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Abstract

In this study, we examine the trust placed by the populations of nine jurisdictions in their child protection
systems. These systems protect children’s rights and grant authority for invasive interventions to curtail or
even terminate parental rights and responsibilities. We have representative samples of the populations of
each jurisdiction. The results show that about 40-50% of respondents express trust in the child protection
agencies, social workers and judges who make decisions. There are clear differences between jurisdictions,
with the Anglo-American countries at the lower end of the trust scale. Examining the impact of institutional
context, we find that institutional context matters for the degree of peoples’ trust in the child protection
system. This indicates that the typology of child protection systems has relevance, and more empirical studies
are encouraged. Some demographic characteristics (age, having children, income, education) and ideological
variables (political orientation) are also correlated with trust levels.
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and how living conditions of individuals in a society
are influenced by public polices and practices

Introduction

In this article, we examine population-level trust in
child protection systems. These systems are re-
sponsible for protecting children at risk of harm from
or neglect by their caregivers or who may be at risk of
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harming themselves or others." Child protection is
under-researched within social policy research de-
voted to examining welfare state and welfare services
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(Titmuss, 1958; see also Lipsky, 1980). The re-
sponsibility of a child protection system is to ensure
that children have a quality of life independent of
their family circumstances, including protection
from abuse and neglect when that is necessary. As
such, child protection policy is at the core of social
policy research. The importance of trust in govern-
ments and their abilities to respect the people and to
provide them with services in a just manner has been
formulated clearly by political scientist Rothstein
(1998; 2009; see also OECD, 2017). His argument
is simply put that the legitimacy of a political order is
built on the quality of the government (2009), not
only or solely on the electoral democracy.

This study is based on representative samples of
populations in nine jurisdictions covering three types
of child protection systems, including eight Euro-
pean countries (Austria, England, Estonia, Finland,
Germany, Ireland, Norway and Spain) and California
in the United States (US). Through a child protection
system, the state can provide help and services to
families, but also undertakes invasive interventions
to curtail or even terminate parental rights and re-
sponsibilities (Berrick et al., in press; Burns et al.,
2017; Gilbert et al., 2011).2 The state’s intervention
in families on behalf of children, therefore, questions
and problematizes the normative and positive posi-
tion of the family, a core institution of society. A
child protection intervention can be extremely con-
sequential for both parents and children. Thus, it is a
system that must be trustworthy, that is, the system
and its professionals must be perceived as competent,
reliable and truthful, so that people can be confident
that children’s and parents’ rights are protected (see
Levi and Stoker, 2000). Trust in the child protection
system is not only imperative for legitimizing the
formal and social power of this system but also for its
ability to receive information volunteered by the
public about children in vulnerable situations and to
cooperate with children, families and communities
(see Bolger et al., 2021; Marien and Hooghe, 2011).
Therefore, it is important to assess public trust in the
child protection system and examine factors that may
be associated with various trust levels.

There are numerous studies on populations’
trust in political parties, political institutions and
public administration (see for example Kumlin

et al., 2017; Levi and Stoker, 2000; Rauh, 2020;
Zmerli and Newton, 2017). However, there are few
studies on popular views on social services, social
work and social care (McCulloch and Webb,
2020). A search of the literature on trust and
child protection turned up only one published
scientific empirical, cross-country examination of
public trust in child protection systems and the
degree of confidence in decisions (Juhasz and
Skivenes, 2016). Data on public trust in child
protection systems are also scarce. Thus, little
information is available on which to base expec-
tations for a study on public trust in child pro-
tective systems in multiple jurisdictions.

To fill some of the knowledge gaps in this area, we
asked respondents in nine jurisdictions about their
trust in their respective child protection systems. We
believe that people may trust a public institution in
principle but may have reservations about the de-
cision makers and professionals operating in these
institutions and vice versa. Therefore, we distin-
guished between trust in a child protection agency
and in the professionals making the decisions (social
workers and judges). A straightforward measure of
trust is applied, asking respondents about their de-
gree of trust in the child protection agency, social
workers and judges. We examine two hypotheses:
first, that a jurisdiction’s institutional context is
significant in relation to the degree of populations’
trust in the child protection system and, second, that
there is an alignment between a population’s level of
trust in its government in general and in the child
protection system in particular. Finally, we wish to
discover whether sociodemographic characteristics
are associated with respondents’ trust.

We believe our study makes four contributions to
the research field. First, it analyses a unique data set
of populations’ trust in child protection systems in
nine jurisdictions. Second, it examines the role of
institutional context in trust levels. Third, it reviews
the literature on trust and confidence in child pro-
tection systems. Fourth, it adds to the ongoing dis-
cussion of measurement of popular trust in public
institutions.

In the following section, we present our theo-
retical approach and hypotheses, followed by a
methods section, findings and discussion.
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Popular confidence in public
administrative agencies and courts

Popular trust and confidence in government are core
themes in political science, and trust is a fundamental
value in the legitimacy of representative democracies
(Dahl, 1971; Zmerli and Van der Meer, 2017) and a
binding element in society (Putnam, 1993). How-
ever, peoples’ experience of and trust in public ad-
ministration, the output side of a political order, may
be equally important for the legitimacy of the
democratic order (see Rothstein, 1998, 2009). Pop-
ulations’ confidence and satisfaction in welfare state
functions are likely to be influenced by a range of
factors. This includes trust in the system as a whole,
including policies and political aims, trust in the
effectiveness of the system or interventions, as well
as trust in the professionals responsible for them.
Other factors that can influence citizen trust may be
based on personal experiences with the government
and the legacy of government handling of the au-
thority entrusted to it. Based on the literature and
previous research, we have developed hypotheses
and expectations.

Institutional context

Our first hypothesis is based on institutional the-
ory, whereby public opinion is regarded as an
independent variable that explains or has an impact
on politicians and the development of policy (see
Kumlin and Haugsgjerd, 2017). However, one
central component of studies on popular views on
and attitudes around welfare state arrangements is
that peoples’ opinions are regarded as a dependent
variable; policies and welfare institutions influence
peoples’ attitudes and their views on the role and
status of welfare systems (see also Roosma and
Van Oorschot, 2020; Svallfors, 1996, 2012;
Valarino, 2017). In general, the welfare state has
various components in place to protect children
from maltreatment and neglect, including net-
works and groups of professionals such as the legal
system, medical practitioners, law enforcement
personnel, educators, social and welfare workers,
as well as child protection agencies (Schmid and
Benbenisthy, 2011).

Child protection systems in high-income coun-
tries are usually categorized into three types (Gilbert
et al., 2011; see Berrick et al., in press): risk-oriented
systems, family service-oriented systems and child
centric-oriented systems. A risk-oriented child pro-
tection system has a relatively high threshold for
intervention into the family, and its primary focus is
on children’s health and safety. This is a system that
is reluctant to dictate how families should raise their
children, and have few services to offer individuals in
need. In this system, parent’s rights have a strong
standing compared to children’s rights. In family
service-oriented systems, the aims are on a child’s
health and safety, but also to provide help and
support to families to prevent and reverse negative
developments. Ideas of wellbeing and ethical norms
of a good childhood and a good family life are
prevalent, and the government’s responsibility for
people is evident. Parents’ rights and children’s
rights are equally protected. The child-centric ori-
entation targets children’s health and safety, provide
help and services, and also has a strong focus on
children’s individual rights and needs. In this system
the child is the primary focus when there are con-
flicting interests and rights at stake (see Gilbert et al.,
2011). The Finnish and Norwegian systems are
usually categorized as child-centric (P6so, 2011;
Skivenes, 2011), and those of Austria, Germany and
Spain are family service oriented. Those of Cal-
ifornia, England, Estonia and Ireland are typically
categorized as risk oriented; that is, their primary
focus is on responding to child safety concerns and
minimizing risk to children. The English system has
been described as a hybrid, leaning toward a family
service approach but reactive and risk oriented in
response to high-profile cases (Berrick, 2011; Parton
and Berridge, 2011; Thoburn, in press). A detailed
presentation of these three child protection systems is
presented by Gilbert et al. (2011). One dimension of
these three child protection systems is the degree of
intrusiveness into the family life and parental rights
they allow for, authorizing the state with increasing
power to intervene and to restrict freedom (for
parents). Thus, we expect a relationship between the
power delegated to these systems and peoples’ trust
in the systems. This was also the result in a study
published in 2016 about trust in the child protection
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system in four jurisdictions, in which people in
Norway and Finland expressed greater confidence in
the child protection system than their counterparts in
California and England (Juhasz and Skivenes, 2016).
Our assumption is that the type of child protection
system reflects the level of state intervention ‘tol-
erated’ by a state, and thus we have the following
hypothesis:

H1: Confidence in the child protection system is
correlated with the type of system in place, that is,
people have the highest degree of trust in child rights-
oriented systems (Finland and Norway). People in
family service-oriented systems (Germany, Spain
and Austria) have in this context moderate trust, and
people in risk-oriented systems (England, Estonia,
Ireland, and California) have the least trust.

General trust level

Peoples’ trust in governments and public institutions
is considered an important resource for a state. For
example, if an arrangement or an agency is con-
sidered fair and/or legitimate, this is correlated with
peoples’ compliance with the law (Bolger and
Walters, 2019). The general trust level in a society
may be an indicator of how specific institutions, such
as the police or health sector, are trusted (Newton and
Zmerli, 2011, see Rothstein and Stolle, 2008). Public
trust in the child protection system and its associated
practitioners may be considered a necessary condi-
tion for professional work on behalf of children and
families. For instance, if the public distrusts the
judgement of social workers and perceives them to
be ‘child kidnappers’, community members who
suspect child abuse may be reluctant to report their
suspicion to professionals, fearing unwarranted child
removal from the home (Skivenes, 2011). In child
protection, there are many historical cases of insti-
tutional abuse and mistreatment of children in public
care, combined with serious mistreatment of certain
groups of people such as the Roma people, indi-
viduals with learning disabilities, unmarried mothers
and ethnic minorities (see for example Morrison,
2004; Skold, 2013; Skold and Markkola, 2020).
Historical oppression and mistreatment influence
how public administration systems are understood

and regarded. This may indicate that people in a country
share common experiences and views on their gov-
ernment’s role and responsibilities, which inform their
trust in public administration. Thus, our second hy-
pothesis is based on the assumption that popular trust in
the child protection system correlates with trust in public
administration and the legal system in that country.
There are numerous survey studies of trust in
politicians and in selected public administrative
bodies such as the police, legal systems and local
authorities (see for example the World Values Survey
data series). Based on European Social Survey data
from 2018 on popular trust in the legal system and
the police (because they have the authority to un-
dertake intrusive interventions) as well as data from
the US,’ we have categorized trust levels in each
country as low, medium or high. The category is a
relative measure for these selected jurisdictions.
Based on this, we have the following hypothesis:

H2: respondents’ confidence in the child protection
system follows the general trust level in a jurisdiction.
Therefore, based on the trust data shown in Table 1, we
expect the respondents of Austria, California, Finland
and Norway to have a high degree of trust, followed by
Estonia, Germany and England. Ireland and Spain will
have the lowest level of trust.

In this study, we examine whether the public has a
different level of trust of each component of the child
protection system. In most countries, the child pro-
tection system has two main parts: first, frontline
child protection staff and agencies that identify and
intervene in cases of alleged abuse and neglect and,
second, the judicial system, which has the final say in
determining important decisions such as supervision
orders, removal of children from homes and adoption
from care (Berrick et al., in press). The public may
have more confidence in the judicial system and
judges than in social service agencies or vice versa.
Furthermore, the public may have different levels of
trust in agencies compared with the professionals
working for them. In some countries, the public may
perceive practitioners to be dedicated experts and
therefore trust them more, while in other countries,
the public may have reservations about the profes-
sional quality of practitioners or the extent of their
commitment to the most vulnerable groups in society
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Table 1. Measures of populations’ trust in selected public institutions.

Austria  CA (USA) Finland Norway Estonia  Germany UK Ireland  Spain
ESS (2018)* 6.7 94%> 72 75 5.9 6.1 5.7 5.3 4.8
Legal system
ESS (2018)** 74 8.1 7.6 7.0 7.1 6.6 6.3 6.8
Police
Relative trust level  High High High High Medium  Medium Medium Low Low

and trust them less. Thus, identifying the parts of the
systems that the public trusts less can inform efforts to
promote public trust in the child protection system. In
this study, we explore this issue and distinguish be-
tween three components of the child protection sys-
tems. We ask separately about the confidence in child
protection agencies, the social workers working in
them, and in the judges, who play an important role in
the decisions made by the protection system.

Finally, we expect individual characteristics to
affect confidence in child protection, but we have
little empirical research to draw on. Generally, in
welfare state research, the demographic character-
istics do not show a coherent and systematic pattern
(Svallfors, 2012). In the comparative studies we have
found on popular views of child protection systems
(Juhasz and Skivenes, 2016), the following charac-
teristics of respondents were correlated with higher
confidence: a left-wing political orientation, lower
age and higher education (Juhasz and Skivenes,
2016). A recent population study of Scottish views
of social services (McCulloch and Webb, 2020)
showed few significant correlations between socio-
demographic factors and opinions on social services,
except in relation to education. Respondents with
lower education levels had more negative views of
social services than those with higher education. In
the present study, we explore whether trust is as-
sociated with gender, age, having a partner or chil-
d(ren), income level, education or political opinions.

Data and methods

Procedure

The study is based on online surveys conducted
separately in nine jurisdictions in February—March

2020. A commercial data provider bureau, Response
Analyse™, was responsible for implementing the
survey questions developed by the researchers and
managed the sample recruitment and data collection
in collaboration with partners in each of the nine
jurisdictions. All respondents received the survey
questions in the official language of their jurisdic-
tions. Questions were developed in English and
translated by researchers in the field, using the
common practices of translation with thorough re-
liability testing.

Sample

The total sample size was 12,328 respondents
(Austria n = 1,022, England, n = 2,905 Estonia, n =
1,005, Finland n=1,016, Germany n = 2,126, Ireland
n = 1,007, Norway n = 1,210, Spain » = 1,027, and
California n = 1,010). The respondents formed na-
tionally representative samples of the adult pop-
ulation (18+ years old) on some demographic
characteristics (gender, age and geography) in all
countries except Estonia, where representativeness
was only controlled for in relation to gender and age.
This is because Estonia is a small country in terms of
population and geography. In Norway, representa-
tiveness was controlled for in relation to gender and
age within each region. The standard procedure for
ensuring representativeness is that if a demographic
is underrepresented in the sample, more respondents
from this group are recruited. The samples are
weighted so that representativeness is accurate based
on given variables. Additional information about
data from survey providers is available on the Centre
for Discrtion and Paternalism website for
supplementary documentation (Centre for Research
on Discretion and Paternalism, n.d.).


https://discretion.uib.no/projects/supplementary-documentation/population-surveys/
https://discretion.uib.no/projects/supplementary-documentation/population-surveys/
https://discretion.uib.no/projects/supplementary-documentation/population-surveys/
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Measures

Respondents were asked” the following: ‘Please tell
us how much confidence you have in: 1. The child
welfare agencies that protect children; 2. The child
welfare workers who work at these agencies; 3. The
judges of courts that make decisions on child re-
movals’. The response scale was: ‘(1) Very little’,
‘(2) Some’, (3) Quite a lot’, (4) A great deal’, and
‘(5) Unsure’. The proportion of uncertain responses
ranged from 8.8% in response to the question on
confidence in agencies to 10.8% to the question
regarding confidence in judges. These respondents
were coded as missing. An overall index of con-
fidence was created by averaging the three separate
scores (alpha = 0.85). The background questions
related to gender, age, education level and income
level used the standard formulation of the data
provider. Questions regarding education, income
level and political orientation were developed
separately for each country and categorized by the
local partners into low, average and high. Political
opinions were categorized as left leaning, centrist or
right leaning (see Skivenes and Benbenishty, in
press, Appendix, Table Al for details on variable
values).

Analysis plan

We first conducted descriptive analyses of all study
variables, merging ‘(1) Very little’ and ‘(2) Some’
into a ‘disagree’ score, and ‘(3) Quite alot’ and ‘(4) A
great deal’ into an ‘agree’ score. We conducted an
analysis of variance with post-hoc comparisons, with
the participating countries as independent variables
and overall confidence as the dependent variable. We
then conducted a two-way analysis of variance of
countries’ areas of trust (agencies, workers and
judges) and regime (a. risk oriented, b. family ser-
vice, and c. child-centric system). Finally, we con-
ducted a series of bivariate analyses (correlations, t-
tests and ANOVAs) to examine the associations
between overall confidence and sociodemographic
background variables (for example, age, gender,
education and income). Given the large sample size,
the conservative significance level of p < .001 was
used.

Findings

We first conducted descriptive analyses of all par-
ticipants’ trust in child protection agencies, social
workers and judges (Table 2). The majority of par-
ticipants reported having ‘some’ confidence (ranging
between 37.4% and 43.5%). Fewer participants ex-
pressed either ‘very little’ or ‘a great deal’ of con-
fidence. Participants expressed the highest level of
confidence in the courts — 50% said they had ‘quite a
lot’ or ‘a great deal’ of confidence in the courts,
compared with 42% who expressed such confidence
in the agencies.

As hypothesized, overall confidence in the child
protection system varies considerably among the
participant countries/states (hereinafter ‘countries’
for simplicity). Table 3 presents the overall levels of
confidence in the different participating countries.
Those with the lowest levels of confidence are En-
gland and California, followed by Germany and
Ireland. Finland, Estonia and Austria have higher
levels of confidence, while Spain and Norway have
significantly higher levels of confidence than the
others.

The findings indicate significant differences in the
trust which respondents place in the three compo-
nents of the child protection systems that we measure
(see Table 4). The highest trust is in judges (mean =
2.78, SD = 1.14), then in workers (mean =2.69, SD =
1.11) and the least in child welfare agencies (mean =
2.61, SD = 1.11). These differences are significant
(Wilk’s Lambda = 0.98, F (2.12677) = 155.53, p <
.001). This pattern is quite consistent across the
different countries (except for Spain, where judges
are trusted less than the other two components, and
Finland, where social workers and judges are on the
same level). Nevertheless, there are differences be-
tween countries in terms of levels of trust. This in-
teraction effect (country by type of component) is
significant (Wilk’s Lambda = 0.98, F = 14.72, df =
16.25345, p <.001). For instance, while participants in
Spain had the highest levels of confidence in agencies
and workers, their confidence in judges was lower than
that in Norway, Austria and Estonia. Conversely, while
Germans had lower confidence in agencies and workers
than almost all other participating countries (except
California), they had higher confidence in judges than


https://discretion.uib.no/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/Skivenes-Benbenisthy-in-press-Populations-trust-in-the-child-protection-system.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/suppl/10.1177/09589287221088172
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Table 2. Distribution (N, %) of confidence in agencies, professionals, and courts.

Very little Some Quite a lot A great deal

N % N % N % N %
Agencies 1607 14.6 4799 43.5 3530 320 1105 10.0
Social workers 1386 12.7 4518 414 3787 347 1215 1.1
Judges 1358 12.6 4034 374 3990 37.0 1404 13.0

Table 3. Means and standard deviations (SDs) of overall
confidence, by country.

Mean SD
a England 2.21 0.72
b California 2.26 0.76
¢ Germany® 2.36 0.71
d Ireland®® 2.48 0.82
e Finland®®< 2.57 0.72
f Estonia®®< 2.59 0.73
g Austria®™< 2.60 0.72
h Spain®®<4 2.63 0.77
g Norway><¢ 2.69 0.70

?Mean significantly higher (p < .001) than England.
®Mean significantly higher (p < .001) than California.
“Mean significantly higher (p < .001) than Germany.
9Mean significantly higher (p < .001) than Ireland.

Table 4. Means and standard deviations (SDs) of trust in
child protection agencies, social workers and judges, by
country.

Agencies Workers Judges

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD
Austria 2.71 1.03 277 1.05 293 1.03
California  2.31 .1 247 1.08 256 1.09
England 2.50 1.21 263 122 268 1.27
Estonia 2.85 1.03 284 1.05 288 1.14
Finland 264 088 267 090 267 097
Germany  2.49 1.07 256 1.12 283 .12
Ireland 2.54 1.17 273 1.13 2.80 1.14
Norway 284 098 289 1.02 297 1.00
Spain 2.85 1.09 293 1.09 283 1.10
Total 2.61 1.1 269 1.1l 278 1I.14

Table 5. Means and standard deviations (SDs) of levels of
trust in agencies, social workers and judges, by type of child
protection system.

Agency Worker Judge
Regime Mean SD Mean SD  Mean SD
Risk oriented 2.54 1.17 266 .16 271 1.21
Family service 2.63 1.08 270 [.Il 285 1.09
Child oriented 2.75 094 279 097 283 099
Total 261 111 269 1I.11 278 1.14

people in some other countries (for example, Ireland,
England and Finland). This interaction effect (country
by type of component) is significant, although not
strong (Wilk’s Lambda = 0.98, F (16.25345) = 14.72,
p <.001).

Association between child protection systems
and trust

The first hypothesis is that the confidence level in a
country is associated with the type of child protection
system. Table 5 shows confidence levels by type of
child protection regime. The findings of a repeated-
measures analysis support our hypotheses. In
countries with a risk-oriented system (California,
England, Estonia and Ireland) levels of confidence
were significantly lower than in those with a family
service orientation (Austria, Germany and Spain) or
family service and child-oriented systems (Finland
and Norway) (Wilk’s Lambda=0.977, F (2.12683) =
149.40, p < .001).

There was also an interaction effect (Wilk’s
Lambda = 0.996, F (4.25336) = 13.26, p < .001)
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Table 6. Means and standard deviations (SDs) of overall
confidence in relation to sociodemographic
characteristics.

Mean SD t/F

Gender
Male 2.46 077  t(11,299)
=229
Female 242 0.75
Age
Younger 2.59 0.75 F (2,12928)
(18-34) = 89.7 %
Mid-age 2.43 0.76
(34-54)*
Older age 2.35 0.74
(54+)*
Has a
partner
No 2.40 0.76 t(10,304)
=—1.96
Yes 2.43 0.76
Has
children
No 2.37 0.74 t(10,342)
= _7.68%wk
Yes 2.49 0.77
Income
Low 2.40 0.77 F (2,9429)
= | 4.54%%k
Average® 249 074
High 2.46 0.75
Education
Low 2.39 076 F (2,11011)
= | 5.29%%*
Medium® 246 074
High? 252 079
Political
opinion
Left 2.47 0.75 F (2,8466)
= 33.16%F*
Centre®f 2.59 0.71
Right 2.40 0.76

?Overall confidence significantly (p < .001) lower than young age.
®Overall confidence significantly (p < .001) lower than mid-age.
“Overall confidence significantly (b < .001) higher than low income.
dOverall confidence significantly (p < .001) higher than low
education level.

°Overall confidence significantly (p <.001) higher than left political
opinion.

fOverall confidence significantly (p < .001) higher than right po-
litical opinion.

because whereas in family service and risk-oriented
regimes there are large differences in trust in agencies
(lowest), workers (medium) and judges (highest), in
the family service and child-oriented regimes, levels
of trust are similar across the three components.

Association between general confidence level
and confidence in child protection

We hypothesized that levels of confidence in the
child protection system in a country would align with
general levels of confidence in the national gov-
ernment (see Table 1 above). This hypothesis was
only partially supported. For three countries, there is
some alignment — in line with the expectations,
England was at the lower end of the trust continuum,
and Norway and Austria at the upper end. However,
California and Germany are at the low-confidence
end in terms of the child protection system (while
high in confidence in general) and Spain is at the
upper end but was expected to be at the lower end,
given the low general trust in government.

Association between confidence in the child
protection system and
sociodemographic characteristics

We examined correlations between confidence in the
child protection system and sociodemographic var-
iables (see Table 6). The analyses show no gender
effects, but age was associated with confidence, that
is, younger respondents had more confidence than
their elders. There were no differences in confidence
between participants who had live-in partners and
others. Parents had higher levels of confidence in the
child protection system compared with participants
with no children. Participants with average incomes
had significantly higher levels of confidence than
those with low incomes, but those with higher in-
comes did not differ from low-income earners.
Participants with average and high education had
higher levels of confidence than those with low levels
of education. Finally, participants with centrist po-
litical opinions expressed higher levels of confidence
than those with both left- and right-leaning political
views. This finding invites a more detailed analysis
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and attempts to identify which components of a
political opinion are responsible for trust in the
system (for example, preference for the status quo).
Future studies may thus employ a more detailed
measure to tease out the subtleties of the relationship
between political opinion and trust in the child
protection system.

Discussion

Trust and legitimacy are interwoven concepts and
considered to be key components of political theory and
democratic analysis. However, little is known about
trust and confidence in the child protection system,
which has major importance in the lives of some of the
most vulnerable groups in our society. To fill some of
the knowledge gaps in this area, we asked populations
in nine high-income western societies about their trust
in their child protection systems. Traditionally, studies
about trust ask about a social institution in general.
However, we believe that people may trust a public
institution in principle but have reservations about the
professionals who work in them, and vice versa. We
therefore expanded the investigation and distinguished
between trust in an agency and in the key decision
makers in the system. Using a straightforward measure
of trust, we asked respondents about their trust in three
components of the child protection system — the
agencies, the social workers and judges.

Our first hypothesis about trust level and type of
child protection system is confirmed, as trust level in
populations varies according to the type of child
protection system in the jurisdiction. Risk-oriented
child protection systems have the lowest level, fol-
lowed by family service systems and then the chil-
dren’s rights systems. This is interesting and
important, as we assume that this finding reflects
citizen alignment with and influence from their own
welfare systems. An illustration of a similar finding on
another policy area, is a study on child leave polices
and popular preferences in Austria, Sweden, Swit-
zerland and the US, in which the authors conclude that
‘the institutional and leave policy context significantly
shapes individuals’ preferences regarding length of
leave, preferred gender division, and leave financing
source’ (Valarino et al., 2018: 120). Our findings
regarding the relevance of institutional context require

further empirical studies and theoretical elaborations,
but in our view, it is a promising start and a finding that
is worth further investigation.

The second hypothesis about alignment between
general trust and trust in the child protection system
is partly confirmed, as we find an alignment between
populations’ overall trust in public administration,
police and courts and their trust in the child pro-
tection system. This finding was not without ex-
ceptions, as trust in relation to child protection in
some countries was markedly lower than the overall
level of trust, for example, in California and Ger-
many, and the converse holds for Spain, where we
expected lower trust levels, but in which the findings
show trust in the child protection system at the upper
end. A possible explanation of these findings is that
family autonomy is an especially strong norm in
California and the US, in combination with a rela-
tively low focus on children’s rights (Berrick, 2011;
Meyer VN, 1923: 399-400; see also Berrick et al., in
press). Furthermore, Americans tend to differ from
Europeans in terms of having much lower expecta-
tions of welfare state responsibilities (Brooks, 2012).
For Germany, a huge influx of unaccompanied mi-
grants since 2014 may have overburdened the child
protection system (see Meysen and Bovenschen,
2021), which in turn may have had an impact on
peoples’ trust in that system. For Spain, it is not an
obvious explanation. We do not have detailed ex-
planations for our findings, partly because we have
little empirical and theoretical research to build on,
and suggest thus that this path be pursued further.

In our exploration, we find differences in trust in
child protection agencies and their decision makers
and show that judges receive greater trust than social
workers, with the lowest trust placed in agencies.
Although, we see that social workers overall receive
significantly lower trust than judges, the difference is
not great. In Finland, trust in social workers is on par
with that of judges, and in Spain it is even higher than
for judges. Speculating, this may indicate a relatively
high status for the social work profession in Finland
and Spain.

We were able to determine whether trust over time
had increased or decreased in some populations, as
we have data from 2014 that investigated the same
questions. This includes California, England,
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Finland and Norway (Juhasz and Skivenes, 2016).
Interestingly, in the 6-year period, we see that the
trust levels in Finland and Norway increased
significantly, and in California and England, it has
decreased significantly. The latter trend may be due
to increased polarization in these places (Silver,
2021, for the US, and Duffy et al., 2019, for En-
gland). In a recent published article on the moti-
vation for fake news among American Twitter
users, Osmundsen et al. (2021) note, among other
findings, that partisan polarization is the strongest
explanation for sharing fake news. For the in-
creased trust level in Finland and Norway, both
having child-centric child protection systems, may
be indicative of a general trend toward a stronger
child rights orientation in some societies (P3so
et al., 2014; Berrick et al., in press; Skivenes,
2011; see also Barth and Olsen, 2020).

The analysis of demographic variables shows that
younger respondents have greater trust, which ac-
cords with the findings of a previous study of popular
trust in child protection (Juhasz and Skivenes, 2016).
However, in other studies it is the older respondents
who have the most trust in public institutions. A
meta-study of satisfaction with the police finds that
older respondents are more satisfied, owing to a
tendency to be increasingly compliant with con-
ventions (Bolger et al., 2021).

Respondents with children have greater trust in child
protection systems than those without, perhaps because
parents have greater awareness of the necessity for a
child protection system and/or children’s rights (see
similar findings in Juhasz and Skivenes, 2016). This
line of reasoning could also explain why individuals
with low incomes and low education have less trust in
the child protection system. This group of respondents
feels less empowered in society, experiences more
interventions by the child protection system, and thus
may be more concerned about unfair treatment from the
child protection system. We have not had data on race
and ethnicity, and this is important to examine in future
research. Personal experiences with the system may
have a direct impact on trust, as the trust in the system
by respondents with positive or negative experiences
will differ from that of people with no personal ex-
perience. Future research should examine these issues.
Such studies should also include in-depth qualitative

studies to gain a deeper understanding of the reasoning
behind different levels of trust.

In terms of political orientation, respondents who
support the political centre have the highest confi-
dence in the child protection system. This finding
may reflect the fact that the child protection system is
often under attack from two sides — those who feel
that the government does not intervene enough in the
lives of families to protect children and their safety
and rights, and conversely those who feel that it is too
intrusive and does not support the sanctity of the
family and family rights. Perhaps those in the centre
have a less critical view, but in other studies polit-
ically left-leaning respondents have held favourable
attitudes toward child protection systems and chil-
dren’s rights (Helland et al., 2020; Juhasz and
Skivenes, 2016).

Limitations

This article explores an area that is under-researched
and thus has few empirical studies on which to build.
We have used a panel-based survey provider to collect
data, weighted to make the sample representative.
Typically, individuals on the lower end of education
and income scales are under-representative in such
panels. As with all surveys, we cannot verify that
responses are a direct reflection of individual views,
and the conceptual complexity of trust and confidence
is also a challenge. Respondents may also interpret the
term ‘trust’ differently. Similar to welfare state model
research (Svallfors, 2012), it is challenging to find the
key features of a type of system or model; however,
there are significant differences between countries that
have the same general system.

Concluding remarks

We have aimed to contribute to the literature on
welfare states’ responsibility to their inhabitants and
the role of institutional context. For the typology of
child protection systems, it is an important result that
institutional context matters for the degree of trust
people place in them. This indicates that the typology
has relevance, and more empirical studies are en-
couraged. The idea that the trust level in a country
functions as a form of anchor resonates to some
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extent and should be further investigated in empirical
studies. It is important to note that a majority of
respondents express confidence in their child pro-
tection systems and their decision makers, and we
belive this is showing that children’s rights have a
strong standing (see also Barth and Olsen 2020).
However, there are significant differences between
populations. California and England stand out, with
markedly lower popular trust in their child protection
systems than in the other countries. We have touched
upon partisan polarization as one reason for this, and
there is probably a range of other factors that have
driven this development, as trust in these two ju-
risdictions has been declining over the past 6 years.
However, as we lack data to measure trust over time
from many of the other countries, more empirical
studies are required to understand the situation more
thoroughly.
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Notes

1. In some countries, the system may be referred to as a
‘child welfare system’, and some states combine child
protection with social services, health or education.
These may be referred to as ‘social services’, ‘family
services’ or other terms.

2. In child protection cases, it is typically the courts or other
bodies that make decisions in the most intrusive inter-
ventions. Unless otherwise specified, the article uses the
term ‘courts’ to include both the strict traditional courts
(for example, district courts or appeal courts) and court-
like, decision-making bodies (for example, county
boards, magistrate’s courts or tribunals).

3. Source EES data. http:/nesstar.ess.nsd.uib.no/webview/
index.jsp?v=2&submode=abstract&study=http%3A%2 F%
2F129.177.90.83%3 A80%2 Fobj%2Ff Study%2FESS9e03.
1&mode=documentation&top=yes Please tell me on a score
of 0—10 how much you personally trust each of the insti-
tutions I read out. Zero means you do not trust an institution
atall, and 10 means you have complete trust. First.. . the legal
system?... the police? As data on England alone are not
available, we use data for the UK. Data for California is
found in Baldassare et al. (2020). Respondents were asked
whether they were very confident, somewhat confident, not
very confident or not at all confident in the local police
department or county sheriff, and the US Supreme Court
system. The answers from ‘very confident’ to ‘not very
confident” were combined into ‘yes’.

4. The respondents were first presented with a question
about placement options for a child (this question is not
analysed in this article), which may have influenced
their responses.
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