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Abstract 

This paper presents a qualitative analysis of front-line practices regarding emergency removals in 
Finnish and Irish child protection. It examines how the responses to children’s immediate danger 
are framed by legislation and how front-line practitioners assess the child’s situation and make 
emergency placement decisions. The data consists of interviews with 16 Irish and 33 Finnish social 
workers. These child welfare protection systems respond differently to a task which appears to be 
similar. The Irish team-based practice rests on the social workers’ shared assessment of the child’s 
needs and the formal decision is made by the courts (or police officers at night time); and the 
Finnish practice involves only one single social worker who makes both the assessment and the 
removal decision. The Irish system is tightly time-regulated, whereas the Finnish system provides a 
more flexible time frame. Both approaches put a lot of stress on social workers’ practice, which also 
includes creative workarounds (e.g., ‘planned emergency removals’ in Finland). Future research 
will need to explore these features from the point of view of a child’s right to protection.  
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1 Introduction 

Every child protection system recognizes situations in which a child is in immediate danger and 
needs urgent protection. Child protection removals are stressful and traumatic events for children, 
but even more so if the child and her or his parents have not been prepared for the removal, as so 
often happens in emergency situations (Baugerud & Melinder 2011; Storhaug & Kojan 2016). 
These emergency removals can also be stressful for social workers and other decision makers 
(Saltiel 2016; Le Blanc et al. 2012). When meeting a child in ‘immediate danger’, the social worker 
has to assess the child’s situation under time pressures: In emergency situations, a judgment has to 
be made quickly regarding whether to proceed with an emergency removal or whether there are 
other ways to help the child and family. Time constraints can impact upon the quality of 
assessments and decision making as there are fewer opportunities to get extensive information 
about the child, to weigh up different options, and to examine thoroughly whether the threshold for 
a removal intervention has been met (Berrick et al. 2016a; Helm 2011; Platt & Turney 2013; 
Östberg 2014). The tension between the demand to make a quick decision and the time it takes to 
gather and revise the information is likely to constrain analytic reasoning (Helm 2011; Saltiel 2016; 
van de Luitgaarden 2009). Despite the obviously stressful nature of emergency removals, very little 
research exists about front-line practice in emergency situations (Masson 2002 and 2010; Masson et 
al. 2007; Storhaug et al. 2016; Storhaug et al. 2018). In particular, the different country responses to 
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organising front-line removal practices are only occasionally highlighted in child welfare literature 
(Burns et al. 2017a; Stafford et al. 2012).  

In this paper, we aim to contribute to the existing knowledge base by examining emergency 
removals in Finland and the Republic of Ireland (hereafter, Ireland). Both countries have emergency 
removal systems and clearly articulated thresholds for emergency placements. Yet, as the front-line 
practice of responding to emergency removals is located in the wider social contexts of child 
welfare (Smith & Donovan 2003; Glisson et al. 2012; Berrick et al. 2015), there are reasons to 
assume that there are also some differences that we can learn from.  The cultural view on family in 
Ireland is a mix of traditional values and modernity, with families sharing the responsibility with the 
state to provide for the needs of people facing social risks (Forsberg & Toivonen 2018). The Irish 
child welfare system has historically had high thresholds for access to social services in general, but 
there is a concerted ongoing process of changing this since the establishment of a new dedicated 
Child and Family Agency (also known as Tusla) in 2014. Finland, among other Nordic countries, 
has modernised its family legislation early and provides universal benefits and services to families 
with children (Eydal & Kröger 2010).   

In comparative child welfare literature, the Irish child protection system belongs to those orientated 
towards protecting children from risks, whereas the Finnish child protection model is orientated to 
providing services for children at a low threshold level (Burns et al. 2017a; Pösö & Huhtanen 
2017). The number of children in out-of-home care is considerably higher in Finland than in 
Ireland: 9.6 per 1,000 children to 5.5 in Ireland in 2012 (Burns et al. 2017a.) 

The different system and value orientations motivate us to examine first how the responses to 
children’s immediate danger are provided for in legislation and how front-line practice is organised 
to meet the criteria set by legislation. We also provide the available statistical information about 
emergency removals. Second, we analyse how front-line practitioners assess the child’s situation 
and test the criteria for emergency removal and immediate danger within each country. The 
interviews with 49 social workers make this a study of social work and law-in-action (Dingwall et 
al. 2014). The findings demonstrate that the legislative and organisational contexts differ, but front-
line practices in both countries also share several commonalities. However, there is one 
fundamental difference in practice: the separation of assessments from decision making in Ireland, 
whereas in Finland the social worker undertakes the assessment and also makes the removal 
decision.  

2 The legislative context of emergency removals 

Finland 
Emergency removals make a distinctive category in Finnish legislation (Child Welfare Act 
417/2007, Paragraph 38). They belong to the repertoire of out-of-home placements entitled by the 
Child Welfare Act. Emergency placement can be introduced if the child is in immediate danger 
(Section 39). In addition, the criteria for a care order should be met. They are as follows (Section 
40):  



-          The children’s health and development is seriously endangered by lack of care or other 
circumstances in which they are being brought up. 

-          They seriously endanger their health or development by abuse of intoxicants, by 
committing an illegal act other than a minor offence or by any other comparable behavior.  

-          The in-home services would not be suitable or possible for providing care in the interest of 
the child concerned or if the measures have proved to be insufficient. 

-          And substitute care is estimated to be in the child’s best interest.  

Immediate danger is further defined by the Ministry of Social Affairs and Health (Kuntainfo 2015) 
so that emergency placements are to secure the child’s safety in situations in which the child cannot 
safely stay at home and her or his well-being cannot be safeguarded by in-home measures. The 
threat to a child’s safety can be either physical or mental. Consequently, the threshold for 
emergency removal of a child into state care is high. The legal implications of the emergency 
placement are similar to those of a care order: The parents’ rights are restricted and restricted 
measures, such as the restriction of contact and movement, can be introduced during the placement 
(Pösö & Huhtanen 2017). In emergency situations, it is also possible to place the child in an out-of-
home placement according to the “in-home services” regulations, which are voluntary and meant to 
be short term (Paragraph 37); however, we exclude them from our exploration in this paper.   

According to Child Welfare Act, emergency placement decisions are made by a social worker and 
are valid for 30 days. The removal should be terminated when the need expires. This decision can 
be extended for up to 60 days by a social work manager in the municipal social welfare agency if 
the period of 30 days is not sufficient to find relevant supportive services for the child and the 
family, or if the preparations for a care order require more time. All municipalities are obliged to 
have a social worker available at all times (24/7) to assess children’s needs and to make related 
decisions. The court is only involved in emergency placement decision making in appeal cases. The 
placement can be either in a foster home or a residential institution. When making the decision, the 
opinions of the parents and child should be consulted; such consultation may be waived in cases of 
serious emergency or if special conditions are met (Child Welfare Act 417/2007, § 39a). Besides 
the legislation and the instructions given by the Ministry of Social Affairs and Health (mentioned 
above), no nationwide manuals guide social workers in their assessment and decision- making. 
Consequently, social workers build their decision on their professional interpretation within the 
provided legal framework.   

Ireland  
In Ireland, there are a number of pathways for the reception of a child into state care in emergency 
situations. Child welfare services in Ireland are typically a weekday, 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. service. 
Outside of these times, An Garda Síochána (the police) deals with child welfare emergencies. The 
Child Care Act 1991 empowers the police (under § 12) to enter a home without a warrant and 
remove a child to a place of safety (foster placement or a hospital). In November 2015, a limited 
national emergency out-of-hours child welfare social work service was launched to provide social 
work consultation, advice, and a placement service for An Garda Síochána (Child and Family 
Agency 2017a). Although this is a national service, there are a few regional social work services 
providing a more comprehensive service including call-outs, but nowhere near as comprehensive as 



the Finnish 24/7 service. The threshold for an emergency removal by An Garda Síochána under 
Section 12 of the Child Care Act 1991 is created by exceptional circumstances where  

a.         there is an immediate and serious risk to the health or welfare of a child and  
b.         it would not be sufficient for the protection of the child from such immediate and serious 

risk to await the making of an application for an emergency care order (ECO) by a health 
board (the Child and Family Agency) under Section 13.  

  
The Child and Family Agency then has 72 hr to decide whether a child can return home or whether 
to apply to the District Court for an ECO (§ 13), which, if secured, can last for 8 days. A single 
judge is the decision maker in the District Court, which is the lowest level court in Ireland. During 
emergency situations occurring during weekdays and daytime hours, social workers in the Child 
and Family Agency have two options available to them: voluntary care (§ 4) and an ECO (§ 13). In 
voluntary care, parents can voluntarily agree to their child being placed in state care. Where an 
agreement cannot be reached, the Child and Family Agency can apply to the District Court for an 
ECO. Courts can grant an ECO when there is reasonable cause to believe that  

 
a.        there is an immediate and serious risk to the health or welfare of a child, which 

necessitates his or her being placed in the care of a health board (the Child and Family 
Agency) or  

b.        there is likely to be such risk if the child is removed from the place where he or she is for 
the time being (Child Care Act 1991, §13).  
 

National and local guidelines and practice manuals instruct social workers further about how to act 
in emergency situations.  
   
ECOs can be granted with parental consent, or they can be contested in court. Courts can also grant 
ECOs on an ex parte basis (i.e., without a parent in court). If the emergency situation has not 
stabilized and a child needs to stay in state care, the Child and Family Agency would then need to 
apply to the District Court for an interim care order (ICO), which can last for 29 days, and this order 
can be renewed on an ongoing basis.  
   
In sum, legislation in both countries puts a high threshold for removing a child in emergency 
situations if voluntary services are not sufficient. There must be a clear and immediate danger and 
serious risk posed to the child. Both countries also have established practices in such situations, 
which in Finland are called “emergency placements” and in Ireland are called ECOs. Decision 
makers differ considerably (judge in a court vs. social workers). These will be explored further in 
the following sections.  
   

3 The profile of emergency removals in Finland and Ireland  

The numbers of emergency removals are presented in the annual Finnish national welfare statistics, 
whereas the Irish numbers are not available in the same way. Table 1 presents, however, the 



existing information, demonstrating a considerable difference in the numbers. The emergency 
removals are much more common in Finland (3,625 in 2015) than in Ireland (944 in 2015).  

Table 1:  Statistics on emergency removals (total number during the year) and the number 
emergency removals as a percentage of all children under 18 in Finland and Ireland* 

 2000 2005 2010 2015 

Finland (1)  940 / 0.1%  1,672 / 0.2% 3,412 / 0.3% 3,625 / 0.3%  

Ireland, 
emergency 
care orders 
(District 
Court) (2) 

No data available No data available No data available 236 / 0.02% (Tusla ECO data) 

or 

349 / 0.03% (Courts service ECO data) 
 

Ireland, 
section 12 
emergency 
removals by 
An Garda 
Síochána (3) 

No data available No data available 745 / 0.06% 718 / 0.06% 

* The data in this table relates to the number of decisions and the figures do not equate to the numbers of children. Sources: 

1) Lastensuojelu (2016, appendix table 3) and Sotkanet (2018). 
2) Child and Family Agency (2017b) and Courts Service (2017).  
3) Shannon (2017). 

The amount of emergency placements has grown constantly during the 21st century in Finland (as 
shown in Table 1). It has been speculated that the growth reflects the changes in the child protection 
system and its decision-making system since the latest Child Welfare Act was introduced in 2007 
(Lamponen 2016; Pösö & Huhtanen 2017). Also, child protection practitioners have experienced 
heavy caseloads in the last decade, and there have been insufficient appropriate preventative 
services, which may have led to more families ending up in crisis and children experiencing 
immediate danger. The existing reports suggest that emergency removals are linked with parents’ 
substance abuse and mental health problems, as well as with adolescents’ behaviou r. 
Roughly half of the children are between the ages of 13 and 17 (Pösö & Huhtanen 2017). In 
addition, children are often placed in emergency care repeatedly, and especially teenagers often are 
taken into care as a continuation from an emergency placement (Lamponen 2016).  

The Court Service (2017) annual report in Ireland highlighted that District Courts grant a high 
percentage of the ECO applications made by the Child and Family Agency: 349 of 357 ECO 
applications were granted in 2015. This data are in conflict with Tusla data on ECOs, which noted 
that there were 236 ECOs in 2015. Tusla’s figure represented 15% (236 out of 1,550) of all legal 
reasons for admissions to care (Child and Family Agency 2017b). There were 365 Section 12 out-
of-hours removals by An Garda Síochána in 2012 and 402 in 2013 (Burns et al. 2017b) and a 
markedly higher removal rate of 718 in 2015 (Shannon 2017). In the most recent Tusla “adequacy” 
report (Child and Family Agency 2017b), 528 children were placed in emergency accommodation 
in 2015 and there were 251 children (4% of the total number of children in care) in emergency care 
at the end of December 2015. ECOs and ICOs were more likely to be used for younger children, 



with 30% of children in care being aged 0–4 years in care at the end of December 2015 (24% on an 
ICO and 4% on an ECO), which is a markedly different profile to the Finnish data presented above.  

Research-based knowledge about emergency placements in Finland is very limited (Berrick et al. 
2016). Although there has been a significant amount of legal research on the Child Care Act 1991 in 
Ireland, until recently, there has been little empirical research on the day-to-day operation of the 
Act, particularly the sections that facilitate the out-of-home placements of children. However, two 
significant studies have recently reported their findings on District Court child care proceedings 
(Burns et al. 2018; Coulter et al. 2015; O`Mahony et al. 2016a; O`Mahony et al. 2016b; Parkes et 
al. 2015). A further recently published study by Shannon (2017) was critical of the operation of 
Section12 by An Garda Síochána. He noted poor staff training for members of An Garda Síochána 
tasked with child protection removals after hours, and he was also critical of the level of 
communication between An Garda Síochána and Tusla, the Child and Family Agency. Furthermore, 
the new limited out-of-hours social work service to support An Garda Síochána was deemed 
inadequate due to its limited scope.  

   
   

4 Research design  

As the interest of this study is to explore how the front-line practice of emergency removals is 
organized and how everyday practice is carried out in these two countries, semi-structured 
interviews were undertaken with child protection workers in Finland and Ireland. Interview guides 
included questions about “who, how, when and why” regarding the situations in which a child is in 
immediate danger, followed by questions about the interviewees’ views on the present model and 
decision-making processes. They were also asked to describe one recent case and the concrete 
process of decision making in the selected case. The social workers invited to describe their 
experiences of what supported or inhibited their practice in emergency cases. The interviewees are 
experts in this research subject; hence, there was also unstructured time designed into the interview 
to allow for discussion on unplanned themes. The same researcher, the first author of this paper, 
undertook all of the interviews.  

The interviews with Irish social workers (N = 16) in child protection teams in four Tusla offices 
took place between March and December 2015, including 11 social workers, four social work team 
leaders and one team manager (duty, intake, children in care, and fostering teams). In Finland, the 
interviews with social workers (N = 33) were carried out as part of an ethnography study of the first 
author of this paper in three local child protection agencies in two Finnish municipalities during 
2015–2016. One of the agencies provides social services in emergency situations of any kind on a 
24/7 basis, whereas two agencies worked only during office hours on weekdays. The study received 
ethical approval from the ethics committee of the University of Tampere, Finland. Institutional 
approval was also sought and secured from relevant organizational bodies in both countries: Tusla, 
the Child and Family Agency (in Ireland), and municipal social protection agencies (in Finland). 
Permission was obtained from the team managers, and then interviews were agreed in co-operation 
with the local teams. The team managers asked volunteers to participate in the study in Ireland, 
whereas in Finland the researcher directly asked social workers to participate in the study.  
   



The interview data was coded into themes using thematic analysis (Goffey & Atkinson 1996). The 
data was treated in a naturalistic way (see Gubrium & Holstein 2007) as a description of the 
practice given in the interview situation. The analysis focused first on how front-line social work is 
organized when a child in immediate danger becomes known to the agency. This is presented in the 
first empirical section. The second empirical section presents our analysis of how child protection 
practitioners talk about how they assess the needs of children in emergency situations and whether 
the threshold for an emergency removal had been met.  
   
4.1 Limitations  
 
In cross-country research, it is important that the complexities of each system and local nuances are 
accounted for in the study design and analysis. The analysis of the interview data was done in the 
original languages of the interviews, and translation took place only when presenting the findings. 
All of the research teams have practice and research expertise in one of the countries, and two team 
members could work both in English and in Finnish. This expertise, together with a regular 
checking process, ensured that an accurate picture of each system was portrayed and the analysis of 
the data from each country was grounded in local knowledge. Yet the risk of 
underinterpretation/overinterpretation of the differences and similarities across the countries 
remains, as the practices are embedded in complex social, historical, and cultural contexts. The lack 
of previous research on emergency removals did, in addition, challenge the analysis and 
interpretations. Due to the scale and nature of this study, the empirical findings should not be 
generalized to describe all the practices of emergency removals in either country. Further large-
scale studies to cover a greater number of municipalities/local authorities in both countries is 
required. In addition, as the focus was strictly on emergency removals, other forms of removals 
(such as voluntary placements in urgent situations), were excluded from the paper. Other important 
elements, such as the impact of emergency removals upon social workers’ welfare, need to be the 
focus of future papers. In this paper, we also do not address the placement options for children, nor 
the overall workloads of practitioners and their impact on front-line practice with children in 
immediate danger. Nevertheless, we argue that it is important for social work practice to learn about 
the everyday experiences of how practices operate in different country contexts. For an individual 
social worker, such an analysis may highlight the strengths and weaknesses of her or his own 
practice and country context, which may otherwise remain unnoticed.  
   
5 Empirical findings  
   
5.1 Two models of organising the front-line practice: Team response versus single social worker  

There are two different models for organizing the front-line practice of social workers who meet 
children in immediate danger: The Irish practice is organized in teams, whereas the Finnish model 
is the practice of one social worker. The different models of professional practice are also 
materialized by the physical organization of practice in the agencies studied. The Irish social 
workers are physically located close to each other in open office spaces, whereas the Finnish social 
workers have their own private rooms or share their room with one colleague. In both countries, the 
team managers have private offices located close to the team.  



The Irish team-based practice functions, in general, as follows. For new referrals, the team manager 
calls up the team and organizes the different tasks for each team member to assess a child’s 
situation. Several social workers work together in order to collect information, write documents, 
and meet the parties involved. In the end, the manager makes the decision based on the information 
and proposal given by the social worker team about whether to proceed to court, whether voluntary 
care can be agreed on, or whether the child’s needs could be met otherwise, with the child staying at 
home with an agreed safety plan. This model creates a team response, as stated by one interviewee:  

In emergency situations like I said it’ll be a team response. It’s [that] there is so much 
work to be done and it needs to happen so quickly. There is a mountain of paperwork 
to be done: there’s getting in contact with the fostering service to try and get a foster 
family. I suppose we’ll do that earlier on, we’ll give them a warning earlier on. 
There’s possibly being with a child and interviewing the child. There’s involving the 
Gardaí [police] if there’s criminal [issue] … if we have information that a crime’s 
been disclosed. There’s having to … hear the parents, there’s ringing the solicitor to 
see if there’s a court available to try and get us a slot, an early slot in the court, to try 
and gather information for instance that we may already know about the family. 
There’s an awful lot of work to be done at that time, so, it will be a team response. 
(Team leader, Interview 9, Ireland)  

   

This extract summaries the typical Irish team response evident in all interviews: It is an intense 
process in which the work is divided between the team members in order to assess the child’s 
situation thoroughly. The team-based approach also means that the overall the responsibility of 
decision making and the pressure of the workload are shared.  

The Finnish model rests formally on the single practitioner making the assessment and eventually 
the decision, as mandated by legislation. Nevertheless, social workers often work in pairs, and there 
is easy of access if they wish to consult their partner and also wish to consult other colleagues or a 
team leader for their opinion. Some practitioners actively consult the team leaders for their opinions 
and instructions, especially in complex situations, and the views of the team leaders are seen as 
being important:  

It is, after all, a big decision for the child and the family. It´s best for all the 
participants and for my own legal protection that there is another person making the 
assessment and possibly managers’ support … obviously it is not possible every time. 
(Social worker, Interview 2, Finland)  

   

As the social worker points out in this extract, it is not every child whose case is dealt with by 
several practitioners. The interviewee accepts the situation as it is: “Obviously it is not possible 
every time”. The standard is one single social worker working with the child in immediate danger, 
and other colleagues’ or a team leader’s involvement is a deviation from the standard. The team 
leaders become involved later if the parents or a child appeals the decision:  



Well, a manager´s opinion is required afterwards in cases where someone has 
appealed or something else like that. Our manager would not particularly get 
involved otherwise. (Social worker, Interview 4, Finland)  

   

In this and the previous interview extract, the model of one social worker working with the children 
in immediate danger is vulnerable from a legal point of view. First, the social worker’s legal 
protection was mentioned, and then the likelihood of the appeal made by parents and/or children 
was mentioned. Yet it remains the choice of the social worker to ask another practitioner to become 
involved.  

   

5.2 Assessments and decisions in front-line practice  

Social work assessments include a variety of negotiations of thresholds and constant sense-making 
of the child’s situation (Helm 2016; Platt & Turney 2013; Saltiel 2015). The making of a formal 
decision about emergency removals includes the use of statutory authority. In the two models of 
front-line practice described above, the Irish teams make assessments of the child’s situation and 
decide whether to take the case to the court or not, whereas the single Finnish social worker makes 
both the assessment and the formal decision of the emergency removal. Consequently, social 
workers’ tasks in these countries differ considerably. The Finnish social worker is the ultimate 
decision maker, making a professional assessment of the child’s situation and making a decision 
with public power. In the case of a child in immediate danger in Ireland, the case is presented to a 
judge in the District Court who undertakes an independent test of the evidence and weighs the 
evidence against the ECO threshold. We now describe in more detail how the tasks are carried out 
and viewed by the practitioners in these two models.  

In their teams, the Irish social workers collect information and assess the children’s situations with 
reference to the ECO criteria. Tasks are divided, and information collected, shared, and tested by 
the team and the team leader. Shared assessment and the delegation of tasks are an important part of 
practice: Emergency situations require processes that are rapid, as the “window” for decision-
making is short. If there is a reason to think that an emergency removal is required, the court 
proceeding is normally on the same day. The decision to bring an application for an emergency 
order to the court is ideally required by midday due to the courts’ timetable. If the team is unable to 
gather enough evidence before this time, the decision-making is shifted to the next day. Awareness 
of the tight time schedule is embedded in the assessment work:  

If an emergency comes in, I suppose the first thing we usually do is have a meeting in 
the office. The team leader and maybe two, three social workers, usually a few people 
are involved. Then we would sit down and discuss the process. We all know that court 
has to happen within 24 hours. (Social worker, duty team, Interview 5, Ireland)  

   

Even when a single social worker does some parts of the assessment, the assessment is tested with 
colleagues and a team leader. In the extract below, the social worker describes what she or he has 



done and how the team and the leader became involved in assessing the nature of the information 
and his or her view:  

You got an emergency in and like I was saying you go out and you meet the child and 
you meet with the parent. Then you phone in and you say this information: this child 
needs to come into care and I want to do this, and you just would let them (team 
leader and colleagues) know. And then obviously they´ll listen to your information 
and if they have any objections if they said, look there´s a gap in the information here 
you need to go get that, then you follow that direction. (Interview 2, social worker, 
Ireland)  

   

The team leader may also be actively involved in the process of collecting information, as was 
described by one team leader:  

I do go on the visits with them, I do sign off on everything, I do tell them, email me, 
text me… (Team leader, Interview 6, Ireland)  

   

When collecting information about the child’s situation, social workers weigh up the potential harm 
to a child if they stay with her or his family, and also the harm if the child is removed. The struggle 
of how to correctly make sense of and assess what can sometimes be incomplete information or 
evidence is often described by social workers in both countries. However, it is especially the Irish 
social workers who make a distinction between “soft” and “hard” evidence and how important it is 
to get hard evidence (facts) instead of impressions or hearsay. They also emphasize more the shared 
elements of testing information. Shared testing is done, although the team leaders make the 
judgement about the information available. This is highlighted in the following quotation:  

And I do it in consultation with them. I say, “What do you believe should be done 
here?” and usually we`d be at the same page, and I question them in certain things or 
I`d ask them to go back to get more information on certain things before I make my 
decision. But ultimately, I´m the one who´s making the decision. (Team manager, 
Interview 1, Ireland)  

   

Very differently from their Irish colleagues, a single social worker in Finland collects and examines 
the information for both the assessment and decision about the removal, writes the documents – 
including the formal removal decision – and decides about the placement. She or he might 
eventually take the child to the emergency foster home or institution. Sometimes, the tasks are 
shared, especially in complex cases. Also, the younger and less experienced the social workers are, 
the more they consult their colleagues. Younger social workers expressed their wish to learn from 
their more experienced colleagues how to assess the child’s situation and how to map the 
assessment onto the threshold criteria. If there is a colleague involved in the process, there is more 
confidence in the decisions made. The quality of assessment can also be improved by disagreement, 
articulated by other social workers; in these situations, the social worker in charge of the case needs 



to rethink her or his view of the case. A shared understanding of the situations can be equally 
important:  

It’s so important that you have an opportunity to discuss… Maybe you need some kind 
of a confirmation from your pair and manager when you are uncertain. (Social 
worker, Interview 5, Finland)  

   

In situations in which the social workers were not quite certain whether the child was in immediate 
danger, the Finnish social workers employed a strategy of separating the assessment from the 
decision; here we call these “planned emergency removals”. We did not come across such planned 
emergency removals in the Irish system. In planned emergency removals, the assessment is made 
much earlier than the actual decision. The child is typically known to child welfare services for a 
longer period of time, and her or his situation had been assessed several times. The situations have 
been such that it had not quite met the criteria for a child protection removal, but then there was a 
crisis which trigged a decision, like the one described below: 

If the situation has been acute, in some cases the crises situation can be relieving, as 
finally it´s possible to somehow go forward. Maybe you have considered the out-of- 
home placement for a longer time and then there is an emergency situation; it is an 
opportunity to act. (Social worker, Interview 16, Finland)  

   

The crisis could be of different kinds: A teenager known to the agency due to several child welfare 
notifications runs away from school and is found heavily drunk, and this new information could 
bring the case across the threshold. In such cases, the social worker would already have quite a lot 
of information about the child and the family, and the decision would be based on the existing 
information, in addition to the new situation of immediate danger. For the social worker who is 
solely in charge of the child’s removal, a crisis in the child’s life may be “a relief”, as stated in the 
previous extract. The new event, can be a tipping point, a trigger (Kettle 2017; Storhaug et al. 
2018), which makes the decision for an emergency removal clearer. This trigger may have similar 
meaning as “hard evidence” referred to by the Irish interviewees to help and streamline the 
professional judgement of the case. 
   
Both Irish and Finnish social workers talked about shortage of time in which to do the tasks 
required. If there was not enough time to collect information and test it; social workers would 
sometimes extend their working hours to become certain that the child was safe. The Irish social 
workers make a safety plan for the child if they run out of time to get the case to the court. The 
safety plan may include a solution that an adult, familiar to the child, agrees to take care of the child 
until the next day. An Garda Síochána may also be involved in monitoring the situation overnight. 
The Finnish social workers instead call the social workers in emergency services who work at night 
and weekends and ask them to continue working with the child after their working hours. In turn, 
the social workers doing night or weekend work can pass the child to the daytime social workers if 
the case is not finished during their working shift. This means that the agency hours do not restrict 



the work done with the child: There is always a social worker to assess the situation and make a 
removal decision if needed.  
   
6 Discussion and concluding comments  

When a child is in immediate danger, the child protection system needs to act quickly. The Irish 
team-based response is organized in such a way that it is efficient in collecting the information, 
testing it, and taking it quickly forward to the court. This organizational model also provides a 
platform for constant reflection for practitioners in which the information, thresholds, and evidence 
are tested, and the assessment workload is shared. The Finnish system of a single social worker 
relies on the psychosocial expertise of the practitioner. It can also be quick and free from strict time 
frames as the social worker can make the removal decision by herself or himself. There should also 
always be a social worker taking care of a child known to be in immediate danger as the services 
are available 24/7.  

The interviews with the social workers highlighted some weak points in their systems. The Irish 
response is not flexible enough to meet children’s needs in the later hours of the day or at 
weekends, leaving the responsibility for taking care of the child to police officers with the support 
of a telephone-based social worker for support if necessary or to relatives and friends implementing 
a safety plan. For a child in immediate danger and also needing psychosocial support, there may 
also be weaknesses in the police response (see Shannon 2017). Police officers with varying 
experience of child protection have to decide how to deal with children at risk, often without 
sufficient training. The quality of the Finnish responses can be threatened by the practice of relying 
on one single social worker and her or his understanding of the case. The thresholds, for example, 
can vary between social workers due to the lack of shared practices, which increases the variability 
of decisions within the country, often seen as being a critical element for sound decision making 
(Keddell 2014). In the stressful situations of emergency removals, the wide area for discretion may 
make social workers feel vulnerable, leading them to look for a consultation with their colleagues 
and team leaders. The shared practice is not, however, a standard practice as it is in Ireland. The 
vulnerability of the Finnish practice is highlighted when compared to the Irish way of organizing 
the front-line practice, which emphasizes the shared elements: verbalizing the different elements of 
information, doubts, and concluding assessments. The shared model is also likely to decrease the 
emotional burden on social workers related to these emergency removals. 

In sum, we have shown above how differently these two child protection systems respond to 
children in child protection emergencies in front-line practice. The responses mirror the overall 
features of the countries’ approaches to children and families in vulnerable situations. The Irish 
child protection system sets high criteria for services in child protection in general. This is reflected 
in an intense, time aware, and shared model of emergency removals, employing the court as a 
decision maker. The Finnish child protection system in general provides services at a low threshold, 
and a single social worker is given a wide area of discretion and time frame to work with children.  
The finding that Ireland has a significantly lower number of emergency removals than Finland may 
be related to the high thresholds for removals and the constitutional protection afforded to the 
family in Ireland. The differences in volume follow, after all, the overall pattern of out-of-home 
care in both countries. This study’s findings certainly pose a question for future studies: What 



approach to emergency removals best supports a child’s right to protection in immediate danger in 
the best and most humane way? The everyday professional practices of responding to an immediate 
danger to a child allows us to see some of the interconnections between social workers’ tasks, 
models of decision-making, values, and the orientation of each child welfare system towards 
children and families, which is shaped by – and which may also shape – national child protection 
legislation and policy.  
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