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We have limited information about the relationship between the quality of
the social and child protection system and the chances of social mobility,
on how the social system can contribute to improving the well-being of the
clients, and on how the system limits it with exclusionary procedures in
Hungary. The aim of the article is to examine how the children, young pe-
ople and parents themselves see the interventions targeting the wellbeing,
protection of children, the way how professionals get involved in the hel-
ping process. Taking a critical approach to analyse the mechanisms of the
system’s functioning and the forms of solidarity manifested in child protec-
tion, I also overview the unreal elements in the reality of child protection,
which on a systemic level harden social exclusion. The study indicates the
new directions in the renewal of the child protection system, aiming at the
increase of the quality of life and opportunities of social mobility of the
clients, in the spirit of welfare pluralism.

*Andrea Rácz – postdoctoral degree in sociology, associate professor; scientific in-
terests: child welfare and child protection system, social work in Hungarian and interna-
tional context.
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REALIA I NIERÓWNOŚCI W WĘGIERSKIM SYSTEMIE OCHRONY
DZIECI Z PUNKTU WIDZENIA MOBILNOŚCI SPOŁECZNEJ

Słowa kluczowe: mobilność społeczna, ochrona dzieci, jakość życia,
perspektywy rozwoju, pluralizm opieki społecznej.

Nasza wiedza na temat związku między jakością systemu opieki społecznej
na Węgrzech a systemem ochrony dzieci i szansami na mobilność społecz-
ną jest ograniczona. Niewiele wiemy o tym, w jaki sposób system opieki
społecznej może przyczynić się do poprawy samopoczucia podopiecznych,
a także o tym, jak system ten może je ograniczać, stosując procedury wy-
kluczeniowe. Celem artykułu jest zbadanie, jak dzieci, młodzi ludzie i ro-
dzice postrzegają interwencje ukierunkowane na dobrostan, ochronę dzieci
oraz sposób, w jaki specjaliści angażują się w proces pomocy. Przyjmu-
jąc krytyczne podejście do analizy mechanizmów funkcjonowania systemu
i form solidarności przejawiających się w ochronie dzieci, autor dokonuje
również przeglądu nierówności w realiach dotyczących ochrony nieletnich,
które na poziomie systemowym zaostrzają wykluczenie społeczne. Opraco-
wanie wskazuje nowe kierunki modernizacji systemu ochrony dzieci, mające
na celu podniesienie jakości życia i możliwości mobilności społecznej od-
biorców, w duchu pluralizmu społecznego.

Introduction

The protection and wellbeing of children is closely linked to social mobility;
yet, limited information is available on how the Hungary child protection
system contributes to the wellbeing and social mobility of families. Whene-
ver in a society opportunities of mobility are open to the members of the
society, especially for children and young people, and regarding their futu-
re prospects, the child welfare system applying a systemic and preventive
approach to families is able to bring about positive changes in the life of
families. Exclusion and the narrowing of opportunities of mobility are the
result of a long process, when the affected families suffer disadvantages in
multiple fields, like education, labour market, place of living, housing con-
ditions, access to cultural products, and social network, while they transmit
such disadvantages to the next generations (Messing, Molnár 2011). Oppor-
tunities related to social mobility greatly rely on whether the children have
access to desegregated, quality education, whether they have established,
bridge-like relationships connecting them to the majority, non-poor, non-
Roma society, and whether good quality social, health and child protection
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support and services are accessible to the families (Váradi 2015, OECD
2018).

This study examines the way how social work with families with chil-
dren can provide support to the families and enhance their wellbeing, what
forms of support are accessible to families, and what clients think about the-
se forms of providing help. It also outlines the way how professionals reflect
on the functional mechanisms and gaps of the system. The study builds on
the results of two interrelated studies: 1) The first pillar is given by the rese-
arch entitled Mobility and immobility in the Hungarian society1, from which
I selected 6 interviews with child welfare professionals and a questionnaire-
based survey among the population, respectively, closely related to this
survey, short interviews with the population regarding a disadvantageous
area. The interviews with professionals reflected on the functioning of the
system, while the part of the research based on the questionnaire and on
the short interviews focused on the services facilitating parenting the clients
know about, and the views about such services of the families with children.
2) The research entitled Child Protection Trends Supporting Children’ Well-
being carried out within the Research Scholarship granted by the Hungarian
Academy of Sciences (2017-2020)2 presents the perspective of children and
young people as well, on the basis of their views expressed in the framework
of two focus group interviews, on the challenges the primary target groups
of child protection are confronted with, and their views on the functioning
of the system. The two research projects are complementary in what con-
cerns the topic of the present study, which analyses the results in the light
of the child welfare social work and quality service providing, thus from
the perspective of facilitating social mobility. However, before presenting
the findings, it is important to outline those values and fears on which the
implication of the families and the supporting of parenting rely on in the
international discourse3.

1The research was carried out within the framework of the project of the Hungarian
Academy of Sciences, Centre of Excellence entitled Mobility Research Grant.

2This basic research is complemented by the research entitled Welfare pluralism, sub-
sidiarity, complementarity: analysis of the service functions and possibilities of volunteer
work in child protection, funded by the National, Research, Development and Innovation
Office within the New National Excellence Program, code ÚNKP-19-4. The author par-
ticipates in two thematically connected research projects: Solidarity in late modernity
(Domonkos Sik OTKA Young Researcher Fellowship) and Leaving the state behind -
privatization, exit strategies in education and other childhood provisions (Eszter Berényi
OTKA Young Researcher Fellowship).

3A detailed description of the Hungarian system see: Rácz 2015 and 2017.
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The framework of recognition – positive acknowledgement – com-
plexity, as the precondition of child welfare

International research points out that, besides the fact that in the percep-
tion of professionals, child protection work has a low social prestige, it also
entails risks, since it is impregnated by fear both from the part of the client
and the professional. Fear of making mistakes and of the consequences of
errors (criticism from the part of superiors and colleagues, the possibility of
an official investigation, of a case going public or being distorted by mass-
media) is a daily experience of professionals. On the other hand, they also
fear the members of the affected families and the threats. All this can lead
them to even avoiding taking measures in order to safeguard children. In
addition, in recent years, resources were significantly restricted, funds de-
dicated to child protection decreased, which was evidently reflected in the
quality, moreover, in the accessibility of the services. Simultaneously, since
the economic crisis, the affected families live in increasingly worsening con-
ditions and uncertainty, which adds to the difficulties (Meysen, Kelly 2018).
Due to their fear of the parents, professionals are often distrustful towards
parents. They are also reticent with cooperating parents for fearing that
parents might manipulate them or take over control in case management
(Wilkins, Whittaker 2017). All these factors distort the value of partner-
ship cooperation, the experience of a trustful relationship, stretching out the
ethics of the profession (Bogács, Rácz 2018). When considering the other
side, the parents too are wary of professionals, they fear that the interven-
tions would not contribute to the solving of their complex and long-lasting
problems, and that they ultimately would lose their child. Research shows
that either the voices of the parents or of the children are not strong enough
in child protection, even if we speak of basic human rights (Häkli et al. 2018,
Rácz 2012, 2017). It is precisely the significant group of those who would
greatly benefit from the early prevention of marginalization which falls out
of the range of services, and in many cases remains invisible for the sys-
tem, with unidentified needs. In international discourse, beyond supporting
participation, it is of outmost importance that these experiences become
embedded in child protection work, and channelled into developments as
well (Häkli et al. 2018). The three essential features of child protection bu-
ilt on multidisciplinarity are the principle of getting to know each other, in
the sense that space should be allowed for activities in which the story, wi-
shes and vision of the child can be known; recognition, highlighting positive
aspects, respecting the opinion of children and ensuring complex support,
in the sense that we need to figure out which type of service is adequate
and what is feasible and adequate in a given life situation. The strength of
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positive recognition is that it allows children and young people to get invo-
lved more in the shaping of their own situation, while in early intervention
models, on the contrary, it was the adults and especially the professionals
who determined the problems to be addressed (Häkli et al. 2018). It is al-
so important to highlight the 5 groups of protection factors in the case of
children and youngsters needing support: 1) personality and temper; 2) in-
dividual abilities and values; 3) the structure and support from the family,
parental attitude nurturing self-efficacy; 4) a wider network of supportive
adults and the extended family, with members who can be mobilized in case
of problems or who can give advice; 5) support from the wider sphere, i.e.
programs targeting children, talent promotion, trainings (Fraser et al. 1999,
p. 134). Kendall et al. (2010) point out that intervention displaying appre-
ciation and reflection towards the entire family has the following important
features: family-centred approach, in which the family members receive help
tailored to each individual; participation of different professionals and se-
rvice providers; prioritization of the needs of the family; a clear timeframe
of the intervention; family members are involved in assessment and thus in
the follow-up of change; intervention is focused on solutions and results. It
is also important to acknowledge that the professionals, organizations and
authorities working with families at risk are confronted with many complex
needs, associated with poverty, domestic violence, poor mental and health
condition, housing crisis, unemployment, and drug abuse. In case of families
with complex needs, a solution cannot be ensured in isolation, only from
one service (Kendall et al. 2010, Beckmead Family of School 2017).

Social work among families with children and social mobility

Research method

Data collection for the questionnaire-based research was carried out on
a representative sample among families with children in a disadvantageous
micro-region of the North-Hungarian region, living in settlements of various
sizes. At the time of the research, the families included persons aged 0-17
years. Data collection was based on stratified random sampling. The gathe-
red data was weighted according to the composition of the households, the
size of the sample in the weighted database consisting of 260 persons.

In what follows I give an overview on how known services are related
to child upbringing and on their use4. Following the presentation of the
results of the survey, I conclude the main viewpoints expressed in the inte-

4The questionnaire included questions regarding the awareness of health, educational
and social services, but due to the limits of the study, we do not present these.
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rviews from the perspective of the quality of the services. In total 40 short
interviews were conducted.

In order to find out the standpoint of children and youngsters, I selected
two focus group interviews; members of one of the groups live in state care,
the members of the other were brought up within their families, but received
support from the part of the local child welfare service. A short presentation
of the point of view of the professionals will follow; on the basis of the
interviews with 6 professionals, we touch upon the development trends of
the system as well. The interviews were made with 1 local decision-maker,
1 institution manager and 4 social workers and case managers providing
support to families.

The opinion of the families with children on the services

Regarding child upbringing, we examined the extent to which 5 services are
known and requested. Being aware of the availability of a kindergarten can
be considered general in the settlement or in its surrounding5. The Sure
Start Children House, a service destined expressly to disadvantaged chil-
dren, is known to a high extent (71.1%), while the nursery, the educational
counselling centre and especially the child psychologist are known to a very
low extent.

Table 1

What kinds of services or institutions related to child upbringing exist in the place you
live or in the surroundings you know about, and which ones do you use? (%; N = 260

individuals)

Percentage of individuals

being aware of the
service in the

disadvantaged

micro-region (%)

Percentage of individuals

using the service

in the disadvantaged

micro-region (%)

Nursery 36.7 19.4

Sure Start house 71.1 35.7

Kindergarten 96.2 70.4

Educational
counselling

32.4 12

Child psychologist 12.3 4.8

Source: author’s own work, 2020.

5In Hungary enrolment to a kindergarten in compulsory from the age of 3.
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The extent of using these services is staggering: besides the nursery,
all the other services designed to assist parenting are accessed to a very
low rate. Nearly one-fifth of the respondents (19.4%) have recourse to the
nursery, around one in ten respondents (12%) to educational counselling,
and one in twenty (4.8%) has recourse to a child psychologist. The Sure
Start house is outstanding also in terms of use, since every third parent
(35.7%) indicated that they are using the service.

The short interviews with families reveal that despite the disadvanta-
geous situation typical for the North-Hungarian microregion and the high
rates of poverty, there is no social services professional effectively present
in the villages to provide support to families with children. The interviewe-
es mention the local council, where they can request material and in-kind
support, and family and friend relationships, whom they can rely on in case
they have problems. They indicate the local council as the authority re-
sponsible for social benefits; they are unable to identify the services of the
child welfare and child protection system from the perspective of solving
the problems, and they are unaware of local NGOs either. “Well, there are
people there in the office who’re in it, God forbid, with child protection too,
there is this housing support and children meals” (family no. 10 living in
a settlement in the north-Hungarian micro-region).

The opinion of children and young people

Children growing up in a family do not really know what those family pro-
blems are which brought them into the purview of child protection. Often it
is not really clear for them why they are participating in prevention activi-
ties, youth clubs, even if they do enjoy such events because of the company
and new friends. They can hardly talk about their problems, mainly be-
cause they do not have an overall view of these, especially in the light of
receiving support. Young people growing up without a family are very criti-
cal of the system, considering that it does not prepare them to autonomous
life, teach them how to manage money, assume responsibility, and in many
cases they are not aware of the reasons they had been removed from their
family. “Well, money and things like that. For a kid at home, who’s growing
up in a family, can see the bills and get to know, ‘cause things are more
strict there [...] now, we’re asking something, then we get [...].” (group of
young people in child protection care) To this adds their feeling that the
society is prejudiced against them, and it is very hard for them to overcome
disadvantages ensuing from their child care history. From the perspective of
our study, they expressed a harsh critique against the system, namely that
outside the professionals directly working with them (carer, foster parent),
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any other carer or representative of supporting services are very difficult to
access; for example, they very rarely meet their legal guardian or foster care
counsellor, in fact they do not have an active relationship with them. All
this seriously undermines the rights of the child, and substantially questions
the rightfulness, established functions and goals of the system.

The views of professionals expressing criticism of the system

The professionals speak about deficient working and service providing con-
ditions, and the interviews clearly reveal a high level of fluctuation and
burn-out. The services providing for small settlements typically are unable
to ensure even the legally binding services for locals. The professionals think
that the present-day services do not have a positive impact fostering social
mobility on the life and future of the clients. The tools available to those
delivering the services are not sufficient for substantially improve the social
condition of families with children. Much too often they have means and
resources only for emergency situations, while services targeting develop-
ment and the improvement of well-being are entirely deficient or accessible
only to a limited extent. “The centre can’t really contribute to mobility, or
the local, district institutions can’t do much about the mobility of children
affected by various problems, the cause to this being the lack of professionals,
and the insufficient motivation of children and parents regarding education”
(case manager in a north-Hungarian settlement). Adult family members,
alike children in trouble have to deal with their problems alone. Due to its
insufficiencies, the child protection system indirectly – as a non-intended
effect – contributes too to the conservation of marginalized conditions.

Conclusions

It is important to stress that family and the wider society are both re-
sponsible for children’s well-being. As research results show, a structure is
needed, which is built on supportive, diverse services respecting family with
all its specificities, fostering individual autonomy, and relying on the work
of creative, well-trained professionals. The basic feature and value of a suc-
cessful intervention is that is non-discriminatory, it builds on the existing
individual, family and community resources and strengths, and acknowled-
ges parental roles and rights. In all cases, intervention has to serve the best
interest of the child, it has to allow for the improvement of the family’s well-
being, for which a needs-based support has to be ensured for each member of
the family. The most important abilities of a good professional are confident
self-awareness and strong, stable character, straightforward communication,
which allows them to maintain the focus even in complex interactions and
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often chaotic situations as well (CWDC 2011). In this study, we argued that
social mobility has to rely on a broad cooperation and partnership, which
takes into account family and community factors influencing the develop-
ment of the child (see Table 2).

Table 2

The model of child development in the light of social mobility and welfare pluralism

Family factors influencing a child’s deve-
lopment

Community factors influ-
encing a child’s develop-
ment

Background factors Family functions of key
importance

Community functions of key
importance

– Family structure / di-
mension
– Age of the mother at
first child
– Education of parents
– Income level, poverty
level
– Employment, unem-
ployment
– Equipment and featu-
res of the household
– Features of the settle-
ment, transport

– Quality of parenting
– Dedication towards
the upbringing and ca-
ring for children
– Mental health and
well-being
– Physical health con-
dition
– Addiction in the fami-
ly
– Crime, prostitution in
the family
– Quality and range of
family relationships

– Infant care of good quality
– Extended network of health
visitors
– Family support system
– Prevention programs of the
child welfare system for every
child aged 0-18, in each settle-
ment
– Reactive services of the child
welfare system (family care, in-
tensive family care, parents’
clubs, youth clubs)
– Desegregated, good quality
education
– Programs for talented and
disadvantaged children
– Opportunities to pursue
postgraduate and university
studies
– Job opportunities and satis-
factory wages
– Good quality health care
– Good quality leisure and re-
creational opportunities
– Support from neighbours
and other informal support
– Services delivered by the
state (local council), church
and non-governmental organi-
zations in the local community

Source: author’s own work 2020 on the basis of CWDC (2011) and the presented
research results.
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Successful child protection intervention is able to recognize situations
representing risk, whether it concerns a child, or the vulnerability of an
adult client. A professional cannot be left alone in such situations; it is
important that they have the possibility to ask their colleagues for help
and be able to connect the client to community resources (Rácz, Bogács
2019; CWDC 2011). It is equally important that the professionals work with
the family even for a longer period in a way that the trustful relationship
established between them does not curtail the autonomy of the family or
cause their dependency from the system. Successful intervention means that
we work with the family on the basis of a clear plan, which includes goals,
expectations, possibilities, rewards and eventual sanctions as well. It aims to
make the family able to use efficiently the available services, thus improving
the well-being, social integration and mobility opportunities of the family
members (CWDC 2011).

Our research results show that the child welfare system is almost invi-
sible for families; even if they have heard of the services, they have recourse
to these to a low extent. The few hours a social worker is spending in a set-
tlement is not enough to embed their presence into the life of the locals; it
would not result in the locals relying on the supporting services whenever
they face a difficulty in everyday life. The fact that those people who need
assistance are left out from social services is very revealing of the extent to
which underfunded social sector struggling with the insufficiency of profes-
sionals can react to the problems of people living in a certain settlement.
It is a basic problem that in lack of different services advancing well-being,
the existing services delivered with very limited capacities and therefore
in a poor quality implicitly block the chances to mobility of children and
youth. It is a startling fact that the children and young people often do not
even know why they are in the purview of child protection, and in what
ways they can expect real support and council. Due to the children’s tu-
multuous family situation, the professionals take into consideration their
situations and the support suitable for them independently from the family
(Rácz 2012, 2017). In order to induce any substantial change in the present
situation, the quality of child welfare and child protection services has to
improve significantly, which definitely requires commitment on the part of
decision-makers.

On the basis of the results, and taking into account the views of the
youngsters as well, we have the following main conclusions:

– Systemic approach is lacking from the support to families;
– Information is scattered, case management entails lengthy procedures;
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– Services are accessible to a limited extent, any new method and service
can hardly be adjusted to the state sector;

– Since preventive approach is lacking, the child protection system is
built on a reactive functioning, and is able to handle typically only
emergency situations;

– Specific mental health services should be ensured to children, parents
and professionals working with them alike.

On the basis of the above conclusions, the following development ideas
are suggested:

– Acknowledging the child as a value for the society;
– Supporting the family system, including the target groups of the se-

rvice in planning and execution;
– Wider implication of volunteers, supporting mentorship and other ty-

pes of programs aiming to promote talented children;
– Collecting the services of NGOs and channelling them into local child

protection;
– Partnership, open communication between the child protection actors

and representatives of connected sectors;
– Diversity, openness, complexity, vision in order to promote successful

growing to adulthood and social integration (Darvas 2018; Rácz 2017;
Rácz-Bogács 2019).
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