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Abstract: By the end of the 20th century, social class appeared to be an old-fashioned and outdated
concept. Serious doubts were expressed about the theoretical and empirical relevance of social class in
understanding inequalities in contemporary society. However, experiences from completing research
with children and families receiving support from child welfare services shows that applying a
class perspective is useful. The purpose of our study was to explore the redistributive and cultural
dimensions of social class in the context of child welfare. The data include survey interviews with
715 families in contact with the Norwegian child welfare services (CWS). We found that social class is
important but with different effects compared with the industrial society. Our analysis highlighted
the problems children and families involved with CWS face, associated with social inequalities based
on class differences. We argue that social class is part of the social dynamic of late modern societies,
and that this dynamic intertwines with the lives of families in CWS and the problem complexes they
encounter in everyday life.

Keywords: child welfare; child protection; social class; European Socioeconomic Classification (ESeC);
marginalization; redistribution; recognition

1. Introduction

Since the 1980s, prominent social scientists declared that social class no longer captured
important aspects of social development. Theories of reflexive modernity and additional concepts like
de-traditionalisation, choice biography, and fateful moments described a society with more fine-grained
inequalities than class analysis could (Beck 1986; Giddens 1991; Beck et al. 1994). However, empirical
studies applying a class perspective have shown that social inequality still has an important impact on
families and children’s lives (Lareau 2002, 2011; Sayer 2005; Elstad and Stefansen 2014; Jarness 2015).
In a context of multiple choice, social class is still an important element in the structuring of people’s
opportunities and individual choices (Giddens 1991; Fauske 1996; Atkinson 2007).

In a post-traditional knowledge society, social class may be analysed in relation to a concept
of marginalization. Marginalization is widely used in psychology and sociology to analyse social
inequalities. Park introduced the concept in the 1920s as an analytical tool to analyse migrants’
experiences of living between cultures (Messiou 2017). One useful definition of marginalization was
provided by Dickie-Clark (1966) definition of marginal situations. He linked marginal situations to
social and cultural hierarchies in society. Marginalization makes sense in relation to the boundaries
drawn in a society. This can be cultural boundaries; boundaries associated with participation in social
networks, in education, and in working life; or in lifestyle and knowledge. Thus, attention has also
been directed to the actual boundaries and to what is defined as being central or peripheral. Such a
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constraint can be seen in the context of structural changes in society, among other things associated
with the transition from an industrial society to a knowledge society. This transition creates new
demands on families in terms of participation in different areas, value orientations, and lifestyles.
The power of boundary drawing, or to use Bourdieu (1985) term, it also creates languages and symbols
that marginalize social groups. Such an understanding of marginalization aligns on several points
with Bourdieu’s further development of Weber’s distinction between class and status groups, which is
a distinction between the material and the symbolic. For Bourdieu, class and status are connected in
social practices assigned different symbolic meaning (Bourdieu 1985, pp. 4–6). These social practices
are also restricted by different forms of capital. As Bourdieu shows, in addition to economic capital,
both social and cultural capital are class-based distinctions (Bourdieu 1983).

In this paper, class is explored through the theoretical lens of recognition. We apply a theory of
redistribution and recognition to analyse both marginal living conditions and how these conditions are
experienced and valued by the families themselves (Fraser 2007; Fraser and Honneth 2003; Honneth 1995).
This framework might provide a useful analytical tool in understanding the implications of social class,
marginalization, and recognition in a child welfare context (Rossiter 2014; Warming 2015). Fraser (2007)
pointed out the importance of paying special attention to redistribution. Honneth (1995) argued for the
need for a social policy that protects cultural values, practices, and beliefs about the good (Fjørtoft 2009).
Analytical reasons justify considering distribution rights as a different type of injustice other than cultural
injustice that must be emphasised separately; although, they can act simultaneously. Social class and
marginalization understood materially as living conditions and symbolic as lifestyle, knowledge, and
understanding, are relevant perspectives in the analysis of children and families in child welfare, since
the problems are complex and are associated with material cues, lifestyle, and mastering the knowledge
society’s codes on care and parenting practices.

The focus of this paper is the intertwining issues on social class, marginalization, and recognition
among families who receive help from child welfare services (CWS). Our contribution is an empirical
exploration on how social class and child welfare associate with the dimensions of redistribution
and recognition. Thus, we address the dichotomy of whether inequalities are essentially about
inequalities in the distribution of social and economic benefits or if they are absence of recognition
and violation of those who have different opinions or practices from what is common in society
(Fraser and Honneth 2003).

The research questions we explore are:

(1) What is the social class of families in Norwegian Child Welfare who are overrepresented compared
to the general population?

(2) What characterizes various social classes in CWS in terms of how they initiated contact and to
what degree they were involved in the referral phase?

(3) How does social class and marginalization come to matter as regards parents’ experiences of being
recognized by the CWS? What associations can be found between social class, marginalization,
and recognition?

1.1. The Norwegian Context

From an international and comparative perspective, Norway is an egalitarian society (OECD 2017).
Equal opportunities, rights, and obligations to participate in society and use its resources irrespective of
the economic and social background have been, and still are, central policy goals. Favorable economic
conditions have made it possible to succeed in reaching these goals. Employing active social and
economic policies, the Nordic welfare model has proven to be successful in producing social equality
(Gooby-Taylor et al. 2018).

However, as Esping-Andersen (1999) argued, high levels of equality were primarily achieved
after the 1960s. In other words, the Nordic welfare model with high levels of equality is a recent
phenomenon. Equalizing incomes mainly resulted from raising the incomes of those at the lower end
of the socio-economic ladder. In the late 1970s and early 1980s, another pattern emerged. The trends
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showed a widening gap between rich and poor, and by the turn of the century, the pattern was more
widespread. Income inequality has risen significantly, even in Norway and other Nordic countries.
In fact, the Nordic countries were among the countries where inequality grew more than anywhere
else in the 2000s (OECD 2011, p. 22; OECD 2016).

In 2018, the population in Norway is approximately 5.3 million, and 17.3% of the total population
are immigrants or Norwegian-born to immigrant parents (Statistics Norway 2018a). Although most
people in Norway have experienced a considerable increase in personal wealth and living conditions,
a growing number of young people and families, many of them with children, have not benefitted from
this development. In 2015, almost 11.9% of all children under 18 years old (134,000 children) in Norway
were living in households defined as “at risk of poverty” by the EU’s poverty measurement standard,
i.e., below 60% of the median equalized household disposable income. Employment status and family
structure explain most of the income inequalities between households. Single-parent families, certain
immigrant groups, and households without working adults are overrepresented among those with
persistent low income. Many of these families receive benefits from the public and support from child
welfare services (Fløtten 2017).

1.2. Norwegian Child Welfare Services

The Norwegian Child Welfare Services (CWS) has a long history, starting with the Norwegian
Guardianship Act introduced in 1896. Since then, much has changed, and from the end of the 1980s
until the present, the Norwegian CWS has experienced a considerable increase in service demands.
However, since 2014, the increase has been less distinct (Statistics Norway 2018b).

Some important system orientation differences exist between the Norwegian CWS system and
some of the Anglophone systems (Kojan and Lonne 2012). In Norway, the threshold is low for reporting
concerns about children to CWS. The CWS emphasizes supportive measures; hence, the risk orientation
is not as strong as in more child protection (CP)-oriented systems. In this context, the Norwegian CWS
has often been characterized as being family service-oriented (Clifford et al. 2015). The most important
evidence for this is the extensive use of supportive services within the family’s homes. About 60% of
the children in contact with CWS receive supportive services while living in their biological family
homes, 20% are placed voluntarily in foster or residential care, and 20% are placed in out-of-home care
without the approval of their parents (Statistics Norway 2018b).

Skivenes (2011) argued that the system has a family-sensitive and therapeutic approach to families
and children. Over time, the system has developed in a more child-centered direction, with a strong
focus on early intervention and prevention, and an increased amount of help for children aged 0–2 years.
Like many other Western Child Protection systems, children’s needs and life chances are often
psychologically understood and assessed in the Norwegian CWS (Andenæs 2004; Bywaters et al. 2015;
Kojan and Fauske 2011; Featherstone et al. 2014; Hennum 2016; Wastell and White 2017). Consequently,
less attention is paid to the social and economic situation of the families.

Nevertheless, the CWS in Norway still has a significant public role and considerable responsibility
for supporting vulnerable families. The current CW Act from 1992 promotes equal living opportunities
for children as one of the mandates of the CWS. As such, needing protection is not necessary for
accessing child welfare support services. However, a new CW Act outlined in a government report
(NOU 2016, p. 16) suggested narrowing the general preventive role of the CWS.

The Norwegian CWS share some important characteristics with other Child Protection Systems:
Families in contact with child protection often have severely deficient social lives and struggle with
marginalization on informal and formal life areas, such as family, friends, neighbor relations, school and
higher education, work, and housing. The needs and life situation of the children and families involved
in Child Welfare have many common aspects across child welfare/protection systems. In other words,
sound evidence supports the clear social inequalities between families in CWS and those who are not.
Consequently, applying a social class perspective on the families in child welfare is highly relevant.
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2. Materials and Methods

2.1. New Child Welfare Services

The research project The New Child Welfare was a five-year project in which families in contact
with Norwegian Child Welfare Services were interviewed. The new child welfare that emerged after
1990 was characterised by more use of family support and needs orientation rather than risk orientation.
This refocusing of CWS called for research-based knowledge about children and their families. One of
the main objectives of the project was to capture and understand the needs and perspectives of families
involved with the CWS in Norway. Based on a questionnaire covering the same areas as the Common
Assessment Framework (CAF) and some other topics, 715 families were interviewed in the first wave,
in the years 2008–2009. In 16% of the families, the parents, either one or both, were immigrants.

The survey instrument included questions relating to parents’ experience with child welfare, their
assessment of their children, the family´s and their own situation, as well as information about living
standards, income, housing, health, and contact with a variety of helping agencies. A second wave of
the study was conducted in 2010–2012. A total of 96 families from the original sample participated.
In this analysis, data were applied from the first wave. All subjects provided their informed consent
for inclusion before participating in the study, and the approvals were obtained by the research team.
The study was approved by the Norwegian Centre for research data.

SPSS 24 was used to analyse the data. The data were facilitated with constructions of indexes
of marginalization and experienced recognition. Additionally, social class was operationalised using
European Socioeconomic Classification (ESeC). Correspondence analysis, which is an exploratory data
technique, was used to analyse the associations between social class, marginalization, and recognition.

2.2. Study Measures

2.2.1. Social Class

An important part of the research project was to explore the interplay between Child Welfare
interventions and social inequality. A class analysis based on the European Socioeconomic
Classification (ESeC) was performed. ESeC is a social class schema based on the concept of employment
relations, and it is well suited to operationalise social inequality.

ESeC is based on the Erikson–Goldthorpe–Portocarero Form (EGP) (Erikson and Goldthorpe 1992)
and is one of the most-used class forms in Europe. The form aims at “measuring and displaying
structured socio-economic inequalities and the relationships between socioeconomic position and
life-chances” (Rose et al. 2001, p. 1). In ESeC, a class is defined by occupational affiliation. In the
operationalisation of the social class of the parents we interviewed, we used Statistics Norway’s Standard
for Occupational Classification, which is based on the International Occupational Classification ISCO-88
(COM). The occupations are defined based on the tasks and duties undertaken in the job; the trade,
profession, or type of work performed by the individual; and degree of autonomy in the employment
regulation. Those who are unemployed are separated into another category.

The parent who answered the survey (the mother or father of the child who was registered as
a client in the CWS) was asked to provide the occupational affiliation to either “biological father of
the child” and “biological mother of the child”. Information about occupation was then coded in the
survey with the Code of Standard for Occupational Classification. Next, the codes were modified into
classes as specified in ESeC. In our analysis, we applied four classes: (1) Salariat (service relationship):
Large employers, higher-grade professional, administrative and managerial occupations, lower-grade
professional, administrative and managerial occupations, and higher-grade technician and supervisory
occupations. (2) Intermediate (mixed service relationship/labor contract): Higher-grade white collar
workers, small employer and self-employed occupations (excluding agriculture, etc.), petit bourgeoisie
or independents, lower supervisory and lower technician occupations, and higher-grade blue collar
workers. (3) Working class (labor contract): Lower services, sales and clerical occupations, lower-grade
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white collar workers, lower technical occupations, skilled workers, routine occupations, and semi-
and unskilled workers. (4) Unemployed: Those who have never worked or those who experience
long-term unemployment, including students.

2.2.2. Marginalization Index

To explore the association between social class and marginalization, we developed an additive
marginalization index. The index contains living conditions items such as education, work, income,
housing, health, substance abuse, residence time in Norway, and Norwegian language skills.
The combination of items in the index captures the quantitative dimension of marginalization and
sheds light on the social situation of the family.

2.2.3. Recognition Index

Based on the parents’ answers to open questions about how they experienced the first contact
with the child welfare service, it was possible to interpret the answers in relation to whether they felt
they were taken seriously by the child welfare services, whether they were “seen”, and whether their
views were heard. The answers were categorised according to positive or negative experiences with
their interaction with the child welfare workers. The parents’ experiences were interpreted in terms of
how their own views were recognized and valued (Thrana and Fauske 2014).

2.3. Study Limitations

The data used in this analysis were cross-sectional, which means the data do not provide a good
picture or impression of the families’ development over time. Moreover, the data were collected in
2008 and 2009. Although the data were collected nearly 10 years prior to this report, and although the
Norwegian population has become more diverse in terms of immigration since, we consider the data
reliable for the purpose of our analysis. We know from longitudinal studies using aggregated data
that the socio-economic status of the families in child welfare has changed little since the late 1980s
(Clifford et al. 2015; Clausen and Kristofersen 2008; Kristofersen 2018).

3. Results

3.1. Social Class of Families in Contact with Child Welfare

To indicate how and to what extent different social classes are over- or under-represented in the
CWS, we accessed social class data about the general population in Norway (aged 20–59 years) from
the European Social Survey.

As Table 1 shows, a significant and large class difference existed between the general population
in Norway and the CW clientele. The proportion of salariat families was 2.6 times as high in the general
population compared with the child welfare population. Families with parents who were unemployed
or for the most part unemployed were over-represented in child welfare. However, although salariat
and intermediate families were under-represented, they accounted for closer to a third of all families
provided with help from CWS. Parents belonging to the service class were under-represented among
the families in child welfare, but the proportion of 18% still represented a significant number of
children. Families from all classes received assistance from child welfare, but social classes seem to be
an indicator of the risk of problems that trigger child welfare measures.

Further, we found clear sex distinctions between the social class affiliations of mothers and fathers
in child welfare. A significant proportion of fathers had working class occupations, and we found that
nearly a third of the mothers were unemployed.

Our data provide an impression of how long the families had been in the child welfare system,
and that those who belonged to the two lowest class categories were over-represented among families
who have been in contact with the CWS for more than five years. This suggests that their problems are
of such a nature that they demand interventions from the CWS for an extended period, but we also
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found that these families started to be involved with the CWS at an earlier stage than intermediate and
salariat families (Kojan and Fauske 2011).

Table 1. Social class of families in contact with child welfare services compared to the general
population (%).

Survey Data New Child Welfare Services European Social Survey *

Social Class Mother Father Parents ** Parents Aged 20–59 years

Salariat 13 14 18 47
Intermediate 11 10 12 18
Working class 47 51 50 25
Unemployed 29 15 20 9
Sum per cent 100 100 100 100
Number 664 572 707 544

* Data accessed from European Social Survey, 2010. ** The class operationalisation is based on the parent with the
highest social class.

3.2. How and Why Families Came into Contact with Child Welfare Services

Social class appears to be important for the course of the families’ contact with child welfare
services. We examined how the initial contact between the CWS and the families was established,
and analysed the reasons why the families were referred to, or took the initiative to contact, CWS.

In terms of the decision-making process, the analysis showed that parents from the salariat were
more involved and agreed to a greater extent with the decisions that were made compared with
working class and non-employed parents. Nearly 40% of the families from the salariat were involved
in the first contact with the CWS. Only 25% of the non-employed families referred themselves or
knew that CWS was notified about a concern. The unemployed were, to a greater extent, referred by
someone else. They were also more likely to not be informed beforehand about the referral.

3.3. Social Class and Marginalization

Social class alone is not always an indicator of the social situation and the well-being of the family.
Consequently, we supplemented our findings with other variables that provide information about
the family’s situation. In the survey, several variables provide additional information (Section 2.2.2).
As can be seen from the correspondence analysis in Figure 1, a clear association exists between social
class and marginalization.

Figure 1 shows the relationship between the categories of the social class variable and the degree
of marginalization. As shown, the categories “working class” and “unemployed” experienced medium
and high levels of marginalization, whereas the categories “intermediate” and “salariat” displayed a
low degree of marginalization. No clear distinction was observed between the “intermediate class”
and “the salariat”.

A closer examination of the relationship between marginalization and other factors highlighted
associations between social class, parental integration in social areas, and whether there was one or
two parents in the household. The number of children in the family had no significant impact.
In other words, whether there was one or two incomes in the household was what mattered.
A significant difference was also observed between immigrant parents’ and Norwegian born parents’
income and social integration, but no significant difference was recorded between their scores on the
marginalization index.
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3.4. Marginalization and Recognition

In the analysis, we developed an index of recognition (Section 2.2.3). Parents’ description of
their meeting with child welfare can be interpreted as an experience of recognition or non-recognition
(Thrana and Fauske 2014). Marginalization is also associated with recognition of knowledge, views,
and social practices.

Figure 2 depicts the association between different degrees of marginalization and the experience
of recognition. Parents who are low on marginalization experience recognition. However, parents
who score high on marginalization experience a lack of recognition. Those who are classified as
an intermediate category of marginalization coincide with an intermediate category of recognition.
They partially experience recognition and partly non-recognition.
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Overall, the analysis showed that the level of marginalization differs between parents who have
children who receive help from child welfare services. These parents suffer from different degrees
of marginalization, and an association exists between living conditions, marginalization in relation
to social networks, and the experience of marginalization in terms of recognition in the meeting
with child welfare services. Those who are less marginalised are also less marginalised in relation to
all of the abovementioned types of marginalization. Conversely, those who are most marginalized,
are most marginalized both in terms of living conditions, social networks, and the experience of being
recognized by the child welfare.

3.5. Marginalization Across Social Classes

However, our data also showed that some of the families in our sample were marginalized
across their social class status (Clifford et al. 2015). Still, the most marginalized were among those
who were unemployed. Twice as many as those in the salariat had a high level of marginalization.
The mixed data that we obtained from the project showed that the role of social inequality is a complex
phenomenon, but still, it is somehow factored into decisions to intervene. This was also evident in the
decision-making processes.

In terms of the parents’ experience of the decision-making process, we found that parents
belonging to the salariat tended to be more positive than unemployed parents. Nearly 40% of the
parents who were unemployed thought that the CWS handled criticism well. Trust directed at child
welfare is generally high irrespective of social class, but a tendency was observed here toward lower
levels of trust among unemployed parents than for the salariat and the intermediate parents.

3.6. Summary of Findings

Our analysis of the families in the CWS display the significant class differences in terms of the
high representation of working-class families and families dependent on welfare, particularly their
representation in the supportive part of the CWS. However, the analysis also demonstrates class
differences between the children in out-of-home care in relation to the type of services provided and
the reason for providing these services. We consider the key finding from our analysis to be the
close association between the degree of marginalization and recognition; parents who scored low on
marginalization experienced recognition and parents who scored high on marginalization experienced
to a greater degree a lack of recognition in their meeting with child welfare.

4. Discussion

4.1. Redistribution and Recognition—Intertwining Issues in Child Welfare

Our analysis showed that the feeling of being recognized is associated with the social class of the
family and the degree of marginalization. We found that many of the parents were recognized by child
welfare services, revealing a positive picture of how families experience the meeting with the child
welfare services. However, a less positive finding was that the most marginalized families experienced
a struggle for recognition in their meeting with Child Welfare Services, more so than families with a
salariat/intermediate affiliation, who are less marginalized.

Next, we draw upon Bourdieu and the redistribution-recognition controversy to illustrate how
social class and recognition might be considered as intertwined issues in understanding how families
with various social class affiliations experience their meetings with child welfare. Nonetheless,
we argue that it is important that child welfare systems pay attention both to the material and cultural
dimensions associated with social class.

Previously, we observed that several types of marginalization are closely linked to each other
and that the degree of marginalization corresponds significantly to social class. Additionally, a link
between parents’ social integration in the community and experienced marginalization exists. This can
be understood via Bourdieu (1985) concepts of capital. Our index of marginalization covered social,
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economic, and cultural capital dimensions, and among the parents in child welfare, there is a correlation
with all types of capital.

In 2006, Dumbrill (2006, p. 35) stated that child welfare interventions must begin by addressing the
power imbalance that exists between worker and client, and by acknowledging the fear parents may
be feeling. We agree that acknowledging parents’ feelings and emotions is important in child welfare
(Tembo and Studsrød 2018). However, it is critical to analyse power imbalances due to economic
marginalization. Our analysis has shown that parents’ feelings of not being recognized relate to the
material, economical, and societal positions of the families. Hence, child welfare workers need to
understand that families’ struggles for recognition in child welfare are associated with class inequalities.
In this connection, the Fraser–Honneth controversy provides a useful tool and critical framework for
understanding the connections between social class and recognition in a child welfare context.

Fraser (2007) emphasized the importance of social policies and interventions based on just
distribution of material and goods. Honneth (1995) argued for the need for a social policy that protects
cultural values, practices, and beliefs. Fraser (Fraser and Honneth 2003) argued that recognition
theory has threads for individualisation. In recognition theory, the real problem is often considered
the interpersonal relationships, not the social conditions. Fraser and other critics believe that
recognition theory is based on traditional attachment theory where problems are psychologised
(Garrett 2009; Jordan 2010). Unjust distribution is about marginalization and exclusion in the economic
sphere, whereas lack of recognition manifests in terms of social status and representation patterns
(Fjørtoft 2009). Recognition may also be seen as an individual appearance of social and cultural
hierarchies, and in that sense, is more a cultural than a psychological phenomenon. Fraser emphasised
that these two dimensions of injustice require different problem-solving approaches. Economic injustice
requires social policy action and redistribution of material goods. Cultural injustice requires measures
to change attitudes, values, and norms. Economic redistribution is a little-desired policy in a time that
cultivates rationality. Thus, economic redistribution contradicts with the neo-liberal thinking where
the goal of social policy is to rationalise and streamline the state’s role in the welfare society.

4.2. Social Class and Power

This framework is useful to understand that CW families’ feeling of being recognized is associated
with their social class and the level of marginalization. Following this trait, we will now discuss why
this might be so, using previous research on power, authorities, and interactions between professionals
and parents. Lareau (2011) explained class differences in terms of how people relate to authorities and
professionals. Her findings might provide an important background for understanding the strategies
parents use in their meeting with a powerful system such as child welfare services. Economic resources
associate with the culture when it comes to how people relate to each other. This can be seen in line
with Bourdieu, who stated that a close relationship exists between capital forms, although they are also
relatively independent of each other. The social networks are, as he understands it, created through
individual or collective “investment strategies” that are deliberately or unconsciously intended to
establish or reproduce social relationships that are useful in the short and long term. These networks
are maintained over time by the individual obligations and institutional guarantee. A common feature
of these networks is that they are exclusive and members contribute to maintaining the boundaries of
other networks (Bourdieu 1985, pp. 249–50).

Lareau (2011) reported the working class and unemployed as more “powerless”, in the sense that
they feel they are in a more vulnerable position, and therefore more hostile in their interactions with
authorities. Parents expressed that they did not have the sufficient language when communicating with
professionals and expressed constrainment compared to middle-class parents, who were described
as more confident and assertive in their interactions with professionals. Middle-class parents also
complied more with professional standards and attitudes toward child-rearing. Our analysis showed
that working-class and non-employed families felt less recognized by the child welfare services than
intermediate and salariat families; however, we do not know if the reason is that these families felt
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more ‘powerless’ than other families in their meeting with child welfare services. However, a previous
analysis (Storhaug and Holtan 2017) showed that working-class and unemployed fathers felt that they
were not being heard because they were unable to express themselves clearly and make themselves
understood, and because of a lack of what they felt was considered to be appropriate language by
professionals. They expressed that child welfare workers tried to transfer their middle-class values
and way of living to their families, thus not recognising their values and way of living.

Lareau’s study shows how economic resources are associated with cultural resources with regards
to how parents relate to authorities, and can contribute to an understanding of the connection between
class affiliation and the experience of being recognized by child welfare services. From a professional
perspective, social workers may face challenges when helping a child when the family has a style of
communicating that deviates from their own (Marthinsen 2003). In other words, the parents express
their views and understanding in ways that are not valued by the child welfare workers. For parents,
being part of a helping relationship could be difficult when demands are made of communicating
differently, for example in the use of interprofessional meetings with several professionals attending.
Such settings sometimes construct representation barriers from the child and parent points of views.

From a class perspective, language barriers are also present. The use of terms such as resilience,
risk factor, mentalization, disorganized or insecure attachment to describe the problems of the child
and parents might strengthen class-related power imbalances (Hennum 2016). Lack of a common
language and appropriate communication settings can lead to relationships dominated by uncertainty
and mistrust. Reaching a mutual understanding and agreement on the needs and problems of the
child and the family might be difficult. Creating a shared understanding of the situation might relate
to the experience of whether or not the family feels recognized. The child, parents, and professionals
may develop a relationship dominated by mistrust. Such problems might obviously be rooted in
intersections of minority status, age, gender as well as social class (Fylkesnes 2018).

5. Conclusions

Since the 1980s, psychological theories have dominated child welfare and child protection policies.
These theories are often variants of Bowlby (1973) well-known attachment theory. We have also
observed epigenetics and neurobiological theories greatly influencing child welfare practices and
assessment of parents’ care of their children (Wastell and White 2017). Many of the problems and
needs of children and families have been explained by attachment disorders and that the children’s
brain has not developed well due to a poor care environment and damaging parenting practices.
The findings from such studies might, of course, be important knowledge for employees in child
welfare, but from a class perspective, it may be ethically challenging if these aspects receive too much
focus. This might be seen in line with the neo-liberal society, where the focus is shifted from economic
redistribution and social policy to a focus on governing identities that, from a professional perspective,
quickly focus on disciplining families (Ericsson 2000; Villadsen 2004). Class-based social situations are
also an important part of the child’s environment and are therefore a context that is relevant both to
attachment, parenting styles, and how epigenetics influence child development.

No simple solution can address social class inequalities in child welfare. However, redistribution,
recognition, and representation are important aspects, in accordance with Fraser’s theory of
social justice (Fraser 2007; Fraser and Honneth 2003). These concepts are not new for social
work theory, and several voices are suggesting the need for a social and radical change in child
welfare (Bywaters et al. 2015; Bywaters and Sparks 2017; Davidson et al. 2017; Gillies et al. 2017;
Lonne et al. 2016). Briskman (2017, p. 134) argued that it is necessary to address and manage the harsh
neo-liberal policies by addressing social justice and emotions in social work practice.

Addressing Social Class and Recognition in Future Research

Our analysis highlighted a significant association between social class, marginalization, and the
experience of recognition. However, stronger supporting evidence is needed to more thoroughly
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understand these connections. Particularly, exploring parents’ experiences and emotions in their
meeting with child welfare services from a social class perspective might be valuable. We suggest
that important questions to address in future research are: How does social class affect families and
influence their contact with social services? How are child welfare families’ struggles over recognition
associated with class inequalities? How does social class create a barrier in child welfare practice?
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