither objective nor neutral) professional to

provide an independent assessment of the child's situation. As for

now, the practice in Norway has proven to be a combination of these

two functions, which may have challenging consequences.

Another issue that emerges from these findings is that all partici-

pants had experienced poor quality work by experts but had no sys-

tem in place to report it (Bufdir, 2021). Our findings broadly support

the development of a system that may serve as a safety net when

incidents occur to ensure quality of the individual expert and prevent

poorly grounded decisions for children and parents. Such a feedback
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system could also give the experts insight into what works and what

does not, to thus learn from experiences (Lennings, 2002; Skivenes &

Tonheim, 2019).

13 | STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS

To our knowledge, research asking social workers about their in-depth

experience with experts in care proceedings is limited, which, in that

respect, makes this study unique. Generally, there are few studies that

focus on experts in care proceedings in Norway, although it has been

called for by the Norwegian authorities (NOU 2006: 9, 2006; NOU

2017: 12, 2017). Another strength of this study is the use of focus

groups, which enabled us to gain important insights into the discus-

sions, opinions and experiences of social workers themselves. The

form of the focus groups where the participants openly discussed the

positive and negative aspects of the practice of experts allowed us to

identify key debates and variations across the CWS.

There are some limitations to this study. First, the use of qualita-

tive data with 31 individuals restricts the study to one of exploration.

Although small sample size allows for a deeper understanding, it also

limits the extent to which findings can be generalized. The experi-

ences and opinions presented in this study may not be directly gener-

alized to the Norwegian CWS as a whole. Second, the recruitment

process allowed the head of each CWS to choose how to pass on the

invitation, which does not give us any control over whether the

recruited social workers felt expected to take part or did so with inter-

est. In addition, we cannot know whether the sample mostly included

social workers who participated because of unfortunate experiences

regarding experts, which they then wanted to express.

The authors acknowledge that the analysis results from our inter-

pretation are influenced by our background and perspective and do

not represent a single, objective truth about the topic. However, we

maintain that our analysis and discussion provide a rich account of

social workers' experience of experts and that our findings represent

a recognizable narrative for practice.

14 | CONCLUSIONS

This study shows that the use of experts may function as valued sup-

port to social workers in complex cases on the edge of care. However,

we identified some unfortunate aspects of the practice. The social

workers raised concern about experts affecting the decision of care

for the child despite varying quality of their work. Furthermore, it

appears that the psychologist experts have power beyond their inten-

tion and that the link between the expert's knowledge and the

decision-making process may be overlooked. In terms of expertise in

care proceedings, our study suggests that the users of expert reports

should take caution when appraising the expert's opinions and assess-

ment and consider taking a multiple perspectives approach. Our find-

ings indicate that the current use of experts may sometimes act to

undermine the social workers' professional status when the experts'

assessments repeat the assessments made by the social worker.

When the experts contribute to the case with knowledge in specific

areas, the practice of engaging an expert seems more efficient. This

study suggests a clearer distinction between the function of providing

expert knowledge to complement the social workers' assessments and

providing an independent assessment of the family on behalf of the

courts.
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ENDNOTE
1 County social welfare boards are responsible for decision-making

regarding the CWS. The boards comprise a national body, which on mat-

ters of social welfare are independent of both the Ministry and the

County Governor. Any decisions about out of home placements must

first be made or approved by this body. A decision of the county social

welfare board may only be reviewed by the courts.
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