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ABSTRACT 

This study uncovers social relations which penetrate the everyday hfe of a mother 

recovermg from abuse of alcohol or other drugs I explore ruhng practices of our society, 

as they organize the relationships between mothers with addiction problems, and 

professionals m the child welfare and addiction treatment systems 

The problematic for this research ongmates m my confusion as an m-home 

counsellor about the mstructlons provided by the two mstitutlons to mothers m the early 

stage of recovery Adoptmg the methodology of mstltutional ethnography, I sought to 

uncover how mothers' expenences unfold as they do, by explonng the "mstltutlonal" 

frammg of their expenences Institut10nal ethnography begms from a standpomt of those 

who are subject to ruhng relations to uncover the social relations which detenrune, shape 

and orgamze everyday hfe From mterviews with mothers, I traced their expenences to 

legislation govemmg child welfare work, and social work education and trammg 

I found that mothers received contradictory mstructions from the two mstitutions 

about how to conduct themselves m relations of power The mstructlons of the addiction 

treatment system encourage the use of personal power, or their own authonty, m order to 

be successful m recovery, m contradiction to the mstructlons of the child welfare system to 

surrender, subrrut and comply In the cases I studied, mothers accepted the authonty of a 

child welfare worker and attended addiction treatment m order to regam custody of their 

children However, when they attamed sobnety, their child welfare workers did not begm 

a course of act10n toward reumfication, as the mothers expected Instead, I found that 

workers contmued to work from an adversanal frame, and suspected mothers as 

manipulative Mothers attnbuted the eventual reumfication of their farruly to Judicial and 

professional opmion, not to thelf own efforts 

Usmg the methods of mstitutlonal ethnography, I discovered ways m which 

relat10ns of rulmg govern worker-client relationships I found that workers' reJectlon of 

mothers' opinions, expertise and authority parallels child welfare legislat10n the legislation 

renders mothers mvisible - their mothenng work, their relationship with their children, and 

their opmions about the situation The embeddedness of child welfare work m the court 

system creates adversanes of mother and worker I found that the entanglement of 

authority and helpmg m the legislation, where 'help' 1s provided m the form of "protective 

services", contnbutes to adversarial worker-chent relations My findmgs show that child 
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welfare workers' lnmted professional knowledge of the power relations of the1r work, and 

of addiction, anses from the orgamzat10n of social work education and cluld welfare 

trammg I suggest that workers lack effective strategies for mtervenmg with mothers with 

addiction problems, and for managmg adversanal relat10nships with chents 

I recommend changes at several levels to facihtate the recovery of mothers who 

have been 1TI1susmg substances, which will improve service dehvery withm the current 

orgamzat10n of child welfare work withm a legislative framework However, my analysis 

concurs with that of other authors m suggestmg that separatmg child welfare work from the 

legal system will be reqmred to enact a new v1s1on of social relations - where women's 

work of mothermg 1s claimed as ferrumst temtory, and where egal1tar1an, respectful 

relationslups with chents are practiced 

Exammers 

Dr Marilyn Callahan, omrruttee Member (School of Social Work) 

I ~ • . . p ( y evelopment) 

e1tsma-Street, External Exarruner (Faculty of Human and Social Development) 
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

I began my research with an mterest m mothers who were simultaneously clients of 

the addiction treatment system and the child protection system In my work as an m-home 

counsellor, I became concerned about one mother's mtegratlon of the work of mothenng 

and recovery, her mtegratlon of canng for her children with carmg for herself I wondered 

1f professional mstrucuons about mothenng and recovery were contradictory when a 

woman was a client of these two mslltutlons The 'problematic' for this thesis anses from 

my expenence of disJuncture My accountability to my employers, who were contracted by 

the child welfare system, and my respons1b1hty to her cluldren, led me to concentrate on 

her mothenng, while my own expenences as a mother, my buddmg femmism, and my 

trust m the wisdom of twelve-step programs suggested pnmacy for her recovery from 

substance abuse I wondered what knowledge was available for me, for mothers, and for 

the cluld protection system to assist m resolvmg the apparent contradicllon between 

mothermg and recovery 

I searched m the literature for knowledge about mothenng and women dunng the 

early part of thelf recovery from abuse of alcohol or other drugs As I read the literature, 

my conceptual framework became clearer I had sensed that commumcation between 

myself and the woman I was assigned to help was hampered by her position as a client of 

the cluld welfare system I came to realize that both of us, client and counsellor, were 

caught up m a powerful mstltutlon, the cruld welfare system, whose operat10n was directed 

by purposes which were not our own, and whose power challenged our ability to follow 

our own mner wisdom Analysis of my problematic and the literature took me, m a 

reflexive process, to exammatlon of the literature m the areas of social relations, cluld 



protection, power and rulmg relations, and power relations m social work practice I 

became mtngued with uncovenng how this part of the everyday world, where the child 

welfare system encountered recovermg mothers, worked, and what effects It was havmg 

on mothers 
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Through the literature search, I learned that recovenng from addiction is considered 

a maJor hfe transition Although resolution of practical issues is cited as important m the 

early stage of recovery, authors have wntten httle about the everyday issues of mothermg 

work dunng recovery While a text about child welfare practice advises child welfare 

workers to act as the 'good parent', a benevolent authonty, m dealmg with clients, the 

addiction treatment literature advises practitioners to bmld a sense of self and personal 

power m women m order to ensure contmued sobnety 

Authors view the work of child welfare workers as mcorporatmg the two functions 

of authonty and helpmg The literature discusses how the authonty to mtervene, even to 

the extent of separating the mother and child, is conferred on the child welfare worker by 

the state through legislation I learned that the social relations of mothenng and child 

welfare construct a mother's ffilsuse of substances as a problem, to be dealt with by the 

child welfare system Researchers are identifymg current problems which the child welfare 

system is expenencmg m workmg with parents who are misusmg substances 

In the literature, studies show how social relations external to the mteract10n 

between a social worker and her client penetrate the1r activities and expenences "Standmg 

behmd the personal relationship of client and worker are the power relations of the society" 

(Swift, 1995a, p 162) Authors have found power differences between worker and client 

to be a neglected area of discussion m social work practice texts The existmg relations of 

power m child welfare work appear to conflict with egalitarian methods and structures 

which represent a new vision of power relations based on co-operation and equality I 

began with a research quest10n to mform my work as an m-home counsellor "How do the 
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child protection and add1ct1on treatment systems mstruct women recovenng from substance 

rmsuse m the work of mothenng?" As I analyzed my data, my research quest10n became 

"What are the 1mphcations for recovenng mothers of bemg the rec1p1ent of mstruct10ns that 

arise m two different mst1tut10ns?" 

I selected the methodology of mstitutional ethnography It made sense to me as a 

way of understandmg how power 1s d1stnbuted and mamtamed m our society A goal of 

the methodology 1s to uncover the relationship between everyday hves and the actual rulmg 

practices of society V al1d1ty hes m the ab1hty of the methodology to open up a puzzle and 

provide an mterpretatlon that "makes sense" of the problematic or has resonance for reader 

utihzmg normal logic The findmgs are seen to reflect the standpomt of the subjects located 

m space and time, so that others hke them who share this standpomt would agree I 

employ its methods of analysis of the procedures which deterrmne work processes, 

exarmnation of 'work' as related to the mstitut10nal process, and analysis of local work 

practices as related to the economy and the matnx of mst1tut1ons which govern and 

adrmmster our society 

The methodology d1rects me to begm my mqmry from the pomt of entry of a 

"knower" who 1s subject to the rulmg order I selected women who became clients of the 

child welfare and add1ct1on treatment systems I mterv1ewed women whose children had 

been apprehended by child welfare, and who had completed an add1ct1on treatment 

program I also mterv1ewed three social workers, two currently workmg m front-hne child 

welfare work As I Juxtaposed the accounts of the1r expenences and understandmgs, I 

began to see connections between social relations and the expenences of the mother I 

mterv1ewed 

I will argue that a mother who enters add1ct1on treatment as a chent of the child 

welfare system becomes the rec1p1ent of contradictory mstructions about how to conduct 

herself m relations of power In the chapter entitled, "Authonty m the Worker-Chent 
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Relationship", I will show how a mother who wants to regam custody of her children 

comes to be submissive to the authonty of the child welfare system I show the ways m 

which child welfare workers exercised authonty over mothers, and how the effects of 

authonty penetrated mothers' hves In the chapter entltled, "Surrender and Take Charge", I 

will show how the mstruct1ons of the addiction treatment system contradict the mstructions 

of the child welfare system I show how the mstruct10ns which child welfare workers 

convey adv1smg women to surrender, subrmt and comply, are m duect contrad1ct10n to the 

encouragement of agency, or personal power, by add1ct1on treatment professionals In the 

chapter entitled, "Bnngmg the Children Home Assertmg Their Own Power", I show how 

mothers actively worked to mfluence theu workers to return their children, that 1s, followed 

mstruct10ns to use theu personal power I show the different approaches mothers utihzed 

wlth theu workers I exarmne the power relations between mothers, worker<; and other 

profess10nals, to reveal how mothers rehed on professionals or the legal system to amplify 

their voices In the chapter entitled, "How Their Children Came Home The Role of Thud 

Parties", I show how child welfare workers discounted the authonty of recovenng mothers 

m makmg dec1s1ons about reumfication with theu children I show that followmg the 

mstructlons of neither system brought mothers closer to theu obJectlve of regammg custody 

of their children I suggest that profess10nal or Judicial opmion was reqmred to produce the 

child welfare system's altered course toward reumficatton In the chapter entltled, 

"Adversanal Relat10ns", I show how child welfare workers' reJectlon of mothers' 

opmions, expertise, and authonty arises from the legislation govemmg child welfare work 

which orgaruzes theu relationship as adversanal, and from theu education and trammg I 

uncover social relations which shape a worker-client relationship In the conclusion, I 

discuss my findmgs, implications for practice, areas for further research, and my personal 

leammg 



Chapter Two 

Problematic 

My research mterest centered on the cucumstances of women who are m an early 

stage of recovery from alcohol and/or drug use and who are clients of the child protection 

system It stemmed from my work as a counsellor under contract with child protection, 

sensmg but not fully understandmg the d1fficult1es of their position 

In my practice, I encountered mothers who had been m1susmg substances, and who 

had agreed through theu child welfare worker to part1c1pate m m-home counsellmg with 

me The ultimate goal of our work was for a mother to improve her mothenng to meet the 

standards required by the child protection leg1slat10n, as assessed by her child welfare 

worker To achieve this goal we often needed to address issues which undermmed her 

ab1hty to care for her children 

5 

I worked with one mother durmg the first two months after she had left an add1ct10n 

treatment program, and reclaimed her children from foster care I was disturbed by her 

declaration that her children took second place to her recovery from cocame rmsuse While 

I supported the pnmacy of her recovery, I was concerned that 1t remforced a pattern m her 

add1ct1on of puttmg herself first, which had ongmally contnbuted to neglect of her 

children Although I remembered episodes of "selfishness" m my own expenence as a 

mother of preschoolers, I struggled with my perception that she was actmg 1rrespons1bly m 

bemg unwillmg to put the needs of her children first I felt caught between my empathy for 

her as a mother, and my accountab1hty to the child protection system I expenenced a 

conflict between supportmg the duect10ns of her add1ct10n treatment program to take care of 

herself, and advocatmg for mcreased attention to her four children 

At the same time, I sensed that she was constrained m makmg effective use of the 

therapeutic relationship with me I suspected that she feared confidmg m me as a 
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counsellor contracted to child welfare If she disclosed to me any use of cocame or any 

activities that rmght lead to substance rmsuse, she rmght be Judged as Jeopardizmg her 

children, resultmg m mcreased child protection mtervention Thus, she may have been 

guardmg her disclosures as a strategy to protect herself and her farmly from my power 

Ordmarily, child welfare workers referred women to addiction specialists, m addition to m­

home counsellmg, when rmsuse of alcohol, or illicit or prescnptlon drugs was a factor, and 

encouraged attendance at a twelve-step program such as Narcotics Anonymous (NA) or 

Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) Such supports would provide a safer place to disclose 

relapses However, m this case, the woman had no alternative confidants her treatment 

program had been m another provmce, her hve-m partner attended NA meetmgs with her 

and, m his mmd, supported her recovery by reportmg her activities back to me, she was 

without a telephone m her home to make pnvate calls, and despite her worker's 

encouragement she had not accessed addict10n counsellmg locally Thus her personal 

support system was very limited 

As I attempted to make sense of my expenences with such farruhes, I recogmzed my 

confusion about how the balance between carmg for the children and carmg for the self was 

to be accomplished I wondered what mstructions about mothenng a woman receives both 

d1rectly and md1rectly from addiction treatment programs durmg early recovery In my 

own expenence as a mother of young children when I looked for a source of wisdom 

which could address my concerns and doubts about myself as a mother, I was referred to a 

peer network of mothers There I tapped mto the prevailmg wisdom of the culture, 

mediated by the everyday expenence of mothers like myself The recovermg mother 

descnbed previously relied heavily at that time on her recollection of what the professionals 

m the treatment program, who had played a key role m her progress to date, had told her 

As a counsellor, It would have been valuable to have known the viewpomt of addiction 

specialists on recovery for women who were mothers I questioned whether the child 
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protect10n system was placmg children with their mothers too early m the recovery process, 

heedless of the vulnerab1hty of both mother and children 

In add1t1on to the add1ct10n treatment system, a woman who 1s mvolved with child 

protectton 1s also rece1vmg m~truct1ons from that source, cnt1cal to follow 1f she wants to 

regam or retam custody of her children I was interested m child protection's mstruct1ons 

about mothering and recovery, and how its orgamzat10n transmits these mstructtons to 

mothers I wondered 1f mothers observe or encounter contrad1ct1ons between the messages 

of the two professional systems 



Chapter Three 

Conceptual Framework 

The concepts emergmg from my problematic which provide a connect10n to the 

literature are social relations, mothenng, recovery, child protection, power and rulmg 

relations, and practices of power m social work 

Social Relat10ns 
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The concept of social relations, as developed by Dorothy Smith ( 1987b ), 1s a way 

of understandmg the connection between everyday events, and decisions and actions taken 

elsewhere (Heap, 1995) In the problematic which I have descnbed, there are relation-, 

outside of the relationship between myself and the client mother which seem to be 

mfluencmg our actions and expenences "We begm with a knower, a subJect, whose 

everyday world 1s determmed, shaped, orgamzed by social processes beyond her 

expenence and ansmg out of the mterrelations of many such expenenced worlds They are 

relations that coordmate and codeterrmne the worlds, activities, and expenences of people 

entered mto them at different pomts" (Srmth, 1987b, p 134) 

Smith ( 1987b) employs the concept of social relations to study the -,ocial 

orgamzation of the lives of mothers Through social relations, the JOb of mothenng can be 

seen as one piece of work m a larger work process takmg place m the society, the work 

process of child reanng Mothermg work 1s constructed ideologically by those who rule to 

mesh with other mstitut10ns such as the educat10n (see Gnfflth and Smith, 1987) and child 

protection systems (see Swift, 1995a), m order to produce mdividuals with the requ1s1te 

qualities to mamtam the operation of society (Srmth, 1985) 
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Mothenng 

The reanng of children on a practical, daily basis m our society, 1s the respon<;1b1hty 

of women (Sffilth, 1985, Ramazanoglu, 1989, Lorber, 1994) The perception of the 

mother a<; self-sacnf1cmg m western society (Lorber, 1994, Leonard, 1984, Eha.,on ,md 

Skmstad, 1995) has given nse to a mother's dilemma between self-enhancement and <,elf­

sacnf1ce, which has been explored m the fem1mst literature (Aronson, 1991) The quality 

of the expenence of motherhood m western societies 1s determmed by the social and 

economic c!fcumstances of a woman (Ramazanoglu, 1989) poverty and ~pou.;;al vrnlence 

undermine a woman's ab1hty to care for and protect her children and her~elf (Barnsley et 

al, 1980, Callahan, 1993) One author calls motherhood mstitutionahzed vrnlence (Ong, 

1985) because 1t 1s structured as an 1solatmg expenence m our western society, and became 

the care of children 1s largely mv1s1ble and unrewarded 

When an md1v1dual woman's ab1hty to hve up to the ideals of motherhood b1eak,;; 

down under difficult social and economic cond1t10ns, she 1s seen as the ~ource of her 

troubles, mcludmg addiction (Ramazanoglu, 1989) Troubles mothers expenence are <,een 

as personal rather than societal, and the structure of the child welfare system reflect<, th1<, 

construction of motherhood (Swift, 1995a) 

Recovery 

I searched the hterature for knowledge about recovery from add1ct10n, focmmg on 

the expenences of women and of mothers, rather than those of men I have selected 
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approaches to recovery whose method 1s abstention from use of alcohol and other drug-,, d'> 

it is currently the most available treatment Harm reduction is an alternative approach 

which aims at "hrmtmg the amount of damage caused by chemical(s) until the mdividual 

achieves total abstmence" (Dowe1ko, 1996, p 347) 

The cond1t1on of physical and psychological dependence on substances of alcohol, 

prescnpt10n drugs or ilhclt drugs, are vanously termed addiction, substance abu-,e, 

alcoholism or chermcal dependency I will use these terms mterchangeably They are -,een 

"as different mamfestations of a smgle condition - addiction" (Doweiko, 1993, p 9) In a 

similar manner, I will use the term "sobnety" to refer to abstmence from drugs a~ well as 

alcohol Distmctions m termmology based on use of alcohol or chemicals can al-,o be 

maccurate, because a woman may be concurrently usmg more than one substance, termed 

'polydrug use', which 1s mcreasmgly common (Aadac, 1992) Substance 'misu~e• 1s a 

term which m this study md1cates that a woman has not declared her alcohol and/or drug 

use as an addiction, although a profess10nal has assessed it as mterfenng with some vital 

area of her hfe such as family, fnends, Job or school, or health (Fmkelstem, Duncan, 

Derman & Smeltz, 1993) Recovery m the context of substance abuse will be u-;ed to 

mean a process of heahng the effects of alcohol and drug rmsuse, and gettmg well -

mentally, emot1onally, physically and spmtually Recovery 1s more than -;obnety Some 

authors belie'\-e the recovery process "begms not when the client gets sober, but when a 

canng professional fmt expresses concern about dnnkmg and makes a d1agnos1s of 

alcohohsm" (Fmkelstem et al ,1993, p 79) Recovery has been d1v1ded mto stages, and 

early sobnety occurs dunng the first one to two years (Fmkelstem et al , 1993) The term 

'recovery' has its ongms m the medical system, meamng to get well or recuperate Ka-,1 

(1992) does not concur with the use of the word "recovery", which she believes 1mphe~ 

"covenng somethmg up" or "regammg a normal or usual condition" (p 336) (~ee Miller, 

1976) She sees herself as havmg reprogrammed her mmd from what was called 'normdl' 
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for women, and thus she reJects the image of recovenng Instead she uses 'un-covery' to 

mean "gettmg out from under add1ct10n, and 'd1s-covery' to mean openmg up, learnmg, 

growmg, and exerc1smg free ch01ce" (p 8) In this study, I will use the term "recovery" a~ 

its meanmg is more commonly understood 

Substance abuse as seen from a femm1st perspective 1s "a complex social i<;<;ue with 

specific political implications rather than an epidemiological concern" (Ettore, 1992, p 

5) Kasl (1992) concurs m her book for women and mmonties recovenng from addiction 

"people who have been v1ctim1zed and oppressed need to bmld a sense of ego and affum 

their power m order to take charge of thelf lives" (Kasl, 1992, p 9) She uncovers the 

relations of addiction m the followmg argument patnarchy creates a hierarchy by 

assignmg a secondary position to women, and thus "promotes the death of spmt, becau.,e 

people are rendered as obJects Patnarchy mamtams the subordrnation of 

women through manipulation, v10lence, exclusion from decis1on-makmg group~, and 

econorruc depnvation - all of which create shame, exhaustion, fear and parn, the fuel of 

addiction" (p 55) 

The approach of addiction treatment for those who have been victimized and 

oppressed, such as women and rrunonty group members, are addressed specifically rn 

Kasl's (1992) book Kasl cntiques treatment programs, specifically Alcoholics 

Anonymous, which operate from unchallenged external rules based on fear, as fostenng a 

dependency Personal growth 1s hrruted when the program acts as a paternalistic authouty, 

she claims She contends that mamtammg sobnety requues "willful, conscious u<;e of the 

mmd" (p 151 ) Thus, her mstructions for recovenng from addict10n are to "addres<; and 

heal" the lack of self or personal power (Kasl, 1992, p 26) 

Plasse ( 1995) suggests that movmg from addiction to recO\-ery is a maJor hfe 

transition In the early stage of recovery, a woman may be expenencmg a number of 

practical difficulties, related to finances, housmg, and childcare, as well as emotional and 
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physical issues which surface after the numbmg effects of alcohol or other drugs wear off 

(Kasl, 1992) A recovenng person is especially vulnerable to "relapse" dunng the fir..,t 

nmety days after treatment, and few achieve total abi;;tmence (Dowe1ko, 1996) Rc1the1, a 

pattern of abstmence alternatmg with relapse 1s most common (Delong, 1994) Her h1..,to1 y 

often has not prepared her to deal with the responsibilities of rearmg children (Hc1gc1n, 

1987, Kaplan-Sanoff and Rice, 1992, Fmkelstem et al, 1993), and her abI11ty to fmd c1nd 

sustam relationships v.h1ch offer safety and support 1s often hm1ted (Kaplan-Sanoff and 

Rice, 1992, Tracy, 1990) Her children mc1y be severely traumatized by the effect-, of he1 

addiction, as well as by repeated child protection apprehensions mtended to be helpful to 

them (Swift, 1995a) In recovenng from add1ct10n, the steps m temporal order are 

ach1evmg ph)sical sobnety, connectmg with successfully sober women and treatment 

services, and addressmg "practical issues such as fmances, Jobs, school, parentmg and the 

logistics of makmg time to get to meetmgs regularly (especially 1f child care 1.;; an 1<.,sue)" 

(Fmkelstem et al 1993, p 144) Although resolvmg practical issues 1s cited c1s essent1c1l to 

a mother's successful recovery (Fmnegan, Hagan and Kaltenbach, 1991 ), the literature 

does not discuss how to mtegrate the everyday work of remaming sober with that of 

mothenng work 

'Aftercare' 1s a form of treatment which follows residential or day program 

treatment Its goals are to establish a habit of sobnety, make lifestyle change.;;, monitor 

sobnety, address issues leadmg to relapse, and address underlying addict10n issue.;; 

identified in treatment Treatment 1s framed as merely the first part of a lifetime progrc1m of 

recovery (Doweiko, 1996) 

Dunng the time women are recovering m addiction treatment programs, some of 

them are also functlonmg as mothers The amount of guidance and mstruct1on about 

mothenng can vary widely among addiction treatment programs The recognition that 

mothering is an issue affectmg women m recovery is not consistent (see Pla~i;;e, 1995, 
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Nelsen, Intner and Lott, 1992, Aadac, 1992) One notable exception I'> the tredtment guide 

for those workmg with recovenng women, prepared by Fmkelstem et al ( 1993) 

Resources duected toward mothenng respons1b1ht1es, mcludmg prov1s10n for ch!ldcd1e 01 

fac1ht1es which house the entlfe family, are overlooked as components for ~ucce<,<,ful 

recovery (Turnbull, 1989, Dowe1ko, 1996) One model of a re<;1dent1al tredtment p1og1dm 

housmg mothers and children 1s descnbed m the literature (Saunders, 1993) The effect'> 

of social pohc1es on treatment program<; to deterrrune funding and treatment pr dct1ce<, a1 e 

explored to a limited extent m the literature (Ostermann, 1995) 

The "Problem" of Parental Substance Abuse 

The protection of a child 1s the respons1b1hty of his or her parents m our '>OC1ety, 

through an irnphc1t contract between parents and the state (Swift, 1995a) The in<,t1tut1on of 

child welfare has been assigned authonty and power through legi~lation to mamtdm thi<, 

social order, based on the farruly as the fundamental unit of society ( de Mont1gny, 1995), 

and social workers are the agents who exercise authonty to enforce the contrdct (Swift, 

1995a) The child welfare system is currently organized to mtervene on the bd'>I'> of hd1 m 

to a child (Kufeldt and Thenault, 1995), rather than the character of d parent, dlthough dt 

one time m Canadian history, bemg a drunkard was sufficient cause for intervent10n by the 

child protection workers regardless of their mothenng actions (SM ft, 1995a) When d 

child welfare worker finds evidence that a parent 1s not adequately protectmg d child, ~he I'> 

Justified m intrudmg mto the farrnly (Swift, 1995a), and apprehending the child i~ one of 

her opt10m However the actual welfare of the child may not be improved a., the 

"unintended consequences of child welfare interventions have often been wor'>e thdn the 

harm they were intended to prevent" (Jackson, 1995, p 335) 
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From a social relat10ns perspective, the social and economic aspects of child dbu'>e 

and neglect are overlooked, as the mstitut1on is orgamzed to frame problems m d family a<; 

an md1v1dual issue (Griffith and Smith, 1987, de Mont1gny, 1995, Kufeldt and Thendult, 

1995) Despite the obvious lmk between poverty and care for children, child protection 

service<; do not orgamze theu work to address poverty, and researchers and policymaker'> 

focus theu eftorts elsewhere, while acceptmg poverty as an unchangeable context for child 

welfare work (Callahan 1993) 

The child welfare system and social work education are orgamzed withm a 

scientific, problem-solvmg frame (de Montigny, 1995) Substance m1su5e has emerged a'> 

a 'problem' for child welfare systems m the last ten years (Curtis & McCullough, 1993), 

commg to public attention through the overburdenmg of the foster care resource<; m the 

Umted States m the late 1980s (Besharov, 1989) I have analyzed recent child welfare 

literature to determme the difficulties which authors identify m the area of parental 

substance abuse I have found four categories detection and assessment 1<;<;ue5 (Child 

Welfare League of Amenca, 1990, Tracy and Farkas, 1994, Curtis & McCullough, 1991 , 

Azzi-Lessmg & Olsen, 1996, Wolock & Magura, 1996, Thompson, 1990), service deltvery 

problems (Child Welfare League of Amenca, 1990, Curtis & McCullough, 1993, Tracy 

and Farkas, 1994, Azzi-Lessmg & Olsen, 1996, Wolock & Magura, 1996), legal and 

ethical issues (Tracy, 1994, Azzi-Lessmg & Olsen, 1996), and mcreased workload<; (Chtld 

Welfare League of Amenca, 1990, Tracy, 1994, Curtis & McCullough, 1993, Wolock & 

Magura, 1996) 

Solutrnns reflectmg d1ffenng perspectives have been proposed, mcludmg 

cnmmahzat10n of drug use for pregnant women as a deterrent (see Gustavsson, 1991 ), dnd 

revision of legislation to address the disJuncture between the mother's "cycle" of addiction 

recovery, the child's needs, and the dec1s1on-makmg tlmehnes of the chtld protection 

system (Azz1-Lessmg and Olsen, 1996) Some are suggestmg case plannmg approache'> 
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which will improve the hkehhood of succe<;sful recovery from addiction (Dore, Don.., and 

Wnght, 1994) Some are advocatmg for adequate mcome, employment, hou .... mg ,md 

education (Azz1-Lessmg and Olsen, 1996) 

The service dehvery resources currently available to the child welfare system 

substance abuse treatment and failllly preservation programs, are madequate Sub,tance 

abuse treatment was not designed to meet the social and econoilllc needs of women or to 

treat fam1hes (Azz1-Lessmg and Olsen, 1996) Family preservat10n program~ offer ~hort­

term service which 1s not well-smted for the chrome, relapsmg nature of add1ct1on (Well-; 

and Tracy, 1996, Azz1-Lessmg and Olsen, 1996, see also Blau, Whewell, Gullotta and 

Bloom, 1994) Resources are laggrng behmd the needs of the child welfare system, ,md 

some authors propose that an array of services be available (Azz1-Lessmg and 01-;en, 

1996) 

The problem a front hne worker 1s facmg, accordmg to de Montlgny's ( 1995) 

descnption of a child welfare worker's approach wlth a suspected 'alcohohc' (p 117-8), I'> 

the problem of transforilllng everyday events and cond1t10ns mto a professional account, 

recordmg thelf account on documents w1thm a limited time, and developmg knowledge 

with colleagues about problems and their solut10ns Swift ( 1995a) suggests worker.., hc1ve 

a problem understanding add1ctton among mothers and tend to empathize with the children 

"We assume that the mother can be cured 1f she chooses, and that the Joys of children, the 

rewards for a mother of havmg them with her, should constitute suff1c1ent motivation to 

overcome add1ct10n" (p 258) Supervis10n to process the "mtense feelmgs and a\<;ociated 

stress that anse m our work with families" (Kaplan-Sanoff and Rice, 1992, p 131) 1-; 

recommended for those domg chmcal work m the context of add1ct10n 

In summary, the construct10n of a mother's misuse of sub<;tances as a problem 1-; 

rooted m the social relations of mothenng She 1s held respon<;1ble to adequately protect 

her child from harm If evidence 1s mounted to challenge her fulfilment of those 
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respons1bihties, a child welfare worker mvest1gates and mtervenes to protect the child 

With the nse of the use of crack cocame, parental substance abuse has become more vi-,1ble 

as a cause for apprehension of children, and the child welfare system 1.:; fmdmg It.:; 

knowledge, legal and ethical groundwork, and referral resources madequate A.:; It 

scrambles to f md ways to deal with its problems, front hne workers are challenged to 

convert the everyday world of families mto authontative accounts that will meet the 

reqmrements of the mst1tut10n, and to cope with the stress associated with workmg with 

fam1hes abusmg alcohol and other drugs 

Power and Ruling Relations 

In exammmg the concept of power, Foucault (1988) contends that "Power 1s not d 

substance Power 1s only a certam type of relat10n between mdiv1duals" (p 84) 

Construction of the relations between mdiv1duab ,md mstltutions m our society 1s v1s1ble m 

the social structure and d1stnbut1on of power A femm1st analysis of the social structure 

shows that mdividuals "have differential amounts of power and pnvllege based on then 

sex/gender, class, race, and sexual onentatlon" (Adamson, Bnskm and McPhail, 1988, p 

137) Chmn (1995) defmes power m patnarchal terms as "the capaclly to 1mpo~e one'.:; 

will on others, accompamed by a willmgness to apply negative sanctions agamst tho-,e who 

oppose that will" (p 8) She observes that those who are subject to this kmd of power, 

which she calls "power over", do not recogmze the relations inherent m them becau.:;e they 

have been taught that this kmd of power structure is the 'only way' Although we m<ly tdke 

for granted this d1stnbution of power, authors such as Callahan ( 1996) suggest that the 

mclus1ve methods and flat orgamzatlonal structures utilized m femmist orgamzatlon.:; endct d 

"new vision of social relations" (p 16) Adamson, Bnskm and McPhail (1988) contend 

that the "desue for power is not mtnnsic to human nature but 1s constructed out of the 
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orgamzat10n and distnbution of resources, and the social vahdat1on of power and privilege, 

rather than of co-operat10n and equality" (p 137) In Callahan's terms, a cooperdtlve, 

egahtanan d1stnbut1on would form a new v1s10n of social relations "The-;e relat1om of 

power are embedded mall Canadian mst1tut10ns, such a~ schools, workplaces and the 

state They shdpe the way these mst1tut1ons function " (p 137) The child welfare dnd 

add1ct1on treatment systems are embedded m these relations of power, and are part ot the 

"ruhng apparatus", formulated as that complex matnx of mst1tut1on-; and orgamzat1om that 

together govern and admm1ster our society (Smith, 1987b) 

de Montlgny's ( 1995) andlys1~ of "1deolog1cal practices" m the mst1tut1on of child 

welfare shows how relations of power funct10n Ideological practices are procedu1 e1, 

charactenst1c of mstltut10ns which hft everyday events out of the context of hved 

expenence, and reassemble them accordmg to the frame'work of the mst1tut1on A-, Jn 

example of an 1deolog1cal practice, he observes that a social worker makmg a v1s1t to d 

mother's house, selects and reorgamzes the "facts", not m the way that the client '>ee-, them, 

but accordmg to what constitutes a "proper orgamzatlonal account" (p 32), bJsed on 

theones, frames and models utilized m the mstitut10n's discourse He contends that 

through this practice, the social worker, as one who 1s authonzed to create an dccount, 1-; 

socially separated from those who are subjects of the accounts Thus, mequahtie-; of 

power, prestige, and authonty are created and mamtamed Accordmg to de Mont1gny, 

1deolog1cal practices are designed to address the problems of rulmg They anse f10m the 

standpomt of the rulers who attempt to mom tor, control, and govern the lives of the I uled, 

and from the relations of power 
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Practices of Power in Social Work 

In this section, I examine what the literature says about the power relation<, of <,oc1dl 

work practice, and in particular, of the worker-client relationship 

The 'chent' or rec1p1ent of services under the child protect10n mandate 1s intended to 

be the child, according to legislation However, child welfare workers and the literature 

more commonly use the term 'chent' to mean the parent(s), as the person to be chdnged and 

~ubJect to authonty, rather than the children (Swift, 1995) Children are ~een to benefit 

through helping the parent to function better (Kadushin and Martm, 1988) 

The authonty or social control role of child welfare workers arises out of child 

welfare's ongins as child saving (Gordon, 1996, Swift, 1995a) "Act1v1ttes through which 

child welfare workers exert authonty, including mvestigauon of complaints, ins1~tence 

upon particular changes in parental behaviour, and removal of children from parentt., 

always have pnmacy" (Swift, 1995a, p 155) Additionally, a helping role has developed 

over the past one hundred years with the profess10nalizat1on of social work (Swift, 1995a) 

The 'good parent' role is suggested as a casework approach (Kadushin and Martm, 1988) 

which combines the helping and authonty role Swift (1995a) cnt1ques the approach d~ 

treatmg clients as childlike, and as blammg chent charactenstics and ignonng work 

processes as barners to relationship bmldmg de Montigny admits that "for client<,, the 

result of our work 1s the imposition of mstttut1onahzed authonty and order over their hve-, 

by social workers who seem able to blame but unable to help" (p 216) 

Several authors have analyzed the practices and effects of authonty de Montigny 

( 1995) suggests that m the course of the1r practice, social workers do the work of 

"mvas10n, domesticatrnn, and colomzat1on" (p 39) "To work inside orgamzat10n~, we 

reduce clients to thmgs Clients are studied The1r lives are penetrated Most importantly, 

clients must change the1r lives accordmg to our rules, accordmg to the values of 



rat10nahty As social workers, we do not merely help our clients Instead, chent<;' hve<, 

become the terram for exerc1smg our profess10nal powers" (de Mont1gny, p 222) The 

social worker 1s given the power to determme problems m the lives of clients and decide 

what solutions will be helpful, w1thm the constramts of policy and resources If a client 

protests a diagnosis, 1t 1s framed by the experts as a "denial" or "escape to health" 

(pretendmg to be healthy to avoid the 'discovery' of 'problems') (Ferguson, 1984, p 
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138) If a client expects ordmary courtesies from a child welfare worker, they may be 

labelled resistant "I don't like the idea of a social worker commg to my door without 

phonmg or sendmg a letter I hke to feel I have some control If I tell you to go dway, I've 

established a relat10nsh1p where I'm resistant" (a chent quoted m Callahan and Lumb, 

1995) The power to name, label and defme rests with the professional, not the client 

Freire ( 1970) argues that dommat10n can be concealed m the gmse of helpmg, a<; 

well as bemg physical and overt "all dommat10n mvolves mvas1on - at time-; phy.;;1cal dnd 

overt, at times camouflaged, with the mvader assummg the role of a helpmg fnend In the 

last analysis, mvas1on 1s a form of economic and cultural dommat10n" (p 150) Thu~, 

even the helpmg actlv1t1es of a child welfare worker can be exammed for thelf 

d1sempowenng effects 

Swift ( 1995a) proposes that Foucault's ( 1977) analysis of the function of 

d1sc1phnary tactics m rruhtary camps applies to the modern child welfare bureaucracy 

"[The camp] was a way to render v1s1ble those who are ms1de 1t to transform 

md1v1duals to act on those 1t shelters, to provide a hold on their conduct, to carry the 

effects of power nght to them, to make 1t possible to know them, to alter them" (p 174) 

In the discourse on mothenng, d1sc1plme 1s a form of control that shapes behavior, dnd 

mduces obedience D1sc1plme comes from the same root as the word "d1sc1ple" a per..,on 

bemg d1sc1plmed becomes a follower, whereas someone bemg rewarded or pum~hed 

remams a separate, resistant enllty D1sc1plme 1s said to create self-d1sc1plme because the 
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rules become mtemahzed D1sc1phne conducted by a powerful agent over a pers;on with 

limited options imposes a way of hvmg on her, for exdmple parent-child, child welf<l1e 

worker-mother, banker-borrower In the Grameen Bank (Holcombe, 1995, p 139-40, 

160), the "d1sc1plme" imposed on members, such as attendance at meetmgs dnd 'ihoutmg 

slogans, worked to mculcate the behefs and expectations of the Bank mto the dd1ly hve., of 

women members The d1sc1phne was a "means;" of penetratmg the women's hve<; wtth the 

philosophy of the Bank The reqmrement of certam habits, certam weekly act1v1t1e., , 

endbled Grameen members to become "successful" as entrepreneurs, dnd the d,.,c1phn,11y 

process mculcated mto members the way of thmkmg and hvmg that the ongmdtor'> of the 

Grameen Bank beheved would mean "progress" for them Members became d1sc1ple., of 

that way of hvmg 

However, Foucault (1988) remmds us that power does not he enttrely m the hdnd'> 

of the authormes "The charactenst1c feature of power 1s that <;ome men can more 01 Je..,., 

enllrely determme other men's conduct - but never exhaustively or coercively A mdn who 

1s chamed up and beaten 1s subJect to force bemg exerted over him Not power" (p 84) 

D1ono's (1991) study of the reactions of parents to the authonty ot child welfare worker'> 

found that parent<; chose to 'cooperate', by concealmg thetr disagreement:,, domg whdt they 

were told, and creatmg an 1mpre.,<;1on of themselves, because they perceived that 1t Wd', the 

only way they could regam custody of thetr children or free themselve<; from child welf <11e 

mvolvement 

Adoptmg a :,lance of subm1ss1veness w1thm a relat10nsh1p 1s a way of <,urv1v111g 

relations of power Ferguson (1984) compares a chent to "the :,econd <;ex", argumg th<tt 

adoptmg the skills of femm1mty 1s necessary for :.urv1val m an human .,erv1ce org<1rnut1on 

Miller ( 1976) earher compared the charactensttcs of <;ubordmates - <;uch as subm1s,;1vene.,.,, 

pa:,',tv1ty, doc1hty, dependency, lack of m1t1at1ve, mab1hty to act, to decide, and to thmk -

to those the dommant group uses to descnbe 'well-adjusted' women 
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The maJonty of fanuhes involved with pubhc <;ocial service sy<;tem., alre<ldy come 

from groups which are d1sempowered in our society poor, members of racial or cultu1 di 

minont1es, or female single parents (Heger and Hunzeker, 1988, Swift, 1995) Howeve1, 

social workers are taught to subsume class, and focus on md1v1dual problem., d5 the CdU\e 

of child abuse and neglect (de Montlgny, 1995) Social casework ongmated m gende1 <lnd 

cla~s relations (Swift, 1995, p 48) de Montlgny ( 1995) m companng the power gap 

between social workers and chents to that between doctors and pat1enti.,, findi., client<; 

conc;;1derably more powerless 

An addicted woman 1s stigmatized, particularly 1f she 1s alcoholic, and doubly 

stigmatized 1f she 1s also accused of failing to care for her children, protect them from 

others, or of abusmg them herself (Callahan and Lumb, 1995) She ha~ internahzed the 

standards for good and bad mothers, and Judges herself for being unable to hve up to the 

standard<; (Finkelstein et al , 1993) Thus we can see hov. a woman who ha~ been <lbu...,mg 

substances enters a worker-chent relat1onsh1p from a stigmatized pos1t10n, ,md the powe1 

relat1orn, of the child welfare system would exacerbate her sense of powerle~sne...,..., 

Swift (1995a) calls the separation of parents and children 'repre<;s1ve' m that 1t I<, 

legally forced and enforced She ob~erves that "workers consciously and often U\e th1..., 

power to coerce chents although expressed intentions of worker., relate to what they 

beheve are the client's best interests" (p 151) The powerto apprehend children f1om theu 

parents 1~ of particular relevance to this study H1stoncally, protect10n was most 

commonly provided by removing children from their mothers and placing them m 

alternative care (Savoury and Kufeldt, 1997) However, re.,earch and literature over the 

past forty years have denounced this approach for the defic1enc1eo;; of alternative ca1e and 

the d1srupt1on of family ties, thus challengmg the child rescue approach (Savoury and 

Kufeldt, 1997) de Mont1gny (1995) suggests apprehension 1s used "to reach res1...,tant 01 

mespons1ble chents" (p 126) He charactenzes social workers as compas~10nate and 
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"compelled [by policy legi<;lation, and directives] to act m ways that client-, expenenced d'> 

coercive, punitive, and threatenmg" (p 125) Authors note that apprehen-,1on 1~ d ')d-,t 

resort' (Swift, 1995a, de Montigny, 1995) Alternatives to apprehension mvolve 

prevention of child abuse and neglect (de Mont1gny, 1995, Savoury and Kufeldt, 1997) 

dnd ut1hzat1on of m-home services (Swift, 1995a) de Montigny ( 1995) <lfgue<; th<lt "the 

relations of coercion, force, conflict, and power are embedded m child protection 

leg1slat1on and the legally mandated apparatus that has been created to enforce that 

leg1slat10n Child protection 1s orgamzed as an adversanal work proces-, that pit-, -,oc1dl 

workers agamst parents" (p 127) 

The power relations of the social worker-chent relationship are neglected m p1<1ct1ce 

theory (Hasenfeld, 1987, de Montlgny, 1995) de Mont1gny cnt1qued Shulman (1992) m 

his text on helpmg skills for social workers for failing to acknowledge the power dyn<1m1c-, 

an-,mg from the social orgc1mzat10n of the worker-client relat10n-,h1p, and for frammg the 

problem of authonty as one of client perception The 1mplicat1on 1s that 1f the worke1 1-, 

skilled enough, the client will perceive that the authonty mherent m the worker-client 

relc1t10nship 1~ mconsequential The emphasis on 'relat10nsh1p bmldmg' m the -,oc1al wo1k 

discourse anse<; from the need to obtam accurate mformatton from clients ( de Monttgny, 

1995) 'Trustmg' relationships with clients are subordmate to a worker's relat1om,hip with 

the orgamzat10n and the profess10n If a client reveals certam mformatlon withm a tru-,tmg 

relationship, a worker will be "compelled" to act despite the be<;t mteresh of client-. (de 

Mont1gny, 1995) 

Moreau's structural approach 1s designed to enable social workers to con5c1ou-,ly 

reduce the difference m client-worker power (Carmol, 1992) He contend-, that -,econddfy 

structures, mcludmg family and bureaucracy, "express and perpetuate" (p 5) the prtmdl)' 

'itructures of oppression (patnarchy, racism, capitalism, heterosex1sm, age1<;m and 

able1sm) In practlcmg the structural approach, social worker~ develop mutual re<;pect <1nd 
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egahtanan relat1onsh1ps between worker and chent through several strategies sha1 mg 

mformat10n and the rationale behmd their actions, offering chmces, and negotiating the 

log1st1cs of the relat1onsh1p, acknowledging their profess10nal hmitallons and encour agmg 

challenges from the chent, inv1tmg clients to name rather than suppress the ~y-;tem1c 

oppressions that impact their everyday hvmg conditions, encouragmg chent-; to overcome 

the mtemahzed self-hatred and gmlt that reflects oppressive relations and develop '>elf­

respect and self-care, actively seekmg resource<; m defense of client needs, and Jommg m 

poht1cal change by becoming activists and encouraging clients to hnk with groupc;; around 

common issues Through these strategies, the power relations of society upon the chent 

are acknowledged 
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Summary 

The discourse on addiction pays little attention to the everyday is..,ues of mothenng 

work dunng recovery Recovenng from addiction is recogmzed as a maJor hfe tr<1n..,1t10n , 

with many practical issues to resolve m the early stage ofrecovery However, mtegratmg 

mothenng and recovery work is not addressed When the pnnciples of addiction treatment 

for women are Juxtaposed with those of child welfare practice, a contradiction emerge.., 

between bmldmg a sense of self and personal power m order to ensure contmued ..,obnety, 

and actmg as the 'good parent', a benevolent authonty treatmg clients like children 

I found that child welfare's construction of a mother's misuse of 5ubstance-; a.., a 

problem is related to the social relations of mothenng The state through legislation give.., 

the child welfare worker the authonty to ensure the protect10n of a child, even to the extent 

of separatmg the mother and child, an approach termed repressive by one author 

Currently, the child welfare sy~tem has problem~ copmg with the madequacy of 1t-; 

knowledge, legal and ethical groundwork, and service delivery resources m dealmg with 

substance nususe among parents Workers have problems tran<;formmg everyday evenh 

and conditions mto profess10nal accounts, recordmg thelf accounts on documents w1thm a 

limited time, developing knowledge with colleagues about problem<; and thelf ..,olut1on-;, 

and copmg with the stresses associated with fam1hes affected by substance abuse 

I found that some authors have undertaken an analysis of the relations external to 

the mteraction between a social worker and her chent which penetrate thelf act1v1tie.., and 

expenences "Standmg behmd the personal relat1onsh1p of client and worker are the powe1 

relations of the society" (Swift, 1995a, p 162) The existmg relations of power shdpe the 

way all Canadian mst1tutions function , mcludmg chlld welfare The h1stoncal ongm-. and 

-.ocial relations of the chlld welfare system construct the authonty function of child welfai e 

workers as pnmary Soe1al work practice texb which form the basis of a child welfare 
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workers education neglect discussion of worker-client power relations, which arn,e out the 

rulmg relations and are implemented m child welfare practice, accordmg to researchers; 

Although methods and structures representmg a new vis10n of social relat10ns; bas;ed on co­

operat10n and equality exist m some femmist orgamzations, they conflict with the exhtmg 

power relat10ns 

Thus, I have discovered that my analysis of social relations of mothenng and child 

welfare work can begm from the work of previous researchers I have found that 

discussion and research m the overlap between child welfare and addiction practice come" 

from the standpomt of the mst1tut10ns and the1r staff, focusmg on the1r problems, not from 

the standpomt of mothers who are clients of both systems and the1r problems 

Research Question 

What are the implicat10ns for recovenng mothers of bemg the recipient of mstructions; that 

arise m two different mstitut10ns? 
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Chapter Four 

Methodology 

In this chapter, I descnbe my onentation to research, the methodology "in<,tllut1onc1l 

ethnography", how 1t 1s applied to my research quest10n, and how I utilized the 

methodology m this <,tudy I discuss how the findings of th15 study might be u-,eful ,rnd to 

whom 

Selection of Methodology 

Through my research, I wanted to penetrate the surface appearances of in<;truct1on 

m mothenng to produce knowledge of the contradictory effect and of the bamer'> to open 

communication between a chent mother and myself which <;temmed from our relative 

positions m the child welfare system In askmg my research question, "What are the 

implications for recovenng mothers of being the recipient of mstructlon<; that an-,e m two 

different inst1tut10ns?", I wanted to 1llummate my work as an m-home coumellor of women 

m a similar position I wanted a fuller understanding of their world from then '>tandpomt I 

ut1hzed my expenence as a mother to expand my understanding, but 1t was not -,ufflcient 

Beyond the "words" of instruction, I wanted to understand the context m which they we1e 

'>atd, identify some of the un<;poken and unseen pressures on mother<;, and clc1nfy the wc1y'> 

m which the structure of the systems conveyed messages to the mother~ I felt f1 u<;t1 ated 

by my mab1lity to be more helpful to my clients, and guessed that the women were 

protectmg themselves from me, not because of who I was, but because of how they 

perceived me I wondered what other in~tructlons they had received c1nd what those 

mstruct1ons had meant to them I believed I needed to hear from mothers them<;elve<;, 



rather than solely from social workers, counsellors or admmistrators, to gdm an 

authontative answer to my research question 
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I favored a constructivist approach to research because of its dpparent mtegnty To 

my way of thmkmg, 1t shows mtegnty m two senses wholeness and hone<;ty A 

construct1v1st approach contends that everythmg we can know about the world I'> 

corn,tructed by someone, somewhere, sometime, and that the purpose of the re.,earch ,., to 

explicate how the world works Constructivism entails wholeness m that 1t tne'> to look <1t 

a phenomenon m context, rather than trymg to I'iolate 1t as ob3ect1v1sm doe., Ob3ect1v1ty d'-i 

I understand 1t, 1s a state of bemg detached from the ob3ects, m this case person'>, who dre 

bemg studied It 1s impersonal, m that the researcher 1s not considered to be m relat1on1.,h1p 

to those bemg observed The purpose of ob3ect1v1ty 1~ to create knowledge which 11., 

mdependent of the researcher and can be replicated by other researchers with the '>dme 

results, thus show mg the results to be the "truth" I cannot conceive of pure ob3ect1v1ty, 01 

of one truth 

Jackson ( 1984) has noted that the meanmg of accounts provided by a <;ub3ect dn1.,e1., 

from both the mdiv1dual's expenences and m the circumstances of the recountmg 

Furthermore, what sense 1s made of the account depends on both the speaker and the 

hearer/researcher That 1s, who I am and what I do as a researcher affects the findmg1., of 

the research It also affects how I understand and analyze the data To omit me, to p1etend 

to be ob3ect1ve, discountmg my person m relation to those I am observmg, 1s to offe1 J.n 

mcomplete, perhaps even distorted representation Such a representdt10n lack'> mtegnty m 

the sense that 1t 1s not an honest representation When I acknowledge and utilize the 

existence of my standpomt, or the separate world of those whom I am ob'>ervmg, I hJ.ve 

reframed the research s1tuat1on mto a more systerruc one which acknowledges the 

reflexivity that occurs (Smith, 1987a) 
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In another aspect of wholeness m research, informants are seen as md1v1duals with 

histones and connect10ns to the larger society, rather than bemg depersonahzed mto 

features, charactenstics or vanables as m traditional methods of social research 

Wholeness must mclude the societal picture, which shows the pomts at which 

poht1cal, social and econonuc circumstances and relations, that are created by the dec151on­

makers m our kmd of society, construct the everyday hves of our subJects ~his re~h on d 

central premise of constructivism that our world 1s socially constructed Person(s) located 

m space and time created dec1S1ons, laws or regulat10ns that govern the nature of our 

everyday hves (Smith 1987b) 

ObJecuve sociology is an authontative version of the way thmgs are m society, 

which discredits and depnves those who know the society differently of the authonty to 

speak (Smith, 1987a) Its "obJecuve" fmdmgs are understood by those ma rulmg 

position, and are utilized to further the mterest of rulmg (the governmg, managmg and 

adnumstenng of our society) Snuth and others have developed femmist methodologie'> 

that shed some hght on how thmgs happen as they do for those who are bemg ruled 

I had been drawn to mstitut10nal ethnography as developed by Dorothy Smith 

because of 1ts femm1st onentat10n, 1ts concept of standpomt, and its potential for 5howmg 

the context of chent expenence It seemed well smted to exphcatmg how the world work'> 

from the standpomt of a chent mother 

" 'Ethnography' means simply 'wntmg about a way of hfe' "(McNeill, 1990, p 64) 

Institutional ethnography would then study the way of hfe of people w1thm and not 

separate from mstitut10ns or orgamzatlons that shape then hves Swift ( 1995a) and de 

Montigny ( 1995) have wntten about the way of life m the chlld protection system as 5oc1c1! 

workers My research question onented me toward studymg the way of hfe of a mother 

who 1s at the chent level of the chlld protection s1stem Although many orgamzat1ondl 
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analyses leave clients out, they are part of the hierarchy of human service orgamzat1on-;, at 

the "lowest rung of the orgamzat1on's rnternal class structure" (Fergu~on, 1984, p 123) 

I wanted to show the context m which clients are constructed as mothers, and I 

believed mothers themselves would be an authontative source of their expenences To 

understand how thelf expenences anse as they do, I would need to explore the 

"mst1tutional" frammg of thelf expenences Research consistent with the comtruct1v1-;t 

view would provide a comprehensive approach Inst1tut10nal ethnography as developed by 

Dorothy Smith seemed appropnate for my research quest10n, and takmg the standpomt of 

clients rather than profess10nals was a umque approach withm the methodology 

Institutional Ethnography 

Smith's mstituuonal ethnography goes beyond merely studymg a way of life, to 

uncovenng the relationship between everyday hves and the actual ruhng practice-; of 

society It begms with a "knower" who 1s subject to rulmg relations rather than withm the 

established rulmg order It exammes "the actual and immediate orgamzation of the 

expenenced world to disclose its articulatlon to extended social relations" (Smith, 1987b, 

p 134) A research practice mtegral to mstitutlonal ethnography is to utilize the 

expenences of a knower as an entry pomt mto the mqmry 

"[Dorothy Smith's] soc10logy of knowledge takes up the orgamzation of work 

processes, and thelf embeddedness m social relat10ns, from the standpomt of peri;;on., 

engaged m those processes" (Heap, 1995, p xi) Smith (1987b) utilizes Hegel'.;; 

illustration of the master-servant relationship to show how women's contnbutions are 

mvisible from the standpomt of the ruling class Women support the work of manager-; 

and professionals by attendmg to the routme, concrete, bodily tasks that need to be done m 
I 

order for them to function m a conceptual mode In the same way, m utihzmg the client / 
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standpomt, I am hopmg to be able to make visible the relations and actual practices that 

shape a client mother's expenence that rrught be mvisible from a social worker's position 

Smith makes the assumpt10n that "there are human activities, mtentlons, and relation" that 

are not apparent as such m the actual matenal conditions of our work The c;ocidl 

orgamzat1on of the settmg is not wholly available to us m its appearance" ( 1987b, p 87) 

Inst1tut1onal ethnography shows how thmgs are socially orgamzed at d locdl level, 

and how what 1s happenmg 1s governed by extralocal relat10ns of ruhng Smith ( 1987b) 

argues that "we are ruled by forms of orgamzation vested m and mediated by text<; and 

documents" (p 3) This methodology directs our attention to the analysis of texts as "they 

actively draw people rnto relat10ns and orgamze what can be thought, said, and done m 

gettmg on with the practical tasks m a settmg, and lay the ground for what can be said and 

done next" (Turner, 1995, p 136) 

InstJtutional ethnography has three methods The first is analysis of the 

"ideological procedures" that make the orgamzat10n of work processes withm an imlltut1on 

consistent with Its funct10n Smith is referrmg to procedures hke legislation, regulat1om, 

pohc1es and practices that convey ideas, images, symbols concepts and vocabulane~ The 

second method is examination of "work" m the everyday world which 1s orgamzed by dnd 

sustams the mstitutional process The third method is analysis of the local work practice<., 

as articulated to and determined by the relations of economy and the rulmg apparatu~ 

(Smith, 1987b, p 166-7) 

Smith's mstitut1onal ethnography discloses the extended social relations which 

organize our everyday hves She argues that from a standpomt of those subordmate to the 

rulmg order, articulated work processes which constitute the actual rulmg practice<; of 

society can be observed Texts and documents are seen as the means of orgamzmg cour<.,e<., 

of action m mstitutlons at sites which are at a distance from the centre of rulmg 
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Utilizmg mstitutional ethnography, I set out to discover the extended social reldt1on-., 

that determme the construction of mothers m the child welfare and addict10n treatment 

systems, begrnnmg from the expenences of mothers as an entry pomt 

The Research Process 

I collected data from mterviews with three mothers who had been client,;; of both the 

addiction treatment and child welfare system I also mterviewed three social worker<;, who 

were not the workers of the mothers I rnterviewed I studied the child welfare file of one 

of the mothers, the diary kept dunng residential programs of another of the mothers, and 

the provmcial legislat10n governmg child welfare m Alberta I studied the brochures and 

mtroductory mformat10n provided to clients of two addiction recovery programs 

Participants 

I was seekmg adult women who had previously misused alcohol and/or other drug<;, 

had been sober/clean for two years or less, who had been a participant m an addiction 

treatment program, and had been a client of child protection dunng ~ome of the1r time m 

sobnety In addition, they had to be capable of commumcatmg their expenence~ to me and 

geographically accessible 

I decided to focus on non-native women because, m this urban area, native women 

are referred to a separate child welfare umt which functions mdependently from the re~t of 

the system Its practices and social relations may differ sigmficantly from the re<;t of the 

child welfare system 

I looked for mothers who had completed an addict10n treatment program becau<;e 1t 

was a client who had been to a treatment program that activated the quest10nmg which 
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became the problematic for this study In add1t10n, 1t solved a logistical problem I had 

approached a child welfare worker who I hoped would be a source of mformants She 

stated that she found 1t difficult to get agreement from chents that substance mis;m,e was; a 

problem I knew that substance misuse occurred among child welfare chents becau~e there 

had been a s1gmf1cant number of them m my counsellmg practice I would need alternate 

source of mformants who would view the1r use of substances as a problem, and addiction 

treatment programs seemed a hkely poss1b1hty 

Participants were recrmted through personal contacts with profess10nals workmg 

with women Two mothers were referred by the addiction treatment centre and one by an 

agency which serves child welfare chents Telephone contact was made with potential 

mterv1ewees, followed by a letter descnbmg the study 

I mterv1ewed three women who became involved with the child protection s;ys;tem 

when the1r children were apprehended, and who were currently m the early stage of 

sobnety My mformants were three Caucasian smgle parent mothers, aged 32, 36 and 39, 

who had previously been ID1susmg drugs or alcohol, and whose children had been placed 

m foster care by child welfare authontles They had all been reported to child welfare by a 

third party, believed to be either a faID1ly member or a neighbor They had completed a 

residential addiction treatment program, and subsequently entered an associated halfway 

house All three participants had attended the same add1ct1on treatment program, although 

at different times They were currently hvmg m the1r own housmg Two of the women 

had regamed custody of the1r children, and the1r child welfare file had been closed, and the 

th1rd was still mvolved with child welfare authonties I have changed their names and 

details which might enable readers to identify them 

"Donna" had been m1susmg cocame, herom, morphme and alcohol over a penod of 

thirteen years from the age of eighteen She had been supportmg herself through 

prostitution, with no fixed address, immediately pnor to child welfare mvolvement She 
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had been sober for seventeen months when interviewed She completed a one-month 

residential addiction program sixteen month<; pnor to my mterv1e\\-s with her, entered d 

halfway house, and had been hvmg independently for nine months She hdd four children 

ranging in age from nme years to nineteen months Three of them hved with her, the foU1 th 

was adopted several years ago The child welfare system became involved for the fir-;t time 

("and last time" she declares) at the birth m the hospital of the younge~t child who Wd<; 

premature, undernounshed and had cocame in 1t-; -;ystem The child was returned to her 

custody five months pnor to my interview-; 

"Goldie" had been misusing alcohol and prescnpt1on drugs She began the nw,u..,e 

of alcohol twenty three years previously when she was fifteen years old She wa.., 

supporting herself through social a<;sistance when child welfare became involved Panic 

attacks which precluded employment were the reason she gave for social a-;c.,i<;tance income, 

she was seeing a psychiatnst monthly She had been sober for fourteen months when 

mterv1ewed She had completed a res1dent1al treatment program one year pnor, and had 

been hvmg independently for six months She had one child, age 10, who had been 

returned to her by child welfare authonties five and a half months previously Child 

welfare had inve-;t1gated her farruly three or four tlmes without openmg a case file, pnor to 

apprehending her child 

"Suzanne" had been misusing alcohol for a penod of four and a half year..,, and hdd 

misused cocame pnor to that for several years Suzanne had been continuously employed 

full time throughout her years of abusing alcohol and other drugs Although -;he had not 

used cocaine for eleven years, she stated that she did not trust herself in its v1cm1ty even 

now She had been sober for five months when mterv1ewed She had completed her f1r..,t 

addiction treatment m a day program nme months previously She completed a ~econd 

program in the same facility as a resident three months pnor to my mterv1ew, moved into 

the halfway house thereafter, and had been hvmg on her own about one month She h<ld 



one child, age five, who remams 10 foster care Child welfare had investigated her 

situation three times over a penod of ten months, pnor to apprehending her child 

I mterviewed two social workers and a colleague, who each had over five year" 

expenence m vanous aspects of front hne child welfare work, includmg investigation, 

family support and cnsis response 

Data Collection 
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Women were rnterviewed mdividually m a location of then choosmg Donna dnd 

Goldie mvited me to theu homes, Suzanne met with me at the halfway house of the 

addict10n treatment centre The mterviews were audiotaped and transcnbed Donna dnd 

Goldie were rnterviewed two times for one and a half hours each time SuZdnne wa~ 

mterviewed once only, she cancelled the second mterview, but talked to me by telephone on 

two occas10ns One child welfare worker was mterviewed ma coffee shop for one hour, 

and the other was mterviewed by telephone I made handwntten notes dunng both of 

these mterviews I asked open-ended questions of all mterviewees, except when collectmg 

demographic data, and utilized prompts and quest10ns to probe for more mformat10n 

Although with this methodology, inqmry could be based on the data from one 

mterviewee, I chose to mterview three mothers Collection of data and analy~is mfluenced 

subsequent data collection and analysis m a reflexive process I was initially uncertam of 

the rehabihty of the mformation from the first informant, as she had replied to my que<,t1on" 

m the form of stones and recounted dialogues which did not, on first impression, ~eem 

connected to the questions At the begmmng of the first mterv1ew, in the middle of my 

explanat10n about the consent form, she launched mto a story I became aware of the 

penetrat10n of the legal system even mto the actuality of the mterviews I began the <;econd 
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mterview with her by bmldmg rapport and allowmg her to ask me questions Thi-, 

approach seemed to have httle effect on the nature of her replies I found some of what -,he 

related about her expenence with the child welfare system hard to believe I decided to set 

her data aside until I had mterviewed the second mformant I began the mterview with the 

second mformant by askmg about her parentmg before, dunng and after her sobnety 

Rapport and commun1cat10n was easier to establish with this mformant To my .;;urpn<;e, 

her data confirmed much of what the first mformant had said about her expenence-, d'> a 

client with the child welfare and addiction treatment systems I sought a third informant 

who was currently a child welfare client and who could provide contemporary rather than 

retrospective data As her mterview venf1ed previous data, I decided to stop mterv1ewmg 

mothers 

One mother gave me the drnnes she had kept durmg her stay m residential 

programs She also provided her copies of child welfare service plans, and vanous 

memos from the three treatment facilities she had attended I asked another mother 1f -,he 

was willmg to allow me to study her child's child welfare file and she agreed When I 

contacted the supervisor that was handlmg her case before 1t was closed, she advised me to 

have the woman apply for a copy under the Freedom of Information and Protection of 

Pnvacy Act as it was a complicated process to access it through child welfare channels 

She stated that I would need to prove that it was m the best mterests of the child that I have 

access to the ftle, and ll would take a considerable penod of time After carefully 

ascertammg with the informant the possible consequences of seemg the contents of her 

child's child welfare file, we decided to proceed The government office proces<;mg the 

request advised her it would cost over one hundred and fifty dollars to obtam a copy of the 

entire file After consulting with me, she requested only the contact notes and form-, 

completed by child welfare workers Presumably, what would be rrussmg would be 

reports from contracted agencies, medical reports about the child, and reports and 
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borne by myself In addition to child welfare documentation, 1t contams corre~pondence 

with the lawyer who represented child welfare at the permanent guard1ansh1p tndl for the 

child 
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Analysis m1t1ally focused on common themes among the stones the women told I 

Juxtaposed this mformation with the data collected from child welfare workers and m the 

literature I used analysis of the "ideological procedures" m exammmg the document-. on 

the child welfare file I looked for traces of these procedures m the vocabularies of the 

mterviewees I looked for articulation m the work processes of clients and worke1-. which 

created the mstitutlonal process I traced to a hffilted extent how the local work practice-. 

relate to the economy and the rulmg apparatus 

I did not study the addict10n recovery centre, except m relations to its brochures, 

nor mterview addiction treatment workers, as I had ongmally mtended I decided that -.mce 

the amount of data collected was already substanoal, and answers to my research que<;t1on 

were already appeanng m the data, to focus on the child welfare system 

Application of the Fmdmgs 

In this section, I will address the value and limitations of my research 

Validity hes m the ability of the methodology to open up a puzzle and provide dn 

mterpretatJon that "makes sense" of the problematic or has resonance for readers ut1hzmg 

normal logic The validity of the constructivist approach hes m the ab1hty of those bemg 

studied (or others hke them) to conflfm that the fmdmgs help make sense of thelf puzzlmg 

expenences The fmdmgs are seen to reflect the ~tandpomt of the subjects located m <;pace 



and time, so that "others hke them" who share this standpomt, mat least some of 1t<. 

aspects, would agree 
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Motivation for mformants' participation m the research was vaned I mtent1on<llly 

selected women who were successful m regammg custody of their children or who we1e on 

the verge of 1t, m order to preclude accounts motivated by revenge over losmg custody of 

theu children However, I am aware that professionals may have selected md1vidudJ.., who 

had a troublesome expenence with the child welfare system The reader must therefo1e 

keep m mmd that this study 1s not an evaluation of the child welfare system In my 

explanat10n of why I was domg the research, I emphasized that I wanted to tell their <.,tone.., 

and, m settmg them side by side with the world of child welfare workers, shed light on 

decisions made m theu cases One woman wanted to provide a role model for other 

mothers to give them hope One was cunous about other women hke her, mtere~ted m 

seemg the unfoldmg of the puzzle of why thmgs happened to her m the child welfare 

system as they did One woman felt very grateful for the help that she had received from 

the treatment centre and wanted to give m return I believe these women were genume m 

theu desue to help me m my research, and help other women attam sobnety and have the 

opportumty to mother theu children agam 

One mterv1ewee pomted out that many changes were planned m the orgamzation of 

the child welfare system m the provmce The admimstration of <;erv1ces will be transferred 

to commumty local boards rather than rest entirely with civil servants Contractmg child 

protect10n services to a non-government agency was an option that the government 

discarded while I was domg my research However, even had such a change occurred, the 

social relations of the child welfare system that determme management dec1S1ons would 

have contmued, an opinion I base on Srruth's ( 1987a) analysis of social structure~ Child 

protection contmues to be mandated under legislation, and regulated under the Department 

of Social Services, which provides the contmmty of social relations 
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My intentlon m undertakmg this research was to put to rest my own puzzlement 

about how the case in my problematic happened as 1t did It seeks an understanding of 

how the work of mothermg m our society 1s orgamzed by the child welfare and addiction 

treatment systems I ant1c1pate that profess10nals may benefit from my re<;earch I believe 

the findings of this research will mform the work of professionals workmg with women 

who ffilsuse substances, thelf children, thelf partners, or thelf families of ongin It may 

help profess10nals become more aware of how thelf work fits into a larger work proce<;s 

and show them how the work of rulmg occurs m thelf everyday practices Perhaps client., 

can be seen with more compassion, and professionals and clients can see the struggle<; they 

have in common It will enable professionals to part1c1pate m and/or struggle against 

estabhshed practlces of the addiction treatment and child welfare systems m an informed 

way I would like chent mothers themselves to be able to access and ut1hze the finding.,, 

and I hope that smtable medmms for that end can be found 

My research will be Judged to be vahd m two ways in disclosing pieces of a puzzle 

m such a way that 1t makes logical sense to the reader, and m providing an account m which 

mformants, and others hke them, fmd a broadened understandmg of what has happened to 

them Part1c1pants m the research were motivated by a deslfe to be helpful to other<; hke 

them, to myself, and to develop knowledge of how the child welfare system works 

Despite on-going changes m the adffilmstrative structure of the child welfare system, the 

social relations that determine dec1s1ons will contmue to exist 

Upon completion of the thesis, I will be meetmg ¼Ith the mothers I mterviewed to 

discuss my fmdmgs, and to hear from them 1f the explication fo the puzzle make<; <;ern,e to 

them I am prepared to meet with them md1v1dually or collectively - dependmg on then 

feelings about foregomg thelf anonymity with each other, and about the value of discu.,<;mg 

the research together I will be mterested to hear thelf suggestions about how to proceed 

with the fmdmgs 
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Professionals who work with women who abuse substances and those a-,-,oc1ated 

with them will be better able to participate m and/or struggle agamst the sy-;tem.;; m which 

they work I will seek a means of makmg the fmdmgs available to women such as tho-;e I 

mterviewed 



Chapter Five 

Authority m The Worker-Chent Relat10nsh1p 

Donna You know all they care about 1s 1f you re gonna relapse or not 

In this chapter, I argue that when substance abuse 1s defmed as the 'problem', d 

mother who wants to regam custody of her child has to subrmt to the authonty of child 

welfare workers, and allow her hfe to be socially orgamzed by 1t 

In the conceptual framework, we have seen that authors view the work of child 

welfare workers as mcorporatmg the two functions of authonty and helpmg Swift 
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( 1995a) contends that practices of authonty - mvest1gat1on of complamts, demand~ for 

specified changes m parental behavior, and apprehension of children - have "pnmacy" ove1 

helpmg practices (p 155) I have identified four kmds of authonty which child welfare 

workers employ and exert over thelf chents legal authonty, the authonty to defme 

problems and solutions, the authonty to control contact between mother and child, and the 

authonty to reorgamze chents' everyday hves 

The methodology of mst1tut1onal ethnography directs me to begm with a knower 

who 1s subject to rulmg relations, which m this study 1s the women who became chent~ of 

the child welfare and addiction treatment systems A goal of the methodology 1s to uncove1 

the relat10nsh1p between their everyday lives and the actual rulmg practices of society 

Therefore, I analyze the expenences which mothers reported, to uncover the work practice.., 

of authonty and the extent to which they affect mothers' hves 
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Legal Authonty dunng Imtrnl Contact and Inve~t1gation 

In the m1trnl contact and mvest1gat1on phase, mothers felt powerle~s when 

confronted by the legal authonty which child welfare workers wielded Mother<; reported 

expenencmg fear, pov.erlessness, and bemg treated unjustly and d1sre<;pectfully m thelf 

mteractlons with child welfare workers Thelf children were apprehended, phys1ccllly clnd 

legally from the1r custody they lost control of the relationship with thelf children With 

apprehen<;ion, the mothers were entangled m the legal system, and felt coerced to .,1gn 

documents whose legal implications they did not understand 

Swift ( 1995a) suggests that one of the practices of authonty is to mve.,tlgate cl 

"complamt" In the imtrnl mterview, workers determme if there is enough evidence of child 

abuse or neglect to warrant further action The orgamzat10n hrruts the amount of time for 

an mvestigat10n, and makes a decision at the end of that penod whether to "open" cl Ccl',e 

For the mothers I mterviewed, the unannounced mterview by a child welfare worke1 

resulted m apprehens10n of thelf children 

The m1trnl mterview was a fnghtenmg expenence for the mothers Goldie clnd 

Donna were not sober, unprepared for a confrontation by the child welfare cluthontie<;, clnd 

m Donna's case, she had Just given b!fth to a child (In Suzanne's case, she had been 

forewarned by the person who reported her ) 

Goldie and when the tm.t child welfare lady came with her supervisor to mv g1rltnend ~ hou-.e to talk to 

me the day they put [my chtld] ma toster home she wa-. very pushy You know I wm, -.1ttmg there 

sttll wasn t, uh, sober because the alcohol was sttll m my system I was s1ttmg there hke you know 

[sound and body language md1catmg langmd] - Ive got a picture of me before when I drank - 1t-. 1u-.t c1wtul 

Anyway they more or less told me - they were very pushy - they scared me - they '>tarted -.aymg thmg-. like 

- that I was h1ttmg [my child] - Was I htttmg him? and thmg~ hke that I <;atd No no no no no I 

never dtd that And my gnltnend was there and she said Oh no Goldie 1s -

A worker I mterviewed stated that it was standard procedure for a supervisor to accompclny 

a worker when the complamt mvolves alcohol or drug use, for the worker's protection 



Goldie felt fnghtened and mtmudated by the questions and demeanor of the two 

representatives of the child welfare '>ystem 
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Mothers believed that the child welfare workers had taken advantage of them, by 

extractmg mformallon from them m a way that was neither Just nor respectful They felt 

powerless m the mterv1ew situation On Goldie's second day at the detox1ficat10n centre 

while she was '>llll recovenng from the physical effects of alcohol and pre..,cnpt10n drug..,, 

her worker mterv1ewed her, mstructmg her to sign documents It was only lc1ter that 

Goldie learned she had given the state temporary guardianship of her child for ',IX month.., 

(According to the Child Welfare Act, a temporarv guard1ansh1p order provides for 1mnt 

cu<,tody of the state with a parent, but Goldie did not become aware of tht'> provi<,100) The 

second mterv1ew later that week was conducted while Goldie was groggy c1nd "relaxed" 

under the mfluence of Libnum, admm1stered by the detoxification centre stc1ff to control 

withdrawal symptoms Goldie believed tt was "wrong" for the worker to pres~ure he, to 

sign papers, make decisions, and disclose mformat1on pertment to the legal case of the <.,tc1te 

before she was lucid 

Donna felt betrayed when the mformation she had given to a worker was u~ed m 

court to support an application for permanent guardianship of her child Not reahzmg thc1t 

the worker was gathenng evidence, she "poured [her] heart out", tellmg her about her 

lifestyle, her drug habit, her homelessness, and who was canng for her other children 

Donna But, um with child welfare hke I said at the begmnmg I d1dn t exactly know what I Wd'> gonn,1 

do what I had to do and I opened up to them completely I told them everything 

q Was this when you were m the hospital? 

Yeah and when she had come to see me [three months later] Yeah And they used everything hke th.it m 

a court of law and that I felt was unfa1r I, I you know they should - 1t ~ hke being a police ott1cer you 

shouldn t JUSt tell them anything you should have a lawyer pre~ent Cause I had no 1dec1 that th1, wa, whdt 

they had intended Get all the mtormat1on they could and then take 1t to court and u~e 1t again,t you 

Donna beheved that ~he was not treated Justly by the workers, and vehemently a<.,<.,erted that 

after her expenences, she would rather talk to a police officer than a child welfare w01 ke,, 
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and rather go to Jail than have them take her child She believed that she should have been 

read her nghts and had access to a lawyer who could have protected her legal nght'> 

Fmdrngs by D1ono (1991) concur with the data from Donna and Goldie, about the 

1mpos1t10n of legal authonty In his study of mvoluntary clients of the child welfa1 e 

system, he found that parents "did not know and understand the nature and extent of the 

legal authontv that was vested m the Agency, nor thelf own legal nghts" (p 220) Some 

of the parents he mte1v1ewed stated that workers had failed to provide "falf warmng" that 

they could or would use mformat10n gathered m mterv1ews m legal action 

Donna's feelmgs of betrayal and her vulnerability to disclosmg mformation to the 

worker which was not m her own best mterests arose from her worker's approach 

Adv1smg a mother that all the mformat10n she discloses can and will be used m court would 

make 1t more difficult for the worker to collect evidence The worker faces a difficult 

dilemma Accordmg to a child welfare worker I mterviewed, one Judge suggests workers 

read clients thelf nghts However, this worker saw 1t as counterproductive to begm a 

relationship by saymg, "Should I get subpoenaed, anything you say can be used agd1mt 

you m a court of law," comparmg the situation to a counsellor begmnmg a therapeutic 

relationship with this statement We can see the confusion of the authonty and helpmg 

roles ma worker's mmd m her companson a counsellor ism a helpmg relat1on-;hip with a 

client, whereas a child welfare worker is enforcmg the state's authonty to enter a family 

and investigate We can see how Donna's feelmgs of betrayal and her vulnerability to 

disclosmg mformat1on to the worker may have ansen from the confusion m her worker'-; 

mmd 

Workers argue that they have no chmce when the) betray clients' trust The 

mvestigatmg worker rn Donna's case was skilled at 'relat10nship buildmg', as Shulman 

( 1992) descnbed 1t, gettmg Donna to trust her and reveal mformation 
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Donna And that was a very open conversation [with the invest1gatmg worker] It was pounng my he<11t 

out Crying tor help 

q What made 1t possible for you to be so open with her? 

She - she showed me that she like - she appeared to be concerned for my well being You know '>he 

appeared to be sensitive to what I needed you know And of course 1t was all a tacade It was all a '>hdm 

You know she wasn t really canng about me, she was Just preparing tor evidence Thats all she wanted 

And that was kind of a bad starter 

de Mont1gny t 1995) 1s cnt1cal of Shulman's neglect of the ruling relations mherent m the 

practice of relat1onsh1p bmldmg "Even as workers construct relations of 'tru~t• with 

clients they teeter on the kmfe-edge of orgamzat10nally demanded betrayal" (de Montigny, 

1995, p 123) One worker I mterv1ewed ~tated that, "If 1t comes to court, a worker hcl., no 

choice but to unveil the truth " Similarly, de Montlgny (1995) spoke of workers cl', bemg 

"compelled [by policy, leg1slat1on, and directives] to act m ways that client~ expenenced cl<, 

coercive, pumtlve, and threatemng" (p 125) Workers defend thelf practice., on the bclw, 

of the demands from the leg1slat1on and orgamzatlon to produce evidence of child clbu~e 

and neglect They do not consider developmg a trustmg relattonsh1p with a client c1nd then 

explo1tmg 1t to gather evidence to use agamst them a~ an ethical problem 

I contend that legal recourse, although available to a mother, 1~ unlikely to be 

undertaken by a woman whose child has JUSt been apprehended Accordmg to a worker I 

mterv1ewed, social workers mterv1ewmg clients try to explam the legal proce~s They 

usually suggest clients fight 1f they disagree with an apphcat1on, ,md that they get d l<1wye1 

A mother 1s reliant on the child welfare worker who 1s apprehendmg her chJid to mterp1et 

the legal process m which she has become entangled The worker 1s m a contrc1d1ctory 

pos1t1on of advocatmg for the mother, a helpmg role, while apprehendmg her child, cln 

authonty role 

If a client protested the apprehension of her child and wanted an 1mmed1c1te he<1nng, 

<;he could apply w1thm five days for a "demand notice", accordmg to the child welfare 

leg1slat1on (Child Welfare Act, 1997) However, a social worker fam1lic1r,w1th the legcll 
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system suggested that such an action would not result m return of the child to her cu<,tody 

With the backlog of the court's workload, the tnal would be set for six month., ahead, ,md 

her child would be retained m care dunng this time Thm, a mother ha" no choice but to 

submit to the worker's authonty to apprehend her child 

She can protest the apprehension when the application for mtenm custody 1., 

presented m court The worker must mform the mother w1thm ten day<; that her child ha., 

been taken mto mtenm custody, and must g1 ve two full days notice of the court hea1 mg If 

a mother 1s ma detox1f1cat1on centre, she can have someone go to court on her behalf, a 

lawyer or fnend, and ask for an adjournment When I apply these pos<;1b1ht1e" to Goldie\ 

s1tuat1on, or to that of any mother whose child has JUSt been apprehended, I fmd 1t 

unrealistic to expect a mother to manage them I sugge~t that emotionally, ~he would he 

feeling gnef, anger, shame, remorse, and fear Mentally, the after-effect~ of the drug 

rrususe would 1mpa1r her ability to comprehend and navigate the complexity of the legal 

processes without an advocate When I 1magme the social worker carefully explammg the 

options available to a mother, at the time of the apprehension or w1thm a few days, I .,ee a 

mother unable to concentrate and remember the details of the unfamiliar legal proces"e" due 

to her emotional and mental cond1t1on de Montlgny ( 1995) notes that a mother who had 

been rrususmg substance<;, whose child he apprehended, did not attempt to defend her 

actions He speculates that her shame and gmlt, and mt1m1dat1on by a white profes51onal 

(himself), her parents, and the courts, prevented her from appeanng to make argument<, 

before a Judge Thus, although legal recourse 1s technically available to a mother after her 

child 1s apprehended, ll seems highly unlikely she would be able to avail herself of the 

opportunity 

In this section, I have descnbed mothers' expenences of fear, betrayal, 

powerlessness, and unJust and disrespectful treatment, which occur when a child welfare 

worker, usually accompanied by her supervisor, mvest1gates a 'complaint' mvolvmg drug 
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or alcohol abuse, and apprehends a child The mother 1s thrust into a legal procedure 

which ~he is rehant on the worker to explain, and may not be fully informed about the 

consequences of disclosing informc1t10n to the worker Workers do not recognize c1n eth1cc1l 

problem in the betrayal of chent trust, citing the legal and orgamzat1onal requirement<, 

placed on them A mother is obliged to subrmt to the authonty of the worker to apprehend 

of her child, and her ability to legally respond within ten days to the state's cu-,tody of he1 

child is hrmted by her emotional and mental state 

Authonty to Determine the 'Problem' 

In thi~ section, I Mgue that the authonty of child welfare worker.;; to determine th<tt 

addiction is the 'problem' obliges mothers to make a shift in their self-perception, wherein 

they begin to see thelf 'problem' from the standpoint of the child Vvelfare system, or to give 

up custody of thelf children permanently 

The way social workers make the connecuon between child abu'>e or neglect and 

addict10n 1s delineated by de Montlgny (1995) in his ethnography of front-line child welfa1e 

practice "Social workers know that because [the mother] dnnk.;; she neglect'> her 

daughter [The mother's] alcoholism 'causes' neglect If she stops drinking, a factor in 

the pattern of neglect 1s removed, therefore, she should be removed to an alcohol treatment 

centre" (p 88) When I asked one worker about her beliefs about mothers and add1ct1on, 

~he stated that, "addiction affects her ab1hty to provide nurtunng care Even though '>Orne 

mothers can provide the physical care, they are not providing emotional care which ha., c1 

negatlve impact on her children " Thus workers link child abuse or neglect, to sub.,tance 

abuse, to addiction treatment programs 

According to child protectlon legislation, the character of the parent, for exc1mple 

bemg an alcoholic or a drug addict, cannot be the cntenon for intervention 1t 1s the 



protect10n of the child which Justifies mtrusion rnto a family Thus, workers would not 

have been able to apprehend the children of the mothers I mterviewed on the ba-,i<; of 

addiction However, whether workers specifically named the solution as 'sobnety' 

becomes melevant m light of the mothers' certarnty of its necessity as a reqmrement for 

return of the children 
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Mothers were convmced that addiction was the pnmary concern of their child 

welfare worker Donna saw evidence that her child welfare workers saw addiction a-, the 

problem they asked her directly to qmt, they mspected her arms for needle mark<;, and they 

monitored her over a penod of months for resumption of drug or alcohol u-;e Her 'choice' 

to remam sober was controlled as long as her case was 'open' she feared that the child 

welfare worker would have apprehended her child if she had resumed drug use 

Goldie beheved that it was only her ffilsuse of alcohol that led to the apprehension 

of her child the child welfare mvestlgator's mqumes about physical abuse were 

unsubstantiated, she urged Goldie to check mto a detoxification centre, and the placement of 

the child m her parents' home was discontmued after Goldie reponed her mother's dnnkmg 

habits to her worker Goldie thought that her sobnety was enough and was confm,ed when 

access to her child was still restncted after several weeks of sobnety, because she wa<, not 

considered "stable" by her worker 

In Suzanne's case, the worker hmited Suzanne's choices and msisted on more 

mtrusive mtervent10n which focussed on sobnety with each ensumg mvestigation She and 

the worker were convrnced that her dnnkmg problem was resolved after the first 

mvestigation After the second mvestigatlon several months later, Suzanne agreed to go 

mto addiction treatment m a day program, and the third tlme, her child was apprehended 

and the worker msisted on residential treatment Suzanne remembers bemg told by her 

worker dunng the third mvestigat10n, that she had to get rnto residential treatment "I didn't 

want to Child welfare told me I had to go residence I didn't want to To come here [to 
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the treatment centre] for twenty eight days was hke a death sentence to me " Thu..,, we c<1n 

~ee how mother<; came to see add1ct10n a<; thelf 'problem' a<; the result of ..,oc1al work 

mterventlon 

de Mont1gny ( 1995) argues that "through their mtervent1on work, ..,ocrnl worker.., 

teach clients how to thmk thelf own hves m d1scurs1vely orgamzed terms as marked by 

..,pec1f1c 'problems"' (de Montlgny, 1995, p 39) Traces of th1<; effect are evident m the 

data 

Suzanne She contacted Child Welfare because ot course - I was belligerent with her - ~he tried to 

approach me about 1t Theres nothing wrong Leave me alone I don t want you m my lite Im [child!~ 

mother hes fine Because [child] v.as always fed clothed I was takmg care - you know - baby~Jt He 

wasn t Jett You know to me the child welfare image was the mother down m [slum neighborhood] who 

Jett her child and went to the bar I wasn t dnnkmg ma bar That v.as that stereotypical image (And I 

~till have a bit of a bias on 11 because I still see that that was another type ot alcoholic ) And I wa~ 

horrible I was absolutely horrible I was emot1onally abusmg that child But you know becau~e I wa~n t 

physically abusmg him I d1dn t see 1t the same way 

In this account, Suzanne tells us about the change m her perception of her..,elf, from bemg d 

good mother to one who was emot10nally abusive In the data she provided, there are 

<;everal other mstances where she descnbes herself and her hfe m terms which reflect the 

categones, theones and themes (de Montigny, 1995) of the child welfare d1<;com ..,e 

The women's stones demonstrate a remarkable shift m standpomt m which they 

came to see themselves as the social workers saw them All of the women contmued to 

mgest alcohol or drugs for a time after the apprehension of thelf ch!ldren, perhap.., m d kmd 

of rebelhon agamst the authonty of their child welfare worker Goldie drank alcohol for 

the remamder of that day, consummg her last beer dunng the five mmute.., before the 

detoxification centre closed at eleven p m Donna states that havmg her baby apprehended 

was JUSt one more reason to abuse drugs, which she did for the followmg month Then, 

"Somethmg JUSt <;napped m my head I said, 'Okay I gotta do this' And that'<; when I 

began turnmg my hfe around " She affums that had 1t not been for the apprehen..,1on of he1 
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child <;he would probably still be "out there" The mtervention of the child welfare ,y-.tem 

was crucial m determmmg her view of her problems and their solution<., 

The women made the dec1S1on to enter an add1ct10n treatment program rather than 

JUSt abstammg from alcohol or other drug~ on their own Child welfare worker'> did not 

recommend a particular add1ct10n treatment program, or make any effort'> to secure J 

program space for the women, the women had to make the phone calls them<;elve<., DonnJ 

and Goldie phoned because they believed completion of a treatment program would enable 

them to achieve sustained sobnety, which would lead to return of their children Goldie 

made a conurutment dunng the m1t1al child welfare mterv1ew, dunng which <;he wa<; 

mebnated, to enter the detox1ficat1on centre the same day 

Donna's expenence illustrates how clients may come to see an add1ct1on treatment 

program as the solution The hospital social worker, test1fymg at the tnal, characterized 

Donna's attitude toward add1ct1on as not seemg cocame as a problem, wanting to 'itdrt 

fresh, and desmng to manage on her own without professional resources, according to the 

runnmg records m the child welfare file Donna's protests that she could stop usmg drug-. 

on her own failed to convmce the professionals, a ho~p1tal social worker and child welfare 

worker, that she was capable of attammg sobnety and gettmg herself 'off the ,treet-,', dnd ,t 

dec1s1on was taken to apply for permanent rather than temporary guardianship She wa<; 

penalized for reJectmg professional resources to overcome her substance abu~e 

In the literature, demal 1s seen as a response to the power of experts and a<; dn 

protective response from pamful emotions A social worker has the authonty to a~<;e<.,<., a 

client's problems, and to frame a client's protest of the diagnosis, the reality d", def med by 

the worker, as 'demal' (Ferguson, 1984) "Demal itself 1s professionally understood J<., 

<.,1gmfymg that there 1s m 'fact' a problem - a Catch-22 art1culatmg the soc1dl worke1 \ 

power to define a case reality" (de Montlgny, 1995, p 118) Accordmg to de Mont1gny 

(1995), the term 'bemg m demal' 1s attached to the client who mamtams that she can -,top 
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dnnkmg Fear contnbutes to a client's denial of problems at the begmnmg of d 

relationship, and is difficult to overcome, <1ccordmg to a child welfare worker I 

interviewed In these explanations, we can c:;ee denial m relationship to the power of 

experts Denial is also descnbed as "a form of self-deception used to help the md1v1du<1l 

avoid anxiety and emotional d1strec:;s" (Dowe1ko, 1996, p 242, c1tmg Shader, 1994) In 

this mstance, denial 1s seen to be protecting the person from expenencmg pamful emotion" 

At the time of mvestigation, w1thm days of her baby's birth, the child welfare 

worker perceived Donna as berng 'rn denial' of the harm caused to her child, even though 

.;;he was admlttmg that she needed to get sober and find a source of mcome other than 

prost1tut1on The mvestlgatmg worker recorded m her case analys1c:; " it appear.;; at 

present that she does not accept the harm to [the child] of her lifestyle " Donna'.;; 

contenllon that there were no Ill effects on her baby from her cocaine use, and her cl,um thc1t 

the doctor agreed with her, were used to bmld a case agamst her as a smtable parent A 

letter m her child welfare file from the neonatologist to the court, wntten later ac:; te..,t1mony 

of an expert ~ ltness, confirms that the baby did not show any evidence of drug 

withdrawal He states that her high nsk behavioral history of smokmg, ~treet drug dbuse, 

prost1tullon and lack of prenatal care - and the premature rupture of membrane<, which 

tnggered premature birth - are "highly associated" One could say that Donna seized upon 

the good news that there were no withdrawal symptoms, which was ignored or denied by 

the professionals, and expanded 1t mto a belief that she had not harmed her child We c<1n 

imagine Donna's fear, ansmg from the power imbalance, showmg Itself ac:; deni<1l, which 

was used to blame her rather than help her The social workers saw her d~ bemg m deni,d 

of the 'problem' 

The mvestigatmg child welfare worker, m her record of what she told Donnd "he 

could do to regam custody, does not specifically mention treatment "Have c:;tc1ble hfe, no 

use of non-prescnptlon drugs, support other than prostitution, underc:;tandrng of chlid\ 
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special needs " However, the neonatolog1st who treated Donna's child stated m the letter to 

the court that he had advised Donna that "fmhng to successfully pdrt1c1pdte m d 

rehab1htat1ve process [to deal with her lifestyle issues and mothenng skills] would re-,ult m 

apprehension of the baby " Donna did not refer to this warmng m her mterv1ew with me 

However, 1t 1s hkely that the doctor'5 warnmg, together with the social workers' d1-,m1'>'>dl 

of her plan to end her substance abuse on her own, contnbuted to her belief that ddd1ct1on 

treatment would be mstrumental m regammg custody of her child 

Three months later, a child welfare worker came out to see Donna She exdmmed 

her arms and found fresh needle marks Donna was aware that she could have cho-,en to 

once agam reJect add1ct10n treatment However, she knew that the court ca5e for 

permanent guardianship of her mfant child was approaching rapidly 

q So [the child welfare worker] wasn t saymg, You have to go there or else 

Donna (Emphatically) No No, you don t have to do any of 1t Thats your choice But I know I know 

1t looks you should 1f you have any you know 1f you re mterested m your child I medn you ~hould 

take these routes anyway - I guess -dependmg on where you re at And Im sure child weltare either w.1y 

you know it's up to you Its your ch01ce and I thmk they understand that they can t force you to do 

anything So no there was no pressure there They Just recommended that Yes treatment should be I 

asked them I asked them \'/hat I needed to do to get [my child] 'Like what do I have to do? So I did a'>k 

that and thats when she said You need to get recovery You need to go get a parentmg book 

Donna seems to be strugglmg to express that she was expenencmg d forced ch01ce 

She had learned that qmttmg on her own was not an acceptable alternative to child welfa1e 

workers Choosmg to attend a program would ensure her elig1b1lity to regam cu-,tody of 

her child It would demonstrate to child welfare authont1es a commitment to her child, to 

bemg a mother 

Child welfare workers make contracts with clients conflfmmg what d mother hd'> 

agreed to do to solve the 'problem' According to a worker I mterviewed, worker-, cldnfy 

problems with clients, get some agreement, and then ask, "How dfe you gomg to dedl with 

the problem?" The child welfare worker 'helps' a woman to make an mformed decNon d', 
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to whether she wants to do the work which will entitle her to have her child returned, 

which would mean acceptance of child welfare authonty m her hfe for a penod of time 

The clients' solutions are documented ma 'service plan', co-signed by the worker and 

mother The worker expects the mother to do the work to solve the problem<;, while 

providmg the necessary resources Through this work process, a mother is locked mto 

meetmg the tasks on her service plan, enforced by the authonty of the worker and he1 

custody of the children If worker and mother cannot agree to a course of action, or 1f the 

'agreement' breaks down, the worker applies for a court order for custody, guardian-.hip, 

or superv1s10n 

In applymg for a court order, a child welfare worker uses the authonty of the legal 

system to further enforce the child welfare system's view of the problem In term'> of the 

leg1slat1on, court orders are designed for the protection of the child Although this i-. the11 

pnmary function, I am argumg that one of their etfects on the mother 1s to 1mpo<;e the 

worker's view of realitv upon her Child welfare workers defend their exerc1<;e of authonty 

as helpmg clients One worker I mterv1ewed suggested a tnal was "good for a client", m 

that she sees her life m review, hears all her child welfare workers testify, and hear<; about 

the chmcal process Child protection workers see therapeutic benefits for their action-., 

developmg "elaborate JUSt1f1cat10ns and rat10nalizatiom for their actions" (de Mont1gny, 

1995,p 130) 

It made sense to me that a client m the court settmg would feel pressure to <;ee that 

the profess10nal vers10n of the story 1s the 'truth', to abandon her own vers10n, due to the 

foreign, mt1m1datmg, legal environment where e\eryone swears to tell the whole 'truth' 

de Montigny (1995) suggests that a worker comes mto a client's life and -.teal-. her -.tory, 

edits and rewntes 1t through the lens of his/her professional Judgment Thus, I -.peculated 

that a tnal would act as one more mtervent1on to get women to see the 'problem' when 

previous ones have failed 
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However, the data from Donna challenge~ the interpretat10n that a tnal impo~e, the 

child welfare view of the problem on a chent Donna felt vindicated after the court ca,e for 

permanent custody, which she contested and won Donna had letter~ of support from the 

treatment centre and from fnends, her parents came, and a fnend testified on her behalf 

q So what do you thmk convmced the Judge? 

Donna I thmk 1t was my g1rlfnend s test1monv when she got up on the stand I actually do I mean um -

they were saymg - [my baby] ot course was born with cocame m his system and they were ,-aymg he got [a 

deformity] because of the cocame and [deformed body part] and blah blah blah So you know they were 

trymg to make me look hke I had harmed the baby when m fact - So I had evidence otherwise prm mg 

otherwise I had [the same deformity] my nephew was born with [the same deformity] I had picture, ot 

all this that went mto court So there was no harm to [my baby], thank - 1t was miracle So that kmdd 

squashed that part Yeah which was fine And then her testimony wa,, really strong I could not believe 

what she was savm up there 

Donna was so firmly convinced of her own story that she had not disclosed anything to the 

hospital social worker, that she saw the social worker as lying on the ~tand when ,he 

claimed to ha\e interviewed her 

Donna It was ,,omethmg about Donna told me this I thought No I did not Ive never talked to he1 

cause she was through the hospital By this time I had already outside workers commg m So I thought 

You fibber So that was kmd of, hmmm So where s this gmng? What kmd ot ,,tone, are they makm 

up? But that was the only really ftb The rest was all what I had said which wa<; true So ye<1h th<1t wa, 

a little bit ,,hockmg 

Through the vehicle of a tnal, and the support Donna recen,ed in prepanng fo1 1t, 

Donna became even more convinced of her own story, which ca.,ts doubt on my 

speculat10n that the profess10nal version of the truth would be impres~ed on the chent m a 

tnal settmg Goldie did not mention her expenences in court in relation to contnbuting to 

her ability to see the 'problem', nor to her recovery or capacity to mother Suzanne 

ment10ned court only in reference to resolving a dispute with her worker over the date for 

removing her child from foster care Thus, there 1s not enough evidence in my data to 

indicate the effect of a custody tnal on a mother 
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We can see the shift women made from bemg mvoluntary chent'> of the child 

welfare system to voluntary patients of an c1dd1ctton treatment program over the cour"e of a 

few months \1others, who had not seen or acknowledged any problem with the cc1re of 

thetr child, came to see thetr mothenng as madequate, and drugs or alcohol <l', mte1 fe1 mg 

with their mothenng They made a dec1s1on to abstam - and they thought 1t wa" theH idea 

"People may be controlled to act more or less voluntanly accordmg to the mtere"t" or 

w1 ... hes of the more powerful That 1s, 1t may be much more effective to control the mmd" 

of others through persuasion - by makmg them comply out of theH own free will" (vc1n 

D1Jk, 1993, p 101) We can see how mve<;t1gat1on, apprehens10n, mspect1on and 

momtonng, contracts, agreements and court orders serve to define add1ct10n d5 a problem 

and sobnety as a solut10n Apprehension of thetr children has entered the mother" mto 

social relations which shift them to seemg themselves through the eye'> of the child welfa1e 

system 

The D1sc1plme of Controlled Access 

W 1th the apprehension of thetr children, mothers surrendered control of the 

relationship with thetr children to workers who were authonzed to regulate thetr acce<;" 

while the chtldren were m foster care In this section, I analyze the data from mother" c1nd 

workers to show how the child welfare bureaucracy uses a d1sc1phnary proce'>5 to cont1 ol 

women'~ lives and d1mm1sh their power 

I argue that the child welfare bureaucracy d1sc1plme~ the lives of the mother" who 

are thetr clients m ways which d1rmmsh thetr capacity to use thetr own power U "mg 

Foucault's ( 1977) analysis of the function of d1sc1plinary tactics m military camp" a" 

applied to the modern child welfare bureaucracy (Swift, 1995), we can ~ee the child 

welfare bureaucracy as makmg certam mothers m our soctety vlSlble those who yearn to be 
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1t to transform md1v1duals to act on tho<;e It shelters, to provide a hold on their conduct, 

to carry the effects of power nght to them, to make 1t possible to know them, to dlte1 them" 

(Foucault, 1977, p 174) 

Applymg the concept of d1sc1plme of mothers' conduct m a worker-client 

relat10nsh1p 1s an alternative to seemg the control of access as a pumt1ve measure, a~ Goldie 

did Workers see thelf actions as protectmg the child dnd gathermg evidence of d mothe1 \ 

mterest m her child A chlld welfare worker I mterviewed stated that '>he take<; mto dccount 

a mother's mterest m her child while the child 1s m foster care, and notes the amount of 

contact a mother m1t1ates with herself and with the child She looks for an active mte1e-.t m 

the child and mamtenance of her mterest over time She uses these md1cators when mdkmg 

custody decisions about a child 

I am v1ewmg the child welfare worker as disc1plinmg the conduct of mother<; with 

addiction problems with her reqmrements regular contact with their worker and with theu 

child, abstention from drugs/alcohol, and completrnn of the task~ on the service plan 

Through these reqmrements, mothers develop habits that enable them to become ~ucce-.~ful 

m gettmg thelf children returned, m a way <;irmlar to the Grameen Bank's '>ystem of 

d1sc1pline 

Workers' control of access to the children had the effect of controlling mother-.' 

conduct, m a way which d1sempowered them The workers stnctly limited acce-.<; by the-.e 

mothers to thelf children for several months, subsequent to thelf attamment of -.obnety It 

was a very powerful tool for ehc1tmg comphance, especially from Goldie and Suzanne 

Goldie complied with demands to pick up and dehver her child from the fo<;ter home, 

although 1t meant usmg public transportation to travel across the city twice d day on the 

weekends In her Journal she says, "I'm not complammg for I'd do anythmg to -.ee him " 

Client<; were wiiling to tolerate what they perceived as misuse of authonty m order to 
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ensure access to the1r children Goldie believed her f1rst child welfare worker made 1t very 

difficult to see her child, and was pumshmg her In her Journal, Goldie stated that 5he ha.., 

"got to be careful" as the first child welfare worker warned her not to get on the "wrong 

5ide" of her From Goldie's perspective, the worker was threatening her with 

repercussions 1f she did not comply with her wishes Other child welfare chent<; have Jl..,o 

perceived that they were "at the mercy of a caseworker's perceptrnns, Judgments, and 

decisrnn-makmg" and that some caseworker's "misused or abused their authority and 

power m mteractton with those parents" (D1ono, 1991, p 241-2) 

The mothers were subject to seemmgly arbitrary dec1s1ons about mcrea~ed acce..,.., to 

the1r children m care The arb1tranness mamtamed the power imbalance m the worker­

client relationship, and kept mothers from bemg able to plan and predict the1r own live.., 

Suzanne recounted the scene when her worker announced the 1mmment return of her chtld 

after months of "beggrng" for unsupervised and extended v1s1ts 

Suzanne She called me m and Im s1ttmg there and she goes "So this 1s what we re gonna do You know 

my bottom hoe 1s [your child s] gonna be home hvmg with [you] by [one month trom now) And Im 

s1ttmg there gomg Ive never seen you this calm Well, probably because Im m shock A week .igo 

could have nothing And all of a sudden, you re g1vmg me everythmg? I mean literally startmg next 

week Im havmg overmghts and Ive got - but I don 't know where 1t came from what happened no 1de.i 

And its very difficult to understand because 1t isn't hke all this - [hke] yesterday I <;tarted domg well And 

1t 1sn t hke 1t s been the three months she said she wanted So what 1t s about I don t know Other th,m thJt 

[the add1ct1on treatment centre director] phoned child welfare and talked to them about 1t But I don t h<1ve 

any idea that that has anythmg to do with 1t 

Lookmg at her own behavior, she could not account for the change to the worker's prio1 

reqmrement that she live sober for three months out of the treatment centre·~ halfway 

house The most access she had been allowed until that day was supervised v1..,1t.., The 

case was legally under a temporary guardianship order for three more months Suzanne 

was confused, dumbfounded Her ability to orgamze her own life wa~ hmlted by the 

worker's unpredictable dec1s1ons about returnmg her child This scenario 1s consistent 

with the reported expenences of other clients "Rec1p1ents of benefits are not apprised of 



procedures but are continually confronted with apparently arbitrary action" (P1ven dnd 

Cloward, 1965) SuZdnne'~ expenence illustrates the power imbalance between worker 

and client, dnd how workers' used their mandate to exercise authonty in a wdy thdt 

dimimghed clients' capacity to use their own power 
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An exception to the pattern of compliance was in mothers' power over the cour..,e of 

their addiction treatment Instead of domg only what was prescnbed, the bare minimum d.., 

a submissive per<;on would, they used their own authonty about what they needed to 

accomplish sustained sobnety Mothers recognized that they needed to go beyond the 

rrummum add1ct1on treatment recommended by child welfare workers, detoxification for 

example, because the nummums had not produced sustarned sobnety on prev1ou.., 

occasions In addition to the one-month residential treatment program, Donna took <l 

parenting course, and attended self-esteem, relapse prevention and a<;<;ertivene..,.., cla..,..,e.., <lt 

an addict10n treatment agency, Suzanne attended psychological coun~ellmg, and re­

registered m the treatment program for an additional month, and Goldie comrrutted to '-,IX 

months in a residential program In addition, they attended AA meetings and accepted 

family preservat10n counsellors corrung mto their homes weekly for many month.., The 

mothers voluntanly did more than their child welfare workers reqmred, which ~urpn..,ed 

me It may mdicate that the women used their O'V.n expert knowledge of themselve<; to 

decide what was needed to accomplish sustained sobnety, instead of domg only whdt W<l'­

prescnbed 

I have argued that workers' use of controlled access to her children who dre m cd1e 

~erve~ to di~ciplme a mother's conduct It teaches her to sustain contact with the worker 

and her child, to mamtain sobnety, and to complv with workers' demand<;, however 

unrea~onable or mconvement they may be Women expenenced the effect... of powe1 m 

their mdividual lives Faced with apparently arbitrary dec1S1ons about reumficat10n with 

her child, a mother surrenders to the worker and loses control over her own life It,., 
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uncomfortable to suggest that workers deliberately keep thelf clients off balance a-, a way of 

gammg compliance What I am suggestmg 1s that the effect of the worker\ action~ I'> 

subm1ss10n and compliance, not empowerment 

Reorganization of Women's Everyday Lives 

Child welfare workers legally enforce the separation of parent<; and children, 

shapmg the conduct of mothers We <;ee the effects of that authonty m the mother-,' 

compliance with extensive changes to thelf routines and relat1on-,h1ps They surrendered 

control of thelf everyday lives Thelf children were bemg held hostage (de Mont1gny, 

1995) until they demonstrated sobnety 

The most significant change was the absence of thelf everyday relat1onsh1p with 

thelf children Contact with thelf children was reduced m1t1ally to nothmg, then to 

supervised v1s1ts of an hour or two, to unsupervised v1s1ts, to overmght v1s1ts, and fmally 

to full custody over a penod of many months Goldie was not able to see her child for the 

first two week<; This was the first time she had ever been separated from her child, who 

was eight years old at the time Goldie wrote m her diary of her loneliness and her concern 

about him He was livmg with foster parents that she knew only through phone calls The 

followmg week, she wrote, "Yes, [my child]'s been on my mmd a lot I m1<;s him ~o 

much' It's like someone took half of me away Even though I eat, still feeh like an empty 

pit m my stomach' It's not the same without him " 

Initially, her worker allowed two three-hour supervised v1s1ts on weekend..,, and 

two twenty-mmute phone conversations durmg the week, then two un-,uperv1-,ed -,even­

hour v1s1ts on weekends, overnight v1s1ts after six months, and full cmtody after nme 

months 
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The limited contact allowed durmg the months m which her child Wd'> m fo'iter c<11e 

was pamful for both of them 

q And did you have phone calls with [your ch1ld)? 

Goldie Yeah I was only allowed to talk to him (pause) 

Child Ten mmutes 

Goldie Ten mmutes twice a week That was 11 

Child So twenty mmutes seven days No five days 

Goldie Every two days I was allowed to talk to [child] 

Child Yup Tuesdays and Thursdays 

Goldie After supper 

q And whose schedule was that? 

Goldie [Child welfare worker] s [My worker] said that, and also [foster mother] 

q And what was that hke for you havmg IO mmutes twice a week? 

Goldie Oh 11 was hard I d1dn t wanna say goodbye He d1dn t wanna say goodbye And 

you know you hang up and you sit there and you cry cry, and cry And go m my 

room or whatever Sometimes I Just -

Child You know what? 

Goldie [Another resident] would go m and call me down but -

Child Mom you know what? [Foster mother] ,;he'd always let me talk to you before dmner 

Goldie Yeah She was good about 1t But I mean Just to have you on a ~chedule hke that To t.tlk to 

your own child I mean 11 was - and you were sober you know, and m recovery and everything 

and thev still -

The authonty of the worker to separate children from then mothers re<.ulted m p<1m, 

frustration and lonelmess 

The women were uprooted from their communities and the1r relat1on-.h1p., m the 

course of add1ct1on treatment Upon apprehension of her child, Goldie went 1mmed1dtely 

mto residential programs for a total of three months When she hved m the halfw <1y hou'ie, 

her routme mcluded attendmg six AA meetmgs a week, and takmg bu~es to tran<;port her 

child to the foster home on Saturdays and Sunda}S Suzanne res1<.ted the reordenng of he1 

hfe, m1t1ally consentmg only to a day treatment for twenty-eight day<;, while tdkmg a le<1ve 

of absence from her employment For her second attempt at the treatment program a few 



months later, her child welfare worker msisted that she enter residential treatment, where 

c;;he stayed for two months, followed by residence ma halfway houc;;e Donna, who hdd 

been hvmg on the streets, spent seven months m residence (m the addiction progrdm for 

one month, followed by a halfway house program) When the women opted to enter 

residential addiction treatment programs, the routines and people m thelf hvec;; were 1e­

ordered for them 
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Child welfare exerted control over personal relationships The change m 

community and relationships was especially difficult for Donna She exprec;;c;;ed difficult1e-, 

entering what she called "a whole different society" from the drug world She adJU'>ted to 

the halfway house where she was surrounded by women, then when she moved mto he1 

own housmg, the lack of social contact was pamful for her "And so the lonelmec;;c;; kick-, 

m and you're limited to where you go, and you can't go out dunng the day cause [my 

oldest child] comes home at lunchtime So by the time you step out, you're turnm' around 

and commg home So you couldn't - there was no 'you' - and ah, lt got very lonely " 

Professionals recommended that relat10nsh1ps with addicted fnends be d1scontmued 

Donna tore up her personal telephone book when she left the treatment centre, becaw,e It 

hsted the people she had known m the drug world In Goldie's case, when she wa-, hvmg 

with her boyfnend, they prohibited her child from v1s1tmg The nature of certam 

relat10nsh1ps was determined by the worker 

We can see comprehensive changes takmg place rn women's everyday routmes and 

relat10nsh1ps, most significantly with thelf children They lose control of thelf routmes and 

thelf companions, they are uprooted from their commumt1es, and thelf personal 

relat10nsh1ps are disrupted These changes mdicate pervasiveness of the authority of the 

child welfare <;ystem 
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Summary 

In this chapter, I have argued that a mother who wants to get her child back from 

the child welfare authonties has to allow her hfe to be socially orgamzed by that m1,t1tution 

I have shown that child welfare workers exercised several kmds of authonty over their 

clients They employed and exerted legal authonty, the authonty to define problem'> Jnd 

solutions, the authonty to control contact between mother and child, and the authority to 

reorgamze clients' everyday hves 

They exercised authonty through the work processes of mvest1gat10n (relation-.h1p 

bmldmg, mformation gathenng, assessment), apprehens10n, controllmg accesc.,, im,pect10n 

and momtonng of clients, makmg contracts/agreements, and applymg for court order'> 

Authority mvaded many areas of the mothers' bves 

• their emot10ns (fear, betrayal, anger, lonelmess, pam, frustration), 

• their consc10usness (changed concept10n of them~elve~ as mothers, viewed them~elvec., 

through the eyes of bureaucracy - became 'clients' who were powerless and disre1,pected), 

• their social hves (disrupted everyday routmes, personal relat10nships, compamon~, 

commumty), 

• thelf legal status (submitted to apprehension, thrust mto legal processes, coerced to sign 

documents), and 

• their conduct (regularly contacted worker and child m care, mamtamed sobnety, 

surrendered, submitted to, and complied with workers' demands) 

Through the lens of relat10ns of power, we have seen that mothers felt the effect'> of 

authonty reachmg mto their mdtvidual lives In their own time, mduced by the ietention of 

their children m care, they made a decision to get sober, and determmed a path to ~ustamed 

sobnety They made a shift from mvoluntary to voluntary participation m addiction 

treatment, the course of action designated by social workers as the path to reumfication 



with the1r children In response to the exercise of authority, they surrendered control of 

their hves, and submitted to and complied with the1r workers' demand-; and cond1t10n., 

Why would a mother accept the authority of a child welfare worker to control her 

hfe? Her child 1s bemg held hostage m return for her sobnety I contend that the mother 

who wants her child back from the child welfare authorities has to allow her hfe to be 

socially organized by that mst1tut10n 
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Chapter S1~ 

Surrender and Take Charge 

Goldie It made me feel more hke, Geez, you know, hke Im sober now I haven t had a dnnk in ~o many 

months and they re still saying I cant see him And here I am sober so what s their excuse? 

In this chapter, I argue that the child welfare and add1ct10n treatment system~ gave 

contradictory mstruct1ons to women about how to conduct themselves I show that the 

addiction recovery program mstructed women to use their personal power, their own 

authonty, to take respons1b1hty for their sobnety, to recognize abuse m their hves, and to 

use power effecuvely m confhcts with the child welfare system However, these 

mstruct1ons directly contradicted those of the child welfare system In relations with 

authonty, people are expected to follow orders, to surrender control and submit to the 

demands and conditions that are set down by the authonzed agent I show how the 

authonty, expertise and pomt of view of a mother recovermg from substance abuse 1<; 

discounted or reJected by the worker, w1thm the power relations of the worker-client 

relat10nsh1p I show the mstruct10ns child welfare workers convey m the course of 

exerc1smg their authonty, which advise women to surrender, submit and comply, and how 

these mstruct1ons are m direct contrad1ct1on to the encouragement of agency, or personal 

power, by add1ct1on treatment professionals 

Instructions from Child Welfare Surrender, Submit and Comply 

In this section I show how, m the course of exerc1smg their authonty, child welfa1e 

workers convey mstructions to surrender control, submit to and comply with the1r demands 

and cond1t10ns I argue that compliance or subrruss1on 1s a dilemma for mothers m the 

context of worker-chent power relations I exarrune mothers' responses to the authonty of 



workers to show how compliance worked for and agamst them Child welfare worker'> 

re5ponded with su5p1c10n to mothers' subm1ss1on, and to their lack of 5ubm1-,51on with 

labelling or categonzauon The authonty, expertise, and point of view of a mothe1 

recovenng from substance abuse wa5 d1sm1ssed or reJected by the worker 
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Facing the vanous kmds of authonty descnbed m the previous chapter, the cho1ce5 

which I 5ee for mothers are to comply with the worker's authonty to fight or re-,1-,t 1t, or to 

try to negotiate Mothers can appeal to a higher authonty, 5uch as the worker'<, 5uperv,-,or, 

the Children's Advocate, and the courts, or third parties can intervene I examine the 

option of appealing to a higher authonty and to third part1e5 in the following two chapter'> 

The women I interviewed ultimately complied, although they tned fighting, appealing, <lnd 

negouatmg as well 

The authonty vested m the worker by the state puts her in the more powerful 

position of bemg able to dictate the terms for the return of a child In a disagreement ove1 

terms, the worker can enforce her Judgment of the s1tuat1on by withholdmg the children 

Within the boundanes of the worker-client relat10nsh1p, the worker ha-, the power to decide 

when a mother has quahf1ed to have her children returned 

The child welfare worker has the power to establish the cond1t1ons for return of the 

children Although one worker I interviewed stated that she confined her authonty to 

as-,essing the 'problem', and tned to allow clients to determine how to ~olve 1t, we h<lve 

seen m the prev1ou~ chapter, that 1f a worker decides addiction 15 the problem, then 

treatment 1s a forced ch01ce for a mother The worker has the ultimate authonty to decide 

what cond1t1ons she wntes on the service plan One worker I interviewed indicated th<lt 

there are some general cond1t1ons with which a mother must comply, when I asked he1 

what she tells a mother 

Worker [as quoted in interview notes] More generally the worker tell<; her to go to treatment ,et up 

a follow up program maintain consistent contact with the child while 1t sin care V1s1ts are gradudlly 

increased She 1s expected to look at parenting (take a course or assess her skills what she need, to torn, 



and work on - child welfare can cover the costs) and of course adequate housing Eventually 10-home 

support 
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Mothers must go to treatment to establish thelf sobnety They must demonstrate a 

sustamed mterest m thelf children through regular contact with the worker and child They 

must make changes m thelf behavior, as determmed by thelf worker 

The workers took control of the mother-child relat10nship and the mother<;' were 

implicitly mstructed to surrender it to the workers' Judgments and dec1s1ons In the 

previous chapter, we saw how Goldie reacted to her worker's warnmg not to get on the 

"wrong side" of her Goldie decided that she had "to be careful" She believed the worke1 

pumshed her by makmg it very difficult to see her child 

Categonzauon was an mdicatlon of the workers' Judgments, to which clients were 

obliged to submtt A worker I mterviewed categonzed a mother on her ca<;eload (I did not 

mterview this woman) as "noncomphant" She stated that the mother had thought 

parentmg was mstmctlve, and was uncertam of her willmgness to participate m learnmg 

how to parent (which the worker was demandmg) 

Worker [from my notes] [She] 1s now faced with dec1dmg whether she will do the work to get [her child] 

returned to her Shes noncompliant won't reach for support 

This illustrates how workers come to see the client as "noncomphant" if they disagree with 

the worker's authonty 

Mothers were expected to submtt to child welfare workers' categonzatlom, 

"Chrome" and "unstable" were the categones mto which Suzanne and Goldie were 

respectively assigned by thelf workers 

Suzanne It s Just the alcoholism but it's chrome And I hate that word but 1t <; the one [my 

worker] always uses And 

q The alcoholism 1s chrome? 

Yeah, chrome 'Shes chrome I JUSt hate every time she says that because she doesn t say the alcoholi-,m 

1s chrome she goes Suzanne s chronic ' 

q Oh Suzanne 1s chrome 
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Yeah And I hate when she says that because I already feel really sick I mean emotionally I aheady know 

that Ive got lots of stuff in my life to tell me that Im not emot1onally healthy And so I wa~ 1e<1lly I 

was really - I don t like that 

Suzanne was angry about bemg called 'chrome', but she was expected to -;ubm1t to the 

authonty of her worker to categonze her 

Assignment to the category 'unstable' locked Goldie mto an orgamzat1onal com -;e 

of action which mvolved restncted access to her child 

They discouraged me a lot in the beginning I was thinking that I cant believe that they get away with 

this you know And 1t made me feel in recovery in the beginning that I wa~ a failure I wa~ a t.ulure 

q At what? 

At being a mother And 1t took a long time before this lady realized - like I went nght up to my worker at 

the welfare [social assistance] and said to her Do I look unstable to you? She ~a,d No Becau~e they 

say Im unstable You know and unstable to me meant that I d1dn t have 1t together That hurt my 

feelings too And with having this on your mind and having to do the work of recovery and everything 

else, 11 was hard in the beginning It was really hard in the begmnrng and um but hke I say you know 

the work 1s - 1t comes out rewarding and 1f theres any way that I can help people realize that they do make 

mistakes big ones, but I mean we all do but a lot of 11 1s bogus 

q Yup When you said that you couldn't believe that child >welfare could get away with th,~ what 

were you reternng to? 

Well not allowing my son to see me when I was sober when I was m treatment It made me feel more 

like, Geez you know hke Im sober now I haven t had a dnnk in so many months and they re ~till 

saying I cant see him And here I am sober so whats their excuse? And that wa~ when ~he ~aid that I 

wasn t stable In other words I wasn t hving in my own home, taking care ot my~elf or anything But I 

was taking care of - we had respons1b1ht1es in treatment you know You had to take care of you, ~elt You 

have to take care of and have respect of the place you re in 

As an 'unstable' mother, Goldie was not entitled to have access to her child The mother., 

did not expenence them-;elves as bemg unstable or chrome The<;e were not concept... they 

attnbuted to themselves From thelf standpomt, the notions 1mpaued the mother.,· w01 k of 

gettmg sober m order to get their children returned 

I contend that these notlom of 'chrome' and 'unstable' orgdmzed for the worker the 

relat10n of mothers to the mstltutlon of child welfare, m terms of their children'-; problem of 
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permanent placement "Once the person's story is shaped by that person'<; assignment to 

the terms of a recogmzed category that person becomes subJect to the themes, pattern..,, 

types, and mterventions best designed to address the problem category " (de Montigny, p 

25-6) In the same way that Smith (1987b, p 168) analyzes the category of 'smgle pdrent' 

m relation to the school system, I examme here the relation of the labels 'chrome' and 

'unstable' to the child welfare system, as they anse out of work processes to prevent 

numerous placements of a child, which has been a cnticism of the child welfare <;y..,tem 

Categonzatlon mitiates mstitut10nal courses of action, which m the case of parental 

substance abuse, mcludes stabihzed placement of the child ma foster home "[Worker<;] 

witness the angmsh of children as they are shuttled back and forth from home to foster 

placements, and they are aware of the nsk and harm children sustam as dependent5 of an 

addict" (Swift, 1995a, p 122) Withm the context of the child welfare system, a child's 

problem accounted for by the mstability or chromcity of its mother, mitiatecs procedure.., 

which enter the child, worker, foster parents, and child welfare admmistration into course'> 

of act10n predetermmed to address this category of 'problem' 

The categonzatlons while bemg a convement shorthand for worker<; m orgamzmg 

their work, were utilized to establish relations of power with chents It is sigmflcc:1.nt to 

note that it was not the mothers' addict10n that the workers deemed chrome or unstable, but 

the women themselves The use of categonzatlon m this way is more hke labellmg, or 

name-callmg, m the sense that lt is disparaging and shammg to the chent 

Workers assigned clients to categones that kept them locked into a frame, even aftei 

it no longer flt them The mothers' courses of action were not in step with those of the 

child welfare system, for the mothers I interviewed did not accept thelf instability or 

chromcity after they entered addiction treatment They were recovering from thelf 

addictions, changing their behaviors They were learning, as we will see m the next 



section, how to take the mitiatlve m producmg the1r own recovery They knew their 

activities would result m the permanent placement of the1r children at home 
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Suzanne I don t really care [about what my worker decides for child welfare status] becdu~e Im not 

gonna screw up Im really confident of that because the work Ive done, I can I can, Im really dble 11ght 

now to pinpoint - I really can pinpoint things m my life that are not JUSt trigger~ tor me but that JI e 

beginnings to relapse Ive thought them 

The mothers had changed from mvoluntary, reluctant chents to voluntary, eager 

part1c1pants m the1r own recovery 

Although the workers referred the mothers to add1ct1on treatment, they had 

apprehended the children, and organized the1r work on the basis that the mothers would not 

recover from the1r add1ct1on 

Suzanne [My worker] never - I explained to her how 1t worked here But whether or not ~he cho\e 

that to be one of the things she d1dn t belteve from me, I don t know but she never asked - hndmg out othe1 

informat10n about 1t In fact on [date] when we went mto court [add1ct1on treatment counsellor] came with 

me, and at that point she was kind of frustrated because she had been trying to get m touch with [my 

worker] And [my worker] at that time had no time to talk to her But mean\\hile this 1s where [my 

worker] wanted me to go This 1s where they send people from child welfare but this 1s kmd ot like the -

what do they thmk 1t 1s? - like well we'll process them through there' and then thats where they went -

1t son the paper, but you know 1t doesn t really matter what they did there It doesn t make sense to me 

This could be a reflection of only that child welfare worker 

Suzanne was surrmsmg that the referral to treatment was only a formahty without an 

expectat10n that 1t would be effective, Just paperwork As an m-home worker, 1t was my 

impression that workers referred some chents to me m order to be able to show m cou11 thdt 

a vanety of services had been provided and failed de Montigny ( 1995) and Swift ( 1995a) 

both refer to this phenomenon, regardmg it as fulfillmg statutory obhg,lt1ons m the context 

of a heavy caseload, and contnbutmg to the production of 'bad' mother<; 

To summanze to this pomt, we have seen that workers, as the authontle5, expected 

chents to subrrut to and comply with thelf condit10ns and categonzations However, 

subrmss10n was a no-wm solut10n for chents to the1r problem of how to conduct 

themselves 



From withm \\iOrkers' frame of relat10ns of power, -;ubmiss1on 1-; mterpreted a" 

1mpress10n management (Swift, 1995a) A worker discounted one mother'-; "tatemenh 

and behavior as mampulative 

Suzanne Her words about - her word to describe me 1s that - this 1s how she loob at me and m 
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~ome cases with some - I guess I could say that [ml some cases she would be correct - but not alwdys ,md 

thats my problem right now She says that I am manipulative - a very common Lharactensuc m ,in 

addicted personality - and that she doesn t behe,e a word I say 

In the relat10ns of po\\er, we can see that workers d1sm1ssed the mothers' prote-;t... and 

arguments as improper, and their pomt of view as a mampulative ~tance A" a re-;ult, the 

authonty, expertise and pomt of view of mothers recovenng from substance abu-;e 1-; 

unheard by the child \\elfare system Thelf v01ces are silenced 

We can understand this phenomenon by lookmg at the relations of power m the 

worker-client relationship From a workers' perspective, the clients are playmg a gdme of 

power (Swift, 1995a) and compliant behavior 1s met with suspicion 

Like the administrators who staff bureaucracies clients who receive the goods and ~erv1Le<; ,-,-,umg 

from bureaucracies are required to attend constantly to the image which they pre~ent to the 

organization to engage m successful impression management to ant1c1pate the demand, that the 

organization or its representatives will make and to modify the1r own behaviour accordingly 01 be 

denied crucial services (Ferguson, 1984 p 128) 

Subrrussion is a no-wm situation for clients If clients submit to demands, thelf behav101 ,., 

mistrusted by workers, who are Judgmg from a standpomt w1thm the ex1stmg relation" of 

power 

If clients do not submit, they do not meet the conditions of thelf -,erv1ce plan <ind 

thelf children will not be returned In Goldie's case, early m her mvolvement with the child 

welfare system, mstead of submittmg, she expressed her anger with her worker at what "he 

found to be unreasonable constramt~ I su<;pect It was an mc1dent that was u-;ed J', 

evidence that she was unstable 

Goldie No, I never put on a show tor anybody I e,en got upset with [my first worker] one tllne ,ind 

hung up on her you know swearing at her and - Im gonna check into this turther I said to he1 beLdU'>e 



this 1s not nght, and whatever, whatever whatever I don't know why you re saying he cant be around 

[my boyfnend] because [my boyfnend] 1s not abusing him 

Child And, and and then she said [your fnend] 
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Goldie Oh yeah And then [the worker] said that [my child] couldn t even go and see [my fnend] any 

more He couldn t be around my [fnend] and he couldn t be around [my boytnend] So that lett me with - I 

d1dn t know where to go with him [She was hving in a residence where she could not have her child v1~1t 

overnight] 

Workers' categones kept mothers locked mto a frame which no longer fit them 

They fa.tied to recogmze when the shift occurred m the mothers' mot1vat1on for 

participation, and m calling them mampulative, chrome, or unstable, contmued to treat the 

mothers as they had when the mothers first became mvolved with the child welfare ~ystem 

Mothers 1dent1fied the shift from complymg as a way of gettmg their children back, 

to recogmzmg the value of the changes for their own well-bemg 

Suzanne And somewhere around the second week of my coming in here [ to the treatment 

program], 1t changed from I had to be m here to get [my child] back, to I wanted to be here becau<;e I wanted 

to get better And 1f I couldn t get better I was never gonna be a mother, but I had to get me better And 1t 

wasn't because somebody told me that I had to feel that way I really felt that way I really felt that way 

I am convmced by her descnptrnn of the meanmg of recovery for her that the shift m 

Suzanne is genume, not motivated by wmnmg a power struggle, that is, manipulative 

q What - what would you say you're recovenng from? 

Suzanne (long silence) Hating myself From hving m this totally gmlt-ndden body And hke my 

- and thats probably really talking about parenting 

q So when you say you re recovenng from hatmg yourself how does that connect to parenting? 

Well how can - vou can't give to someone else 1f you don t - I mean I can't - I don t know about anybody 

else I - How could I be a very good mother to [my child] 1f I didn't even hke myself? I mean what am I 

giving him? 

Suzanne understood recovery as enablmg her to be a good mother 

Goldie who entered the detox1f1cat1on centre the same day her child was 

apprehended, found a personal motivation for recovery which went beyond compliance 

q I want to ask you something about treatment Im not sure qmte where I want to begin You 

went into the [treatment centre] Did child welfare say you had to go in there? Or how was that? 
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Goldie No They d1dn t say I had to go dnywhere The) bd;.1cally thought 1t would bed good 1dec1 trn me 

to dry out in [the detox1ficat1on centre] And after talking with a [detox1ficat1on centre] worker and being 

there for a while I realized that this 1s a problem And I don t want this to hc1ppen any more, the \u1ude\ 

the you know I was taking antidepressant<; but obv10usly they weren t working because I was drinking 

And thats 

q Counters the etfects 

Well yeah And so I wasn t a very happy person I had no self esteem at all I JUSt I don t know - 11 

wasn t hke I d1dn t care because I did becau;.e I JUSt finally said I need exten;,1ve help with this [ more I th,m 

JUSt drying out m [the detox1ficat1on centre] here and walking out there again Becau\e I did 1t before ,mu 11 

d1dn t work for me So I need some kind ot treatment here Child v.eltare d1dn t tell me I had to do 11 rn 

anything, I did this on my own I went to [treatment residence] - I took the longest one - a ;,1x month 

program you know 

Donna had attended the treatment centre program three years previously, m order to get out 

of a financial predicament, and accordmg to her, it had no effect on her addiction 

Donna Well v.hat had happened was that I had my cheque stolen my welfare cheque <;o I had c1 tnend ot 

mine tell me "Tell welfare that you spent 1t on dope and they will replace 11 So I did this and then they 

made me go into a detox1ficat1on centre - a rehab1htat1on So that I wasn t ready or nothing ;.o I hadn t hit 

rock bottom yet 

However, she decided that she was ready for sobriety after the mterview with the worker m 

which she "poured her heart out", which was her "rock bottom" 

Donna Something JUSt snapped in my head, said Okay I gotta do this And that<; when I began tm n111g 

my lite around I don t think 1t wa" '>0 much child welfare because you know I think 1t they wouldn t 

have apprehended [my child] Id probably still be out there And Im sure that I know they had ,1 pai t 111 

the recovery but the person themself has to do the recovery It you are not ready 1t you are not will111g 1t 

you re not - you know you got to be willing want to quit or you re not going to It doe~n t matte1 how 

many people are in your life you re not going to you have to want to 

She has faced great obstacles m commg from the society of the street~ to a "whole new 

society" Donna cut her ties to friends who misused alcohol and drug~ The dist,mce to 

her goal, which was to become employable, was overwhelming at times However ..,he 

has learned skills to help her cope, and has been very successful m fmi~hmg her high 

~chool courses Her comrmtment to sobriety goes far beyond compliance 
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Thus, we can see how it happens m human service orgamzat10ns that de'>plte d 

change m a chent's consciousness and motivation, she contmues to be viewed with 

~uspicion by her worker The authonty, expertise or pomt of view of a chent i'> d1<;mi'><;ed 

or reJected by her worker 

Child welfare workers mstructed mothers to surrender control of thelf relat10n'>hip'> 

with their chlldren, and to subnnt to and comply with the demands, conditions and 

categones which workers were authonzed to determme as representatives of the ~tate 

Instructions from Addiction Treatment 

In this section, I argue that addiction treatment for women encourages per~on<ll 

power, self-mitiative, and takmg control of thelf recovery, m contradiction to the 

mstructions from the child welfare system I show ways m which addiction treatment 

encourages the agency or personal power of women recovenng from add1ct10ns, exammmg 

the brochures prepared by an addiction recovery centre and by the government addiction 

treatment agency I present data which show what mothers say they learned m recovery 

programs, and how they learned to conduct themselves m order to recover from addiction 

The addiction recovery centre for women which the women I mterv1ewed attended 

encourages personal power and takmg control of thelf recovery It states m its brochure 

that the vision 1s, "To empower women to discover and enhance their true potential by 

evaluatmg and understandmg their addiction and lifestyle ch01ces" They "show them that 

by makmg different choices they are capable of change," accordmg to their descnpt10n of 

the program 

The treatment program offered by the provmcial government addiction treatment 

agency clearly encourages the development of personal power, self-mitiative, and 

management of their own recovery It addresses topics that "help participants identify 
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skills and address problems important to their successful recovery" , according to the11 

brochure The topics are as~ertivenes~, twelve step programs, self esteem, stre..,.., 

management, commumcation, physical recovery, anger management, relapse prevention, 

personal planning, relat1onsh1ps, employment sk11ls, values, family, goal settmg, 

leisure/recreation, lifestyle decisions, and family of ongm It also offer.., course.;; m cmge1 

management, assertiveness training, elimmatmg self-defeatmg behaviors, relap~e 

management, relationships, self esteem and stress management The descnpt10n for 

assertiveness trammg, m particular, speaks to the contrast with the .;;urrender, .;;ubm1t and 

comply dlfectives of the child welfare system "assertive behavior enables people to act in 

thelf own best mterest, to stand up for themselves, to express theu honest feeling.., 

comfortably and to exercise their own nghts without denymg the nght~ of other.;; " The 

provmcial government alcohol and drug abuse agency has selected the.;;e topics for tho'>e 

recovermg from addiction If we mterpret their selection as instructive of how to conduct 

oneself m order to recover, the importance of personal power or agency of the recovenng 

person is evident 

We can see the contradictions between the two systems In Ka~1•~ cntique of 

treatment programs for their use of unchallenged external rules, fear, and paternah.,t1c 

authonty, we can see the contradiction between a femm1st approach and the dynamic'> of 

the worker-client relationship as descnbed in the previous section Accordmg to Ka..,J, 

recovery mvolves reprogramming the mind from what was called 'normal' for women, 

adoptmg the charactenstic.;; of subordmates (see Miller, 1976) 'Normal' refer~ to the .,kill.., 

of femmmity which Ferguson ( 1984) argued are a survival strategy for clients in large 

human service bureaucrac1e.;; such as the child welfare sy<;tem Kasl's approach to 

recovery is diametncally opposed to the practices of child welfare worker.;; who employ the 

'good parent' approach, wherem the child welfare worker acts as a benevolent pa1ent 

Kasi contends Alcoholics Anonymous demes the personal power from within, the "w11lful , 
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conscious use of the mmd" (p 151) I find this cnt1que puzzlmg, as I note that the recovery 

centre and government programs refer chents to twelve step programs, mcludmg 

Alcohohcs Anonymous I speculate that the support from twelve-step programs 1s the only 

readily available aftercare opt10n for mothers m recovery, and/or that Kasl has not fully 

grasped the spmt of twelve-step programs Nevertheless, her mstruct1ons for recovering 

from addiction are clearly to "address and heal" the lack of self or personal power, 

becommg "the authonty m thetr own hfe" (Kasl , 1992, p 26), compared to the child 

welfare system which expects chents to surrender to thelf authonty 

In the data, I looked for evidence of the mstructions about power mothers received 

from the addiction recovery program 

In the treatment program, the women were mstructed to use thetr power or duthonty 

to take respons1b1hty for thetr recovery m several ways First of all, they learned to attend 

to signs of pendmg relapses 

Donna Well, there's always a chance I could fall back Ive gotta watch for the stress levels gotta know 

when somethm s wrong You ve gotta realize when somethm s wrong And 1f there 1s something wrong 

1t s - well I gotta get to a meeting and I always have the chance of relapse, which 1s almost scai y So when 

things start to get stressed I have to take action and do 1t fast 

Secondly, they were mstructed to take care of themselves hohstically to prevent relap"e" 

Donna Well, I learned m recovery that you have to make time for yourself and what they sugge~t 1~ thdt 

you go out whether 1t s to a meeting or Just your time You need your time And I don t go to meeting 

well to meetings very often I definitely don t go out very much so - so 1t s Just my time IS my tune 

Like I want an hour out of the day, you know, don t talk to me, go play, go \\!Ork It out problem 5olve 

yourself It's Just my time And I II tell the kids that too, especially [my oldest child] He<; old enough to 

understand that JUSt leave me alone so Im - And within that hour he might come m twice and mten upt 

me and thats 1t, whereas [the youngest child] 1s a little different - They taught me that m recovery that you 

need to have a - you know a - how do they -what was 1t - that you had to have an even m all your area<; ot 

hfe whether 1t s ah, you know with your kids, your recreat1onal, your social hte you have to have them 

all , all even kind of Yeah 

Thlfdly, they were mstructed to be their own authonty for dec1dmg what strateg1e.., 

would work for them m mamtammg thetr sobnety 
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q And 1s there a time when recovery will end for you? 

Donna Everyone says you should go to meetings I have yet - I think Ive been to one meeting I don t 

know what the end of recovery 1s I mean they say go to meetings all the time - you ~hould be going to 

meetings - meetings d1dn t work for me And I guess they don t work for everybody and I don t know 1t I m 

fooling myselt with that but I haven t gone and Im still sober A g1rlfnend of mine doesn t go either and 

shes two years sober So who knows, It works for me I mean when I get lonely Im on the phone Im 

nght on the phone If I have problems Im on the phone You know anything going on in my lite that\ 

tragic, emotional that I JUSt don t tee] nght with Im on the phone talkin So that works tor me the 

support So I don t know what the end of recovery 1s 

Thus, we can see the mstruct10ns which the treatment program gave women m the area" of 

relapse prevent10n and mamtammg theu sobnety, which necessitated usmg their power or 

authonty to take responsibility for thelf recovery 

In addition, the women were mstructed to exercise theu personal power m makmg 

lifestyle ch01ces 

Goldie Well, because in treatment I learned about abuse too Theres verbal abuse, theres phy~1cal abu~e 

emotional abuse all this abuse Ive been through all of the abuses And so I started realizing I don t have 

to take this I don t have to take this And so the people that I drank with were usually abusive people 

once they got 1t in their system Its instant yelling screaming starting a hght anything And so now I 

wouldn t take any of that No way I wouldn t take myself mto that and I was invited to a party on 

Saturday night with - there was gonna be lots of dnnkmg, and drugs, and this person doesn t seem to 

understand why I won't go 

Goldie began to recogmze abuse, people abusmg theu power m relation to her, and "he 

learned that she did not have to submit herself to situations which exposed her to abu\e 

The staff of the treatment program mstructed Donna and Suzanne m how to 

effectively use theu own personal power, by coachmg them m theu opposition to the child 

welfare system While Donna was hvmg m the halfway house, she faced the court ca5e fo1 

permanent guardianship of her child They coached her m how to challenge the com t ca i;e 

and how to manage her emotions 

Donna Yeah, they were a wonder Trying to keep me pos1t1ve, positive outlook and everything happen~ 

for a reason, so if I was to lose the court case 1t was you know There was a reason for that Focu~ m on 

what you can do next or what steps you're gonna take So they had me overlooking you know - win/lo~e 
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the court case what the next steps were gonna be So that s what I was very focused on way past the com t 

case I was beyond I was Court of Queens Bench and gomg mto higher court and fighting the, e 

q And they really prepared you for that 

Oh yeah I was prepped for that Emot1onally too I went m there and - I did good So 1t wasn t unttl atte1 

the court case I Just sat and bawled 

The treatment program staff also gave her tools to use which enhanced her per~on<1l 

power, such as focussmg on short term goals and takmg one day at <l time, which ~he ha.., 

been usmg to achieve her goal of becommg employable 

While the addicllon recovery program encouraged personal power m client..,, they 

also exercised thelf authonty to set cond1t10ns which mcluded abstmence from any chemical 

use while m treatment This condition 1s clearly spelled out m a statement of expectation,;; 

for apphcants to the program 

Although assertiveness, abihty to take the mitiative, and ullhzation of per,;;onal 

power are encouraged m addict10n recovery as we have seen, m the world of child welfa1 e 

they contnbute to bemg perceived as 'mampulat1ve', accordmg to Suzanne'<; expenence 

She believed that takmg the imllallve, her articulate speech, and her assertiveness 

disadvantaged her as a chent She perceived those qualities as detnments 

Suzanne I thmk because she - no, I don t know whether 1t s correct My feeling 1s that [my 

worker] - 1f I had been the poor child who came from an alcoholic home who dtdn t have an education and 

didn't know any better, I might have been better off Because I thmk she - thats why she ~aw even to a 

more degree the mampulatJon - 1s that she, even when I wasn t, 1s because I can speak tor myself and I 

thmk Im relatively articulate and thmgs ltke that that I wasn t the normal case and so I was wor\e I athe1 

than - Does that make sense? Rather than that bemg a benefit to me that I had all kmds of prosoual '>ktll\ 

and all kmds of other things 1t was a negative for me m this case Thats ho\'. I felt Whether II s tt ue 01 

not I don t know And I sttll feel that way to a degree 

The label 'mampulative' which her worker assigned to her commumcates d1sbehef 

and reJection It silences chents and dimmishes their personal power It discount~ then 

expertise and authonty to know themselves and their children 
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In this chapter, I have exammed the contradictions m the mstructions which 

mothers were receivmg from the child welfare and addiction treatment sy~temi; about how 

to conduct themselves The addiction recovery program mstructed women to use their 

personal power, their own authonty, to take responsibility for the1r sobnety, to recogmze 

abuse m their hves, and to use power effectively m conflicts with the child welfare '>Y'>tem 

However, these mstructions dlfectly contradicted those of the child welfare system In the 

followmg chapter, I show how mothers actively worked to mfluence thelf worker<., to 

return thelf children, followmg the mstructions to use the1r personal power 
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Chapter Seven 

Suzanne 

Brmgmg the Children Home Assertmg Their Own Power 

and I said to [my worker] 'If you don't believe what Im saying, why don't you talk to these 

people at the [treatment centre] or with other people, and ask them?' ' 

In the previous chapter, we have seen the contradict10ns m the mstruct1ons to mother'> 

recovenng from addictions concernmg how to conduct themselves In this chapter, I argue 

that mothers actively worked to mfluence the1r workers to return the1r children, that 1s, 

followed mstruct1ons to use their personal power I show the different approaches mother<; 

utilized with the1r workers I show how mothers' resolved the contradiction by f1gunng 

out how to conduct themselves from a powerless posit10n, without surrendermg the1r own 

power I uncover the power relat10ns between mothers, workers and other professionah 

Through the lens of power relat10ns, we can see how women conducted them~elve" 

strategically m mfluencmg their workers to meet the1r obJective, the custody of the1r 

children Mothers, rather than passively waitmg for workers to take steps toward 

reumfication, attempted to persuade the1r workers that they had met the conditions A<; they 

gamed control over their addiction (attamed sobnety and demonstrated an ab1hty to ~u..,tdm 

it), they anticipated bemg rewarded with mcreased access to the1r children, or m Donna's 

case with discontmuance of the application for permanent custody, which was not 

forthcommg from thelf workers The expectat10n of a response from child welfare wa<; 

confirmed by staff at the addiction recovery centre, who said that women feel hke "failures" 

as mothers if the children are not returned immediately after they complete treatment 

Mothers utihzed four different approaches m the1r efforts to promote reumficat1on 

They confronted the1r workers d1rectly Donna disagreed strongly over an I'>'>ue 

concermng her child m the foster home She first called her lawyer, who suggested that 
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~he call the child welfare worker her<;elf The is<;ue was significant for her becau-.e <;he 

"knew" she and her child would be reunited, wherea~ the child welfare sy-.tem Wd'> -.till 

proceedmg with an apphcat10n for permanent custody Donna was funou~ that the fo-.ter 

parents were calling themselves "Mom" and "Dad" m speakmg with her bdby, dnd thc1t they 

were callmg him by a different name m order to av01d confusion with theu dog, who hdd 

the same name 

Donna I Just v,ent balhst1c wllh child welfare with [my baby], regarding [my baby] when I tir~t staited out 

with the foster home The things I you know I - FJrst um they were Mom and Dad And th<lt w<1~ <l 

maJor issue for me I said No So and they changed [my baby]\ name They had changed [h1\] n,1me 

and 5tarted calhng him a different name, [alternate name] They were calling him [alternate name] and 

calling themsehes Mom and Dad so I - so there was issues that really ate away at me And -

q And who did you have to talk to about those? 

Social worker The social worker Which I did, and, but they were saying more or les~ Don t worry 

about the Mom and Dad I mean you know, I felt thats not nght though and I did know our relat1onsh1p 

at that time would you know turn into something like Vve ve got now [the child 1s home with h15 111othe1 I 

So Im thinking on the basis of that, 1t s not healthy for my child to be in a s1tuat1on having a mom <lnd 

dad and then they re gone at the end Or changing his name And the rea~on they changed hi s name w,1~ 

because they had a dog named [name with same first syllable as baby] which they called [same name <l\ 

baby] And of course the boy [my son], they thought - well- so they JUSt changed hi s n<1me And I d1dn t 

agree with that I thought Hes gonna get used to being called a d1tterent name 

q About your expenence of them changing [your child] s name in the foster home Tell me ,ome 

more about the proces~ was 

I had phoned my lawyer actually And I had spoken to him and th1~ was when we were \till going th1ough 

the court proceedings And I said that they had changed his name And I said they were now C<llling him 

[alternate name] And then I had phoned welfare on II m) worker, child welfare worker And I \a1d 

Listen, they're calling him a different name And they were calling him [alternate name] And 5he ,<11d 

Oh And I said Yeah the child was calling them Mom and Dad And ~o 11 wa~ the child weltare 

worker that actually had talked to the foster parents about his name Cause I mean 1t they were to have h11n 

for two years he's gonna grow up thinking his names [alternate name] So no that wa\ changed [Donn<l 

was cons1denng two years as the leg1slat1on states that 11 1s the maximum length ot time a child C<ln 

remain m the cu~tody of the child welfare system ] 

79 



80 

Thi<; account provides an example of a client approachmg her worker d!fectly dnd 

successfully The child welfare worker was not plannmg for reunification, and Donnd'" 

confrontation strategy was successful m slowmg the momentum of the <;ystem toward 

permanent custody The foster parents appeared to be under the impression that they had 

the authonty to rename the child, and to relate to him as mother and father Although 1t I', 

not clear from Donna's account where her worker stood per<;onally on the 1s<;ue, from a 

document on the child welfare file, 1t 1<; clear that the worker was under the 1mpres~1on thc1t 

the child would not be reumted with his mother A document entitled "Information 

Consohdat1on", completed by her worker when the child was seven weeks old, md1cate" c1 

permanency plan for adoption "The plan 1s for Permanent Guardian.,h1p which the mothe1 

is contestmg If this 1s successful, an adoptive home would be sought for him " There I', 

no contmgency for Donna attammg sobnety, and the apphcatlon bemg unsucce.,.,ful (which 

1s what actually happened) Donna's confrontation strategy was succe~~ful m prepanng to1 

eventual reumficat1on 

A second approach which mothers ut1hzed with their workers was one of 

negotrnt10n Suzanne when she became sober m the treatment centre tned to negot1dte v1.,1t" 

with her child, whom she had not seen for several months She had persuaded her w01ke1, 

first of all, to agree to vislts The cost of superv1s1on was the next bamer to acce"s to he1 

child Accordmg to one worker I mterv1ewed, adequate superv1s10n 1<; a pnmary cond1t1on 

for v1s1ts dunng treatment Suzanne unsuccessfully tned to arrange a time durmg the dc1y 

for vislts, when super-v1s1on would be less expensive, that would accommodate the 

schedule of the treatment program When the worker resisted the co'>t of evenmg vi-;1t.,, 

Suzanne offered to pay for them herself, which was not acceptable 

Suzanne then they cant do v1s1ts Well 11 s expensive for them to do v1-,1ts at night But Im 

gomg to treatment all day I cant - they fmall} agreed to do v1s1ts Im trying to do th1 ~ - trymg to do 

that And they don t want to - Then I said, Well I 11 pay for the superv1smg to bnng - Well we cdn t 

do that Well you cant pay for 11 Im not allowed to pay for 1t And I cant see him m the daytime 
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because Im m classes - 'where you want me to be where I want to be I couldn t get anywhere I wa<; 

JUSt - and the staff here they were really frustrated They were honestly -

Negotiation was not successful for Suzanne I contend that the power relations between 

them precluded negotiation as an effective strategy Negotiation works when there 1s a more 

equal power balance between ind1v1duals Her worker's categonzation of her as 

'mampulat1ve', and her own awareness that her assertiveness and articulateness wa.., a 

disadvantage to her, mdicate the power imbalance in the relationship 

The most common approach in the data was the mvolvement of third partie~ who 

advocated on the mothers' behalf in promoting reumfication Through this method, they 

could attain a v01ce with thelf workers, albeit second-hand The dlfector of the treatment 

centre telephoned Suzanne's child welfare supervisor to convince them to allow contact 

between mother and child when Suzanne first entered residential treatment 

Suzanne It took almost a month of my bemg here before I even had no that<; not true [My 

worker] was on hohdays, so we couldn t do anythmg Her supervisor wouldn't even override her ca<;e [The 

director] actually phoned - made an immediate phone call with them And what Im thmkmg 1s He doe<;n t 

know that Mommy 1s okay In his mmd 1f he doesn't know 1f he can't talk to me he thmks Im drunk 

And thats why I kept say mg 'I need to 

It 1s not clear from Suzanne's account whether she convinced the dlfector to telephone 

However, 1t 1s likely that she influenced the dlfector with her protests over the lack of 

contact with her child 

Suzanne unsuccessfully tned to persuade her worker to call the recovery centre, and 

rely on thelf expertise m her dec1s1on-makmg about allowing unsupervised visits 

Suzanne She says that I am manipulative - a very common characteristic m an addicted per~onahty 

- and that she doesn t believe a word I say Okay So my thmg to [my worker] - and shes said that to me -

and I said to [mv worker] 'If you don t beheve what Im saymg, why don t you talk to these people at the 

[treatment centre] or with other people, and ask them'> Because believe me [workers name] the people at 

the [treatment centre] have seen thousands of mes (laughs) and I'm not conning them even 1t I wa, t1ymg -

and Im not 

'But these people have seen all kmds of mes - they ve seen all kmds of people with bigger stones than 

me way more mampulat1ve than me, and everythmg And they see through 1t They may sll there and nod 
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the1r heads and do whatever but they know I have signed a consent agreement for any exchange ot 

mformat1on !>O she had full nghts to do that So I was upset by that (that the worker did not phone l 

Although the worker did not m1tiate contact with the recovery program as a re~ult of 

Suz,mne's persuasive argument, I speculate that the groundwork wa~ laid for a sub<;equent 

phone call from the duector of the centre to advocate on Suzanne's behalf 

Suzanne credlted her psychologist with advancmg the date for reumficat10n with her 

child She was aware that he was part of the child welfare system, was contracted by 

them, and believed that he had more cred1bihty as a result In attemptmg to per~uade her 

worker to shorten the length of a temporary guardianship order so that she and her child 

could settle m before the begmnmg of the school year, her psychologist appealed to the 

worker (unsuccessfully) on her behalf 

Suzanne It dtdn t make sense to [the psychologist] because my plan 1s so specific Ive done '>O 

much research Ive got e,erythmg m hne for what I have to do when Im in [the locat10n Im moving to! 

who Im gonna see, what programs Im gonna be involved in [The psycholog1~t] said [addre!>stng the 

worker] Ive never seen - such a well-organized plan and 1t snot hke shes JUSt drawn 1t up She" been 

work mg on 1t for months And shes followed through on everything she said she wa~ going to do on 11 

However, his offer of an m-home counsellor from his staff to theu case was accepted by 

the worker 

Suzanne I should let you know that [the psychologist~] office [psychologist" name] went out ot 

his way to help And Im sure he d do 1t for other people Im not special or anything But he run'> h1'> 

agency in that manner And I don t know what kind of money they, how they re contracted through child 

weltdre or anything hke that but 1t seems to me that he spent an add1t1onal amount ot time on my Ld'>e 

than he could possibly be being paid for Hes arranging to have an in-home support worker trom h1'> 

office because [my worker] said there was waiting lists tor their in-home people He~ got one trom h1~ 

office thats going to be doing the in-home 

His assignment of a staff person was mstrumental m enablmg the child to return home 

sooner than 1f they had waited for the child welfare worker to locate another m-home 

service 
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Goldie credits the advocacy of an m-home counsellor who could venfy and 

substantiate Goldie's accounts, as sigmficant m the mitiauon of overmght visits, the fir<.,t 

step toward returnmg a child home 

Goldie [The in-home counsellor] was an awful lot of help for us and [my child] was really disappointed 

when I went to court that one time in the summer And [my first worker] had been there and [my child I 

Just - he Just lost 1t I mean he JUSt - she said no sleepovers and he was Just he got on h1~ bike and he 

JUSt rode back to the house And we walked back and he was m his room cuddled up under the cover'> and 

he was Just bawhn He d1dn t want to talk to anybody or nothing He was screaming out [the worker]'> 

name and you know "Why 1s she doing this to us? and all of this stuff And maybe [them-home 

counsellor] saw too all that And when [them-home counsellor] saw all that she Just knew 1t wa~n t right 

So anyway thmgs started changing he was allowed sleepovers 

Although the mothers may not have directly recruited the other professional<; to 

advocate for them, mothers were strategic m presentmg thelf situations to profo;;<.,1onal<., 

who could venfy thelf accounts and would advocate for them 

In the fourth approach, mothers learned to utilize the legal system for thelf benefit 

In the permanent custody application tnal, Donna marshalled an array of evidence She 

produced letters of support, pictures venfymg her child's deformity as genetic, and a fnend 

to testify effectively on her behalf The Judge decided on an extension of the temporary 

guardianship order for four months, dunng which time Donna was able to meet the 

conditions to pave the way for reumf1cat1on 

Suzanne and her worker settled the issue concerning the length of a temporary 

guardianship order m court Suzanne began by attemptmg to negotiate for an order of three 

months duration which would mmiID1ze the number of changes of schools for her child 

Three months would allow her child to remam m the foster home, his schooling 

undisturbed till the end of the year, and to move him dunng the summer before the 

begmnmg of the next school year When negotiation failed, the worker and Suzanne 

agreed to a comproilllse of a four-month temporary guardianship order m court 

Suzanne [Addressing her worker] 'And because I obv1ousl) kept drmkmg mto the <;1x-month TGO 

[temporary guard1ansh1p order] I would hke to ask for an additional three months which I think 1<; what 
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[unrntelhg1ble] And anyway 1t changed somewhere along the lrne and she said ~he wa~ gonnc1 go to, \IX 

more months And we ended up gorng to court We ended up consenting to tour Well 11 d1dn I m<11te1 ,t 

[the placement m toster care] went three weeks rnto September rnto the TGO, that [my child] could get 

hauled out of school agarn to get - I said No Why for the sake ot three weeks would you take th," 

already traumatized little boy and have him picked up out of school atter three weeks, moved to a new 

school where hes already JUSt comrng back to Mommy and he has 10 go a whole bunch ot new people J 

~aid It doesn t make sense for the sake of three weeks 1t Id [~tayed] sober (At that pomt I would h<1ve 

been sober tor mne months ) It JUSt dtdn t make sense to me But no go Anyway So we got th1<, toUJ 

month TGO 

These mothers, when other avenues failed, confronted thelf worker<; m court to 

enable a third party to rule on a dispute over reumf1cat10n 

The four approaches the mothers took show how they asserted their per<,onal power 

m worker-chent relat10ns, resolvmg the contradictory mstruct1ons m how to conduct 

themselves Mothers were seekmg to be mcluded m the decis1on-makmg about acce.,., and 

reumficat10n with their children When their attempts to have a v01ce, m the form of d11ect 

confrontat10n or negotiation, were unsuccessful, they rehed on the credibihty of 

professionals or used the legal system to mcrea<;e their power m relat10n to the child welfare 

system, as represented by their workers When mothers followed mstruct1ons to a<,<,ert 

their personal power m worker-chent relations, and workers reJected/refm,ed their 

mclus1on/excluded thetr opm1ons, they rehed on profess10nals or the legal <,ystem to 

amplify their voices 

In this chapter, I have argued that mothers actively worked to mfluence theu 

workers to return their children, that 1s, followed mstructions to use their per<;onal power 

I have shown the different approaches mothers utilized with their worker<; I hdve 

uncovered the power relations between mothers, workers and other profe<;<;JOndl<; 
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Chapter Eight 

How Their Children Came Home The Role of Third Parties 

Goldie I was gettmg very very disturbed with [my worker] Like What 1s 1t you want trom me? I ,e 

done everythmg Im supposed to do you know everythmg you ve told me to do 

and Its still not good enough for you? 

In the previous chapter, I have shown how mothers were applymg the m<;tructIOn'> 

to use their personal power, which was workmg so successfully rn regard to their 

addiction, to the child welfare settmg I exammed the power relations between mother'>, 

workers and other protessionals, to reveal how mothers relied on professionals or the legJI 

system to amplify their v01ces, when followmg instruction<; to assert their per<;onal powe1 

was ineffective with workers m acceleratmg reumficatton with therr children 

In this chapter, I argue that child welfare workers did not mcorporate the authonty 

of recovermg mothers mto decision makmg about the reumficat10n with their children I 

show that followmg the mstruct1ons of neither system brought mothers clo<;er to their goal 

of reunification with their children I suggest that professional or Judicial opm10n WJ'> 

reqmred to produce the child welfare system's altered course toward reunification 

The turning pomt for the cases, when the child welfare system began to expand 

acces~ for the mothers did not happen as a direct outcome of the mothers' effort<; Evenh 

which they did not control tnggered the new orgamzattonal course of action toward 

reunification An accompanymg shift m the relations between worker and chent occurred, 

wherem mothers gamed more credibility with their workers and the relation<;hip became 

Jes<; adversanal 

Two new set,; of eyes on Goldie's case comc1ded with the decision to allow 

overnight visits with her child, a maJor step toward reunification The shift m wo1 ke1 -
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chent relat10ns occurred with the assignment of a new worker and an in-home coumellor 

Goldie's previous worker had remained steadfast in her convict10n that Goldie was not 

'stable', despite Goldie's efforts to convmce her otherwise Goldie had complied with her 

worker's conditions, ~hlch were to abstain from alcohol, to attend anger management 

classes, and to find smtable housmg Goldie anticipated permiss10n for overmght vi '>it'> to 

be the result However, her worker refused, saymg Goldie was not 'stable' 

Her dilemma was how to convmce her worker her compliance had been 

meffective, she did not have any credib1hty with her worker, and if she expressed her 

anger, she nsked strengthening her worker's behef that she was unstable 

Goldie was complymg with the conditions which the worker had set down, even 

when they were a sacnfice or did not make sense to her 

q Before you go on, talk to me some more about [when) you were really hurt What was 11 that hurt 

you the most about 1t? 

Goldie Well, ti was that I was try mg so hard and I was domg evervthmg that I was supposed to do -

abstammg from the alcohol and gomg to anger management with [my child] on Saturdays which ~he 

wanted us to do and we dtd That was a damper on our weekend because wed have to go make that That 

took up time Saturday would Just be - poop - almost over with 

Goldie did not have any credib1hty with her worker 

Goldie She would never let him go to [my boyfnend's] or stay over and there was not absolutely nothing 

wrong with over there because he has custody of his own son and he has a daughter that he ~ee~ every 

second weekend agam thats over there And the two boys get along fine now you know 1t wa~ touch and 

go m the begmnmg but they get along and they watch a movie or they play And then [his child] ltke~ to 

build thmgs with his hands and [my child] gets down with him too And we rent them a movie and 11 ~ 

quiet - and she dtdn t beheve any of this, and yet she wouldn t come out and see 11 either 

The worker would not believe her and yet would not come out to venfy for her<;elf 

If Goldie expressed anger, she was afraid 1t would strengthen her worker'<; behef 

that she was unstable 

Goldie So I wasn't allowed to see htm a lot when I was supposed to dunng the summer and ~tutf And 

I dtdn t know whether to get really angry with her or Just let 11 go, because I thought tf I get angry then 

shes gonna say, Well look - ltsten to you - you know you're not ready and all this ~tuft I wa5 getting 
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very very disturbed with her Like 'What 1s 1t you want from me? Ive done everything Im ~uppo~ed to 

do, you know everything you ve told me to do and 1t s sttll not good enough for you? 

Thus, we can see that Goldie's efforts created no progress toward reumficat10n 

She was unable to convmce her worker, and the worker would not make an effort to venfy 

Goldie's accounts The turnmg pomt occurred after Goldie was assigned to a new worker, 

and withm four months they were reumted 

Goldie Well, I think - to me I don t think 1t wa~ any skrn off [my first worker] s nose to leave [my child] 

in a foster home - penod - and JUSt - you know I don t think anything I could have done - hke - would 

have been good enough for her So 1t would have JUSt been ongoing ongoing and ongoing I think It 

would have been a rougher go - until the new till [my second worker] came in And then things started 

happening And [my child] - (to child) have you met [the second worker]? 

Child Uhhh [meaning hes uncertain] 

Goldie But [my in-home counsellor] was really in close contact with [my child] and I being our 

counsellor at the time and letting welfare know 

Goldie suspected that the m-home counsellor may have venfied her accounts and advocated 

for her, recogmzmg her accomplishments 

Goldie implied that the accounts of them-home counsellor about the child's d1s;tre..,.., 

over the child welfare worker's demal of overmght visits, and her assurance of the 

hkehhood of Goldie's contmued sobnety, convmced the worker Goldie felt encouraged 

and relieved with progress toward reumfication 

Goldie So anyway things started changing he was allowed sleepovers and 1t started becoming more tun 

and 1t started looking more pos1t1ve I was trying more harder Well I always try harder But 11 gave me 

more of a feeling of Well I don't have to deal with her anymore so thats a real load oft my shoulder~ 

From Goldie's standpomt, her own efforts were frmtless the mvolvement of <l 

new worker, the advocacy of an m-home counsellor, and the child's distress over bemg 

demed overmght v1s1ts with his mother, were the s1gmf1cant factors m tnggenng a new 

orgamzat10nal course toward reumficat10n of the family and endmg the adversanal relation.., 

with the child welfare system 
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In Suzanne's case, as we learned m the previous chapter, the turnmg pomt toward 

mcreased access and reumficat1on was marked by the seemmgly arbitrary dec1s10n by the 

worker to enact a plan to return the child m a month After months of "beggmg" for 

unsupervised and extended v1s1ts, 1t did not make sense to Suzanne - 1t was not logical or 

rational - to shift toward reumficat1on without a comc1dmg improvement m her progre~~ m 

recovery, or without complet10n of the cond1t10ns the worker had set down It make~ 

sense when we consider the effectiveness of thlfd party advocacy the addiction treatment 

centre director had phoned the child welfare worker 

Suzanne I mean l1terally starting next week, Im having overnights, and Ive got - but I don t know 

where 1t came from, what happened, no idea Other than that [the add1ct10n treatment centre d1rector] phoned 

child welfare and talked to them about 1t But I don't have any idea that that has anythmg to do with 11 

With the plan for unmment reumficatton, a shift to a less adversanal relat1onsh1p between 

Suzanne and her worker occurred, subsequent to the director's telephone call 

q And what - has there - how would you descnbe your relat1onsh1p with [your worker]? 

Suzanne Hornble Well wait [My worker] 1s - this sounds homble even ,t she wa~ not m child 

welfare, she 1s kmd of like a non-personality She has - shes JUSt - I'm a really outgomg, greganou~ -

people call me hyper - active person and shes JUSt hke this lump And so I would never relate to her m 

any circumstance Only 1fl was forced to, and m this case I'm forced to 

Suzanne then related her frustrations with her worker, who called her mampulative and 

chrome, and refused to believe what she says She descnbed the difficulties m gettmg 

permiss1on to contact her child when she first entered treatment, and the lack of pnvacy m 

supervised v1S1ts She descnbed thelf current relationship as "sort of okay" 

Suzanne As I'm saymg this, with [my worker], we re sort of okay But I'm JUSt saymg some of the 

frustrat10ns about dealing with them 

On a previous occas10n, Suzanne had told her worker of the treatment centre staffs 

extensive expenence with women hke her, and expertise at d1scermng who was trymg to 

'con' the professionals It may have laid the groundwork for the director's call 

In Donna's case, a Judge mtervened to deny the worker's application for permanent 

guard1ansh1p of her child, and to allow her four additional months to demonstrate her 
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sobnety and capacity to parent The tnal was the turmng pomt m her case, when the child 

welfare system began to c;ee her as a mother whose child might be returned home In the 

previous chapter, I presented mformatlon about the court case m which she conte-.ted the 

child welfare system's application for permanent custody Donna, presumably with the 

help of her lawyer and the staff at the treatment centre, produced letter~ of c;upport, 

pictures, and a fnend to testify on her behalf I have also referred to the pa-.c;age'> m the 

"Informat10n Consolidation" document which md1cate that her worker had plane; to m1t1dte 

adoption The child welfare system was not on the road to reumficat1on of th1~ child and 

his mother Accordmg to the records m her child's file, Donna had phoned, ten d<lys 

before the tnal, to advise the supervisor who was managmg her case, that c;he wd-. m 

treatment, sober, and had a follow-up plan m place to mamtam her sobnety Although the 

mformat10n could have mitiated a reconsideration of reumf1cation, the last hne of the record 

wntten by the supervisor states, "Referred her back to her lawyer" It wa~ the Judge'c; 

mterventlon which changed the direction of the child welfare system from permanent 

gudrd1ansh1p 

In the stones of these three mothers, we can see that the turnmg pomt when the 

chJ!d welfare system began to allow more access for the motherc;, did not happen as a direct 

outcome of the mothers' efforts Their extensive efforts to mfluence and perc;uade the11 

workerc; to consider steps toward reumfication with their children were meffect1ve It wd-. 

not the mtention of their workers to mitiate reumficatlon when they did In Goldie'~ cJ.-.e, d 

new worker together with the substantiation of the m-home counsellor, ended the 

adversanal relationship In Suzanne's case, the addiction treatment syc;tem dc;<;erted 1t~elt 

on her behalf In Donna's case, the legal system considenng all the evidence, decided to 

give her a chance to prove herself Events which the mothers did not control tnggered the 

new orgamzatlonal course of action toward reumfication 
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In uncovenng the power relations, I find 1t s1gmf1cant that in Goldie\ and 

Suzanne•~ cases, the mothers were not very certain what actually 1mt1ated the ~h1ft m the 

system's management of the case The agency of the mothers in affecting the timing of 

reumficat1on was unacknowledged or nonexistent Thelf own efforts were 

unacknowledged, and they attnbuted the altered course of thelf case to thlfd part1e'>, or 

were uncertarn how 1t happened that they became more credible and the adver~anal nature 

of the relationships changed The actions of the workers did not make '>eme to the 

mothers Following the instructions of the add1ct1on treatment system to assert theu 

personal power did not, from the mothers' standpoint, result in progress Following the 

instructions of the child welfare system, to surrender control of the mother-child 

relationship, did not provide them with any indication that they were getting clo'>e1 to 

regainmg cu~tody of thelf children 

I suggest that the workers did not incorporate the mothers' authonty about theu 

sobnety and readiness to begin reunification into thelf dec1s1on makmg proce~~ In the 

following chapter, I examine the social orgamzat1on of child welfare practice for an 

explication of thelf reJect10n of mothers' authonty 
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Chapter Nme 

Adversarial Relat10ns 

Donna And the [treatment centre] son the people s side The addicts <;1de 

In this chapter, I argue that child welfare workers' reJect1on of the opm1ons, expe1 t1 -.e 

and authonty of the mothers who are their clients anses from the legislation govern mg child 

welfare work, which orgamzes theu relationship as adversanal, and from their education 

and trammg l uncover some of the social relations which shape a worker-client 

relationship 

Adversanal Relationships 

In this sect10n, I descnbe what adversanal worker-chent relations look hke From 

the data I collected, I show that they are charactenzed by mistrust, suspic10n, hm1ted 

disclosures, confhctmg mterests, and fear, on the client's part, and on the worker's pdrt, 

authonty A non-adversanal relat10nship might be neutral, disengaged, what Suzanne 

called "sort of okay", or It might be trustmg, accordmg to Donna's conception 

Donna descnbed how she understood the difference between an adversandl 

relationship m which workers Judged her and whose purpose was to collect evidence 

agamst her, and an open, nonJudgmental, trustmg one 

Donna Actually at first I d1dn t of course trust them - any of them I d1dn t trust any of them atter what 

they did [The second worker] was the first one I opened up to and that's who took all the mtormat1on <1nd 

used It agamst me I don t know 1t was kind of hke I d1dn t want to get close to any ot them Why get 

clo~e cause they re JUSt gonna change anyway? So of course you re telling them only what you ha\e to 

only what they ask You re not freely giving information any more You know I did that once and the1e 

was a bond I would not open up to them after - and especially after they u<;ed everything agamq me Why 
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should J? Who knows where 1t s gonna go next you know? And you have no bond You re not - open -

with them as I am with you I would not tell them anything any more after that You don t w.int to get 

too close because they re only temporarily there So you re not gomg to go to them with your emot1on<1l 

problems and maybe have them Judge you, use 1t against you or - so you re not - you don t get c.lose 

From Donna's account, we can see that m an adversanal relatton<;hip, a chent doe" not 

trust, suspects the motives of the worker, censors her talk, withholds mformatton and fea1" 

the power of the worker 

In the data, I found some evidence of how a worker perceived worker-client 

relations as adversanal She beheved the adversanal effects of the legal system on theu 

relat10nsh1p could be overcome by both parties She implied it was more of c1 chc1llenge 

when the relationship began with an apprehens10n 

Worker (from interview notes) Because of the legal system 1t becomes adversarial Its our sy,tem 

Perhaps there are other systems elsewhere but this ts the one we have The worker and client c.in get 

beyond 1t [the relat1onsh1ps adversarial nature] on a relat10nsh1p basts If child weltare involvement begin~ 

with an apprehension, the legal process 1s more nght in the face of the cltent nght away 

She wm, aware that the court could compel her to betray the relationship by test1fymg 

agamst a chent She resolved her betrayal by mcorporatmg the process of a tnal mto 

chmcal (helpmg) work She blamed the chent for makmg the relat,on<;hip adver<;anal 

Worker (my notes) If tt comes to court 'a worker has no choice but to unveil the truth ' Court can be 

good tor cltent Over the course ot '.\ or 4 days their life 1s laid out All workers te~t1fy who have w01 ked 

with this tamily over five years The clinical process ts unveiled The client see~ and hears everything -

of course 1t s done for the Judge, but some clients benefit For example a woman with a longst,111ding 

add1ct1on problem quite manipulative had been mvolved wilh both the criminal and child weltare leg,tl 

systems She tnes to ~ound convmcmg and well-meaning Clients get systematized e~pecially 1t they 

have been through two systems By the time she got to child welfare she dealt with 1t the ,ame a~ the 

cnmmal system 

The worker framed the client as fightmg the legal process, not herself 

Worker (my notes) Client has to learn how to fight the legal proce~s 

In cases of add1ct1on, she admitted that workers suspect chents and order drug te-,tmg to 

obtam evidence agamst them 
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Worker (my notes) If the add1ct1on problem continues to be seen as severe and 1f the worker 1:, susp1c..1ou, 

of continued usage of drugs direct screening for example random drug tests with an agency here in [utyl 

can be required before seeing her child 

q Is this done to protect that child from a mother who 1s 1mpaired? 

Worker For two reason:, I) to see 1f client 1s being truthful, 2) to see 1f drug use continue, Thi'> I'> 

done especially 1f a baby was born with cocaine or other drugs in its system It 1s u,ed espec1.1lly 1t 111 

infant 1s involved Sometimes unne tests are court-ordered 

From the worker's account, we can see that she views her power m a worker-client 

relationship as constrained by the power of the legal system Her power to detach her1.,elf 

from an adversanal position is hmited to bmldmg a (trustmg) relat10nship with the client, 

ratJonahzmg her compliance with the legal process as helpmg the client, or loc<1tmg her1.,elf 

outside of the struggle (the client is fighting the legal process, not the worker) In ca1.,e1., of 

add1ct10n, workers are suspicious of clients and especially when the protect10n of an infant 

1s involved, use thetr authonty to compel mothers to comply with testmg, which become<., 

evidence agamst them When I Juxtapose the two accounts, we can see that a client hd.., 

reason to mistrust, to suspect motives, to hffilt the amount of evidence she provides , dnd to 

fear the power of the worker What a chent may not perceive 1s the constramt,;; on the 

worker's actions 

Leg1slat1on 

In this secuon, I argue that the legislative approach to child welfare constructs 

adversarial relations between worker and mother by onentmg child welfare work towdrd 

the court system and the protectlon of the child, by makmg mothers, thetr mothenng work, 

their relat1onsh1p with thetr children, and thetr opm10ns, mvisible, and by confu<.,mg 

authonty with help I utilize the mstitut1onal ethnography method of documentary andly1.,1-, 

to uncover the mterconnect10n between the worker-chent relationship and rulmg relat1orn, 
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In the conceptual framework, we learned that child welfare practice entails 

enforcmg the contract between parents and state to provide for the welfare of children 

withm the farruly umt Accordmg to the literature, the child welfare system grew out of the 

child savmg movement of the late nmeteenth century (Gordon, 1996, Swift, 1995a) 

Histoncally, protection was most commonly provided by removmg children from their 

mothers and placmg them m alternative care (Savoury and Kufeldt, 1997) 

State 

Child Welfare Bureaucracy 

Social Work 
Discourse 

Discourse on Mothering 

Child Welfare 
Leg1slat1on 

Child 

Recovering 

Woman 
Mother 
Client 

Add1ct1on 
D1scours, 

Add1ct1om 
Treatmen1 

In exammmg the legislation, I see several ways m which it constructs adver<;anal 

relat10ns The settmg, the backdrop, for child welfare work is the court system, an 

adversarial system where there are two sides m oppos1t1on to each other The mtent of the 

Act is to protect a child's mterests a mother's mterests are secondary and her opm10m, <1<; 

opposed to the child's, are not recognized His/her mother becomes mvisible m the Act, 
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subsumed under the term "guardian" or "farruly" The glo')smg of differences between 

welfare and protection, and between authonty and helpmg, frames the relat1onsh1p between 

a worker and mother as explo1t1ve and manipulative The leg1slat1on confer., authonty to 

deterrrune nsks to children through mvest1gat1ve procedures, which orgamze worker-chent 

relations as Judgmental A mother cannot voluntanly enter the system, only 1f she 1-; Judged 

to be deficient Child welfare practice 1s wedged mto a legal framework which I', ba.,ed on 

adversanal relations 

The power of the queen, funnelled through the leg1slat1ve assembly of the 

provmce, establishes the law governmg the 'welfare' of children In Alberta, the 

leg1'>lat1on 1s entitled, "Child Welfare Act" 

HER MAJESTY by and with the advice and consent of the Leg1slat1ve A~sembly ot Albert<l 

enacts as follows (Child Welfare Act, 1997, p 4) 

The text of the Act leaps from "welfare" m its title, to a focus on "protection" of the 

child, glossmg over the differences which these two terms may contam Sect10n 1 defme., 

terms, among which "welfare" 1s not mcluded Nme circumstances which would endange1 

the survival, secunty or development of the child are descnbed, as part of the defm1tion of 

term~, and roughly fall mto what we know as child abuse and neglect 

The leg1slat10n provides the parameters \\-hich defme a child welfare worker'-; wo1k 

as protectmg children The mtent of the leg1slat10n 1s to provide protective -;ervice-; to 

children, and the Act situates chtldren withm farruhes The mother or parent i-; .,ubsumed 

under the terms "guardian of the child" and "family" m the text of the legi.,latlon 

2 A Court and all persons shall exercise any authority or make any dec1s1on relating to a 

child who 1s in need ot protective services under this Act in the best interests ot the child and m 

doing so shall consider the following as well as any other relevant matter 

(a) the family 1~ the basic unit of society and its well-being should be ~upported <lnd 

preserved 

(b) the interests of a child should be recognized and protected 



A worker I mterv1ewed showed how conflict anses, and mothers' interest,;; fail to 

be represented m child welfare practice, m answer to a question about dec1s10n-makmg 

processes concernmg custody She stated that she asks herself the question, "What J', m 

the best interests of the child? The first preference 1s for the child to go home If I don't 

thmk changes were made by a parent, I have to look out for what's good for the child 

This may create conflict I consider the child's long-term welfare It may really hurt the 

parent I don't want to do that My JOb 1s to look out for the child, which may conflict 

with what 1s best for the parent" An adversanal relat1onsh1p, m ½h1ch the worker take-, 
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the side of the child, agamst the mother has been constructed I can see that the ..,kill.., of the 

worker to be able to bmld a non-adversanal relationship rn this s1tuat10n, though which a 

mother can umte with a worker to put the child's mterests before her own, are cnt1cal 

However, as de MontJgny ( 1995) says, the trusting relat10nsh1p glo,;;,;;es over power 

differences the worker can overrule a mother as she has been given the authonty, and their 

dispute will have to be settled in court 

In sect10n (c) the famtly's nght to pnvacy and freedom 1s protected, when not m 

conflict with those of itself, md1v1dual family members and society 

In the next section, a child's opin10ns are recogmzed and accepted 

(d) a child 1f the child 1s capable of forming an opinion 1s entitled to an opportunity to 

express that opm10n on matter atfectmg the child and the child s opinion ~hould be 

considered by those making dec1s1ons that affect the child 

Although the dec1s10n-makers are directed to consider the opm1on of the child on matte1-, 

affecting him/her, the opm1on of the parent 1s not mentioned The parent, usually a smgle 

parent mother, accordrng to the hterature, 1s rendered mv1Sible m the leg1slat1on 

The 1mphcat10n in the sect10n on famtly respons1b1ht1es 1s that a child's welfare 

anses from bemg chenshed w1thm a family umt The mother-child relat10mh1p 1,;; not 

recogmzed m the leg1slat1on, only the relat1onsh1p between a child and his/her family 

(e) the family 1s responsible for the care and superv1s1on of its children and every child should 

have an opportunity to be a wanted and valued member ot a family (Child Welfare Act , 1997 p 8) 
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The text goes on to frame "protective services" as assisting the family to provide 

(e) cont10ues and to that end (1) 1f protective services are neces~ary to ass1~t the tam!ly 10 

prov1dmg for the care of a child those services should be supplied to the tamilv 10 \Otar a.., 11 •~ 

reasonably practicable to do so m order to support the family unit and to prevent the need to 

remove the child from the family (1b1d ) 

Separation of a child from his/her family 1s intended as a last reson 

97 

(e) (11) and a child should be removed from the family only when other less intrusive mea..,ure.., 

are not sufficient to protect the survival secunty or development of the child (1b1d ) 

Help for the child 1s to be provided in the form of "removal" from hts/her family unde1 

certain circumstances, which cannot be remedied by less mtrus1ve measure<; The 

apprehension of a child ts delicately referred to as "removal of a child from the child\ 

family", which glosses over the power relations conveyed by the word "apprehens10n" 

Although the leg1slat1on confers authonty to determine n<;ks to children through 

investigative procedures, and supply services only to a child whose "survival, -,ecunty or 

development" 1s endangered, the Act does not designate ~ho ts to determine the 

endangerment By 1mphcat1on, with the backdrop of the court system, a person in 

authonty would be designated to find evidence of danger I have not exammed how powe1 

to investigate a mother's capacity to be "guardian" of her child 1s delegated through 

leg1slat1on, regulations, and child welfare orgamzat10n policies and procedures Howeve1, 

from my observat10ns, the designated authonty 1s ordinanly a child welfare worker She 1-. 

usually accompanied by her supervisor when the complaint involves drug or alcohol dbu<;e, 

according to a worker I interviewed, for thelf own protection 

The authonty to investigate organizes worker-client relations as Judgmentdl, 1dther 

than a collaborative one in which the welfare of the child 1s a common goal Swift ( 1995c) 

recognizes the issue "The legahzat10n of child protection (Bala et al , 1991) exacerbdte~ 

this approach [ which targets the family as the locus of problems] by requmng soc1Jl 

workers to continually collect evidence agamst mothers in anttc1pat1on of future court 



action" (p 87) The outcome of the 1mplementatton of mvesttgattve powers are 

adversanes workers who do not trust clients, such as those who saw theu client a<; 

mampulattve, chrome or unstable, and clients who do not trust theu workers, <;uch as 

those who felt betrayed, disrespected, or obJect1f1ed as paperwork 

In section (f) issues are delineated for authonttes to take mto account m makmg 

dec1~1ons regardmg the apprehension of a child A dec1s10n 1s to consider the child\ 

hentage, <;tab1lity and contmmty of care and relationships the nsks of apprehen<,1on, 

leavmg the child, and returnmg the child, and the comparative ment<; of leavmg and 

removmg the child 
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Support and preservat10n of the "farmly" of a child 1s provided through referral-, to 

resources m the commumty 

(g) 1f 1t 1s not inconsistent with the protection ot a child v.ho may be in need ot protective 

services the child s family should be referred to communtt) resources for ~erv1ce~ thdt would 

support and pre<;erve the famtly and prevent the need for any other intervention under tht\ Act 

(Chtld Welfare Act 1997 p 9) 

Re~ources are mtended to prevent further mterventton by the authont1es, rather than to 

foster the welfare of a child These resources are not for a child's mother except a~ <;he 1.., a 

member of a family umt, which 1s designated as the provider of care for a child 

The leg1slat1on delegates service delivery to commumty resource<; In the ca<;e.., I 

have studied these referrals were to addiction and detox1f1cat1on program-., psycholog1..,h, 

youth workers, and family preservat10n agencies who offer m-home counselling The help 

mothers received to attam sobnety, learn parentmg and hvmg skills, and addre-,.., 1~sue.., 

underlymg theu substance abuse, was fulfilled by professionals, to whom chenh we1e 

referred by theu workers The referrals leave proportionately more of the child welfa1e 

workers' relat10nsh1p with mother focused on legal processes, such a<; <;1gnmg contract.., 

and servmg court documents which represent the adversanal court proce~s 
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I argue that the glossmg of differences between welfare and protection, and 

between authonty and helpmg, frames the relat1onsh1p between a worker and mother d'> 

exploitive and mampulative The prov1S1on of help to a family m the form of protective 

services to a child confuses the helpmg and authonty roles m the mmds of worker~ dnd 

clients Inappropnate expectations for the child welfare worker can result, which credte dn 

adversanal relationship We can seem Donna's sense of betrayal at havmg her di.,clo.,uie'> 

used as evidence agamst her, the confus10n of roles m her mmd While dppeanng to be m 

a helpmg role, Donna's worker was gathenng evidence, an authonty role "You know ~he 

wasn't really canng about me, she was JUSt prepanng for evidence That's all she wanted 

And that was kmd of a bad starter," as Donna said of her relationship with her worker 

Her expectations for her worker were mcons1stent with the worker's authonty role d'> d 

collector of evidence for the court process The worker exploited the relat10nsh1p with 

Donna to do her JOb of collectmg evidence 

The confusion of roles exists m the worker's mmd as well I contend that workers; 

are denymg the adversarial construction of the worker-client relat10nship when they fail to 

warn a mother that what she reveals will be used as evidence m court to determme her 

smtabihty as a parent, when they mterpret the legal process as 1f they were an advocate, not 

an adversary, when they 'help' a mother to see the 'problem' and determme the c;olut1on, 

and when thev see presentmg her story to herself m a tnal as good for her 

Ratlonahzmg thelf act10ns resolves, for workers, the confusion of roles; I wa., 

m1tially puzzled when I encountered de Montigny's ( 1995) claim that social workers 

develop rationahzations for thelf actions "Their function as child protection pohce doe'> 

not match thelf idealized versions of professional helpmg To recover a <,ense of 

profess10nal congruence and mtegnty, social workers must develop elaborate JU'>t1ficdt1on., 

and rat1onahzat10ns to account for their actions Workers also argue that their action..., hdve 

therapeutic eftects" (p 130) They come m the gmse of a helper, but they "dommate" 
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(Freire, 1970) through mampulat10n of the relat10nship, m such activities as failmg to warn 

a mother that her disclosures will become evidence, mterpretmg the legal process for 

clients, imposing a 'problem' and solution frame, and utihzmg a tnal to mtervene with d 

client They must exert authonty, m accordance with the construction of the legislation 

However, thetr demal of the adversanal construction of their relationship to client~ ~how<; 

itself as a deception of the clients, and themselves The entanglement of the authonty and 

helpmg functions is a problem for workers, and for clients For the clients, it exacerbate<; 

the already confhctual and IDIStrustful relationship with their workers 

I contend that a mother must be Judged as deficient, and cannot voluntanly enter the 

system The leg1slat10n's determmatlon that assistance can only be provided when the 

authonties Judge a child to be endangered by the authonties means that the child welfare 

system cannot help mothers who request help unul they are mvestigated and found 

deficient Donna related the story of a mother whom she had convmced to phone child 

welfare to get help with the problem of copmg with her chtldren while she attended 

addiction treatment The mother had relapsed, distracted by the problems of children at 

home with a babysitter Donna pomted out that the way the child welfare 1s orgamzed, m 

order to become eligible for services, a mother has to "hit rock bottom" and the children 

have to suffer 

Donna If someones crying for help I think they need to intervene Before 11 gets to the point where the~e 

people do hit rock bottom I mean, they're crymg for help before they get to the bottom And I think they 

should intervene before they actually hit rock bottom lose their kids have to go through court proceedings 

all ot that And so thats a big step to phone and admit that you need help And for them to shut their 

door I Just don't understand But yet they're qmck to be there and to Judge you when you re fallen right to 

rock bottom You know without help you cannot get out of that rut So you hear these women out 

crying for help and yet theres nothing can be done until they actually do hit rock bottom 

And are there any kmd of resources or counselling information hke that or does child welfare -

d In her s1tuat10n shes got the kids Now she has no one to watch the kids So why cant they be 

placed somewhere You know and given that opportunity to go and get the help That's the way I look at 

1t They should be allowed to and 1t will come to that anyway So why not, when they re asking fo1 the 
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help, why wait another year? And let the child the children go through this another year when 11 can be 

you know stopped beforehand? 

Donna found workers to be qmck to mtervene to "Judge", to exercise thelf authonty, but 

not to help The system 1s orgamzed to subJect a mother to hum1hat1on, powerle\\ne.,., , 

and Judgment m order to get services Thus, the mother who mv1tes the collaborc1t1on of 

the system m prov1dmg care for her children 1s refused she can only enter under 

adversanal cond1t10ns 

To summanze, the legislation constructs adversanal relations by ut1hzmg the 

adversanal court system, as a settmg, a backdrop, for child welfare work, where 115k., to 

children are proved through mvest1gat1ve procedures, and bemg Judged as def1c1ent 1~ 

requ1red to access services, by recogmzmg only a child's mterests and opm1on<;, by mdkmg 

a mother, her mothermg work, and her relationship with her child mv1s1ble, <;Ub<;umed 

under family or guardian, and by glossmg over differences between welfare and protection, 

and between authonty and helpmg The leg1slat1ve approach to child welfare practice 

constructs It as adversanal 

Education and Trammg for Child Welfare Workers 

In this section, I argue that child welfare workers' reJect1on of mother's opm10m 01 

authonty anses from their educat10n and trammg m the area of power relations c1nd 

add1ct1ons practice 

Knowledge of Power Relations 

While the orgamzat10n places them ma position of authonty, enforcmg the 

leg1slat1on, the education of child welfare workers does not prepdre them for exerc1<,111g 

authonty nor managmg relat1onsh1ps with clients who have add1ct1on problems Gene1 c1lly, 
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child welfare workers are social workers, educated withm the discourse of the social work 

profession (Swift, 1995, de Montlgny, 1995) 

I suggest that the reJectlon of the mothers as participants contnbutmg their opmiom 

and knowledge to the decis10n makmg process of the workers, anses m part from their lack 

of education and trammg m power relations 

The social work practice texts have been found to provide httle analysis or guidance 

m the area of power relat10ns (de Mont1gny, 1995, Swift, 1995a) de Montigny (1995) 

has found that the "coercive and mampulat1ve nature of professional power" (p 126) and 

the social organization of that power 1s neglected by social work practice texts When a 

worker 1s unable to relate to a chent m terms of a helpmg relat1onsh1p, 1f the client 1 <; ho~tile 

to a worker, for example, the alternative wlthm the framework of relat1onsh1p theory or the 

authonty-helpmg schema 1s to resort to authonty (Swift, 1995a) In the traming hterature, 

Swift found that blending authonty and help in a paternalistic 'good parent' approach I'> 

recommended (see Kadushin and Martm, 1988, p 270), which she cnllqued for 1t~ 

construction of chents as childlike Thus, the social work practice texts do not provide 

strategies which are respectful of chents within an adversanal relat1onsh1p D10no ( 1991) 

has found that the discourse on the effectiveness of casework and practice with 

involuntary, resistant clients, neglects d1scuss1on of a social worker's respons1b1hty to ra1<;e 

the pohtical consciousness of clients and to allow clients to act as a result of that awarene~~ 

Trainmg m the area of power relations and exerc1smg authonty may also be 

deficient A colleague of rrune, a former child welfare worker, suggested that m general, 

child welfare workers are lackmg knowledge about workmg with clients m a way that will 

help them "get better" She quest10ned the extent of workers knowledge about overcommg 

the barner of being a social control agent, in order to explain a service plan, for example, 

without being Judgmental, and about deahng with the adversanal relations that the legal 

processes introduce To her knowledge, the child welfare system provided no specific 
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training in the-;e areas "It's crucial to thelf JOb They don't have be a chmc1an It',; hke 

having two pMents who are fightmg all the time 1f [ worker and mother are] adver..,anal " 

She viewed sk.1ll and knowledge as essential to v.ork within the dichotomy of keepmg the 

child's best interest<; uppermost, while working effectively with the parent, and doubted 

that traming addresses this area Although some workers "wnte off' parent.., who pre..,ent 

as angry and adver'ianal, workers exist who know how to deal with the power dyndm1c.., 

and use their relat10nsh1p <;kills, accordrng to my colleague However, trammg to prepare 

workers for effective practice m managmg power relations and adversanal relat1on..,h1p.., 

wa<; not available to her knowledge 

I suggest that a worker, whom I have shown to be lackmg a selection of alternative 

strateg1e~, either rehes on authonty or wntes off clients, thereby producmg the effect we 

have seen m the cases I studied where workers reJect a mother's opm1ons and authonty I 

wonder 1f this tendency may be exacerbated m cases where the chent has more knowledge 

about add1ct10n than the worker 

Knowledge of Add1ct10ns 

In thi'i section, I argue that workers' ab1hty to intervene effectively with the11 chenh 

with addiction problems I'i hm1ted by their lack of professional knowledge about <1dd1ct1on, 

1ts patterns, and recovery Opportumtles to gam knowledge m social work pr<1ct1ce m the 

add1ct1ons field are hm1ted 

Professional education and trammg do not prepare them for child welfare practice m 

the area of addict10ns In my social work undergraduate degree, the one cour'ie offered on 

add1ct10n was not a part of the mandatory cumculum Exposure of social worker.., to the 

d1-;course of add1ct1on once they are employed as child welfare worker<; 1s min1m<1l, and 

thelf mterchange of information with add1ct1on treatment professional<; concernmg client.., 
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which they have m common is scant, accordmg to the data I obtained Lack of traming 

among child welfare v. orkers and substance abuse treatment practit10ners in each othe1 -, 

area of expertise is a problem, accordmg to the literature (Thompson, 1990 Curti-, and 

McCullough, 1993, Greg01re, 1994, Tracy and Farkas, 1994, Dore, Dom, ,md Wnght, 

1995) One child welfare worker I mterviewed received some mitial trammg m addiction, 

with regard to assessment only Accordmg to another worker, addiction courses for child 

welfare workers m this provmce are optional, which does not make sense to her, 

con'>idenng that she has observed add1ct1on 1s<;ue<; m seventy to eighty percent of her Cd'>e'> 

She has taken a two-day non-mandatory course offered through thelf staff development 

d1v1s1on However, she observed that few workers take the trammg course m add1ct10n d'> 

the staff turnover precludes completmg even the mandatory courses 

Another source of knowledge for workers 1s add1ct1on professional<; with whom 

they have clients m common One worker stated that her knowledge of relap~e hdd been 

augmented recently by an add1ct10n counsellor, who compared a client'~ relapse<; to ledvmg 

a battenng partner many times before the separat10n becomes permanent This 

commumcatlon of the nature of add1ct1on and relapse was an mc1dental occurrence dS d 

re<;ult of workmg with the same client 

The mother<; reported that thelf workers had little or no contact with the recovery 

program staff concerning their case A worker I interviewed concurred ~tatmg thdt contdct 

generally com1sts of megular telephone contact to check on a client's progre-,~ Another 

worker disagreed, stating that there 1s often contact between the treatment program, the 

child welfare worker and the client, m the form of conferencmg If conferencmg doe<; not 

occur, she stated that telephone contact 1s usual When I pomted out that 1t had not 

occurred for the mothers I mterv1ewed, she suggested that some treatment program'> choo-,e 

to remam separate from child welfare This chosen separateness does not apply in 

Suzdnne'<; case, based on the number of telephone calls which she reported had been made 
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by the treatment centre staff to her worker A worker I mterviewed appreciated the 

commumcat10n m the form of a one-page summary, which often contam<; recommend<lt1on., 

for the follow-up program, prepared at the time of discharge Another worker <,lated that 

ideally she would like to set up a relapse prevention program with the treatment <;taff dnd 

the mother at discharge, but 1t seldom happens Thus, we can see that opportumt1e<, for 

gammg knowledge about add1ct1on from the treatment profe<;<;ional5 are limited The two 

systems have little mterchange of mformat1on, e\en when they ha\e clients m common 

The mothers indicated that their workers' knowledge of addiction wa-; <,Cdnt When 

asked about their workers' knowledge of addiction, relapse, and recovery, they were 

unable to recall any md1cations that workers were faffilliar with the recovery work which d 

woman does to attam sobnety Donna perceived the attitude of her workers to be bldck and 

white if she relapsed even once, she expected that they would take her chlld dnd apply for 

permanent guardianship agam They did not md1cate to her that they understood reldp<,e m 

the context of recovery 

Workers rely on their own observation~ and mterpretations to 1llummate their work 

A worker I mterv1ewed stated that she has observed a pattern m the hve<; of recovenng 

mothers They were m cns1s when they entered treatment, really "gung ho" and wdntmg to 

have thelf children back home If they completed treatment, they were elated at domg well 

m the program Then slowly, thelf lives detenorated and thelf abuse of alcohol or other 

drug~ resumed She expressed regret that the cycle repeated itself, and <;peculdted dbout the 

issues that undermme the changes that mothers have made through treatment The m1t1al 

dec1s1on that Suzanne's worker made to refuse contact wlth her child makes <;ense when we 

consider that a worker may be expectmg mothers who have been abusmg sub<;tdnce., to 

follow this pattern Suzanne had not succeeded with add1ct10n treatment when ~he h<ld 

attended previously, and she had been reported to child welfare three times for relap"e" 

over a ten-month penod Workers might be able to put thelf own observallon~ dnd 
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professional knowledge 
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The child welfare worker has a significant opportunity to put a mother on the path 

to sobnety The recovery process "begms not when the client gets sober, but when a 

canng professional ftrst expresses concern about dnnkmg and makes a diagnosis of 

alcoholism" (Fmkelstem et al , 1993, p 79) The literature cites the attitudes of addiction 

counsellors as crucial m recovery (Fmkelstem et al , 1993, Harnson, 1993) "[I exdmme] 

one's ability to empathize with the woman as the pnmary mgredient m helpmg her recover 

Attitudes and empathy are two key mgredients" (Hamson, 1993, p 200) Although the 

statement refers to counsellmg, the empathy and attitudes of workers encountenng a mother 

who has been m1susmg substances will also contnbute to her recovery 

I contend that negative attitudes toward mothers who have been m1susmg 

substances are not uncommon among child welfare workers Accordmg to a child welfare 

worker whom I mterviewed, the perceptions of add1ct10n among workers are similar to 

those of the general public some workers thmk, "Why waste energy on a family like 

that?" Accordmg to the literature, negative attitudes toward the mothenng done by addicted 

women are evident among practitioners (Fmkelstem et al , 1993, Plasse, 1995, Swift, 

1995a) Swift ( 1995a) provides a wmdow mto the thoughts and feelmgs of a child welfa1 e 

worker with a social work perspective, but lackmg an understandmg of the nature of 

recovery from addiction 

For child welfare workers, however, an alcohohc mother means poor care for the children Even 

1f the father ts present the mother 1s still expected to be the pnmary caregiver and the onu~ tor 

recover) will be on her She will be expected to choose a recovery program to follow through 

and to mamtam sobnety Workers understandabl) become frustrated when mothers fatl m the~e 

attempts They witness the angmsh of children as they are shuttled back and torth from home to 

foster placements and they are aware of the nsk and harm children sustain as dependent~ ot dn 



addict As a reader of such files I also yearn for the mother to nght herself to get back to the 

business of raising the children Workers often , 1sualize the mother a~ an ind1v1duJI ot t, ee 

choice, and they express shock and disapproval 1f she backslides (p 122-i) 

Relapses, according to the literature, are common in the process of recovery and do not 

preclude eventual achievement of sustamed sobnety Negative attitudes, particularly 

toward women with addiction problems, are found among child welfare worker~ 
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I contend that m the absence of a full understanding of the nature of add1ct1on, 1h 

patterns, and recovery, workers' ab1hty to intervene effectively with their chent~ with 

addiction problems 1s hm1ted Profess10nal education and training are mcons1..,tent with the 

reahties of child welfare practice in the area of addictions 

Summary 

In this chapter, I have argued that child welfare workers' reJection of mother\ 

opin10ns or authonty anses from the legislation govermng child welfare work, orgamzmg 

their relationship as adversanal, and from their education and trainmg I have uncove1ed an 

interconnection between the worker-chent relat10nship and ruling relations 

I have shown \\-hat an adversanal relat10nship between worker and chent look., hke, 

citing mistrust, susp1c10n, hmited disclosures, confhcting interests and chent'~ fear and 

worker's authonty, as charactenstics I have shown how the leg1~lative approach to child 

welfare constructs adversanal relations, by onentmg child welfare work toward the court 

system and the protection of the child, by makmg mothers invisible, and by confu~mg 

authonty with help I have shown how limited education and trainmg in working w1thm 

adversarial power relations and managing relationships with chents who have addiction.., 

shapes child \\-elfare workers' reJect1on of mother's opinion~ or authonty I have ~hown 
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how a lack of professional knowledge about addiction, its patterns, and recovery mdy lim1t 

workers' ability to intervene effectively with the1r clients with addiction problem., I h<lve 

~hown how limited the opportumtles are for social workers to gam knowledge m '>OCI<ll 

work practice m the addictions field 
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Chapter Ten 

Conclus10n 

In undertakmg this research, I sought to uncover the social relatiom which 

penetrated the work of a mother recovenng from substance abuse I was mterested m 

understandmg rulmg practices which distnbute and mamtam power m our <,ociety, 

especially m relation to my work with mothers with addiction problems I wanted to view 

the1r expenence as it is constructed by the child welfare and addiction treatment sy<,tem-, 

Through the course of the prev10us chapters, I have presented the followmg 

argument that a mother who enters addiction treatment a<; a chent of the child welfare 

system becomes the recipient of contradictory mstructions about how to conduct her'>elf m 

relations of power A mother has to be subm1ss1ve m relation to the authonty of the child 

welfare system 1f she wants to demonstrate her des1re to regam custody of her chtld1 en 

The mstructions of the add1ct1on treatment system encourage the use of per'>onal power, 

the1r own authonty, m order to be successful m recovery, m contradiction to the 

mstruct1ons of the child welfare system to surrender, submit and comply Mother<; 

perceived that sobnety through addiction treatment was the way to become ehgible for 

reumficat10n However, when they attamed sobnety, workers would not expand acce'>~ to 

the1r children, or discontmue the1r court apphcatlon for permanent custody Following the 

mstructions of neither system brought mothers closer to the1r obJective of regammg cu<,tody 

of the1r children Events which the mothers did not mitiate brought reumficat1on with their 

children closer - workers accepted Judicial and professional opmion - or were meiely 

arbitrary m the1r decis10ns Rejection of mother's opmions, experti'>e and authonty an'>e'> 

from the legislat10n govemmg child welfare work, which orgamze'> the1r relation5h1p d'> 

adversanal, and from \\Orkers educat10n and trammg Based on mstitutlonal ethnography, 
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I have shown that what is happenmg m worker-chent relationships 1s governed by relation<, 

of ruhng which are not visible m the immediate <;ttuation 

In this chapter, I discuss the fmdmgs, imphcat10ns for practice, and area~ for 

further research which anse from the data and my analysis I also explore my own per'>Ondl 

learmng 

Fmdmgs 

My fmdmgs mdicate that a mother who wants to regam custody of her child ha<; to 

allow her hfe to be socially orgamzed by that mstltutlon I found that she accepted the 

authonty of a child welfare worker to control her hfe because her child 1s bemg held d'> d 

hostage until she demonstrates sobnety From mothers' accounts, I saw how they came to 

view attammg sobnety through addiction treatment as the path to reumficat10n with their 

children, based on its endorsement by child welfare workers who were retammg theu 

children m foster care 

I found that mothers reached a pomt at which they began to participate whole­

heartedly m addiction treatment and saw their mothermg as benefitmg from their recovery 

However, m my analysis, their workers did not perceive the shift, or at least did not 

respond to it I found that workers contmued to work from an adversanal frame and 

suspected mothers as mampulative 

I found a contradiction m the mstruct1ons which women received from the child 

welfare and addiction treatment systems concernmg how to conduct themselve<; a<; client'> I 

discovered that addict10n treatment encouraged women to assert their personal power dnd 

self-m1tiative to take control of their recovery, m contradiction to the child welfare worker<,' 

mstructlons of surrender, submission and compliance 



111 

My fmdmgs show how mothers actively worked to mfluence their child welfare 

workers to return their children, followmg the mstruct10ns of the add1ct1on treatment 

system to use their personal power In my analysis, mothers used four approache~ to 

assert themselves m worker-chent relations I found that when thelf attempts to have a 

voice, m the form of direct confrontallon or negotiation, were unsuccessful, they rehed on 

the cred1bihty of professionals or used the legal system to amplify thelf voices 

I found that when mothers employed either the compliant or assertive way of 

conductmg themselves, they did not make any progress toward regammg custody of their 

children My findmgs md1cate mothers attnbuted the power to produce a change m 

direction of the child welfare system's management of thelf case to third parties, not their 

own efforts 

I found m the cases I studied, that when the child welfare system began to allow 

more access for a mother, from severely restncted contact with thelf children to allowmg 

overnight v1s1ts with them, 1t did not happen as a direct outcome of the mother'-; effo1 ts 

From the mother's standpomt, 1t appeared to be events which she did not control which 

tnggered the new orgamzatlonal course of action toward reumfication 

My fmdmgs show that workers discount mothers' accounts of their 

accomplishment of sobnety, and fall to acknowledge theu work of recoveiy I sugge-;t that 

the workers did not mcorporate the mothers' authonty about their sobnety and readme-;s to 

begm reumficatlon mto thelf dec1s1on-makmg process I found the nature of the 

relat10nsh1p between workers and mothers who are m the early stage of recovery, m the 

cases I studied, to be authontanan and adversarial I found adversanal relat1onsh1p~ 

between mothers and workers, m which both parties were mistrustful, suspicious, and had 

confl1ctmg mterests m all the cases which I studied Compliance from mother-; with 

addictions problems was met with susp1c1on by workers, and mothers' lack of compliance 

with labellmg or categonzallon 



My fmdmgs mdicate that workers, m the ca~es I studied, reJected the op1monr.,, 

knowledge and pomt of view of mothers who were recovermg from addiction I 

uncovered a lack of education and trammg for child welfare workers m managmg the 

power relations of the1r work I tentatively suggest that they were lackmg effective 

strategies for managmg adversanal relat10nsh1ps with chents 

1 I 2 

As a portion of the analysis of the social relations, I have traced my findmgs to the 

legislation, and social work educat10n and tramrng In mv analysis, I discovered how child 

welfare workers' reJect10n of mother's opm1ons, expertise and authonty ongmates m the 

leg1slat1on governmg child welfare work 

I tentatively suggest that the everyday work of client mothers - that of remdmmg 

sober, of mothenng, and the work of bemg a chent - 1s mv1s1ble to child welfare workerr., 

Despite the perception m the hterature that 1t 1s mothers who are responsible for 

children, and are found to be their pnmary caregivers, I found that the legislation renders 

mothers mvis1ble - thelf mothenng work, their relationship with their children, and thelf 

opm10ns about the s1tuat1on The leg1slat1on speaks of a famlly bemg responsible for the 

care and supervis10n of a chlld The faffilly 1s a concept, which 1s not capable of domg 

work - 1t 1s the mothers who are domg the canng and superv1smg However, they dre not 

recognized for this work, m the leg1slat1on, their work 1s subsumed under "family" work 

I have discovered how the legislative approach to child welfare work orgamze<; the 

worker-chent relat1onsh1p as adversanal I found that its embeddedness m the court r.,yr.,tem 

creates adversaries of mother and worker I uncovered how the leg1slat1on orgamze<; the 

function of worker-chent relat1onsh1ps by holdmg workers to a concern for protectmg the 

child, necess1tatmg the exercise of authonty m the form of mvest1gat1ve procedurer., through 

which workers collect evidence for court of a mother's def1c1ency 

I found that workers do not fully mform mothers at the time of mvest1gat1on of theu 

mtent10n and legal obhgat1on to reveal mothers' disclosures m court I discovered that 



113 

workers do not see this as a betrayal of the client's trust, but as a pragmatic i5sue The 

child welfare system designates to them the responsibility to collect evidence, and worker<; 

fear that the process will be hampered by advismg a mother that they could be subpoenaed 

to testify m a tnal for custody of the child In m)' analysis, I see a conflict between the 

workers' accountability to the client and to thelf employers I found that mothers feel 

betrayed by this way of resolving the conflict In my analysis, I found other example<, of 

workers and mothers mistakmg workers' authonty for helpmg functions The 

entanglement of authonty and helpmg contnbutes to an adversarial relationship by cre<1tmg 

unrealistic expectat10ns for workers, m my analysis I discovered how this entanglement 

ongmates m the legislation's provision of 'help' to the farruly m the form of "protective 

services" 

The effects of authonty penetrated many areas of mothers' hves, accordmg to my 

analysis their emotions, their consciousness, thelf social lives, thelf legal status, and their 

conduct My analysis of mothers' accounts uncovered several kmds of authonty which 

workers employ and exert over clients legal authonty, the authonty to define problem<; 

and solutions, the authonty to control contact between mother and child, and the authonty 

to reorganize clients' everyday hves I have identified some work processes which embody 

authonty mvestigatton, apprehension, control of a mother's access to her child, mspection 

and momtonng of clients, makmg contracts (agreements), and applymg for court orders 

My frndmgs mdicate that workers' professional knowledge of addiction patterns, 

treatment and recovery is lirruted I traced how worker's professional knowledge anse~ 

from the orgamzation of social work educatton and child welfare training I have 

discovered how lirruted the opportunities are for social workers to gain knowledge rn the 

add1ct10ns field I suggest that workers' ability to intervene effectively with mother<; with 

addiction problems is hrruted 
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I do not want to suggest to readers that all mothers m the early stage of recovery 

have the same kmd of expenences a<, these mothers I am certam that the profec;;<,1on<1J., I 

contacted for part1c1pants referred me to mother<, who had particularly trouble-.ome 

expenences with the child welfare system However, m the methodology of irn,t1tut1onal 

ethnography, the focus 1s not on the features of a particular phenomenon, but on 

understandmg how mothers' expenences anse as they do, by explonng the "m<,t1tut1on<1l" 

frammg of their expenences Thus, my analys1c;; of how It happened that thec;;e mothe1., h<1d 

these expenences stands as vahd although other clients may have different expenence., 

D1scuss1on of Fmdmgs 

Separatmg the roles of helpmg and authonty may be too simple as a solution 

Authonty and helpmg under the current system are bemg offered together m the per<,on of <l 

child welfare worker Neither mothers nor workers seemed to be able to separate the 1ole., 

workers were attemptmg to build endunng relat10nsh1ps while collectmg evidence, <1nd 

mothers felt betrayed when what they wanted was help, instead of a worker mtent on 

bmldmg a case for court If the current practice 1s a repressive one, as Swift ( 1995) 

charges, m which the pohcmg of poor mothers 1s done with velvet gloves, then perh<1p<, <l 

more defimtive separation where the police department apprehended children would cl<111fy 

mothers' and workers' expectations The child v.elfare system could become <,olely <l 

c;;erv1ce provider (see Callahan, 1993, p 204) What would be lost m this kmd oholution7 

The danger 1s that the pohce m1ght act entirely from a frame of law, evidence and cnmm<ll 

mtent, which might ehmmate the possib1hty of creative solutions which could anc;;e m <l le.,., 

highly-charged atmosphere However, the mothers I mterviewed were very mt1m1d<1ted 

when confronted by two people with their bnefcases from the child welfare department -
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would it reallv be any worse if policemen with their guns and little black books appeared at 

thelf door? 

I am recogmzmg that what mothers reqmre is a rebalancmg of power m the 

mvestlgation process Mothers have suggested a lawyer be present I am ~uggestmg that d 

"mother's ad,ocate" be available, a person who was "on the mother's side" to equ<lhze the 

power imbalance This person could provide mformation, hope, advocacy, and support, m 

a sirrular way to that of the addiction treatment counsellors who coached Donna all the way 

to court, or the psychologist who advocated for Goldie This solution might enable mother" 

to tap the1r own authonty and provide a mediator who could allow child welfare workers, 

or policemen, to listen more acutely for the signs of recovery such as tho<;e demonstrated 

by the mothers I mterviewed 

Another issue discussed at the oral defense was that of workers rmssmg these 

obv10us signs ofrecovery Workers were relymg on their knowledge of addict10ns, which 

anses m the public discourse It 1s my hope that professional education and trammg would 

counter the rrusmformation conveyed m the public discourse on addict10n However, 

education needs to teach social workers to analyze the public discourse for the way" m 

which they and the1r clients are bemg perceived In other words, ll needs to teach them 

how to thmk, not Just what to thmk 

Imphcat10ns for Practice 

From the fmdmgs of this study, I see several ways withm the current orgamzat10n 

of child welfare services, m which practice could be changed - at the levels of md1v1dudl 

social work practice, child welfare trammg, and service delivery by other profes~ionals - to 

facilitate the recovery of mothers who have been m1susmg substances 
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I see that an awareness by workers of the1r power to initiate and fac1htate recove1 y 

would make the1r case planning and relations with recovering mother<; and the1r children 

more effective 

Moreau's structural social work (Carmol, 1992) may provide a useful approc1ch to1 

child welfare workers and in-home counsellors regarding power relations Carmol 

sugge<;ts feminist strategies for social work practice which contnbute to the "dismantling of 

structural inequahlies" (p 16), developing more egahtanan relationship'> Through the'>e 

<;trategies, worker<; could mediate the adversanal structure of the v.,orker-chent relat1on<,h1p 

Workers, and in-home counsellors contracted by the child welfare system, could reduce the 

imbalance in power, and make the relat10n<; which determine the1r actions more v1<;1ble to 

chent~ 

Workers can change the1r practice to mediate the effects of the <;ystem on chenh 

Usmg Moreau's approach, workers could offer choices to a client, rather than 1mpo'>ing 

the1r authont:y to make decisions We can see how some workers are attempting to do th1'> 

in defining only the problem, and allowing chents to choose among solution~ They could 

share mformat1on and the rationale for their actions, including an account of the soc1c1l 

relations which constrain their actions They could negotiate the logistic<; of the 

relationship with the mother, particularly with regard to visits while the child i~ in ca1e c1nd 

the limmg of the moving of children out of foster care They could discuss the hm1tc1t1on'> 

of their perceptions, rather than assuming as endorsed by the profe5s10n and org,rn1zat1on 

that the1r account of the 'facts' of a case are the 'truth' In addit10n, they could Join with 

the chent in nammg the oppress10ns which affect both of their hves and m becoming active 

in opposing those oppressions 

Workers can begin to clarify for themselves the dilemmas created by their duc1l 

authonty and helping funct10ns D1scuss10n about the purposes of relat1omh1p bmldmg, 

and the imphcat10ns of fmlmg to advise a mother of the worker's obligation to te<;t1fy about 
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her disclosures , could be initiated among worker~ D1orio's ( 1991) sugge<;tion that d ',OCldl 

worker has a respons1b1lity to raise the political consciousness of clients dnd to allow 

clients to act as a result of that awareness could be a begmning pomt for the d1<;CU<,<,1on 

Donna's and Goldie's experience of damaged relations ansmg from the way evidence Wd', 

gathered dunng the mvestigat10n process might <;uggest an approach which clanf1e.., the 

presence of legal issues m order to bmld trust 

The child welfare system can better prepare workers to be of <;ervice to mother" a" 

part of the client system Mothers although mvis1ble m the leg1slat1on cdn be officially 

recognized as chents, especially when their child 1s classified m a temporary guard1dn..,h1p 

order status, to enable workers to expend more effort with them, as potential cu'>tod1an" of 

their children Prov1dmg educat10n and trammg about add1ct1on and recovery will endble 

workers to mtervene more effectively with mothers with addiction problems, and develop 

case plannmg approaches which allow children to either remam at home or be reunited 

sooner with their mothers Trammg about addiction must addre'>s not merely 1t~ detection, 

but an understandmg of patterns of relapse and recovery 

The child welfare organizat10n can tram workers m the exercise of authority over 

clients from the perspective of the effect on the worker-client relationship, ba~ed on the 

emergmg literature which analyzes the power relat10ns mherent m child welfare practice 

Trammg would provide workers with knowledge and skills to manage the adversandl 

dynamics of relat1onsh1ps with their clients, and provide an occasion to discu'>~ the ethical 

dilemmas of the contradict10ns m their functions 

The organizat10n can also millate and encourage collaboration with Jdd1ct1on 

treatment professionals to enhance knowledge, professional relat10nships, and cc:1<,e 

plannmg for mdividual famihes 

Other professionals workmg with child welfare clients can become more active a-, 

advocates for clients With an awareness of the effect of their professional opmion m the 
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relations of power between worker and client, they can use thelf cred1b1lity to influence a 

worker to acknowledge the v01ces of her client<; 

In-home counsellors can utilize a broadened awareness of the power relation-. of 

child welfare practice to support both parties and intervene in adversanal worker-client 

relat1onsh1ps Counsellors can facilitate cornmumcat1on between workers and mother-. 

about access to children, ass1stmg them to make sense of each other'<; actions Report-. 

reqmred by the child \\elf are system can be provided without Jeopardizing a therapeutic 

relationship with chents As an example, Donna's in-home counsellor ha<; shown Donna 

the reports which she has wntten for the child welfare worker pnor to thelf subm1ss10n 

Donna [My fifth worker] Just knows what whats goin on what I learnt how things are going you 

know And of course I always say 1t s goin' great You know what I mean? You re not gonna ~ay Oh 

God I feel really down You can't say that to her And [in-home counsellor] that comes my home 

[counsellor] I do talk with her quite a bit and I tell her things give her information cause <,he ha<; to write 

reports But 1f theres anything in the report I don t hke 1t s omitted 

q She lets you see 1t? 

Oh yeah So even that 1s hm1ted So actually I have no contact with [my fifth worker] at all It<, my 

home [counsellor] you know she sends in reports 

The m-home worker's stance in the power relations between worker and client enable-. he, 

to be accountable to both parties 

In reports to child welfare workers, other profess10nals workmg with mothe,-. m 

recovery can make more v1s1ble the everyday work of client mother<; m remammg <;ober, 

mothenng and the work of being a client 

The effects of child welfare authonty on mothers' lives and m-home counsello1 -,' 

role m the exercise of that authonty 1s a s1gmficant therapeutic m,ue for mother-. m recove, y 

and for the relationship 

In-home counsellors can understand thelf work with recovenng mother-. a-. 

'aftercare' for addiction treatment Followmg res1dent1al or day program~, the task<; of 

aftercare which an in-home counsellor can address are establishing a habit of <;obnety, 
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making lifestyle changes, momtonng sobnety, addressing issues leadmg to relap'-e, and 

addressmg underlying add1ct1on issues 1dent1f1ed in treatment In-home counsellor" could 

be included m the plannmg and implementation of a mother's follow-up recovery prog, am 

after being discharged from add1ct1on treatment 

However, the changes I have recommended are incremental, serving to improve 

service delivery w1thm the current orgamzatlon of child welfare work within a leg1~lat1ve 

framework My analysis suggests that a new v1s10n of social relallons where women\ 

work of mothenng 1s claimed as femm1st terntory, and egahtanan, respectful relat1onsh1p'­

w1th clients are practiced, would reqmre separating child welfare work from the legal 

system 

Areas for further research 

Dorothy Smith (1987b) env1s1ons mst1tut1onal ethnography as a enterpnse m which 

researchers work from several different v1ewpomts to unfold the network of proce~'ie'­

wh1ch determine an expenence or event 

'Ideally an inst1tut10nal ethnography 1s not a solitary pursuit or a single fieldwork ente1 pme 

Grappling with the actualities of extensive social relat10ns 1s best taken up by inqumes opening up c1 

number of different windows d1sclosmg a number of different viewpoints from which the working ot a 

whole (though open-ended ) complex of relational processes come into view Viewing this collective 

project as inst1tut1onal ethnography allows us to specify what was formerly sketchy to 1dent1ty are<1~ whe1e 

more work 1s needed and to develop a more exacting knowledge of the social relations determining women \ 

everyday worlds (p 177) 
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Thu,;, I propose a number of ways to more fully disclose the social relations which ,;hape 

the expenence of a mother who has been misu~rng ~ubstances 

Mother'> m the early stage of recovery are hkely to have had d vanety of expenence'> 

with the child welfare system I have mterviewed mothers who have been '>Ucce.,,;ful m 

regammg custody of thetr children Inqmry mto case~ m which mothers with addiction 

problems abandoned their children to the child welfare system may uncover other re!dt1on" 

which shaped these mothers' decis10ns de Montigny's ( 1995) observations about the 

mother whom he perceived as too ashamed and mttmidated to conte<,t the apprehension of 

her child mdicate that there are other mothers who did not choo,;e to fight for the return of 

thetr children I particularly recommend mquiry mto the relations of clas~. race <lnd 

ethmcity m this regard 

I am rnterested m an mquiry mto how child welfare workers' practice, and the 

recovery expenence of mothers, are affected by education and trammg mittattve~ m 

addict10ns 

A more general mquiry mto practice m the area of power relations rn worker-client 

relat10nships would explicate the actions and dec1s1ons of workers reported by the mothe1., 

I mterviewed An mvestigat10n of the knowledge base of workers m the way~ of workmg 

m adversanal relationships, and its ongrns would reveal how worker'> come to be ,;killed m 

this area It would be mterestmg to see the effect of recent discussions m the di.,cour'>e, 

mcludmg Diono•~ (1991) call for workers to rai5e the pohttcal consc10usne'>s of chent'> I 

would also hke to study the case planmng approach of extended separation of mothe1., dnd 

children m sub~tance-abuse affected failllhes to uncover the relations which determme th1'> 

practice I am also mterested m how permanent guardianship apphcations an<;e from 

orgamzational dtrectives such as permanency plannmg 

I am interested m how a custody tnal affects mothers who have been m1'>u5mg 

~ubstances Interv1ewmg mothers and worker,; who are approaching, m the proces'> of, 
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and who have completed their tnal would reveal m more detail the relation-; which penetrate 

this child welfare legal process 

V1ewmg the child welfare sy-;tem from the standpomt of addiction treatment 

profess10nals may reveal other social relat10ns which are not apparent from the -..tandpomt 

of client-; 

The data I collected were not useful m answermg my question-; about the integration 

of the everyday work of remammg -;ober and mothenng children Direct ob~ervatlon of 

addiction treatment programs, the counsellmg work of other profes-;1onals to whom 

mothers are referred, and recovenng mothers at work m their families are likely a better 

means of gathenng data to answer this question 

I am interested to know how mothers, havmg expenenced the power relation-.. of 

worker-client relationships, understand and exercise authonty with their own children 

My Personal Learnmg 

Returnmg to my problematic, I find I have a broadened vista as the background fo1 

my work with mothers m recovery and their workers As an rn-home coun.,ellor, I can <,ee 

my role from the standpomt of child welfare clients a~ mtrusive and a., monitonng, with 

potential to be supportive 1f I can negotiate the power relations of worker-client 

relat10nships From the standpomt of child welfare workers whose concern ha~ been 

revealed to be the safety of the child with his/her mother, I recognize that I am not only 

delegated to do the therapeutic work with a client who had been m1susmg substance<;, but 

to ensure and report on the child's safety and well-berng 

I have also recognized how my JOb as a counsellor fits m, from the add1ct1on 

treatment perspective, as part of 'aftercare' There are spec1f1c tasks required m .:1fte1c.:11e 

which an m-home counsellor can undertake with mothers Although they do not rel.:1te to 
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protection concern of child welfare workers 
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I have expenenced emotional pam m doing this research <;tudy I hdve faced my 

part1c1pat1on m rulmg practices, and to some extent at least, accepted my role m the power 

relations of our society I believe am m a better pos1tJon to choo<;e to continue to 

participate, or to claim power for myself and the people I work with, by identifymg the 

rulmg relations and the1r purposes 

I will implement Moreau's strategies of structural social work (Carmol, 1992) m01e 

com,ciously m my practice as an m-home coumellor, to reduce the power 1mbaldnce 

Although some of these strategies I had already practJced, my knowledge of the ',OC1dl 

relations which penetrate my work and our relat10nship, has enhanced my ability to 

disclose them to clients It can be a resource for client<; as they identify tho.,e reldt1on., 

which affect the1r everyday livmg I would like client mothers themselves to be able to 

access and ut1hze the fmdmgs of this study, and I have some ideas that I will share with the 

mothers and workers I mterviewed for the1r opm1om, 

One lesson for me m this study has been the recognition of the ~1gmf1cance of my 

professional opm1on for with a woman who 1s a client of the child welfare ,y<;tem A, <l 

professional who works with her, I am m a pos1t1on to advocate for her needs I cannot 

assume a<; I did pnor to this study that her child welfare worker will be domg th1., advocdcy 

work on a client's behalf withrn the orgamzallon, as I recogmze more clearly the con,t1 amh 

on a worker's practice 

My study has uncovered the larger context m which my work of m-home 

counsellmg occurred, exphcatmg the political, social and economic relatJom that 

con~tramed my effectiveness As an md1v1dual who wants to see more JU<;t1ce for tho<,e 

who are oppre~sed m society, I am more mformed to be able to act effectively from my 
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social relations of the recovenng mother who is a client of the child welfare system 
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The fmdmgs of this study may be useful to mothers and professionals of many 

disc1plmes whose work articulates to the larger work process of reanng children m our 

society, showmg how the work of ruling occurs through their everyday practice~ I 

anticipate that the findmgs of this research will mform the work of profess10nals workmg 

with women who m1suse substances, thelf children, thelf partners, or their families of 

ongm I hope that recovenng mothers who are child welfare clients can be seen with more 

understandmg and respect, and that professionals and chents can see the struggles they 

have m common m our kmd of society 
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