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Abstract 

Globalisation and chronic workforce shortages in statutory child protection 

systems offer professional opportunities for social workers to engage with practice in a 

new environment. Child protection employers in Australia actively recruit social workers 

from the United Kingdom and Ireland to fill frontline positions. What is relatively 

unknown is how these transnational social workers experience the unique context of 

Australian child protection. Social work in Australia is an unregistered profession shaped 

by the nation’s demographic, historical and cultural context in which the impact of 

colonisation still reverberates.  

This thesis explores these issues by asking: What are the personal, professional, 

and organisational dynamics that influence transnational social work in an Australian 

child protection system? A qualitative study design, drawing on primary and secondary 

data, was applied to deepen understanding of migrating social workers’ experiences in 

Australian child protection service. A scoping review of the literature identified key 

concepts and knowledge gaps related to transnational social work, which guided the 

primary data collection. Informed by narrative methodology (Gubrium & Holstein, 

1998), the primary data collection comprised research interviews capturing the 

experiences of 13 transnational social workers from the United Kingdom and Ireland 

practising in Australia across two points in time. Data were explored using three different 

lenses; attachment theory, place-identity theory and cultural humility theory. Collectively 

they provide a deeper understanding of how transnational social workers are personally 

and professionally affected when they enter the unique Australian context of statutory 

child protection service delivery. 



viii 

This research has shown that professional migration had important implications 

for the translation of social work into an unknown practice environment. The ambiguous 

professional status of social work in Australian child protection service delivery may 

pose challenges for transnational social workers’ professional identity. This research 

contributes the first in-depth insights into the impact of Eurocentric practice and theory 

when transnational social workers in child protection engage with Australian First 

Nations communities. The findings include the need to improve transnational social work 

practice to make a positive difference for the children involved with child protection 

services – for their families, their community, their Country, and themselves. 
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Glossary of Terminology 

First Nations peoples 

An Indigenous Australian is a person of Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander heritage. 

Aboriginal Australians are the traditional owners of Australia. Torres Strait Islander 

Australians are the traditional owners of the Torres Strait Islands. Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander peoples belong to two separate and unique cultural backgrounds, with 

distinct customs and belief systems (Oates, 2018; Zubrzycki et al., 2014). In Australia 

there are many Countries and communities with different traditions, cultures, languages 

and lived experiences (Bennett & Gates, 2019). In this dissertation the terms First 

Nations, Aboriginal, Torres Strait Islander and Indigenous are used interchangeably. To 

acknowledge diversity, the plural expression peoples will be used.  

Stolen Generations 

In Australian history an estimated 100,000 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children 

were forcibly removed from their families in the period between 1910 and 1970, 

facilitated by explicit federal and state policies. Most Stolen Generations 

victims/survivors were denied any connection to their Country, worldviews, languages 

and cultures. It is important to acknowledge that all Australian First Nations peoples 

were impacted by these policies regardless of whether children were taken or not. They 

lived in fear of their children being abducted by welfare workers and police, often having 

to hide their children (Funston & Herring, 2016). 

Country 

In an Australian First Nations worldview Country represents different entities, and 

includes the land, the seas, the waterways, the skies, animals, plants and the elements 

such as winds and stars (McMahon, 2017). For First Nations peoples there is a strong 
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spiritual nature to connection to land and caring for Country (Black et al., 2019). In this 

dissertation, Country is spelt with a capital C.  

Transnational social worker 

A transnational social worker is a professional who relocates to another country to 

practise social work. As such, they utilise their social work education and practice 

experience in an unknown context. This term includes overseas social workers and 

international recruited social workers (Hussein, 2014; Peter et al., 2019).  

Statutory child protection 

In Australia child protection services are administered under the legislation that governs 

child protection matters within individual states and territories (Oates, 2019a). There are 

six state and two territory governments, each with its own legislation and policies (Russ 

et al., 2009). In this dissertation the term ‘child protection’ refers to statutory child 

protection. In the United Kingdom and United States of America child protection is also 

referred to as child welfare or social care. 

Eurocentric  

Social work is a profession based on European concepts and problems. In this 

dissertation the term Eurocentric or Western perspectives refers to imposing Eurocentric 

social structures and belief systems onto First Nations peoples (Tamburro, 2013). 

Australian Association of Social Workers  

The Australian Association of Social Workers is the professional body of social workers 

in Australia. It was formed as a national association in 1946 and currently has nine 

branches and more than 12,000 members throughout the country. The purpose of the 

professional body is to promote social work, advance social justice, uphold standards and 
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build the capacity of members (Australian Association of Social Workers, 2020a). 

Throughout this dissertation the abbreviation AASW will be used.  

United Kingdom and Ireland 

The United Kingdom is a union of four countries: England, Scotland, Wales and 

Northern Ireland. Ireland refers to the Republic of Ireland. For readability, the term UK 

and Irish social workers will be used when relevant. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1 Background to the Research 

My experience as a social worker in child protection across continents has 

motivated this doctoral study. My final social work placement, which I completed in 

1998 in the Dutch child protection system, paved the way for an international career 

spanning the Netherlands, Wales and Australia. Social work in child protection service 

delivery suited me both personally and professionally. I am privileged to have worked 

with many families who, despite their difficulties, showed great strength. Child 

protection is an intimate and raw field of social work practice. As a practitioner, I lived 

through cumulative exposure to children and families who experience abuse, tragedy and 

trauma. I have been frustrated by the oppressive and punitive nature of statutory practice, 

lengthy court procedures, fragmented service delivery, and the shame and blame by the 

media. There are no winners in child protection, but occasionally there are small 

victories: positive outcomes that generate change and a sense of belonging for children 

involved with child protection services. 

Working in different countries, continents and jurisdictions raised my awareness 

of the influence of place on the construction of child protection practice. The provision of 

child protection programs varies considerably across the world. Service delivery systems 

are embedded in complex cultural, social and historical settings. Being born and educated 

in the Netherlands, my first experiences as a social worker were aligned with a ‘family 

service’–oriented child welfare system. This approach has a strong focus on the needs of 

the family and identifies the importance of a strong relationship between social worker 

and family. Family service systems are less risk-averse than the ‘child protection’–

oriented systems that are common in English-speaking countries such as Australia and 
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the United Kingdom (Price-Robertson et al., 2014). In 2005 I relocated to Wales and 

learned about a child protection system that emphasises the need to protect the child from 

harm. Service delivery included more standardised procedures with rigid timelines. In 

daily practice, I experienced the relationship with parents as more adversarial and less 

focused on working in partnership (Price-Robertson et al., 2014).  

In Wales, I learned that Australian child protection agencies actively recruit social 

workers from the United Kingdom. When I started searching for jobs there were many 

opportunities across the continent. In no time I was the successful candidate for a team 

leader role. My impression of Australia was optimistic and rather stereotypical: nice 

weather, barbeques, wildlife and plenty of space. I thought that child protection practice 

could not be that different from what I already knew. In hindsight, I knew little about the 

cultural, social, geographical, political, colonial and historical setting when I arrived on a 

very cold winter’s day in rural Victoria in 2009. I entered a child protection department 

under significant pressure that had to resort to overseas recruitment to fill outstanding 

vacancies. All my team members were inexperienced child protection workers, and very 

few were qualified social workers. In addition to managing the team, I was responsible 

for a waiting list of 60 unallocated children who all required an initial child protection 

assessment. Given my overseas practice and leadership experience, it was assumed that I 

understood the nature of the job. There was no induction, or even an informal 

conversation, about the history, colonialism and contemporary challenges related to the 

Australian context of child protection. The AASW tested my English proficiency but not 

my understanding of Australian social work or First Nations peoples during the 

credentialling process of my overseas social work degree. 
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Australia is often portrayed as the ‘lucky country’, with its pristine beaches, red 

deserts and ‘laid-back’ people. Yet such images fail to reveal the challenges facing 

contemporary Australia and the persistent belief in the superiority of Western paradigms 

(Rowe et al., 2015). European settler colonialism brought devastating changes to the 

lives of First Nations peoples (Bennett & Gates, 2019). There continues to be large 

disparities between First Nations peoples and non-Indigenous populations in terms of life 

expectancy, health, suicide rates, infant mortality, household overcrowding, income 

support, unemployment and education (McNamara et al., 2018; Walter, 2008; Walter et 

al., 2011). There is also social separation – most non-Indigenous Australians do not have 

Aboriginal neighbours, colleagues, health providers, social workers or friends (Walter et 

al., 2011). When I engaged with First Nations peoples my worldviews, constructions of 

childrearing and child protection social work were solely informed by Western ways of 

knowing, being and doing.  

Vulnerable individuals in Australian society include young people leaving state 

care, adults with mental health problems or substance misuse problems, women and their 

children fleeing domestic violence, and asylum seekers (including children) in detention 

centres (Briskman, 2020; Diemer et al., 2017; Fennig & Denov, 2019; Mendes & 

McCurdy, 2019). In Australia, people are living with long-term unemployment and 

chronic poverty (Davidson et al., 2018; Pawson et al., 2018). In the field of child 

protection, I witnessed this harsher side of Australian society. I observed 

transgenerational trauma and the impact of limited service provision in rural 

communities. I worked with children with bruises, who lived in poverty, who 

experienced multiple foster care placements and who continued to miss out on the 

benefits of living in the so-called lucky country. 
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My quest for lifelong learning motivated me to enrol in the Master of Social 

Work by Research in 2012. This allowed me to explore the topic of transnational social 

work in more depth and engage with my profession from a different point of view, 

stepping into the spectrum of social work research. I presented the first three chapters of 

this master’s thesis to an independent academic assessor to assess their suitability for 

doctoral study. The assessor’s recommendations included that the topic had strong 

potential to make a significant contribution to the development of new knowledge in a 

field that is lacking in constructive contemporary research. The opportunity to enrol in a 

part-time PhD in 2015 alongside taking an academic role as a social work lecturer was a 

chance to immerse myself in this project. The topic aligns with my interest, my lived 

experience and my search for new knowledge that will benefit transnational social work 

practice and theory and, most of all, the children, their families, and their communities 

involved with child protection service delivery.  

1.2 Rationale 

The recruitment of overseas social workers into the Australian child protection 

workforce targets experienced social workers, in order to protect the most vulnerable in 

society, children at risk of abuse and neglect. Since the late 1970s, Australian child 

protection departments have tended to primarily recruit UK and Irish social workers to 

address the labour shortages in this field (Modderman et al., 2017). Despite the use of 

overseas recruitment across the states and territories of Australia, there is little empirical 

knowledge about the effectiveness of this strategy (Bartley, 2018; Zubrzycki et al., 

2008).  

The contemporary trend of global social work migration raises issues that are 

complex and currently under-researched, particularly when compared to research into the 
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transnational movement of teachers, doctors and nurses (O’Sullivan et al., & Scott, 2019; 

Peter et al., 2019). Little is known about how international recruitment affects individual 

social workers. The implications for practice, for the social work profession, for the 

stability of the workforce and for the quality of social work interventions have yet to be 

explored systematically (Bartley & Beddoe, 2018; Beddoe & Fouché, 2014; McArthur et 

al., 2012; Zubrzycki et al., 2008). The topics addressed in this doctoral dissertation are 

outlined in the next section and explored in depth via four published papers presented in 

later chapters. To introduce this research, I begin with a brief account of Australian child 

protection service delivery and contemporary emerging issues in the context of 

transnational social work. I draw on the literature to illustrate the challenges in the field 

of child protection and the implications for social work. These themes feature strongly 

throughout the dissertation and illustrate the complexity of the environment in which 

transnational social workers work.  

1.2.1 The Context 

In Australia, each state and territory has individual responsibility for child 

protection legislation and intervention (Zuchowski, 2019). Responsible government 

agencies assist vulnerable children who have been, or are at risk of being, abused, 

neglected or otherwise harmed, or whose parents are unable to provide adequate care or 

protection for them (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2020). Children and 

young people are those aged under 18. Similar to other English-speaking countries, the 

child protection mandate in Australia is a stand-alone authority with limited formal 

involvement of other service sectors or the broader community (Bromfield et al., 2014). 

In 2018–19, more than 30 per 1000 children received a child protection service, which 

can take the form of an investigation, a care and protection order, or an out-of-home-care 

placement. More than half of these children were subject to an investigation only, and 
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child maltreatment was not substantiated for 57% of these children (Australian Institute 

of Health and Welfare, 2020). The current system results in in child protection 

departments being inundated with child protection reports, which can make it difficult to 

identify children most at risk (Bromfield et al., 2014). In Australia, children from remote 

and very remote areas receive the highest rates of substantiations, three times more as 

those from major cities. In remote and very remote areas 88% of the children subject of a 

substation are Indigenous, in major cities 16% of the children subject to substantiation 

are Indigenous (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2020). This study of 

transnational social work took place in an Australian major city.   

Transnational social workers in Australia must join a workforce under ongoing 

pressure; system failures, tragedies, stress and difficulties in retaining staff are common 

in most Australian child protection agencies (Russ et al., 2019; Zuchowski, 2019). In this 

context, child protection agencies face large numbers of notifications, inadequate 

organisational resourcing, and children and their families experiencing increasingly 

complex and intersecting issues (Lewig & McLean, 2016; Russ et al., 2019). It is widely 

acknowledged that the field of child protection is an emotionally charged and complex 

area of practice, and that practitioners are exposed to primary, secondary and vicarious 

trauma (Lonne et al., 2012; Munro, 2011; Oates, 2019b). Australian child protection 

workforces are chronically under-resourced, resulting in long and unpredictable work 

hours with excessive caseloads. Staff experience high administrative workloads and are 

mostly unable to meet strategic objectives due to the ongoing instability of the workforce 

(Healy & Oltedal, 2010; Lonne et al., 2012; Victorian Auditor-General’s Office, 2018). 

There is a lack of expertise in frontline practice, with workers not long enough in the role 

to develop the skills and expertise required for expert child protection practice (Healy et 

al., 2009; Victorian Auditor-General’s Office, 2018). Management in statutory child 
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protection departments is at times unsupportive of the professional needs and wellbeing 

of staff, and the failure of individual workers to manage their own wellbeing in this high-

stress environment is often seen as an indication of their unsuitability for child protection 

practice instead of systemic failure (Hunt et al., 2016; Oates, 2019b; Victorian Auditor-

General's Office, 2018). Australian research identifies child protection service delivery as 

a system under pressure, often losing the battle to keep children safe from harm 

(Bromfield et al., 2014; Hansen & Ainsworth, 2013; Oates, 2019b; Sammut & O'Brien, 

2009; Scott, 2010; Zuchowski, 2019).  

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children are significantly over-represented 

in the child protection system. These children receive eight times more child protection 

interventions than non-Indigenous children (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 

2020). The history of First Nations peoples is different from that of early settlers and 

migrants, as they were the custodians of Country until the colonisers took the continent 

(Muller, 2014). First Nations communities’ experiences of social work and welfare 

programs in the context of colonialism have been harsh and are reflected in a range of 

health and social issues (Bennett & Green, 2019; Muller, 2014). The wider child 

protection system and the individual agencies within it play a role in the removal of 

children and continue to influence the relationship between social work and Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander peoples (Bennett, 2015; Davies, 2019; Menzies & Grace, 2020; 

Secretariat of National Aboriginal and Islander Child Care, 2019). Historical events such 

as the Stolen Generations remain significant in shaping the thinking and behaviour of 

First Nations peoples and their communities (Bennett, 2019). In 2018–19, Indigenous 

children were admitted to out-of-home care at eleven times the rate for non-Indigenous 

children (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2020). The permanent removal of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children from their families represents a harrowing 
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echo of the experiences of the Stolen Generations (Secretariat of National Aboriginal and 

Islander Child Care, 2019). The combination of a lack of cultural knowledge and 

Eurocentric practice has led to social workers being met with distrust and cynicism by 

Indigenous Australians, and social workers generally do not have a good reputation in 

Aboriginal communities (Bennett, 2019).  

Social work has an ambiguous professional status in Australia and lacks formal 

legal recognition. For two decades the AASW has been advocating for inclusion of the 

profession in the National Registration and Accreditation Scheme that regulates the 

practice of other allied health professions in Australia (Australian Association of Social 

Workers, 2020b). In contrast with most other Anglophone nations of the world, social 

work is not the key profession in child protection service delivery. Australia stands alone 

in not requiring practitioners in child protection to be qualified social workers 

(Gillingham, 2016). The current human services sector uses generic roles in child 

protection, such as case manager, child safety officer or protective worker (Harrison & 

Healy, 2016; Papadopoulos, 2018). This may devalue the professional skills and 

knowledge of social work in the child protection workforce (Harrison & Healy, 2016; 

Long et al., 2018; Moorhead et al., 2016). 

1.3 Aim of the Thesis 

This study aimed to explore the ways that transnational social workers from the 

United Kingdom and Ireland experience and navigate their profession in the Australian 

context of child protection service delivery. More specifically, the aims were threefold: 

(1) to examine the personal experience of being a professional migrant in Australian 

child protection service delivery, (2) to develop knowledge about how this may impact 

on the professional experience of being a social worker in an unfamiliar child protection 
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environment, and (3) to examine the role of the recruiting organisation as experienced by 

the participants.  

 1.4 Research Questions 

The diverse research aims were explored through addressing the overarching 

research question: How do personal, professional and organisational dynamics influence 

the experiences of UK and Irish recruited social workers within an Australian child 

protection system? It is expected that the trend in global workforce mobility will lead to 

an ongoing increase in the number of social workers practising in countries other than 

where they were professionally educated (Beddoe & Bartley, 2019). A small body of 

literature from New Zealand, the United Kingdom and Canada has explored the 

experience of transnational social work (Beddoe & Bartley, 2019; Fouché et al., 2015; 

Fulton et al., 2016; Hanna & Lyons, 2016; Hussein, 2018; Peter et al., 2019). More 

knowledge relating to social work mobility is important as professional migration 

impacts not only on the individual social worker but also on the existing child protection 

workforce, the organisational culture, community partnerships and, most importantly, on 

children and families who are allocated a transnational social worker. The voices of 

service users remain silent in contemporary research.  

The research topic is of interest to the social work profession as this profession 

needs to respond to the issues and challenges arising from global workforce mobility and 

the diverse contexts in which practitioners must adjust to different community, 

professional and workforce cultures and the challenges this may pose (Beddoe & Bartley, 

2019). It is anticipated that this study will contribute to positive change in the field as its 

purpose is to improve understanding of how transnational social workers are affected by 

practising in a context in which they were not professionally educated (Hussein, 2014). 
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As a result, it is anticipated that the findings of this study may provide important 

information that leads to improved practice, theory and policy concerning transnational 

social workers in child protection.  

As the aims of the study are diverse, primary and secondary data were utilised to 

address the overarching research question. This study utilised three theoretical lenses to 

examine the topic from different perspectives. A value of this study is its application of 

these theoretical frameworks to the unique Australian context of contemporary child 

protection service delivery.  

A scoping review of the literature analysed relevant secondary data and addressed 

the following sub-questions:  

1. a. What are the personal and professional experiences of transnational social 

workers migrating between Australia, New Zealand and the United Kingdom? 

How can this knowledge be applied to the Australian child welfare workforce? 

b. In what ways are transnational social workers ready to practise with Indigenous 

communities? 

The scoping study informed the focus of phase two of the research, which 

involved three papers that analysed the primary data set gathered from research 

interviews collected at two points in time. Three sub-questions guided this enquiry: 

2. What is the lived experience of transnational social workers in the context of 

professional migration? 

3. What is the role of place for transnational social workers in frontline statutory 

child protection?  
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4. What understanding, if any, do transnational social workers have about social 

work with First Nations communities when they migrate to Australia to practise 

in statutory child protection? 

The primary and secondary data sets are addressed in a series of published papers 

that comprise this dissertation. Each paper addresses a discrete body of literature and 

responds in a different way to the research topic. In combination, the findings from each 

of these enquiries contribute to our understanding of the dynamics of transnational social 

work and to answering the overarching research question.  

1.5 The Research Process  

Australia has a history of recruiting transnational social workers to respond 

quickly to ‘market’ pressures (Bartley, 2018; Modderman et al., 2017). Yet, little is 

known about how these social workers are faring, with a notable lack of scholarship 

examining the experience of professional migration. Qualitative research has not fully 

explored the dynamics that influence transnational social workers in the Australian 

context of practice. A few small-scale studies have utilised a mixed-method approach and 

an online survey (Bartley, 2018; Zubrzycki et al., 2008). These studies examined 

international recruitment processes and the preparedness of the social work profession to 

work internationally in a transnational space (Bartley, 2018; Zubrzycki et al., 2008).  

This study was influenced by a constructivist-interpretivist ontology, which 

guided the epistemological principles and methodological framework adopted (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2011; Sarantakos, 2012). The goal was to better understand the complexity of 

lived experience from the perspective of those who live it (Schwandt, 1994), relying on 

the participants’ views of their experiences as transnational social workers (Creswell, 

2013). This type of social science requires the researcher to interpret meaning according 
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to the view that reality is subjective; influenced by situational context; and shaped by the 

experiences and perceptions of people, by the social environment and by the interaction 

between participant and researcher (Ponterotto, 2005). The participants in this study 

arrived as professional migrants in Australia and needed to make sense of their new 

environment as transnational social workers. They attributed subjective meanings to their 

experiences, which were personal and diverse. This study is not about the ‘reality’ of 

what transnational social workers report, whether their narratives are ‘true’, but rather 

investigated how the participants construct their stories and connect past, present and 

future (Riessman & Quinney, 2005). As such, it is important to maintain an open outlook 

to embrace the complexity of the views expressed by the participants, instead of 

narrowing meaning into a few ideas or categories (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  

This dissertation describes a qualitative study using primary and secondary data 

to deepen understanding of migrating social workers’ experiences in Australian child 

protection service delivery. As little is known about this topic, a qualitative approach was 

taken to enable in-depth exploratory research that was in turn used to generate theory. A 

narrative-informed methodology was used to facilitate the investigation, involving the 

collection of the participants’ stories about their professional and personal migration 

experiences (Creswell, 2005). Prolonged contact via two points of data collection 

captured the transnational social workers’ experiences over time, providing for a deeper 

understanding of their personal and professional journeys. This approach allowed for the 

investigation of meaning and perception attached to behaviours and experience by 

collecting research data that was rich in personal detail, enabling the development of new 

ideas and theory about transnational social work (Crotty, 1998; Denzin & Lincoln, 2011).  
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1.5.1 Critical theory 

The research process was guided by critical theory, which emphasises social 

change (Fook, 2016). A critical theoretical stance was deemed suitable for this study, 

transnational social workers contribute to decision-making in child protection service 

delivery within a neoliberal environment. They are part of a legally driven deficit-based 

system that legitimises intervening in the private domain of family life. This is intrusive 

in the lives of vulnerable people who are marginalised and stigmatised by society. 

Transnational social workers are therefore powerful stakeholders, and their contribution 

is important in advocating for positive outcomes for children and their families. Critical 

research exposes the social, political and systemic forces that remove the opportunity for 

people to shape decisions that influence their lives and through this process identifies 

new approaches to achieving a more just world (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2000). Critical 

theory brings into focus realities that are negotiated by socially and historically 

constituted power relations, which is particularly relevant for social work in Australia, a 

colonised country. Taking a critical stance requires us to engage with counter-colonial 

practices that address everyday ethical considerations (Lincoln & Cannella, 2019). This 

includes acknowledging that researchers have power and the privilege to design a study, 

carry out the research, and identify findings and implications according to their 

epistemological and theoretical standpoints (Cannella & Lincoln, 2011).  

1.5.2 Primary and secondary data collection  

A scoping review was used to map the volume and nature of the literature relating 

to transnational social work. This approach was considered appropriate to survey the 

relevant evidence from Australia, New Zealand and the United Kingdom from 2006 to 

2016. In comparison with systematic reviews, scoping reviews consider broader research 

questions using diverse designs, including qualitative approaches (Arksey & O'Malley, 
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2005), which is suited to this study. The review found that transnational social work had 

not been comprehensively researched, and of the 16 studies identified, only one was set 

in the Australian context. The narrative synthesis emphasised the importance of 

developing a critique based on the credibility, relevance and contribution of the papers 

reviewed (Davis et al., 2009). The greater conceptual clarity provided by the review 

informed the direction for further research within this doctoral study. The main strength 

of the scoping exercise was the ability to extract the essence of a wide range of research 

papers and to give meaning to transnational social work that is developmental and 

intellectually creative (Davis et al., 2009). This review is presented in Chapter 2 and 

discussed further in Chapter 7. 

The process of primary data collection focused on the experiences of 

transnational social workers conveyed through their own stories. This type of 

methodology tends to rely on the participant’s view of their experiences (Creswell, 

2013), constructed through interactions between the researcher and the participant. The 

scoping review of the literature identified a gap in relation to capturing the experiences of 

migrating social workers via individual in-depth interviews at different stages of their 

professional migration journey (Modderman et al., 2017). Narrative and 

phenomenological methodologies was deemed suitable for an examination of lived 

experience, facilitating rich descriptions of transnational social workers’ experiences 

within their social and professional contexts (Finlay, 2009; Morrow, 2005). This enabled 

attention to the depth of perception that the participants attached to their experience of 

transnational social work (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011).  

A metropolitan area that had a history of international social work recruitment 

was chosen as the research site. Data were collected from in-depth semi-structured 



 
 

15 

interviews at two points in time.1 Ten participants were interviewed face to face in late 

2013. Most of these participants were beyond 18 months post-arrival; therefore, three 

additional participants were purposefully recruited in 2015, enabling comparison 

between newly arrived social workers and those who had arrived more than two years 

prior. Expanding the primary data set also supported the upgrade to doctoral study. In 

2016, the second round of data collection, involving face to face and phone interviews, 

enabled 10 participants to be reinterviewed. This approach allowed rapport to be 

established through prolonged engagement and provided an opportunity to examine how 

the participants construct their experiences and change over time (Bamberg, 2012b).  

In summary, the exploration of transnational social workers’ experience of social 

work practice in an unknown child protection environment involved a process of theory 

development. Given the absence of a deep understanding of international recruitment in 

Australia from the perspective of transnational social workers within current scholarship, 

led towards a constructivist interpretive research paradigm. In this regard, a positivist 

paradigm is not appropriate for this type of research in which reality is constructed 

through interactions between the researcher and the participants. Critical theory helped to 

explain how the participants constructed their social structures, and their place within this 

as social workers practising in child protection (Fook, 2016). Three specific theoretical 

lenses – attachment theory (Bowley, 1969, 1973, 1980), place identity theory (Twigger-

Ross & Uzzell, 1996) and cultural humility theory (Tervalon & Murray-Garcia, 1998) – 

were applied during the data analyses. Narrative and phenomenological approaches 

allowed for the exploration of the participants’ thoughts, assumptions and experiences in 

relation to transnational social work via in-depth semi-structured interviews. An 

overview of the methodology used for this study is provided in Figure 1 below, using a 

 
1 Refer to Appendices 1 to 4 on ethics approval and Appendices 5 and 6 on interview schedules. 
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framework proposed by Crotty (1998). In the following sections, I will discuss in more 

detail the approaches utilised in this study. 

Figure 1: Methodology 

Epistemology Theoretical 

perspective 

Research design Method 

Constructivist/ 

interpretive 

  

The research process 

was guided by 

critical theory (Fook, 

2016). 

Attachment theory 

(Bowley, 1969, 

1973, 1980), place 

identity theory 

(Twigger-Ross & 

Uzzell, 1996) and 

cultural humility 

theory (Tervalon & 

Murray-Garcia, 

1998)  

provided the 

theoretical lenses 

through which the 

data were analysed. 

Narrative and 

phenomenological 

enquiry. 

Purposive 

sampling; 

qualitative data 

collection: 

individual in-depth 

semi-structured 

interviews across 

two points in time, 

journal writing, 

fieldnotes. 

Qualitative data 

analysis: thematic 

coding, interacting 

with transcripts, 

fieldnotes and 

theory. 

Source: Crotty (1998) 
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1.5.3 Ethical considerations 

The focus on social workers in child protection sharing their personal and 

professional experiences raised some important ethical considerations. Several strategies 

were implemented to ensure the participants’ emotional safety and the safety of the 

children and families with whom they worked. At the commencement of each interview, 

the participants were advised that if they became distressed, they could choose to 

discontinue the interview. Verbal and written information about the employee assistance 

counselling program was given to each participant. The participants were advised that if 

they disclosed any potentially harmful practice for either their clients or themselves, 

appropriate line management within their organisation would be informed. Privacy and 

confidentiality are important considerations and the participants were informed that their 

personal information would be de-identified, including details of the study site, and 

stored securely. All research procedures reported in this dissertation were approved by 

the La Trobe Human Ethics Committee in July 2013 (HEC13-019) and extended in 2016. 

Ethical approval was also granted by the organisation from which the participants were 

recruited. 

1.5.4 Data analysis 

Following the phase of data collection, interviews were transcribed, read, and 

reread while simultaneously listening to the audio recording. Data were analysed 

thematically to interrogate participant experiences and facilitate meaning and reflection 

on events, before the theoretical lenses were applied (Mishler, 1995; Riessman, 2008). 

The theoretical lenses of attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969, 1973, 1980), place identity 

theory (Twigger-Ross & Uzzell, 1996) and cultural humility theory (Tervalon & Murray-

Garcia, 1998) were applied separately to explore the themes emerging from the data. 

Each lens was chosen following an iterative process of engagement with participants’ 
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stories and reading existing theories. Immersion in the data, in-depth discussions and 

curious ponderings led to the identification of suitable theoretical frameworks (Bruce et 

al., 2016). The application of different theoretical frameworks shaped thematic coding 

and interpretive decisions during analyses. Careful attention was given to focussing on 

different themes in the narrative sequentially as reflected in the study’s publications, and 

progressing over time to situate the analyses within the bigger picture of transnational 

social work.   

Data were exposed to two different approaches to analysis: narrative and 

phenomenological, both socially constructed and concerned with the holistic nature of 

experience (Lindsay, 2006). A narrative approach shows how reality and knowledge are 

constructed through communication with others. Its focus is on the storied nature of 

human behaviour (Riessman & Quinney, 2005; Spector-Mersel, 2010). The narrative 

analysis enabled the ‘big stories’ and ‘small stories’ approach (Andrews, Squire, & 

Tamboukou, 2013; Bamberg, 2006). Attention was given to understanding how the 

participants’ big and small stories operated together to shape two distinct yet intersecting 

identities that emerged from the data: being both a social work practitioner in child 

protection and a professional migrant (Phoenix & Sparkes, 2009). The participants’ big 

stories compromised intersecting life-determining experiences that emerged from the 

thematic analysis (Bamberg, 2006). Their small stories provided the opportunity to 

explore the meaning of unfolding events that recurred across the interviews influenced by 

context and how the meaning of the experience was constructed (Andrews et al., 2013; 

Gubrium & Holstein, 1998). The exploration of the lived experience of transnational 

social workers and their understanding of First Nations perspectives was guided by 

narrative analysis. This approach investigated how transnational social workers 

experienced their profession in a different context. Narrative exploration sought to 
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understand the experience by investigating the continuity of social work, and the changes 

that may occur through engagement with transnational social work practice (Lindsay 

2006). Findings of the narrative analysis are presented in Chapters 5 and 6 and are 

discussed further in Chapter 7.  

The role of place for transnational social workers was explored via a two-step 

interpretive phenomenological approach (Patton, 2002). In the first phase, transcripts 

were read while simultaneously listening to the audio recordings. Data were analysed 

using an interpretative approach to identify the emerging themes (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018). In the second phase, the analysis was deductive following an iterative process of 

interacting with transcripts, field notes, and the lens of place identity theory, to make 

sense of the participants’ experiences (Winterton & Warburton, 2012). The analysis used 

a circular and fluid approach to identify common experiences through the interpretation 

of concealed meaning embedded in the words of participant narratives (Maggs‐Rapport, 

2000). Transcripts were read and re-read with Twigger- Ross and Uzell’s (1996) place 

and identity processes as a theoretical lens to challenge, affirm and extend the theoretical 

framework (Lindsay, 2006, Winton &Warburton 2012). During analysis, the transcribed 

interviews were interpreted as fully as possible whilst pointing out where experiences 

were confirmed or negated by a participant's comments (Maggs-Rapport, 2000). The 

resultant paper is presented in Chapter 5 and discussed further in Chapter 7. 

Using two qualitative methodologies together provided insights into the study 

phenomena by pointing out different understandings generated by transnational social 

work and addressed the multiple realities experienced by participants (Patterson, 2018). 

This study aimed to access multiple ways of knowing, drawing on two methodological 

lenses honoured and valued meaningful engagement with the context of the topic under 

investigation (Patterson, 2018). The narrative exploration was complemented by the 
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application of interpretive phenomenological analysis and deepened understanding of 

everyday child protection practices (Crotty, 1998, van Manen, 1997). In the interpretative 

phenomenological analysis, the interpretation of research interviews with shared themes, 

was followed by deductive analysis. In contrast, the narrative analysis was concerned 

with transnational social workers’ construction of knowledge from the reconstruction of 

their experiences (Clandinin & Connelly 2000).  The lens of narrative analysis offered 

exploring and interpreting the rich and unique trajectory of the transnational social 

workers who participated in this study (Patterson, 2018). The sense of temporality is 

different in narrative analysis in comparison with the interpretive phenomenological 

approach. Narrative analysis involved past, present and future in a continuous way, 

reflecting on professional practice and the reconstruction of experiences showed how 

transitional social work shapes identity and knowledge. This analysis focussed on the 

chain of experiences participants wove into their narratives. The central focus of the 

analysis is not per se the experience but the way transnational social workers made sense 

of their experiences. In phenomenological analysis, temporality is past-present-future 

combined in a present moment, aiming for understanding through the description of 

shared experiences (Clandinin & Connelly 2000, Lindsay 2006). This methodological 

lens enabled the focus to shift from the understanding of experience to interpret the 

phenomena of place (Patterson, 2018). The multidimensional approach taken in this 

study enriched interpretation through the support provided to each facet of data analysis. 

This enabled a better understanding of the interpretation of transnational social work, the 

position of myself as a doctoral researcher and the experiences of research participants 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2008, Maggs-Rapport, 2000). 
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1.5.5 Trustworthiness 

When using narrative enquiry, trustworthiness of findings depends on the 

establishment of credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability (Creswell, 

2013; Krefting, 1991; Liamputtong, 2013). In this study, the complexity of the research 

topic was addressed by utilising several theoretical lenses and methodological 

approaches. This permitted the exploration of transnational social work from different 

angles and contributed to theoretical and methodological rigour (Morse & Niehaus, 

2009). In doing so, the potential bias of a single-method approach was avoided and the 

representation of diverse voices was enabled (Patton, 2002). To increase the credibility of 

the study, my PhD supervisors were asked to validate my interpretation of the narratives 

by reading the transcripts and discussing the emergent themes. Rigour was achieved via a 

comparative approach, ensuring that similarities and differences were presented in the 

findings (Riessman & Quinney, 2005). A ‘constant comparison’ method was used to 

relate the identified themes to the literature (Creswell, 2013). The findings from this 

research are highly context-specific so generalisation to other settings was not sought. To 

maintain transferability, a description of the historical and contemporary Australian 

context is offered, alongside contextual de-identified information about the participants 

in Chapter 3. To support dependability, the participants were quoted extensively and a 

detailed description of the study’s methodology was provided (Downey et al., 2017a; 

Krefting, 1991; Nolan et al., 2018). Brief notes were made immediately after each 

interview, summarising some of my initial impressions and key points relating to the 

interview. A reflective log was completed based on these fieldnotes at the end of each 

day of interviewing (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). Reflexivity and interpretation of what 

had been addressed during the interview session were later referred to during the data 
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analysis and doctoral supervision to ensure confirmability. A reflective focus was 

maintained within the supervision process, which facilitated a critical examination of 

power, Eurocentric thinking, First Nations perspectives, and child protection social work, 

allowing for a plurality of interpretations (Morley, 2008). A personal reflection on the 

research process, focusing on the learning that contributed to my development as a 

transnational social worker towards becoming a novice researcher, is presented in 

Chapter 8.  

1.6 Outline of the Dissertation 

This dissertation comprises eight chapters and is presented in the format of a 

Thesis with Publications. It is difficult to avoid repetition in a thesis that includes 

published work. Thus, there may be some overlap or duplication relating to the 

background and the research process, and some of the key ideas. Each published article 

includes relevant references. The reference list at the end of this dissertation only 

contains references that relate to the non-published sections.  

This first chapter has introduced the context of this study, highlighting the 

complexity of contemporary transnational social work practice in Australia. It has also 

provided the rationale for the research topic, and the theoretical, methodological and 

analytic approaches used to investigate the research questions.  

 Chapter 2: Transnational social workers in statutory child welfare: A scoping 

review presents the first publication, an interpretive scoping review of the literature. This 

approach involved a review of the literature to identify the key concepts and gaps related 

to the research topic, via analysis of a range of peer-reviewed papers (Arksey & 

O'Malley, 2005). This article responds to the first research sub-questions.  
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Modderman, C., Threlkeld, G., & McPherson, L. (2017). Transnational social 

workers in statutory child welfare: A scoping review. Children and Youth Services 

Review, 81, 21-28. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2017.07.022 

 

Chapter 3 introduces the reader to the recruitment strategies, data collection 

process, and the 13 transnational social workers who participated in this study. The short 

vignettes offer a snapshot of the participants to give readers a clearer sense of their 

personal and professional circumstances. 

Chapters 4 to 6 present individual publications arising from the data collection 

phase, based on interviews conducted with 13 UK and Irish transnational social workers 

practising in Australia’s child protection system. These publications present the findings 

based on the experiences of the participants of Australian child protection service 

delivery and professional migration at two different points in time. Chapter 4 details the 

lived experience of transnational social workers and explores how the loss of personal 

and professional belonging may be exacerbated by the emotionally challenging work of 

child protection practice. This publication responds directly to the second research sub-

question.  

Modderman, C., Threlkeld, G., & McPherson, L. (2018). Transnational social workers’ 

lived experience in statutory child protection. European Journal of Social Work, 23(4), 

645-657. https://doi.org/10.1080/13691457.2018.1517114 

 

Chapter 5 specifically sought to explore what happens to the role of ‘place’ in 

identity when social workers become globally mobile. Utilising Twigger-Ross and 

Uzzell’s (1996) place identity lens helped to explain the relationship between place and 

identity for migrating social workers arriving in a high-stress environment of statutory 

child protection work. This paper responds to the third research sub-question. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2017.07.022
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Modderman, C., Threlkeld, G., & McPherson, L. (2019). The role of place for 

transnational social workers in statutory child protection. British Journal of Social Work, 

94(6), 1619-1637. https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcz065 

 

Chapter 6 examines transnational social workers’ understanding of Australian 

First Nations perspectives on statutory child protection. The chapter investigates the 

concept of cultural humility (Tervalon & Murray-Garcia, 1998) through multi-layered 

reflexivity to address the final research sub-question.  

Modderman, C., McMahon, M., Threlkeld, G., & McPherson, L. (2020). 

Transnational social workers’ understanding of Australian First Nations perspectives in 

statutory child protection. Australian Journal of Social Work. Advance online 

publication. https://doi.org/10.1080/0312407X.2020.1771389 

 

Chapter 7 begins with a summary of findings relating to each of the four sub-

questions leading to an integrated discussion of the overarching research question, as 

well as a discussion of the strengths and limitations of the study.  

Chapter 8 starts with a personal reflection on the research process and my 

learning as a social worker in child protection and novice social work researcher. The 

theoretical, practice, policy and research implications of this research are discussed. This 

thesis ends with some concluding remarks on the research findings.  

  

https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcz065
https://doi.org/10.1080/0312407X.2020.1771389
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Chapter 2: Transnational Social Workers in Statutory Child 

Welfare: A Scoping Review 

2.1 Introduction 

The previous chapter introduced the rationale for the research and provided an 

overview of the dissertation. This chapter presents the first in a series of four publications 

chapters: a scoping review that mapped existing research on transnational social work in 

child protection service delivery. The paper addresses the first research sub-questions: 

What are the personal and professional experiences of transnational social workers 

migrating between Australia, New Zealand and the United Kingdom? How can this 

knowledge be applied to the Australian child welfare workforce? In what ways are 

transnational social workers ready to practise with Indigenous communities?  

A scoping review based on the framework developed by Arksey and O’Malley 

(2005) guided the mapping of existing knowledge on issues relevant to transnational 

social work. The narrative synthesis involved a conceptual, iterative approach to develop 

a critique of the existing literature (Arksey & O'Malley, 2005). The available literature 

provided evidence of an exchange of social workers between Australia, New Zealand and 

the United Kingdom (Fouché et al., 2014; Hanna & Lyons, 2016; Zubrzycki et al., 2008). 

Colonial history, language, cultural ties, and established migration patterns all influenced 

transnational labour mobility between these countries (Bartley et al., 2012; Hussein et al., 

2010). The findings of the scoping review contribute to the body of knowledge, and 

specifically to filling the knowledge gaps in relation to transnational social work in child 

protection service delivery and its implications for the Australian context.  

Attention was given to the reviewers’ critical feedback in developing this paper. 

The discussion was refined to provide greater clarity about the Australian context of 

transnational social work. The journal reviewers noted: ‘I enjoyed reading about the issue 
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of transnational social work with a specific focus on the area of child protective services. 

It is novel, interesting, and relevant to the field of child welfare. Workforce shortages, 

high rates of turnover, and lack of training remain challenges in the field of child welfare, 

and a global perspective on these issues has the potential to add to the knowledge base in 

the area’.    

This publication addressed the first research sub-questions guiding this research 

and was published in the journal Children and Youth Services Review.  

The paper was accepted for publication on 21 July 2017 and was published on 

Elsevier online on 26 July 2017. It is available at: 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2017.07.022 

 I am the first author of the article and responsible for 70 percent of the manuscript 

preparation. My contribution included a systematic search of the literature, mapping the 

selected articles, analysing the manuscripts against the inclusion criteria, as well as 

drafting the paper and manuscript revisions. The second and third authors are members 

of my supervisory team and together they contributed 30 percent of the manuscript 

preparation. Their contribution included guidance concerning the inclusion and exclusion 

criteria, analysis of themes arising from the literature presented in the paper, critical 

review, and editing.  

 Children and Youth Services Review is an international peer-reviewed journal, 

ranking in the first quartile of journals publishing research in the field of service 

programs for children and youth. The journal is listed in the SCImago Journal Ranking 

Reports and is recognised for the Higher Education Research Data Collection. The 

journal had an impact factor of 1.38 in 2017 and its current H index is 77. The paper is 

published in accordance with the Children and Youth Services Review author guidelines. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2017.07.022
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The copyright conditions of the publisher allow for the inclusion of the paper in this PhD 

dissertation.  

 The full citation for the paper is:  

Modderman, C., Threlkeld, G., & McPherson, L. (2017). Transnational social workers in 

statutory child welfare: A scoping review. Children and Youth Services Review, 81, 21-

28. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2017.07.022 

 

 

 

 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2017.07.022


 
 

28 

2.2 Article 1  
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2.3 Conclusion 

The scoping review involved a comprehensive synthesis of relevant studies. The 

findings offer a contribution to knowledge and identify knowledge gaps, which informed 

the overall research design and the phase of narrative-informed primary data collection. 

The increased conceptual clarity provided by the review guided the investigation of 

relevant topics in the Australian context of transnational social work in frontline child 

protection. This scoping review showed that transnational social workers in Australia and 

New Zealand may experience an unsatisfactory match between skills and expertise 

required to work in a new context of child protection service delivery. Relatively little is 

known about how transnational social workers prepare for their professional and personal 

transition to Australia, including with regard to their understanding of First Nations 

communities, and to perform the role of social work in an unfamiliar environment. The 

narrative-informed research design enabled exploration of these gaps in the Australian 

context using first-hand accounts that facilitated a deeper understanding of transnational 

social work.  

This chapter has presented the first of the publications comprising this 

dissertation and introduced some of the key themes and gaps emerging from the literature 

in relation to transnational social work that were pursued in the second phase of the 

research. The next three papers present the experiences of transnational social workers 

who participated in this study. Before presenting the second paper, in the next chapter I 

introduce the participants, offering an outline of their personal and professional 

circumstances. 
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Chapter 3: Participant Vignettes 

3.1 Introduction 

The previous chapter presented a scoping review of the literature that identified 

existing knowledge and knowledge gaps in relation to transnational social work relevant 

to the Australian context. The analysis of the secondary data set provided the foundation 

and direction for the narrative-informed study presented in Chapters 4, 5 and 6. In this 

chapter, I introduce the 13 transnational social workers who participated in this study. 

Their lived experiences comprised the primary data set in this doctoral thesis. The short 

vignettes offer a snapshot of the participants to give readers a more holistic sense of their 

personal and professional circumstances, before presenting the three publication chapters 

drawing on their narratives. To ensure participant anonymity and confidentiality, careful 

de-identification of personal details was applied in the formulation of each vignette. This 

chapter will start with an outline of the recruitment strategies and the data collection 

process. 

3.2 Recruitment Strategies and Data Collection 

The recruitment of study participants was supported by senior managers in a 

metropolitan child protection department. Purposive sampling was used to invite 11 

potential participants via an email outlining the purpose and methods of the study, 

including the possible risks and benefits of participating. Snowball sampling led to the 

recruitment of two additional transnational social workers, who had not received the 

initial email but made contact and expressed their willingness to participate. The 

inclusion criteria required the participants to be qualified social workers from the United 

Kingdom or Ireland who had migrated to Australia to practise in frontline child 

protection. To enable reflection and comparison between the differing practice contexts, 
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the participants were required to have experience in child protection service delivery 

within the United Kingdom or Ireland before arriving in Australia. Ten transnational 

social workers who met the inclusion criteria participated in the study. 

The first round of data collection in 2013 consisted of 10 in-depth semi-

structured, face-to-face interviews. At the time of data collection, seven participants had 

been in Australia for two years and were approaching the end of their contract, whereas 

three participants had been residing in Australia for over four years. In 2015, another 

three participants who had just arrived in Australia were interviewed. This enabled some 

comparison between the experiences of newly arrived transnational social workers and 

those of transnational social workers who were two years post-arrival. During the second 

round of data collection in 2016, 10 participants were interviewed again, either via 

telephone or face to face. The interviews each lasted for 60 to 90 minutes. Appendices 5 

and 6 outline the interview questions used. Descriptive, direct and abstract questions 

were used as narrative stimuli (Flick, 2018). As is typical for narrative exploration, the 

interviews started with a broad question (Riessman, 2008), such as: ‘Tell me your story 

about coming to Australia to work in child protection’ and ‘Tell me about your 

experience of being a newcomer to Australia’. The follow-up interviews provided 

opportunities to further explore the experience of professional migration and social work 

in Australian child protection.  

The participant vignettes outlined below are divided into three groups. First, I 

present a snapshot of the participants who had been in Australia for three months at the 

time of the first interview. Second, I present the details of those participants who were 

approaching the end of their first 24 months in Australia. Contractual and visa 

arrangements were tied to this touchpoint and therefore the two-year mark was an 
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important moment in time. Finally, I present snapshots for those who had been residing 

in Australia for more than four years. 

3.3 Participant Vignettes 

3.3.1 New Arrivals 

Maria is an Irish social worker who was aged in her late 20s at the time of the 

first interview. She had always dreamed of coming to Australia, but the migration 

journey had not been easy. During her visa application process, Maria became a victim of 

a fake migration office scam. Maria had met her Australian partner during a holiday in 

Australia and she felt like she was coming home when she arrived many years later. At 

the beginning of the interview process, the couple were planning to live together in 

future. At work, everything felt different and the new experiences in child protection 

practice overwhelmed Maria. She did not receive induction training and felt she needed 

to relearn everything after leaving her employment in child protection in Ireland. By the 

time of her second interview nearly 18 months later, Maria had moved in with her partner 

and their two dogs. Maria reflected on the journey into Australian child protection as 

challenging, in particular commenting that she felt she needed to advocate for clients 

who did not receive a just service. She observed poor practice and became a 

whistleblower, which created considerable stress and impacted her mental and physical 

wellbeing. At the second interview, Maria observed that she felt she was just beginning 

to recover from these negative workplace experiences and had noticed a cultural shift at 

work. As a result, she felt valued as a team member and part of a place that supported her 

goal of becoming a leader in child protection practice. At the time of writing, her sister is 

planning to migrate soon to join her in Australia.  
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Loraine is an experienced social worker who was aged in her early 30s at the time 

of the first interview. Loraine had arrived in Australia with her partner three months prior 

and felt optimistic about the opportunity to work and live in Australia. She was in the 

process of gaining permanent residency. She experienced her role as different in some 

ways but similar in others to her role back home. Loraine was keen to learn all the 

procedures and different requirements and was consciously taking a step back to take it 

all in. Her approach was to have an open mind and to take it one day at a time. Loraine 

started to make some new friends and felt at ease at work. Loraine did not respond to the 

email invitation for the second round of interviews. 

Cora was aged in her mid-30sh at the time of her first interview. She came to 

Australia with her husband and their daughter via Spain, where she had been a stay-at-

home parent. The family took the opportunity to migrate to Australia rather than 

returning to England when her husband’s contract work in Spain ended. She was 

experienced in English child protection service delivery before migrating to Spain. After 

being a stay-at-home parent Cora was excited to be returning to her role as social worker 

in child protection; it felt like second nature. However, life in Australia felt somewhat 

different from life in Spain. The transition was not easy for the whole family, and Cora 

felt lost without her close friends nearby. When re-interviewed nearly two years later 

Cora was at home filing a work cover claim. She had experienced bullying and 

significant work pressure, leading to depression and anxiety. Cora reflected on how the 

migration to Australia had had a significant impact on her, with her work–life balance 

tipped the wrong way. Immense work pressure with little professional support came at 

the cost of her mental health. Nevertheless, Cora was keen to continue practising social 

work, but preferably perhaps not in frontline child protection. 
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3.3.2 The First Two Years Completed 

Steve is Scottish and was aged in his early 30s at the time of the first interview. 

He loves to travel and started backpacking when he turned 18. He came to Australia by 

himself, and his girlfriend arrived later because they had met just prior to his migration. 

Steve strongly identified as a social worker and prior to his migration had engaged with 

further studies and learning in the field. His first two years in Australian child protection 

service delivery were disappointing, and Steve felt very strongly that he had lost his 

social work voice and identity. When Steve was interviewed again two years later, the 

couple were married with a baby. They had relocated within Australia to be closer to 

Steve’s English cousins. By this time, Steve had left child protection to work in the 

broader child and family sector but was continuing to struggle with the lack of 

professional recognition of social work in Australia. At the second interview, Steve 

shared that he felt more settled and he and his young family were enjoying the Australian 

lifestyle. However, with the arrival of their daughter, his wife had developed a strong 

desire to return to Scotland. For Steve, Australia was home now, although he had not yet 

landed his ideal social work job. 

Janine, aged in her late 40s at the time of the first interview, migrated with her 

husband from England to Australia on an impulse. Their two adult children decided to 

stay in England. Janine had longstanding experience in leadership roles within child 

protection service delivery. Soon after arriving, Janine realised that the job she had 

accepted was far below her level of experience and expertise. When she tried to raise this 

with the organisation, she was told she had signed the contract and that was it. During the 

interview, Janine reflected that she should have done her homework better. As a result, 

she felt trapped in a job with limited opportunity to practise social work and stripped of 

her professional identity. She described her journey as one she would not recommend to 
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anyone; she would never do it again. Two years later, Janine still felt distressed when she 

looked back at these initial experiences, which harmed her emotional wellbeing and 

professional confidence. By this time, Janine had moved into a senior leadership role in 

adult mental health that suited her career path, but she still missed practising social work 

in child protection. Janine and her husband had moved into a property with space for 

their horses, and she was looking forward to her children visiting and perhaps migrating 

to Australia.  

Peter, aged 54 at the time of the first interview, is an Irish social worker with a 

master’s degree in care and protection and a postgraduate certificate in child 

development and trauma. He arrived in Australia with 16 years’ experience in statutory 

child protection. In Ireland, he had been a manager overseeing a large team of social 

workers. Peter had arrived in Australia about 17 months prior to his participation in the 

research, and had viewed coming here as an opportunity for an adventure. He saw 

Australia as a place with more sun and space than his home country offered, and possibly 

as a good place to retire down the track. He migrated together with his wife and their 

three children. He anticipated that social work in child protection in Australia would be 

similar to the Irish context. Peter had accepted a frontline role as a case manager, and in 

hindsight called himself naïve, for he had not thoroughly investigated this role prior to 

accepting it. Peter felt distressed by the nature of the work he was directed to undertake, 

and experienced a limited ability to influence or make decisions that drew on his 

knowledge and expertise. The transnational experience thus emerged as a bleak period in 

Peter’s professional career, and at the time of the interview he and his wife were 

contemplating returning home. Peter declined to be interviewed again.  

Sandra, aged in her late 30s at the time of the first interview, arrived in Australia 

from England together with her husband and their two dogs. By this time, she had been 
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in Australia for 19 months, prior to which she had worked for 14 years in British child 

protection programs and had been a senior manager overseeing 40 social workers in a 

local authority. Sandra and her husband had undertaken online research into a church 

they wanted to join; and soon after landing in Australia on a Thursday, they attended the 

church on the following Sunday, where they were warmly welcomed by the community. 

Sandra experienced challenges at work and struggled to fit in, to the extent that she 

became ill. When re-interviewed two years later Sandra had moved into a policy role. 

Working in frontline child protection had been difficult for Sandra and she felt that 

policy was a better fit for her. The church remained important for the couple and during 

challenging times they received much support from their congregation.  

William, aged in his early 40s at the time of the first interview, had migrated from 

Wales with his wife and three children two years prior; their migration was planned as a 

permanent one. William presented as pragmatic; he believed you must work hard to 

achieve things in life. William experienced Australia as a country with many more 

opportunities than Wales could offer, both for himself and his children. He felt he had 

‘done’ his 18 months in frontline child protection, and at the time of the first interview 

William was on unpaid leave from the department, working as a carpenter. After his 

initial experiences in child protection, he needed some time to breathe and rethink what 

he wanted to do next. He felt the department had judged him for his gender and his 

tattoos, handing him one challenging client after another. By the time of the second 

interview, William had left the department to work in a non-government agency as a 

manager, a role that better suited his skills and expertise. He looked back on his 

experiences as challenging; however, the nature of the work was what he had expected 

and the overall outcomes for his family had been positive. William had not been back to 

Wales but was planning a trip there with his family. William had previously had a 
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difficult relationship with his family back in Wales. However, his father had visited 

William in Australia, providing the two with the opportunity to reconnect, and for 

William’s father to be a grandfather to William’s children. Therefore, William felt ready 

for a visit to his home country.  

Nathalie migrated from Scotland to Australia to travel and for adventure. She was 

aged in her mid-20s and single at the time of the first interview. Following her 

graduation, she had worked for two years in child protection in a rural Scottish 

community. By the first interview, Nathalie had been practising in child protection in 

Australia for two years, having held three different roles in frontline child protection 

teams. Nathalie experienced the lack of qualified social workers on the floor as 

challenging; as a novice social worker, she was directed to undertake complex casework. 

In the month prior to the interview, she had removed four babies from their families, and 

she was feeling the emotional burden. Nevertheless, the opportunity to travel in the 

southern part of the world, combined with a role in child protection, meant that she felt 

the migration was a good decision. When Nathalie was re-interviewed two years later, 

she had moved interstate to take a team leader role in a child protection department. It 

had been tough, and she felt she was slowly becoming part of a toxic system that fails to 

nurture frontline staff. The pressure at work also heightened her sense of missing home 

and she had decided to return to Scotland and have a career break from child protection.   

Kaleen is an English-trained social worker, who was single and aged in her mid-

20s at the time of the first interview, and had arrived at the end of her first two-year 

contract. For Kaleen, Australia had been a great place to travel to but she felt her current 

location was not ideal. She was on the lookout for another social work position in another 

state or country. Kaleen was placed in the intake team but a shortage of staff in the 

investigation team meant she was constantly pulled back and forth and this doubled her 
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workload. Kaleen described her role as that of a case manager, and not in line with what 

she was recruited for as a qualified social worker. Kaleen experienced the morale at work 

as low, with everyone under pressure, resulting in high staff turnover. By the time she 

was invited for a second interview, Kaleen had gone home to England and was not 

planning to return to Australia, so did not participate in a follow-up interview. 

3.3.3 Long-term Residents 

Michael is an Australian citizen who, at the time of the first interview, was aged 

in his early 40s. He had migrated with his family from Wales nearly 10 years prior. For 

Michael, international social work recruitment represented a golden ticket to Australia. 

He found his professional purpose as a team leader of an out-of-home-care program and 

emphasised the importance of separating work and private life to remain sane in child 

protection practice. Michael presented as firmly grounded in Australia and referred to his 

children as Australian with Welsh heritage. He had created a strong network of 

‘Australian’ family and had not returned once to visit his homeland. At the time of the 

second interview, Michael was still enjoying the leadership role that he referred to as a 

job in public services more than a social work role. Michael’s parents had moved to 

Australia to retire. However, the change in family dynamics resulting from the migration 

had not been easy, and Michael was raising his children as Australian and keeping his 

Welsh parents at a distance. His parents reminded him of the younger self he had left 

behind back home. 

At the time of the first interview, Martina was aged in her late 30s and had 

migrated with her husband and two sons from Ireland four years prior. They had 

relocated with only four suitcases, which made Martina aware of what is most important 

in life – good health and family adventures. A third child was born in Australia, which 

caused her to feel rather isolated. Once she returned to work things were a bit more 
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balanced. Martina felt positive about the opportunities provided by her department and 

by her current role in case management. However, the first years had been tough, and 

Martina shared that she had been micromanaged by inexperienced team leaders. At the 

time of the second interview, Martina was still working in the case management team. 

Two of her children were about to leave the family home and Martina and her husband 

were dreaming about moving elsewhere in Australia. They had started looking at real 

estate, job openings and a new school for their youngest daughter. They fell in love with 

the lifestyle and are now Australian citizens.  

Ellie is a Scottish social worker, aged in her late 30s at the time of the first 

interview. She had relocated to Australia eight years prior, together with her husband and 

their four children. They had migrated with the aim of providing more opportunities for 

their children, and had left behind a deprived village in Scotland. Nevertheless, the new 

life had not been easy. Ellie arrived with little practice experience and was promoted to 

the role of team leader within three weeks. Looking back, she felt that she had embarked 

on this leadership role without adequate support, and after four years she experienced a 

major burnout. After this, she never felt the same and needed to leave frontline child 

protection. At the time of the interview she was enjoying her current role in a community 

health service but missed child protection and being a social worker. By the time she was 

re-interviewed, Ellie had returned to social work and felt she was thriving in delivering 

school-based social work. The AASW does not recognise her British social work 

diploma, and this remained a sore point for Ellie. Besides that, she has never regretted 

coming to Australia and would do it all again, as she felt her family had become so much 

stronger for the experience.  
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3.4 Conclusion 

This chapter provided short vignettes of the 13 transnational social workers who 

participated in this study to provide context to their stories by offering a snapshot of their 

personal and professional backgrounds. The narrative study investigated the participants’ 

experience of professional migration across two points in time to add their perspectives 

to the emerging body of research about transnational social work in the Australian 

context. In the next chapter, I present a second publication that examined the professional 

experience of child protection practice in an unfamiliar environment, as the first of three 

publications emerging from the narrative-informed research study. 

  



 
 

48 

Chapter 4: Transnational Social Workers’ Lived Experience in 

Statutory Child Protection 

4.1 Introduction 

Chapter 3 provided brief vignettes introducing the reader to the 13 transnational 

social workers who participated in the study. This chapter presents the second in the 

series of four articles contained in this thesis, which and addresses the second research 

sub-question: What is the lived experience of transnational social workers in the context 

of professional migration? The article draws on rich qualitative data obtained through in-

depth semi-structured interviews with 13 transnational social workers across two points 

in time. The concurrent experience of migration and child protection practice is explored 

in this publication. This is of importance to the body of social work literature as it 

provides insight into the experience of professional social work migration as a significant 

life event. The findings demonstrate that the emotionally complex work of child 

protection intersects with the loss of personal and professional belonging that comes with 

an unfamiliar practice environment.  

Bowlby’s (1969, 1973, 1980) attachment theory informed the data analysis that 

explored the loss of professional belonging, loss of a secure base, loss of professional 

identity, and loss of formal and informal networks. A narrative research design enabled 

the analysis of the big and small stories shared by the participants (Bamberg, 2006; 

Gubrium & Holstein, 2009; Phoenix & Sparkes, 2009). This approach facilitated deep 

exploration of two specific yet intersecting identities: a social worker in child protection 

and a migrant professional. Attending to the reviewers’ critical feedback strengthened 

this paper, which involved refining the theoretical framework and demonstrating in the 

discussion section how the concepts were utilised analytically. The journal reviewers 

acknowledged the contribution of the paper upon acceptance, noting that: ‘Your study 
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makes a valuable contribution to social work practice and adds significant knowledge to 

the field of migration, particularly of transnational social workers.’ 

This article was accepted for publication in the European Journal of Social Work 

on 20 August 2018 and was published on Taylor & Francis online on 31 August 2018. It 

is this journal's practice to publish the title, keywords and abstract of the paper in a 

second language in addition to English, commonly the author’s first language or a 

language of the country from which the paper is submitted. Therefore, this paper has a 

bilingual introduction, in English and in Dutch, my second language following my 

Frisian mother tongue. The paper is available at: 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13691457.2018.1517114 

 I am the first author of the article and responsible for 70 percent of the manuscript 

presentation, including the data collection. I completed the first draft and amendments 

based on feedback provided by the co-authors. I was responsible for the submission of 

the article and for the revisions following the blind peer-reviewed process. The second 

and third authors are members of my supervisory team and together contributed 30 

percent of the manuscript preparation. Importantly, their facilitation of supervision 

guided my developing research expertise in applying a narrative-informed research 

design and critical exploration of the data. The iterative process of writing this paper led 

to discussions and insight in supervision, with the third and second authors contributing 

to the ideas expressed in and the editing of the paper. This enabled the meanings as 

expressed by the research participants to be translated as authentically as possible in the 

research findings (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008). 

 The European Journal of Social Work is an international peer-reviewed journal 

that analyses and promotes European and international developments in social work, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13691457.2018.1517114
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social policy, social service institutions, and strategies for social change. The SCImago 

journal ranking report shows that the European Journal of Social Work is ranked in the 

second quartile of journals publishing original research in the fields of social science, 

social work, sociology, and political science. The journal is recognised for the Higher 

Education Research Data Collection. The journal’s 2018 Impact Factor was 0.5 and its H 

index is currently 17. The paper was published in accordance with the European Journal 

of Social Work author guidelines. The copyright conditions of the publisher allow for the 

inclusion of the paper in this PhD dissertation.  

 

 The full citation of the article is: 

Modderman, C., Threlkeld, G., & McPherson, L. (2018). Transnational social workers’ 

lived experience in statutory child protection. European Journal of Social Work, 23(4), 

645-657. https://doi.org/10.1080/13691457.2018.1517114 
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4.3 Conclusion 

The findings presented in this chapter directly address the second research sub-

question: What is the lived experience of transnational social workers in the context of 

professional migration? Utilising Bowlby’s (1969, 1973, 1980) theory of attachment, the 

paper unpacked the emotional complexity involved in professional migration and social 

work practice in an unfamiliar environment. First, the findings show that migration is a 

significant life event that affects individual transnational social workers. Second, the 

emotionally complex work involved in child protection exacerbated the experience of 

loss of professional and personal belonging for the participants in this study. Finally, the 

ambiguous professional status of social work in Australia caused further complications 

for these transnational social workers’ professional identity.  

 This article identified that strategies to better support transnational social workers 

need to be developed. The use of self as a child protection practitioner in an unfamiliar 

practice context may be challenging. Organisations that deliver child protection 

interventions need skilled and motivated social workers. Strategies that better welcome 

and support transnational social workers may benefit children and their families, child 

protection organisations, and the social work profession more broadly. In Chapter 5 I 

explore the role of place for transnational social workers in child protection. The concept 

of place is pertinent for practice given the commitment of the profession to a person-in-

environment perspective. Social work is rooted in local conditions and community needs, 

and is dependent on jurisdiction-specific legislative competencies (Akesson et al., 2017; 

Hussein, 2018; Lyons, 2006).  
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Chapter 5: The Role of Place for Transnational Social 

Workers in Statutory Child Protection 

5.1 Introduction 

The previous chapter examined the lived experience of transnational social 

workers practising in Australian child protection service systems. This chapter presents 

the third article and addresses the third research sub-question: What is the role of place 

for transnational social workers in frontline statutory child protection? This article draws 

on the place identity processes framework as developed by Twigger-Ross and Uzzell 

(1996) to examine how place influenced professional distinctiveness, continuity, self-

esteem and self-efficacy. The concept of place is constructed as the development of 

meaning through an individual’s interaction with geographical location (Speller, 2000). 

In this regard, places embody social symbols and social meaning (Twigger-Ross & 

Uzzell, 1996), which is particularly relevant for transnational social workers who enter 

an unfamiliar environment in which the local and national context of child protection 

practice is unknown.  

For this article, the data analysis involved examining the role of place in shaping 

the lived experience of transnational social workers, utilising a two-step interpretive 

phenomenological approach (Patton, 2002). The article extended the original theoretical 

concepts to include a focus on the professional context of place for migrating social 

workers. The data interrogation followed an iterative process, interacting with transcripts, 

fieldnotes and theory to make sense of place and the experience of transnational social 

work (Huws & Jones, 2008). The approach permitted exploration of the way place 

affected professional identity. This article was accepted for publication in the British 

Journal of Social Work on 19 April 2019 in its current form and was published on 

Oxford University Press online on 18 May 2019. It is available at:  
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https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcz065 

My role as the first author of this article included data collection, data analysis 

and decision-making concerning the theoretical lens applied. I drafted the manuscript in 

which writing up the results and ongoing analysis informed one another and were guided 

by feedback from the co-authors, ensuring authentic interpretation of the meaning as 

expressed by the participants. I prepared the manuscript for submission to the journal. 

My contribution equated to 70 percent while my co-authors, the members of my 

supervisory team, contributed 30 percent of the manuscript preparation. I was responsible 

for the initial draft and making amendments to the article based on feedback from my 

supervisors. The supervisors, the second and third author, contributed guidance on the 

theoretical framework, as well as discussion of the ideas expressed in the paper, critical 

review and editing. I took responsibility for the preparation and submission of the 

manuscript. 

The British Journal of Social Work is the leading academic social work journal in 

the United Kingdom, published for the British Association of Social Workers, and covers 

every aspect of social work. The British Journal of Social Work is listed in SCImago and 

is recognised for the Higher Education Research Data Collection. The journal’s 5-year 

Impact factor is 1.746 and its H Index is 71, ranking in the first quartile of publications in 

its field. The feedback from the reviewers noted: ‘This was a very well written paper, 

reflecting a lot of quality work. In my view, an exemplary piece. Excellent.’ The article 

was accepted in its original form with no revisions requested following a blind peer-

review process. The copyright conditions of the publisher, Oxford Journals, allow for the 

inclusion of the paper in this PhD dissertation.  

The full citation of the article is:  

https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcz065
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Modderman, C., Threlkeld, G., & McPherson, L. (2019). The role of place for 

transnational social workers in statutory child protection. British Journal of Social Work, 

94(6), 1619-1637. https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcz065 

  

https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcz065
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5.2 Article 3  
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5.3 Conclusion 

This chapter presented the findings concerning the way transnational social 

workers and social work practice are influenced by place. The findings presented in this 

article reveal place-related change to be a multidimensional experience that may have a 

profound impact on child protection practice. Social work does not easily transfer across 

borders. The participants found the approach to critical thinking, reflection and 

professional supervision to be very different in the new environment, compared to their 

home countries. The findings confirm that social work identity is strongly rooted within 

the local and national context, and that transferring a context-specific professional 

identity to a new place creates tension. The transnational social workers in this study 

needed to identify new ways of reconciling previous and present approaches that 

supported their identity as a social worker in child protection. The next chapter is focused 

on the unique context of Australian social work that includes relationships with First 

Nations communities. This narrative-informed study investigated transnational social 

workers’ understanding of First Nations perspectives in child protection service delivery. 
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Chapter 6: Transnational Social Workers’ Understanding of 

First Nations Perspectives in Statutory Child Protection 

6.1 Introduction  

This chapter presents the fourth article and addresses the final research sub-

question: What understanding, if any, do transnational social workers have about social 

work with First Nations communities when they migrate to Australia to practise in 

statutory child protection? The paper explored the concept of cultural humility through 

multi-layered reflexivity (Nicholls, 2009; Rix et al., 2014; Tervalon & Murray-Garcia, 

1998). Developing cultural humility is a continuous learning process involving reflection 

and self-awareness, being supportive of others and redressing power imbalances (Danso, 

2018). The ways in which the participants, and the environment they entered, engaged 

with cultural humility were investigated through an examination of self, relational and 

organisational reflexivity (Rix et al., 2014). 

This paper explored transnational social workers’ understanding of First Nations 

perspectives and the research presented within it was guided by a cultural consultant, 

Auntie Maureen Ervine, a descendant of the Gomeroi people. Dr Mishel McMahon, a 

Yorta Yorta woman from the Echuca Murray River area, is the second author of the 

paper. The process of supervision enabled reflective conversations in which the position 

of self, worldviews, Aboriginal childrearing, and child protection practice were 

discussed. This approach enabled investigation into relational accountability and 

provided new insights into child protection practices in the transnational context (Bennett 

et al., 2011; Steinhauer, 2002). The narrative approach to data analysis explored the 

participants’ positioning in the Australian child protection context by drawing on their 

narratives, which allowed for deep exploration of their experiences (Bamberg, 2012a).  
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The reviewers of Australian Social Work engaged positively with the paper and 

requested minor amendments only. The paper’s relevance to Australian social work and 

the child protection sector was acknowledged. The reviewers suggested a follow-up 

article moving beyond reflexivity, with their recommendations focused on organisational 

and individual responsibility, including decolonising solidarity and reconciliation (Land, 

2015).  

This article was accepted for publication in Australian Social Work on 22 April 

2020. The paper was published on Taylor and Francis online on 13 July 2020. It is 

available at: 

https://doi.org/10.1080/0312407X.2020.1771389 

As the first author of this article, my contribution equated to 70 percent. I was 

responsible for data collection, data analysis and developing the theoretical lens applied. 

I drafted the manuscript and the development of the content was guided by conversations 

held with Auntie Maureen Ervine, Dr Mishel McMahon and the supervisory team. I 

prepared the article for submission and responded to the reviewers’ feedback. The 

second, third and fourth authors contributed 30 percent of the manuscript preparation. 

Importantly, their supervision guided my developing research expertise through critical 

exploration of the data as well as the research process. The supervisory team advised on 

the data collection, contributed to the analysis process, and critically appraised the 

manuscript and subsequent revisions. Auntie Maureen Ervine’s practice wisdom in child 

protection informed the investigation of the participants’ experiences and generated new 

insights within the supervisory team.  

Australian Social Work is an international peer-reviewed journal reflecting 

contemporary thinking and trends in social work. The journal has grown out of the 

https://doi.org/10.1080/0312407X.2020.1771389
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Australian context and continues to provide a vehicle for Australian and international 

authors. Given the study content and relevance to the Australian field of social work, the 

journal was deemed to be most suitable for this publication. Australian Social Work is 

listed in SCImago and is recognised for the Higher Education Research Data Collection. 

The journal’s 5-year Impact factor is 1.608 and its H Index is 23, ranking in the first 

quartile of publications in its field. The feedback from reviewers noted: ‘The study is 

valuable and raises good points of discussion on a topical practice issue. Its particular 

significance to developing culturally safe practice and practitioners in our child 

protection statutory departments is important, alongside a clear point about centring 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples’ ways of knowing, being and doing.’ The 

copyright conditions of the publisher Taylor and Francis allow for the inclusion of the 

paper in this PhD dissertation. 

 

 

 The full citation of the article is:  

Modderman, C., McMahon, M., Threlkeld, G., & McPherson, L. (2020). 

Transnational social workers’ understanding of Australian First Nations perspectives in 

statutory child protection. Australian Social Work. Advance online publication. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/0312407X.2020.1771389 
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6.2 Article 4  
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6.3 Conclusion  

This chapter presented findings related to transnational social workers’ 

understanding of social work with First Nations communities. Applying a lens of multi-

layered reflexivity to investigate cultural humility in transnational practice highlighted 

the need for robust and courageous conversations about the over-representation of First 

Nations children in Australia’s child protection system. The findings presented in this 

publication illustrate that practising social work in a multicultural society does not 

prepare transnational social workers for the unique Australian context of child protection. 

UK- and Irish-trained social workers may have little understanding of First Nations 

perspectives and are often not familiar with decolonising social work practices. The 

predominantly Eurocentric work environment in which assessments derive from Western 

standards of practice does not necessarily challenge blind spots and biases. Decolonising 

practices aim to move beyond competency through mastery of knowledge, of being an 

‘expert’ about other cultures. There is a need to turn the mirror to self for the broader 

field of child protection, not just among transnational social workers, in order to engage 

with and counter colonial thinking through critical reflection.  

In the next chapter I consider all of the findings from the four articles presented in 

this dissertation to address the overarching research question: How do personal, 

professional and organisational dynamics influence the experiences of UK and Irish 

recruited social workers within an Australian child protection system? 
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Chapter 7: Integrated Discussion 

7.1 Introduction 

This doctoral dissertation addresses key issues relating to the global trend towards 

professional migration and the dynamics associated with social work mobility. The 

transnational social workers participating in this study experienced a range of personal 

and professional challenges when they travelled over continents and transitioned into 

child protection service delivery in an unfamiliar environment. This study contributes 

knowledge about professional social work migration. It shows that the discipline may 

benefit from greater awareness of the influence of geographical location, socio-political 

issues, culture and history on place-based approaches and perspectives in child protection 

practice. In this context, this dissertation addresses the research question concerning how 

the personal, professional and organisational dynamics influenced the experiences of UK 

and Irish recruited social workers within an Australian child protection system. The 

Australian literature on transnational social work has to date been limited. Consequently, 

this dissertation makes a valuable contribution to knowledge by analysing the narratives 

of migrating social workers and capturing their experiences of transnational social work 

in Australian child protection service delivery. Further, this research has wider 

implications as not only does Australia recruit overseas social workers, but countries 

such as New Zealand, the United Kingdom and Canada also experience workforce 

pressures that motivate governments to modify migration and selection policies to target 

social workers with relevant qualifications and experience (Bartley, 2018). Other allied 

health disciplines may also benefit from this study by applying its findings to their 

transnational workforce. 

The major research question, outlined above, led to the conceptualisation of four 

sub-questions, the first of which has two parts. Each sub-question was addressed 
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separately via the series of peer-reviewed articles presented in the previous chapters. The 

first research sub-questions, presented in Chapter 2, were answered by drawing on a 

secondary data set that scoped findings from the existing literature: 

1. a. What are the personal and professional experiences of transnational social 

workers migrating between Australia, New Zealand and the United Kingdom? 

How can this knowledge be applied to the Australian child welfare workforce? 

b. In what ways are transnational social workers ready to practise with Indigenous 

communities? 

Chapters 4, 5 and 6 presented a further three publications that sought to answer 

the sub-questions below and were informed by primary data collected during in-depth 

research interviews:  

2. What is the lived experience of transnational social workers in the context of 

professional migration? 

3. What is the role of place for transnational social workers in frontline statutory 

child protection?  

4. What understanding, if any, do transnational social workers have about social 

work with First Nations communities when they migrate to Australia to practise 

in statutory child protection? 

This chapter begins with a summary of the research findings from each published 

paper followed by a presentation of the key findings in four tables. These findings relate 

to the central research question and enhance understanding of transnational social work. 

This summary forms the basis of the integrated discussion, which is followed by a 

consideration of the strengths and limitations of the research. The chapter concludes with 

proposed directions for future research.  
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7.2 Summary of Findings 

This small-scale study was concerned with exploring the personal, professional 

and organisational dynamics that influence the experiences of transnational social 

workers in frontline child protection in one of Australia’s major cities. A range of 

theoretical perspectives were used to explore different aspects of the contextually driven 

nature of social work that influence transnational social work. The following section 

provides an overview that highlights the key findings of the research reported in the four 

articles presented in earlier chapters. The purpose of this is to demonstrate how these 

findings have contributed knowledge in answering the overarching research question. 

A scoping review of the literature was presented in Chapter 2, via a publication 

titled ‘Transnational social workers in statutory child welfare: A scoping review’ 

(Modderman et al., 2017). This paper established a foundation for the present research by 

examining 16 studies, of which 13 reported empirical data, relevant to transnational 

social work in the Australian context. The narrative synthesis provided greater 

conceptual clarity and highlighted implications for child protection practice and research. 

The review found that contemporary research has given little attention to transnational 

social workers’ understanding of Australian First Nations peoples, among other key 

findings (see Table 1). A gap in the knowledge was identified in relation to what support 

is required for transnational social workers when they transition into a new practice 

culture during a time of personal and professional dislocation. The findings of the 

scoping review guided the focus and design of the primary research presented in 

Chapters 4, 5 and 6 of this dissertation.  

The three papers presented in Chapters 4, 5 and 6 (Modderman et al., 2020; 

Modderman et al., 2018, 2019) were drawn from the primary data set. The second 

publication, titled ‘Transnational social workers’ lived experience in statutory child 
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protection’, explored the parallel process of the professional experience as a transnational 

social worker in child protection and the personal experience of migration (Modderman 

et al., 2018). Bowlby’s (1969, 1973, 1980) attachment theory guided the investigation of 

the experience of loss and grief that shape personal and professional migration journeys. 

The complex and emotionally challenging environment in which child protection takes 

place intensifies the experience of feeling personally and professionally dislocated and 

impacts on emotional health and wellbeing. This paper reported professional migration to 

be a life-changing event that significantly impacts on transnational social workers in both 

the professional context and within their personal life (see Table 2). 

The third article, titled ‘The role of place for transnational social workers in 

statutory child protection’, explored the role of ‘place’ when social workers become 

globally mobile (Modderman et al., 2019). The separation from constructs of social work 

known in the country of origin may affect the positioning of self as a social work 

practitioner in an unknown environment. Adapting identity process theory to the context 

of place (Breakwell, 1986; Twigger-Ross & Uzzell, 1996) enabled an examination of 

how place-related changes can threaten professional identity in everyday child protection 

practice. This paper found that the transnational social workers experienced a misfit 

between their construction of social work and the Australian practice setting they entered, 

resulting in diminished professional self-esteem and self-efficacy. In turn, this impact of 

place-related change on professional identity may have a negative impact on staff 

retention (see Table 3).  

The fourth article was titled ‘Transnational social workers understanding of 

Australian First Nations perspectives in statutory child protection’. Multi-layered 

reflexivity, drawing on concepts of cultural humility, was adopted to investigate 

transnational child protection practices First Nations peoples in a colonial country 
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(Nicholls, 2009; Rix et al., 2014; Tervalon & Murray-Garcia, 1998). This paper 

identified that transnational social workers know little about First Nations communities 

or decolonising practices, and that transnational social workers’ personal experiences 

may differ greatly from the lifeworld of Australian First Nations peoples. Being humble 

and aware of self, rather than focusing on being competent about ‘the other’, remained 

challenging for most transnational social workers, who operate according to the dominant 

Western epistemologies in child protection service delivery (see Table 4).  
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Table 1: Research sub-questions 1a and 1b 

  

 

Research sub-questions 1a and 1b 

 

 

a. What are the personal and professional 

experiences of transnational social workers 

migrating between Australia, New Zealand 

and the United Kingdom? How can this 

knowledge be applied to the Australian child 

welfare workforce? 

 

b. In what ways are transnational social 

workers ready to practice with Indigenous 

communities? 

 

 

 

 

Modderman, C., Threlkeld, G., & 

McPherson, L. (2017). Transnational social 

workers in statutory child welfare: A scoping 

review. Children and Youth Services Review, 

81, 21-28. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2017.07.0

22 

 

 

 

 

Key findings – Transnational social work (TNSW) in the Australian context 

• There is limited research available on TNSWs in the Australian context of child protection. 

• It is unclear how child protection organisations prepare a TNSW workforce for practice in 

Australia. 

• TNSWs may have difficulties understanding First Nations communities and limited awareness 

of decolonised social work. 

• TNSWs may unwittingly perpetuate neo-colonial relations and reinforce Western practice 

with First Nations communities. 

• TNSWs are mostly unaware that child protection service delivery is not the core domain of 

social work in Australia.   

Key findings – Implications of transitioning across borders 

• TNSWs experience a loss of social capital, and the psychosocial impact of migration may be 

significant. 

• Anglophone countries are only superficially comparable, and the impact of cultural transition 

is underestimated. 

• Child protection systems have different organisational cultures, from hierarchical in the 

United Kingdom to casual in New Zealand. 

• Poor supervision is a common experience for TNSWs in the early stage of transitioning. 

• TNSWs may experience personal and professional dislocation. 

Key findings – Induction processes for TNSWs 

• TNSWs may experience inadequate validation of their prior practice experience during 

induction processes. 

• Induction processes frequently stop after explaining law and procedures, and cultural 

competence orientations are brief.  

• Locating TNSWs as co-learners instead of new learners may enhance induction to the new 

context. 

• There is a need for individual support packages for individual TNSWs. 

 Key findings – Social-cultural transitioning 

• TNSWs need to be informed about the local context, agency-specific practice and 

professional discourses. 

• Workplace arrangements, career advancement and the status of social work may be different 

from those in the home country. 

• The construction of social work at the local level needs to be explained to TNSWs. 
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• Induction that does not address the above can lead to miscommunication and cultural 

dissonance, generating stress for TNSWs. 

Key findings – Professional social work identity 

• TNSWs are employed in difficult contexts, entering a workforce under pressure with high 

turnover. 

• There is little opportunity for TNSWs to engage with the broader social work debate outside 

the day-to-day work. 

• TNSWs must renegotiate their professional authority and identity in the new context.  

• The skills and requirements for social work practice may not align across different national 

contexts, leading to a loss of confidence in professional capabilities. 

• TNSWs may experience a diminished professional identity in the Australian context of child 

protection. 

 Key findings – Readiness for practice with Indigenous communities 

• Cultural training may be superficial and inadequate for newly arrived TNSWs. 

• Ongoing cultural training using context-specific material is required that is adapted to the 

needs of individual TNSWs. 

• Cultural training currently focuses on the needs of service users rather than on the needs of 

unprepared TNSWs. 

• TNSWs need to develop an understanding of the history of Indigenous Australia, colonisation 

and the Stolen Generations, including the contemporary experience of Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander communities. 

• There is a lack of clarity about what support is required to prepare TNSWs. 
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Table 2: Research sub-question 2 

  

 

Research sub-question 2 

 

 

What is the lived experience of transnational 

social workers in the context of professional 

migration? 

 

 

Modderman, C., Threlkeld, G., & 

McPherson, L. (2018). Transnational social 

workers’ lived experience in statutory child 

protection. European Journal of Social Work, 

23(4), 645-657. 

 

 

 

 

Key findings – Loss of secure professional base 

• Experienced social workers firmly anchored in child protection practice found the new 

environment of practice in Australia to be stressful, and that their professional status and 

expertise were not recognised. 

• The previous secure base as a social worker in child protection was lost in the new practice 

environment, which caused stress. 

• Child protection practice grounded in social work practice and theory is important for 

TNSWs. 

• Previous professional authority was not easily transferred to the new practice environment. 

• TNSWs experienced a lack of agency in the new environment. 

• TNSWs have a strong need for connection with the social work profession. 

• Validation of professional status and experience is important, including supervision delivered 

by social workers.  

Key findings – Loss of personal and professional identity 

• The experience of loss of social work identity and professional connection is mirrored by the 

loss of family and friends.  

• An accumulation of negative experiences in the professional domain impacts on personal 

wellbeing, exacerbated by a loss of networks. 

• Touchstones such as Christmas, a familiar sense of humour and the timing of the seasons 

reinforced the sense of being far from home. 

• The pressures impacting on emotional wellbeing can be exacerbated by the emotionally 

charged nature of child protection practice. 

• TNSWs found it difficult trying to find their professional voice and authority in the new 

environment.  

Key findings – Staff burnout and turnover in the child protection environment 

• Induction processes frequently only include explanations of the relevant law and procedures, 

and cultural competence orientations are brief.  

• TNSWs may experience inadequate validation of their prior practice experience during the 

phase of induction and beyond. 

• Organisations need to identify TNSWs as co-learners instead of new learners, who bring 

valuable skills and expertise to the new environment of child protection service delivery.  

• There is a need for tailored support packages for individual TNSWs. 
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Table 3: Research sub-question 3 

  

 

Research sub-question 3 

 

 

 

 

What is the role of place for transnational 

social workers in frontline statutory child 

protection? 

 

Modderman, C., Threlkeld, G., & 

McPherson, L. (2019). The role of place for 

transnational social workers in statutory 

child protection. British Journal of Social 

Work, 94(6), 1619-1637.  

Key findings – Place-related change 

• Place-related change may result in tension between the new practice environment and 

TNSWs’ known construction of social work. 

• The role of place in social work practice is underestimated by TNSWs. 

• TNSWs expected the nature of social work practice in the new environment to be the same as 

that in the place of origin. 

• Daily social work practice necessitated a repositioning of one’s professional self to inform 

complex place-based decisions appropriate to the new child protection environment. 

• Place-related change may challenge professional self-esteem and self-efficacy. 

Key findings – Professional discontinuity 

• Approaches to child protection in a new place may be experienced by TNSWs as incongruent 

with their social work values. 

• An unfamiliar environment may compromise TNSWs’ core beliefs as a social work 

practitioner. 

• Established professional authority may flounder in a different place and context. 

• Management styles may be different and experienced as ‘old school’, emphasising 

compliance and delegated authority. 

• Professional de-legitimisation can lead to diminished satisfaction from practice in child 

protection service delivery. 

• The new environment may require new ways of working that fit framing one’s practice and 

professional identity. For example, referring to oneself as a public servant instead of a social 

worker. 

Key findings – Professional supervision 

• TNSWs experienced supervision as focused on organisational demands rather than as a safe 

place for discussing complex client issues. 

• In the Australian context supervision delivered by experienced social workers may strengthen 

social work theory and practice. 

Key findings – Professional distinctiveness  

• The inability to establish a sense of continuity between the previous and new places of 

practice challenged the professional self-esteem of TNSWs. 

• Hostility towards social workers in the new environment led to a loss of confidence and an 

inability to find a new professional ‘home’. 
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• The procedural approach to child protection in the new environment hindered TNSWs’ 

professional judgement and decision-making, impeding their self-efficacy and exacerbating 

stress. 

  
Key findings – Retention 

• Most participants did not sustain a career in child protection and left the field after their initial 

two-year contract. 

• De-professionalisation and impeded agency contributed to TNSWs leaving frontline child 

protection. 

• A low return on investment is concerning as retaining experienced social workers may 

contribute to better outcomes for vulnerable children and their families. 
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Table 4: Research sub-question 4 

  

 

Research sub-question 4 

 

 

What understanding, if any, do transnational 

social workers have about social work with 

First Nations communities when they 

migrate to Australia to practice in statutory 

child protection? 

 

Modderman, C., McMahon, M.,  

Threlkeld, G., & McPherson, L. (2020). 

Transnational social workers understanding 

of First Nations perspectives in statutory 

child protection. Australian Social Work. 

Advance online publication. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/0312407X.2020.177 

1389 

Key findings – Limited understanding of First Nations peoples 

• The assumptions about Australian First Nations peoples developed in the United Kingdom 

and Ireland are not accurate. 

• Organisations do not take a proactive approach to dismantling the incorrect assumptions held 

by workers either prior to or post arrival. 

• Cultural competency training as part of induction is limited, confusing and undermines self-

reflexivity.  

• Previous social work experience in a multicultural society may fail to include the history and 

reality of First Nations peoples. 

• Decolonised social work is not made possible by a one-off training event, it requires time and 

a willingness to unpack the position of self. 

Key findings – Self-reflexivity 

• The experience of TNSW in a new environment may prompt emerging awareness of 

‘whiteness’, Eurocentric thinking and Western practice approaches. 

• Seeking to engage with decolonised social work is challenging for TNSWs who arrive in an 

environment where both individual practitioners and the wider organisation remain silent 

about colonisation and First Nations communities. 

• Experiential learning and external training enable humility and reflection on self.  

Key findings – Relational reflexivity 

• Place-related change may undermine relational reflexivity. The emotional turmoil of the 

transnational experience may somewhat diminish workers’ empathy. 

• The predominant focus on the child being ‘safe’ may limit opportunities to enter the client’s 

world and create a culturally safe environment in child protection practice. 

• The oppressive environment of child protection impacts on TNSWs’ ability to develop 

meaningful relationships with First Nations peoples. 

• Personal connections with First Nations colleagues and friends can ease some of the 

uncertainty. 

Key findings – Organisational reflexivity 

• Current child protection practice overlooks the history of First Nations peoples and their 

perspectives on childrearing. 

• Child protection organisations would benefit from fostering an environment in which 

practitioners are supported to reflect on their values and worldviews and to critically examine 

the over-representation of First Nations children in the child protection system.  
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• Offering continuous learning and training for TNSWs may improve understanding of the 

history of the child protection agency in the surrounding community. 

Key findings – Social work 

• TNSWs may unwittingly perpetuate colonising practices if organisations fail to prepare 

incoming transnational staff. 

• TNSWs need to take ownership of their own learning and possible contribution to colonising 

practices.  

• There is a need to engage in critical and reflexive thinking in relation to Western-orientated 

social work practices, which may embody bias and racist ideologies.  

• There is a need for Australian child protection and social work to actively listen to and engage 

with First Nations communities to construct a ‘both ways’ approach to practice. 
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7.3 Discussion  

To conceptualise transnational social work, this study began by investigating the 

existing literature and then explored the unique Australian context of international 

recruitment. This approach allowed for the refinement of the research sub-questions and 

the design of the study, which was narrative informed. 

The study involved an exploration of the lived experiences of social workers who 

navigate the complexity of practice in an unknown child protection environment. The 

application of critical theory placed transnational social workers in context as they are 

working within environments and responsible for change in situations they do not 

necessarily control (Fook, 2016). Investigating transnational social work through the 

lenses of attachment theory, place identity theory and cultural humility theory was a 

valuable approach in terms of connecting, clarifying and conveying both the results and 

the theoretical propositions presented in this dissertation. Multi-layered reflexivity 

assisted in unpacking transnational social workers’ self-awareness by moving beyond 

individual practice, and seeking to explain the impacts of the broader child protection 

system to examine experience and context (Archer, 2007; Watts, 2019). Managerialism, 

bureaucracy and proceduralism dominate in child protection practice, managers may 

control what social workers do and how (Rogowski, 2014). Social work grounded in 

critical theory embraces enhancing well-being for all families and creating environments 

where social justice is addressed at all levels of practice (Salas et. al., 2010).  Critical 

theory is necessary for statutory service delivery, a critical-reflexive approach will 

challenge the dominant social structures, social relations and personal constructions that 

transnational social workers bring with them (Fook 2016, Rogowski, 2014). 
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Social workers who move between the United Kingdom, Ireland and Australia are 

privileged, as they are sought-after professionals who make an informed and voluntary 

decision to migrate. They migrate to secure employment with the assistance of the 

government agencies responsible for statutory child protection services. Nevertheless, 

this doctoral study highlights that crossing borders to practise social work in an unknown 

child protection system can be a fraught and challenging process. Personal, professional 

and organisational dynamics intersect in child protection service delivery, and for 

transnational social workers they become entwined with the impacts of migration and the 

complexity of practice in the contemporary Australian child protection system (Oates, 

2019b; Zuchowski, 2019). Engaging with transnational social work in an unknown 

context emerged as life-changing for the participants in this study, resulting in diverse 

and often difficult professional and personal experiences, and varied migratory 

trajectories. The contexts in which transnational social workers practise range from 

national and global situations to the localised community. The context is the general 

background to practice and this study showed there are also many specific contexts 

transnational social workers carry within themselves (Fook, 2016).  

This thesis presents analysis of primary and secondary data, to provide an in-

depth understanding of how transnational social workers respond to personal, 

professional and organisational dynamics when they enter child protection practice in an 

unfamiliar environment. The secondary data informed the scoping review of the literature 

presented in Chapter 2, which highlighted what is currently known about transnational 

social work practice in the existing literature. The primary data were drawn from 

interviews with 13 transnational social workers from the United Kingdom and Ireland 

exploring how they constructed their professional migration and social work practice 

within the context of an Australian major city. The narrative analysis focused on 
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transnational social workers’ lived experience, as well as on how they constructed child 

protection practices in an unknown environment and the role of place identity.  

Figure 2: Overview of the study 

 

 The findings are integrated and presented here in line with three overarching 

themes that demonstrate the intersection of the personal, professional and organisational 

dynamics of transnational social work and how they may impact children and their 

families involved with child protection service delivery. First, I will reflect on the 

personal stories shared during the research interviews, which illuminate the construction 

of self and the ways in which social workers want to be seen as professionals within child 

protection service delivery (Riessman & Quinney, 2005). Second, I will discuss the 

relationship between social work, and the context and place of social work practice. 

Finally, I will discuss how the findings in this study demonstrate that transnational social 

work mobility may reinforce colonial practices if individual social workers and the 

practice environment fail to engage with decolonising practices that encourage cultural 

humility.  
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7.3.1 Personal Narratives 

Throughout the discussion of findings presented in Chapters 4, 5 and 6 I have 

allowed the participants’ voices to emerge to describe their experiences of transnational 

social work. This narrative-informed study illustrated that professional migration can be 

an emotionally challenging journey. The findings reflect the participants’ significant life-

changing experiences that intersected with social work practice in a complex area of 

Australian human services practice – child protection (Oates, 2019b). Two distinct 

identities, those of social worker and of migrant professional, overlap when social 

workers engage with their practice across borders (Modderman et al., 2018). The 

complexity of transnational social work is intensified by known stressors associated with 

child protection service delivery in Australia. Two points of data collection brought 

greater depth to the research and allowed for the exploration of the temporal personal and 

professional experiences that influenced transnational social work practice (Ollerenshaw 

& Creswell, 2002). Narrative research is relational. In this regard, during the research 

interviews my background as a transnational social worker in child protection practice 

encouraged the participants to share intimate details of their professional and personal 

migration experiences (Patton, 2002). As a result, the analysis of the small stories 

illuminated the ways in which professional migration affected their personal life and 

identity (Gubrium & Holstein, 1998).  

Undertaking transnational practice transpired as an experience that disrupted 

everyday life and the construction of social work. The yearning for friends, family, 

colleagues and a professional ‘fit’ in the new environment emerged strongly when the 

lenses of Bowlby’s attachment theory (1969, 1973, 1980) and Twigger-Ross and 

Uzzell’s place identity theory (1996) were applied to the data. The emotional impact of 

relocation across the world was further highlighted by applying the lens of reflexivity to 
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explore how the participants considered response to the new context of practice (D’cruz 

et al., 2007; Fook, 1999).  

The participants presented as critical thinkers open to practice improvements and 

reflection, most having significant practice experience in the United Kingdom and 

Ireland. Yet, they felt that their professional standing was diminished and disregarded in 

the Australian context of service delivery. For example, in their work they were required 

to engage with or witnessed interventions in the family life of clients that were informed 

by top-down delegated decision-making rather than by the transnational social workers’ 

expertise as experienced child protection practitioners. As a result, most participants 

expressed a strong feeling of entrapment, and of being lured into an environment that did 

not fulfil the promises made as part of recruitment drives for social workers in the 

Australian child protection system. The experience of professional loss and grief when 

allocated a role as a case manager instead of as a social worker emerged as a strong 

theme in this study.  

The application of Bowlby’s (1969, 1973, 1980) attachment theory illuminated 

the experience of loss of belonging in the personal, professional and organisational 

dynamics of transnational social work. The transnational social workers in this narrative 

study arrived in Australia with a strong commitment to social work in child protection. 

They entered Australia keen to work in this field of practice and were dedicated to a 

career in child protection. The participants were prepared for a challenge, consistent with 

their commitment to working with children at risk and their families. Professional pride 

was evident in the interviews, revealed in the participants’ sense of belonging to a 

professionally trained child protection workforce willing and able to engage with the 

complexity of child abuse and neglect. In contrast, when the novelty of the migration and 
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new place of practice evaporated, the significant implications of professional relocation 

were felt.  

The first two years post-migration necessitated an emotional investment in 

establishing a new home, with a focus on recreating a sense of personal and professional 

belonging in Australia. The loss of formal and informal support systems, of one’s 

professional status, together with unanticipated career stagnation were mostly 

experienced as significant hurdles and caused emotional pain. Seeking a renewed 

professional fit with self and with social work practice emerged as an important aspect of 

professional identity and adapting to place-related changes (Long, 2018). The 

participants also voiced anger and disappointment, for feeling stuck in an organisational 

environment that failed to nurture experienced social workers. Mostly, the participants 

experienced their values as a professional social worker as incongruent with their new 

child protection service delivery environment. In the face of reduced professional 

autonomy and belonging, their commitment to child protection slowly eroded in the 

transnational experience. 

Sharp differences in workplace culture, professional interactions and child 

protection social work practice impacted on personal wellbeing. Participants needed to 

reframe their skills in the new context, including assessing the cultural climate of the 

organisation to practice strategically within it (Fook,2016). Importantly, place-related 

change influenced practice insofar as transnational social workers became less 

emotionally available as a result of the heightened stress they experienced. In this regard, 

transnational social workers under pressure may have less empathy for others and may be 

at risk of failing to connect with both their clients and their colleagues on an 

interpersonal level, as some of the findings of this study suggest. In child protection 

practice the relationships between worker, supervisor and client are important in ensuring 



 

123 
 

the safety of children (McFadden, 2018). Yet the findings in this study revealed these 

interactions to be suboptimal for the participants. As a result of these dynamics, most 

transnational social workers resigned from their positions in frontline child protection to 

move to professional positions that they felt better aligned with their values and 

construction of social work. The Australian child protection environment was 

experienced by them as incongruent with their personal values and the ability to be a 

social worker. Specialised professional skills were experienced as devalued and 

deprofessionalised with managers that seized control of the language of how child 

protection skills should be framed (Fook 2016). Similar to findings from New Zealand 

(Fouché et al., 2013), in the present study, the experience of transnational social work 

included a profound and lasting sense of unease about one’s professional identity as a 

child protection worker, the construction and purpose of social work, and the new 

practice. Retaining highly qualified transnational social workers who are willing to invest 

effort in child protection practice with a sense of professional purpose may require 

alternative strategies that better support workers dealing with the impacts associated with 

a change in context and status of social work. The participants in this doctoral study were 

mostly experienced child protection social workers who did not work for long in this area 

of practice in the Australian context of human service delivery. Transnational social 

workers who remain energised, experience job satisfaction and are attracted to longer 

tenure periods would be a significant benefit for child protection organisations, children 

and their families. 

7.3.2 The Context of Social Work  

Social work is a profession with a commitment to the person-in-environment, the 

environmental perspective that is considered to be the foundation of social work 

(Cornell, 2006). This doctoral study provided evidence that migrating social workers in 
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the Australian context are frequently challenged by place-related professional change. 

For the participants in this study, transferring social work theory and practice from the 

United Kingdom and Ireland to Australia was not experienced as a seamless process, as 

the two environments of practice were experienced as significantly different. The context 

of social work is influenced by socio-political ideologies, by agencies and by interactions 

with clients and colleagues in the wider setting of service delivery. In Australia, domain 

boundaries of professional groupings are less clear with a focus on skills for child 

protection programs rather than orientation of value bases and approaches (Fook, 2016). 

These factors all influence social work and the construction of social work practice in 

child protection, as the purpose and nature of the profession are shaped by place and 

context (Payne, 2007). Applying place identity theory to the primary research data 

(Twigger-Ross & Uzzell, 1996) illuminated how professional migration impacted on 

place attachment and place identity for transnational social workers and their 

construction of child protection practice. Investigating the experience of place provided a 

nuanced lens through which to consider the critical importance of the physical, social, 

cultural and political environment in which child protection practice takes place. This 

approach permitted an exploration of the ways in which child protection can be a 

contested concept, as the meanings and definitions of practice and interventions in child 

protection are place dependent (Righard, 2018).  

Child protection service delivery and social work are embedded in history, place 

and certain understandings of the dynamics of everyday life in families, communities, 

organisations and the broader society. This small-scale study found transnational social 

workers to be largely unaware of the status and context of social work in Australia prior 

to their arrival. In this regard, the lack of registration for the social work profession, the 

use of generic job titles and the fact of working in child protection alongside colleagues 
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who are not professionally qualified (in social work or otherwise) all contrast starkly 

with the status of social work in the United Kingdom and Ireland (Harrison & Healy, 

2016; Long et al., 2018). In Australia, the organisational approach to international 

recruitment was found to result in a mismatch of skills and expectations. Both individual 

workers and child protection agencies may have the unspoken expectation that social 

workers from the United Kingdom and Ireland are ready to practise in Australia with 

minimal preparation and support needs. Among the participants, there was an expectation 

that social work in Australia takes place in a similar Anglophone context to that found at 

home, with social work being the core professional domain of child protection. In 

relation to the above, this study found that the Australian context of child protection 

practice may undermine social work as a professional discipline. Establishing a secure 

professional base anchored in social work values thus emerged as important in everyday 

child protection practice.  

In this study, the participants were required to make sense of their new 

environment without any personal support or professional training based on a social 

work–orientated lens. The participants’ known constructions of child protection social 

work drawn from the United Kingdom and Ireland did not necessarily fit the Australian 

context of service delivery. This highlighted important implications for the effective 

translation of child protection theory and practice between two different locations. The 

participants described their new environment as ‘de-professionalising child protection 

practice’, which disrupted their previous constructions of systemic social work. The 

findings also demonstrated that the lack of professional social work supervision further 

compounded the experience of loss of professional self-esteem in the new place of 

practice.  
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The Australian frontline child protection workforce is fundamental to keeping the 

most vulnerable children in society safe from harm. This doctoral study highlights the 

need for improved processes around professional supervision arrangements, managerial 

and client relationships, and a workplace culture that facilitates transnational workers’ 

transition to the new context and that acknowledges social work as a professional 

discipline. Participants in this study needed additional support to deepen their 

understanding of various contexts; global, national, regional, local, community, 

historical, social, cultural, professional and personal in developing relevant practice 

strategies (Fook, 2016). The findings suggest that the place-related changes in the 

practice environment and in the professional standing of social work may impact 

negatively on transnational social workers’ emotional and physical wellbeing 

(Modderman et al., 2019; Twigger-Ross & Uzzell, 1996). In turn, this may affect these 

workers’ ability to remain dedicated to child protection practice and to feel connected 

with their work. 

A contribution of this doctoral study is its insight into what social work in the 

transnational context entails for Australian child protection service delivery. Place and 

social work are interwoven and influence professional standing and identity. The 

participants needed to re-orientate themselves to an unfamiliar practice environment and 

develop an understanding of the social problems facing families and communities in the 

Australian context (Modderman et al., 2018, 2019). This required understanding of the 

needs of First Nations communities, and skilled responses to their lived cultural 

experience and the social, geographical and political realities that surround them 

(McDermott, 2019). Procedurally led induction programs may not adequately support 

transnational professionals to orientate to their new context of practice. In turn, this may 
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compromise the ability of these workers to be culturally humble in their engagement with 

First Nations peoples (Modderman et al., 2020).  

7.3.3. Colonial Practices 

Transnational mobility and terms such as ‘global’ and ‘international’ are often 

equated with Western or European locations and experiences (Polson, 2016). 

Transnational social workers in Australia find themselves working in a field of practice 

in which the inequalities between Indigenous and non-Indigenous children are indicative 

of systemic and structural issues that disproportionately affect First Nations communities 

(Crofoot & Harris, 2012; Funston & Herring, 2016). This doctoral study found that UK 

and Irish transnational social workers migrated with limited awareness of First Nations 

peoples and the context of colonisation that forms the backdrop to Australia’s past and 

present child protection procedures (Baines, 2018). As a result, transnational social work 

may unwittingly replicate colonial practices that normalise the privilege of non-

Indigenous social workers (Kennedy-Kish et al., 2017). The application of multi-layered 

reflexivity to the primary research data suggested a need to turn around the over-

representation of Western viewpoints that drive child protection and the resultant 

disproportionate over-representation of First Nations children in these systems. 

Importantly, during the research interviews it was evident that the practices undertaken 

by transnational social workers in the new environment reproduced the unquestioned and 

normalised dominant characteristics of the mainstream culture in Australia in everyday 

child protection (Baines, 2018; Simmons et al., 2014). Therefore, not only did place-

related change impact professional identity and loss of belonging, but the findings also 

suggest that the emotional impact of professional migration, along with the dominant 

‘white culture’ underpinning the child protection system in Australia, reduced workers’ 
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cultural humility towards First Nations communities (Modderman et al., 2020; 

Modderman et al., 2018, 2019). 

The transnational social workers in this research arrived with knowledge and 

skills from their previous child protection environment. On arrival, they were unaware of 

what they did not know about First Nations peoples and their position of self in this 

context as ‘white and Western social workers’. On reflection, some participants observed 

that their induction processes did not adequately address incorrect ideas about First 

Nations communities. For example, several participants reported that such induction 

training represented Aboriginal peoples as one culture and one group of people, rather 

than acknowledging their diversity. Generic one-day cultural competency training mostly 

focused on ‘what do I need to know about this culture’, instead of applying a critical lens 

to self. Transnational social workers thus adapted to organisational requirements without 

an awareness of the history and realities of First Nations communities. Understanding 

and fully engaging with the use of procedures and decision-making was limited due to 

everyday agency pressures. The participants frequently experienced emotional stressors 

during their first two years of practice in Australia, possibly diminishing their capacity to 

fully engage with different ways of doing, being and knowing. Place-related change and 

the emotional impact of the personal and professional experience of migration may 

reduce self-reflexivity (Modderman et al., 2020; Modderman et al., 2018, 2019). The 

findings also reveal that First Nations worldviews on parenting were discounted, not 

fully understood or even regarded as pathological, when viewed through the dominant 

white Western family models in mainstream child protection (Funston & Herring, 2016).  

This doctoral study emphasises the need for multi-layered reflexivity for 

individual transnational social workers, child protection systems and existing staff as a 

better strategy than one-dimensional cultural competence training. Cultural competency 
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may unintentionally emphasise shared group characteristics or not value the unique 

differences between individual First Nations people. In focusing on competency this 

approach may privilege social workers as having expertise about the client’s culture. In 

turn, this increases the power imbalance between worker and client in child protection 

practice (Ortega & Coulborn, 2011). Transnational social workers ought to take 

responsibility for improving their understanding of the place-based culture and 

community in Australia and for seeking local community-approved training to learn 

about culturally distinct awareness, respect and responsivity (McDermott, 2019). Such 

learning may increase cultural humility towards First Nations peoples, by allowing 

(transnational) social workers to be guided by the client and their community (Tervalon 

& Murray-Garcia, 1998). There are commonalities in cultural and colonisation-related 

impacts on First Nations communities, but at the same time it is important to consider the 

uniqueness of individual clients, their experiences and their community. For transnational 

social workers from the Northern hemisphere, engaging with transnational social work in 

Australia may involve encountering realities that lie outside their experiential knowledge 

and understanding (McDermott, 2019). In this regard, place-based learning may support 

greater reflection on the position of self in the new context of child protection service 

delivery and working with First Nations communities. As such, transnational social 

workers need to be alerted to the bias and assumptions they bring to their new practice 

environment and the importance of learning about history and context. Importantly, the 

findings in this study indicate that, given their lack of understanding of colonisation and 

transgenerational trauma, the transnational social workers in this research displayed a 

limited ability to develop self-awareness and a respectful attitude towards First Nations 

communities. Further, the personal and professional impact of migration somewhat 

diminished their ability to demonstrate cultural humility. 
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Child protection assessments and interventions are closely aligned with the 

interpretation of child protection practices as defined by the local context, values, 

experiences and worldviews. Knowledge developed from one situation does not 

necessarily apply to another setting (Fook, 2016). Transnational social workers may need 

to learn about decolonising practice as a new concept. Working with First Nations 

communities as a social worker from the United Kingdom or Ireland requires embracing 

critical reflection on contemporary child protection, self, and social work in Australia. 

Such a process may engender shame and a new awareness of one’s whiteness and 

requires exploring multiple perspectives from outside and within the new context (Fook, 

2016). Developing cultural humility is an ongoing learning process that involves 

acquiring new information and new perspectives. The results from this study highlight 

that transnational social workers, and the broader Australian child protection service 

delivery system, need to provide more culturally humble and sensitive services while 

promoting safety, stability and wellbeing for First Nations children, their communities 

and their Country. 

7.4 Strengths and Limitations of this Research 

Having discussed the key outcomes of the research, I will now consider the 

strengths and limitations of this doctoral study. Unlike a traditional thesis, the design of 

this thesis as one containing publications has enabled timely dissemination of the 

findings as each stage of the research was completed. Throughout this process, the 

insights provided by the blind peer reviewers and journal editors contributed to the 

evolution of the study. This has provided invaluable feedback to inform the development 

of this dissertation and its associated publications.  
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A strength of this research is the multi-theoretical approach taken, which enabled 

new insights into how the context of practice in a new environment influences 

transnational social workers, both personally and professionally. The three theoretical 

lenses adopted contributed new insights about transnational social work in the Australian 

context of child protection service delivery, bringing relevant new perspectives to the 

overarching research question (Berge & Ingerman, 2017). Specifically, this approach 

unpacked the tensions that arise when applying place-based constructs of social work 

practice and theory to unfamiliar territory.  

As a transnational social worker recruited to child protection practice in Australia, 

I drew on my professional experience to inform the creation of narratives and the data 

analysis (Riessman, 2008). As a researcher, I was thus positioned as both an insider, 

because I had been a migrating child protection social worker myself, and an outsider, as 

I was not a colleague of the participants in this study (Gair, 2012). This shared 

experience with the participants brought benefits in terms of gaining access to the 

participants and providing a common basis for the research interviews (Dew et al., 2019). 

In particular, the participants were more willing to share their experiences with a 

researcher who understood and had experienced transnational social work, and my 

position facilitated the development of rapport with the participants, which in turn 

enhanced the quality of the information they were willing to share. A limitation of this 

type of research is that the researcher’s worldviews influence the way they construct the 

world, pose questions and choose a lens for filtering data and meaning-making, and 

shaping findings and conclusions (Berger, 2015). The reflexive character of social 

enquiry, therefore, requires critical reflection and supervision (Probst, 2015). In this 

regard, regular supervision and personal journaling enabled reflection on my own 
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experiences and were beneficial in separating my professional migration journey from 

the participants’ narratives.  

The homogenous characteristics of myself, the participants and my supervisors 

are a limitation of this study. Not all social workers from the United Kingdom and 

Ireland are white and informed by dominant Western worldviews. The guidance provided 

to me by my First Nations colleagues Auntie Maureen Ervine, Gomeroi woman, and Dr 

Mishel McMahon, Yorta Yorta woman, enabled reflection on self and on the 

assumptions that strengthened interpretation of the data. Social work and professional 

identity are rooted in a history of colonisation and in Eurocentric cultures and 

perspectives. It is important to note that professional social work identity is now an 

emerging area of research in non-Western countries, such as the Pacific region (Ravulo, 

2019) and China (Wong & Pearson, 2007). 

Overall, this study has contributed to the understanding of transnational social 

workers in an unfamiliar child protection practice environment. It is acknowledged that 

the participants in this study were volunteers, which may have impacted the findings as 

the study attracted motivated transnational social workers who were willing to share their 

stories. Given the nature of the study, there was a reliance on the participants who 

contacted the researcher. Although this study is based on a small sample, the in-depth 

interviewing technique across two points of data collection enabled a deeper and more 

nuanced exploration of transnational social workers’ experiences. Indeed, many 

participants expressed their gratitude for the opportunity to speak openly about their 

experiences. Another limitation of this research is that the scope of this study was 

restricted to one metropolitan area. Opportunities to engage in research into other 

geographical areas and non-UK and non-Irish transnational social workers would 

contribute further to the knowledge on this subject. The experiences of transnational 
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social workers in statutory child protection have been little explored in the literature, yet 

this doctoral research shows that they are a rich source of data.  

7.5 Conclusion  

In this chapter, I have presented the integrated findings from this doctoral 

research, which enhance understanding of how global mobility is affecting migrating 

social workers, both personally and professionally. I have investigated the 

multidimensional experience of social work migration in the context of statutory child 

protection service delivery via three theoretical lenses. This approach involved an 

examination of child protection service delivery in the unique Australian context by 

drawing on the existing literature and the personal narratives of transnational social 

workers from the United Kingdom and Ireland. I have also identified the strengths and 

limitations of this research. In the next and final chapter, I will begin the discussion with 

a reflection on my own journey as a transnational social worker and novice social work 

researcher. The implications of the research findings for social work theory, practice, 

policy and research will then be considered, before providing the concluding remarks of 

the study.  
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Chapter 8: Implications and Conclusions 

8.1 Introduction 

This thesis began with a reflection on the personal and professional experiences 

that motivated me to undertake this research. In this final chapter, I conclude the thesis 

with my reflections on how the research process influenced and shaped my identity as a 

transnational social worker and novice researcher. Chapter 7 showed the depth of 

findings generated by this study in response to the research question: how do personal, 

professional and organisational dynamics influence the experiences of UK and Irish 

social workers within an Australian child protection system? In this chapter I will 

demonstrate the implications of the findings for theory, practice, policy and research, and 

conclude with some final remarks on the study.  

8.2 Reflections on the Research Process 

This doctoral research was inspired by my own experiences of working in child 

protection service delivery across three different countries. I had been a social worker in 

child protection in the Netherlands and Wales; however, entering Australian child 

protection service delivery marked a notable transition. As an experienced senior social 

worker and manager, I found child protection practice very different in the Australian 

context. I was also much further from home and the organisational culture felt 

significantly different to me. Most of my transnational social worker colleagues in 

Australia did not enjoy their role in frontline service delivery and did not remain in the 

role for long. I was curious about how my transnational colleagues constructed their new 

context of child protection service delivery. I saw the chance to undertake a Higher 

Degree by Research as an opportunity to rigorously explore the issues facing 

transnational social workers. I hoped this research would result in a contribution of 
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knowledge that would be useful to transnational social workers, child protection 

departments, recruitment agencies, policymakers, the professional body and, most of all, 

children and families involved with the child protection system. In the following section, 

I will detail some of the most significant and memorable learnings from my research 

journey. In doing so I consider both the marked differences and the similarities between 

the different contexts of practice and research.  

First, the ethical considerations necessary for the doctoral research were far 

different from those required in the practice realm. During each interview, I was required 

to advise the participants on the purpose of the research, their rights concerning consent 

and withdrawal, how I would ensure their privacy, and how the findings would be 

disseminated. This process is similar to that used in child protection practice where every 

step in the process needs to be explained to ensure transparency and that a relationship 

can be established. However, what was different was my response to the participants. 

Frequently the research interviews became debriefing sessions for the participants, in 

which they could share the ethical dilemmas they faced in their work. I therefore had to 

be mindful not to respond to the participants as if they were members of my staff team 

and to avoid stepping into the familiar role of providing consultation, debriefing and case 

direction.  

Second, my prior experience in interviewing in the context of child protection 

work was focused on a conducting a structured risk assessment, and systematically 

working through a set list of questions. In contrast, the focus of research interviews based 

on a narrative approach is very different. Both roles require gathering data, and my 

capacity to build rapport and my sensitivity when discussing complex topics were 

valuable attributes. However, in my role as a novice researcher, I undertook the first 

interviews with a set agenda, working my way through a list of questions in a somewhat 
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directive manner. On reflection, while as a social worker I was accustomed to 

interviewing clients about complex and intimate issues, in the new role as a doctoral 

researcher, I felt somewhat self-conscious and nervous when conducting the first 

interviews in particular. In this context, supervision was a safe space in which I could 

discuss patterns in my behaviour and reflect on how to conduct interviews wearing a 

different hat. This meant that during the later interviews I was able to lean back more, 

enabling a more in-depth exploration of the participants’ experiences as I was less fixated 

on obtaining answers to my questions. Once the data were collected, finding a suitable 

methodology for analysis was challenging. Reading about narrative study conducted by 

other researchers, including Riessman (2008) and Bamberg (2006), was valuable for my 

understanding. Receiving support from my supervisors in relation to the methodology 

also helped me to negotiate the complexity of this stage. Applying a narrative approach 

in social work practice in therapeutic work with children draws attention to storytelling. 

Within this doctoral research, this approach involved articulating a much broader range 

of ways in which narratives construct experiences and the social world around us.  

Third, I grew up in a warm and loving family, and most of my childhood 

experiences were positive and in a safe environment. This is a very different reality from 

that facing most of the children and families involved with child protection service 

delivery. In contrast, in my role as novice researcher I had many similarities with the 

participants; I understood their practice language from the United Kingdom, the 

abbreviations they used, the roles they had held previously, and the systems in which 

they had worked. I also understood their frustrations about the nature of social work 

practice Australia, and many of their experiences were familiar to me. The hardest part of 

this journey was the three months of continuous data analysis, reading, reviewing and 

analysing the participants’ experiences of grief and loss, and of being far away from 
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family and friends. This work triggered strong feelings of homesickness for me. My 

insider perspective needed careful guidance and unpacking in supervision, and self-care, 

to ensure that I took a neutral stance and produced an unbiased representation of the 

participants’ experiences.  

Fourth, I am a non-Indigenous researcher; I grew up in a flat country with lakes 

and meadow birds, on a small rural farm in the Netherlands. I have never been a target of 

racism and have had the privilege of being actively recruited to Australia by the 

Victorian State Government. My privileged experiences of the world are very different 

from the lives of the Australian First Nations peoples. I also acknowledge that Western 

research methodologies and social work practices have had a detrimental effect on the 

First Australians and their communities. When I arrived in Australia, I did not understand 

the impact of past child welfare laws on current child protection legislation and practices 

in this country. I am guilty of having held inaccurate beliefs, of being inadequately 

informed about the historical and social-political context of removing Indigenous 

children from their parents. I was not fully aware of the origins of the trauma First 

Australians continue to experience. As a non-Indigenous researcher, I belong to the 

mainstream group and am continuing to learn about First Nations knowledge, relational 

worldviews, the position of self, and openness towards accepting different realities 

(Battiste & Youngblood, 2000). I acknowledge that I can never truly shed my 

Eurocentric lens, having been born, raised and educated in the Netherlands. 

Further, academic writing is a learned skill, and for me this entails learning to 

write in a new form in a second language. In reviewing my early writing, from the 

beginnings of my Master by Research, I can now see how my writing has improved over 

the years. Writing at the level required for a PhD demanded engaging with the iterative 

process of writing and re-writing. I often felt frustrated, at not being able to draw on the 
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richness of my own language while writing my way up through the layers. When writing 

a Dutch abstract for the third publication, I became aware that writing in Dutch at the 

level required would have been a journey as well, as this also did not come naturally to 

me. I learned to be patient, not apologising every time I sent in a new draft, and to have 

confidence in my capacity to develop new skills and grow over time. My supervisory 

team helped me to learn new writing skills and one-to-one mentoring with a tutor gave 

me more insight into the complexity of the English language and sentence construction.  

Finally, a busy day in a research environment is very different from managing a 

crisis-driven investigation team in child protection. I had to adjust to sitting still behind a 

screen, to focus, to read, to allow myself the time to ponder, and to think. I had to accept 

that research is a slow process, that it takes time, and that there is little action that 

involves adrenaline. I had to ensure self-care and regular exercise throughout the week. 

This process of transition was enabled by my capacity for change. I knew that if I could 

adapt to three different child protection systems in three countries and migrate across the 

world, I could do this as well. The strong research culture at La Trobe University, in 

particular the discussions I shared with peers and supervisors with diverse perspectives 

on the application of theoretical lenses, research designs, methodologies and methods, 

has strengthened this thesis and my confidence and skills as a social work researcher.  

8.3 Theoretical Implications  

This study was set in a postmodernist paradigm that acknowledges the 

continuously changing nature of experience. The narrative-informed research design 

embraced multiple personal and contextual realities, unique experiences and subjective 

interpretations (Azzopardi & McNeill, 2016). The personal narratives of the participants 

reveal contemporary and place-based beliefs about child protection practice and 
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professional migration (Riessman, 2000). This research is a small-scale study that did not 

seek generalisation; nonetheless, by capturing the in-depth perspectives of the 

participants it yielded valuable insight and knowledge about the experience of 

transnational social work. The theories adopted helped to explain the participants’ lived 

experiences and the ways in which professional migration intersects with the 

construction of self and being a social worker (Fay, 1987).  

Four papers explored and discussed transnational social work from different 

perspectives, but with the same purpose: to contribute to a deeper understanding of the 

experience of international recruitment in child protection. Following a scoping review of 

the extant literature, three different theoretical lenses were used to analyse the dataset via 

a sequential process. The use of different lenses shed light on what constrains and what 

enables transnational social work. For example, attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969, 1973, 

1980) was chosen to examine the experience of loss and grief associated with migration 

that emerged as a theme from the interview transcripts. Utilising an attachment lens 

meant focusing on the intersection of loss and grief with the emotionally charged field of 

child protection service delivery. The analysis also highlighted the influence of ‘place’ 

and the construction of social work, which led to an exploration of the data set through a 

lens of place identity theory (Twigger-Ross & Uzzell, 1996). Cultural humility theory 

(Tervalon & Murray-Garcia, 1998) was chosen as the third lens because the data analysis 

identified the participants’ stories of working with First Nations peoples. This lens 

allowed for an exploration of the ways in which the participants were able to develop an 

interpersonal stance that was open to First Nations perspectives, placed outside their 

experiential understanding. There was a need to examine this topic and not shy away 

from the stark over-representation of First Nations children in the child protection 

system. Each of the three lenses contributed to new understandings, and together they 
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provide a detailed picture of the personal, professional and organisational dynamics that 

influenced the experiences of the participants (Berge & Ingerman, 2017). This multi-

theoretical approach allowed the research to address the different aspects and the 

complexity of the topic and provided a rich description of the participants, their 

experiences, social work and the context of practice (Bikner-Ahsbahs & Clarke, 2015). 

This also allowed for a comparison and integration of the different perspectives 

embedded in the narratives concerning the lived experience of the participants (Allison, 

1969; Cairney, 2013).  

In this study, theory provided a foundation for investigating the complex 

phenomenon of transnational social work and a frame for the analysis (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018; Reeves et al., 2008). The application of the three theoretical lenses 

allowed for an enhanced interpretation of the challenges faced by transnational social 

workers in their new practice environment (Gubrium & Holstein, 1998, 2009). This 

enabled a better understanding of their subjective reality and generated new knowledge 

about transnational social work in the context of Australian frontline child protection 

service delivery (Reeves et al., 2008). In this research, modern critical social work theory 

facilitated understanding of how colonialism may constrain relations between UK or 

Irish social workers and Australian First Nations peoples (Healy, 2014). The dominant 

discourse in current practices of transnational social work would thus benefit from 

dismantling the longstanding myth that Australia is a cultural extension of Britain (Ward, 

2000). The guidance I received from and the reflective discussions I shared with Dr 

Mishel McMahon, Yorta Yorta woman, and Auntie Maureen Ervine, Gomeroi woman, 

allowed for deeper insights into how First Nations knowledge contributes to a relational 

worldview. Our discussions included considering the ways in which the social, historical 
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and political context shapes experiences, positions, lives and futures (Martin & 

Mirraboopa, 2003; Steinhauer, 2002).  

The epistemological frameworks that underpin contemporary Australian social 

work practice and curriculum at universities are Western in origin (Walter et al., 2011; 

Zubrzycki et al., 2014). In this regard, this study was also influenced by theory and 

knowledge as overseen by institutions and scholars that are mostly embedded in Western 

epistemologies and ontologies (McMahon, 2017). There is therefore a need to be alert to 

contemporary discriminatory discourse relating to Aboriginal issues, stemming from the 

belief that First Nations peoples were inferior to European settlers (Bennett, 2013). 

Further, Eurocentric research ideologies and social work practices continue to be used as 

a tool of colonisation to devalue First Nations perspectives and knowledges (Oates, 

2018). The development of this study as a series of four publications demonstrates how 

this dominant discourse was taken for granted. For example, the first paper explored 

what knowledge transnational social workers need to gain when working with First 

Nations peoples, this tends to focus on these peoples as ‘other’, or a ‘problem’ that needs 

solving (Wilson & Yellow Bird, 2005). There is a risk that only some aspects of First 

Nations knowledge will be selected and seen as merely another resource available for 

Western researchers. However, there is growing recognition of the inadequacy of 

hegemonic knowledge and of the logic of Western approaches (Nakata, 2002; Rowe et 

al., 2015). Decolonising theory, stemming from the tradition of critical theory, enables an 

examination of the power relations between those who have been colonised and those 

who have not (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  

This study has raised some important theoretical considerations. First, the 

narrative study extends previous research by utilising the theoretical lens of attachment 

theory in a qualitative study of professional migration, in the context of child protection 
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service delivery, thereby contributing to the literature on social work mobility. Second, 

while previous studies have shown the potential of Twigger-Ross and Uzzell’s (1996) 

theoretical framework, for example, in research on the retirement decision-making of 

farming couples (Downey et al., 2017b), this research has applied this approach to the 

context of transnational social work. The findings here show that, for the participants in 

this research, place-related change created tension between their construction of social 

work and the new place of practice. Location is a defining characteristic in the social 

work profession, specifically the connection between person and environment 

(Balestrery, 2016). Cultural humility theory highlighted the need for decolonised social 

work practices in child protection service delivery and for reflexivity across all levels 

within this system. The purpose of child protection interventions is to ensure that 

children’s care, protective and cultural needs are met. A better understanding of 

culturally responsive practice is critical for children and their communities, yet this area 

emerged in this study as underdeveloped in the recruitment of overseas social workers 

and possibly in the wider child protection system (Menzies & Grace, 2020). This 

research has shown that using multiple theories provided a theoretical sophistication that 

advanced knowledge about the contemporary context of social work migration in the 

field of child protection. Now that the theoretical implications have been discussed, the 

following section will highlight the implications for social work practice in child 

protection agencies.  

8.4 Implications for Practice in Child Protection Agencies  

 
The narratives of transnational social workers in this study add to the knowledge 

base in relation to child protection practice in an unfamiliar context. This research 

contributes to the narrative tradition in social work literature, joining a small but growing 
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body of research that takes as its subject the experiences and professional practice of 

transnational social workers (Gordon, 2018). Narrative interviewing is mostly valued as 

an approach that seeks to get close to what is important for participants by allowing them 

to focus on their perspectives (Ziebland, 2013). In this study, the research interviews 

involved discussions and opportunities to reflect on the concepts of child protection 

social work practices in different environments across continents. The participants shared 

their professionally related challenges, as well as the emotional costs and affective losses 

of migration (Frykman et al., 2019). Heightened emotions came to life during the 

interviews. The experience of ‘being a transnational social worker’ emerged as life-

changing, involving unexpected personal and professional disruptions that impacted on 

the participants’ social work practice.  

The reality of transitioning social work practice across borders is complex, and 

the construction of what social work entails varies among practitioners and is closely 

aligned with training, qualifications and activities within the local, national, cultural and 

geographical context. The current approach to the recruitment of transnational social 

workers in Australia is referred to by Bartley (2018) as ‘naive’. Employers, professional 

bodies and individual transnational social workers alike do not seem to have a strategy in 

place to address the knowledge gaps between foreign expertise and local competence. 

This doctoral study showed that it may be unrealistic to expect transnational social 

workers to migrate across the world and seamlessly engage with a new context of child 

protection service delivery. It was evident throughout each stage of the research that the 

child protection agency had not fully considered the impact of employing experienced 

social workers in primarily entry-level case management roles. The participants 

experienced their new role in child protection practice as reducing their autonomous 

professional decision-making capacity. They also felt that the new organisational culture 
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and hierarchy undermined their previous expertise and role in child protection service 

provision with children and families. Furthermore, the participants signed a two-year 

employment contract tied to visa arrangements without enquiring about the precise 

nature of their prospective employment, their role within the agency or the status of 

social work in Australia. Most of them were anticipating stepping into a culturally similar 

Anglophone context and model of service delivery. This study demonstrates that the 

participants’ social work identity came under threat, with the new practice culture 

experienced as clashing with their internalised knowledge, skills, values and mission of 

social work (Adams et al., 2006; Bogo et al., 1993). The unexpected loss of professional 

identity intersected with challenging personal migration experiences in the context of the 

emotionally loaded environment of child protection practice. This resulted in stress and 

impacted emotional and physical wellbeing as well as the effectiveness of the 

participants’ social work practice (Guarnaccia et al., 2020).  

The Australian context of child protection practice is impacted by neoliberal 

ideologies and managerialism. The lack of recognition of social workers may contribute 

to the dilution of professional identities (Beddoe, 2013; Harrison & Healy, 2016). The 

participants were surprised to find that in Australia, in contrast with the United Kingdom 

and Ireland, social work is not the key profession in child protection services. This 

created a significant disconnection between the new practice culture and the previously 

known environment of child protection. Further, organisational procedural processes 

emerged as constraining the participants’ professional judgement as qualified social 

workers. Finding a ‘professional fit’ in the new environment of child protection practice 

was experienced as challenging, which is perhaps also an issue for Australian qualified 

social workers (Gillingham, 2016). All of the participants expressed their commitment to 

child protection as their preferred field of practice and career path. However, they 
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struggled to find a professional home as migrating social workers in this field of practice, 

and as a result most left child protection, adding to the sector’s ongoing retention 

challenges. Therefore, Australian child protection agencies may benefit from a shift in 

practice that makes explicit use of the skills, knowledge and attributes of social workers 

(Gillingham, 2016). The experiences of the participants in this study showed that career 

longevity in child protection may come under threat when the organisational culture does 

not align well with the professional values and ethics that make the role attractive for 

social workers. Validation of contribution to service provision as a social worker in child 

protection may help to reduce the sense of powerlessness evident among the 

transnational social workers in this study. Failing to retain experienced staff impacts on 

the quality of practice, and as a result, vulnerable children and the community may suffer 

(Healy et al., 2009). Filling the workforce gap through the cost- and labour-intensive 

search for human capital overseas may need more careful consideration to ensure that 

this workforce of qualified, and mostly experienced, social workers can be retained.  

In Australia, child protection service delivery is challenged by a lack of quality 

professional supervision and organisational support, as well as high staff turnover (Hunt 

et al., 2016; Lewig & McLean, 2016; Littlechild et al., 2016; Oates, 2019a). Most of the 

significant implications arising from this study relate to child protection organisations 

because they are largely responsible for supporting transnational social workers in their 

new practice setting. As such, they are best positioned to ensure that staff working in 

frontline service delivery are provided with suitable supports to undertake the complexity 

of child protection practice. One of the most significant implications for child protection 

organisations is that it may be problematic to expect transnational social workers 

anchored in their local context to transfer across the globe and seamlessly undertake 

unknown place-based practices. Organisational leadership may need to relinquish the 



 

146 
 

assumption that transnational social workers are immediately ready for practice when 

they arrive. Instead, agencies will need to consider tailor-made induction processes that 

enable transnational social workers to move between being ‘new learners’ and 

‘experienced social workers’. Also emerging from this study is the need for flexible 

learning agreements and professional development in line with workers’ previous 

experience and credentials. Induction processes need to move beyond generic 

organisational orientation and explanation of tangible matters such as law and 

procedures. Transnational social workers need to develop a strong body of context-

relevant knowledge and skills required for child protection practice at the local level. The 

process of learning new place-based knowledge and ‘practice wisdom’ that draws on 

prior experience elsewhere need to be brought together to ensure a holistic response to 

local needs. In this vein, organisational leadership may want to encourage staff to engage 

with the professional body and local networks that nurture their connection with the 

social work profession. 

Practice in Australian child protection may benefit from organisational leadership 

that encourages social work–driven supervision delivered by experienced and qualified 

practitioners that helps transnational workers to make sense of the new context in a 

discipline-specific way. This approach would provide an opportunity to supplement 

professional knowledge with place-based information relevant to the context. It would 

also allow for transnational social workers to share their knowledge about child 

protection and service provision more broadly in a common professional language. 

Further, this approach would see transnational social workers actively involved in their 

role as social workers and as stakeholders who are critical thinkers managing child 

protection in discretionary ways. In an optimal setting, supervisors would possess an 

understanding of the different approaches to childrearing and apply theoretical 
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knowledge to inform social work practice, facilitating a broad perspective on child abuse 

and neglect (McPherson et al., 2015). The participants in this study reported a lack of 

exposure to advanced practice leadership. Some experienced their supervisors as not yet 

having developed the capacity to respond holistically to multiple viewpoints. This may be 

one of the results of a lack of stability in a child protection workforce that does not retain 

staff long enough to become expert practitioners (Healy et al., 2009). The participants 

perceived the supervision they received from relatively inexperienced practitioners as 

merely an administrative requirement, which undermined feelings of professional respect 

and the credibility of social work. This hindered the establishment of a safe supervisory 

relationship and the engagement with reflective practice that supports the wellbeing of 

child protection workers and their ability to fulfil their role of caring for and protecting 

children (Guarnaccia et al., 2020). 

This research identified transnational social workers as embedded in Eurocentric 

theory and practice. Australian child protection service delivery and social work are 

located in similar dominant Western discourses (Walter et al., 2011). Child protection 

organisations are grappling with how to respond to First Nations communities in a just 

and fair way (Davies, 2019; Menzies & Grace, 2020). The dominance of Western 

worldviews in child protection continues in the application of mainstream theories and 

practices that may harm First Nations peoples. The over-representation of First Nations 

children in statutory systems is now an embedded characteristic of child protection 

service delivery (Davies, 2019; King et al., 2017; Maguire-Jack et al., 2019). Yet the 

education and practice experiences of transnational social workers in the United 

Kingdom and Ireland do not reference concepts of Aboriginal childrearing or First 

Nations worldviews. In most cases transnational social workers arrive in a practice 

environment in which non-Indigenous practitioners are ill-equipped and lack confidence 
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in their ability to work with First Nations communities (Bennett et al., 2018; Gair, 2017; 

Menzies & Grace, 2020). This dissertation has highlighted the need for courageous 

conversations about racism, the position of self, and the ‘colonialist mindset’ that 

currently pervades the broader child protection system in Australia. Transitioning to the 

context of practice in Australia requires an in-depth and prolonged orientation to the 

history and context of Australian social work, including what colonialism means for 

present-day practice (Papadopoulos, 2018). These findings may also be informative for 

other allied health professions that recruit staff from overseas to the Australian context of 

practice. To understand the enduring impact of colonisation it is essential that everyone 

in the wider human services engaged in assessment and decision-making about First 

Nations families is aware of and taking into account difference in childrearing practices 

(Featherstone, 2017; Harnett & Featherstone, 2020; Lohoar et al., 2014). Transnational 

social workers and the wider child protection workforce need high-quality ongoing 

training to support appropriate child protection practice with First Nations peoples. Such 

training should not be a single event, but be delivered in a way that improves knowledge, 

skills and understanding and thereby leads to improved practice (Menzies & Grace, 

2020). 

8.5 Implications for Policy  

This doctoral study contributes to knowledge about professional migration, and 

reveals how social workers are impacted by transnational practice The main avenue for 

professional migration to Australia is the skilled migration program that includes social 

work as an occupation with workforce needs (Department of Home Affairs, 2020; 

Papadopoulos, 2018). The AASW is the professional body that sets the benchmarks for 

nationwide professional education and practice in social work. On behalf of the 

Australian Government, the AASW is responsible for assessing overseas academic social 
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work qualifications for the skilled migration program (Australian Association of Social 

Workers, 2020a). Another pathway is for child protection agencies to sponsor social 

workers from overseas when job vacancies are directly linked to a shortage in the labour 

market (Bartley, 2018). The participants in this study migrated via an employer-

sponsored pathway and therefore did not engage with the AASW.             

Most Australian statutory child protection agencies do not require social workers 

to be voluntarily registered with the AASW for practice in frontline child protection. South 

Australia was the first and remains the only state to implement a policy of formal 

registration. As a result, there is no nationwide policy addressing the recognition of the 

qualifications of transnational social workers who practise their profession in Australia. In 

comparison, Australian professional nursing and teaching bodies have support systems in 

place during the time of initial registration that facilitate mentoring and supervision for 

transnational workers (Bartley, 2018; McCluskey et al., 2011; Peter et al., 2019; Sharplin 

et al., 2011). The New Zealand context of transnational social work involves a rigorous 

and lengthy process of assessment before overseas applicants can gain full registration as 

a social worker. Transnational social workers in New Zealand initially receive provisional 

registration if deemed eligible, following assessment by the Social Workers Registration 

Board (Social Work Registration Board, 2020). To move from provisional registration to 

full registration, overseas social workers need to complete a variety of additional training. 

For example, they must complete 2000 hours of supervised social work and 10 hours of 

continuing professional development relating to competency to practise social work with 

Māori (Social Work Registration Board, 2020).  

Transnational social workers arriving in Australia do not receive support from a 

professional body, nor do they have to register and engage with supervised practice and 

training to learn about the unique Australian context of practice, including working with 
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First Nations communities. They arrive in a country in which social work lacks formal 

status as a registered profession and there is no monopoly on who can use the title ‘social 

worker’ (Papadopoulos, 2018). A concerning observation arising from this study is the 

lack of a collective space where transnational social workers may receive support and find 

common ground during and beyond transition. Emerging from this research is an argument 

for professional registration and protection of title in Australia. Like New Zealand’s model, 

this would allow for better monitoring to ensure that transnational social workers are 

adequately equipped to fulfil their responsibilities. This would include better 

understanding of cultural humility and decolonising social work practices (Modderman et 

al., 2020). The current lack of policy has led to a gap in the area of professional introduction 

and connection to the Australian practice standards for social work.  

First Nations scholarship in North America illustrates how the process through 

which migrants are invited to become part of a settler colony involves continuous settler 

colonialism (Calderon, 2014; Tuck & Yang, 2012). Consequently, it is timely to explore 

what policy is pertinent to transnational social workers in the child protection field in 

Australia in the current context as an ethical issue (Welbourne et al., 2007). The 

provision of adequate support for transnational social workers by professional bodies and 

child protection agencies during transition and beyond may be directly linked to 

developing and demonstrating practice that is safe for the children and families involved 

with child protection services.  

8.6 Future Research Directions 

This study adds to a growing body of research focusing on transnational social 

work in the Australian context of child protection; however, there is a need for further 

research. The available data show evidence of growing demand and rising numbers of 
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overseas social workers seeking AASW membership (Papadopoulos, 2017, 2018). The 

contested space for social workers will continue to play a significant role in shaping the 

context in which transnational social workers practise. The following are some 

considerations and suggestions in relation to future research, which are based on the 

expectation that global workforce mobility in social work will continue to grow (Beddoe 

& Bartley, 2019). 

The findings from this study add depth to a research topic that is in its infancy in 

the Australian context. This research identified that the practice of filling vacancies with 

overseas social workers may not be a sustainable solution to a complex problem. In fact, 

this approach may unintentionally reaffirm Western views as central to practice and 

replicate the harms of colonisation (Coates et al., 2006). Current approaches to 

recruitment may also jeopardise the potential for establishing a consistent and enduring 

relationship between a service user and practitioner that enhances the quality of the work 

(Trevithick, 2011). Little emphasis on and commitment to social work in the broader 

organisation, along with stress and a lack of social support, emerge in this study as likely 

factors driving transnational social workers’ intentions to leave. Most of the participants 

in this study were experienced social workers who left child protection practice at the end 

of their first two-year contract in Australia. Future research may seek to develop a deeper 

understanding of the relationship between successful retention and job satisfaction in the 

transnational social work context relevant to child protection service delivery. Such 

research could include examination of the perspectives of transnational social workers, 

local social workers and employers, as well as the role of the professional body. Research 

that captures the perspectives of clients would also provide important new insights in this 

area, as the voices of children and families allocated a transnational social worker are 

silent in contemporary research. 
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Important knowledge pertaining to areas that commonly experience workforce 

shortages may be gained through translation of the current study into the regional, rural 

and remote context to determine similarities and differences with a metropolitan location. 

At a practice level, it would be valuable to compare transnational and local social 

workers in child protection in terms of the quality of outcomes provided for clients. The 

understanding of social work practice provided by this study is limited by the fact that 

the findings are based on retrospective analyses of events that have already occurred, as 

opposed to gathering evidence about what happens in real time (Gordon, 2018). Research 

into encounters between transnational social workers, supervisors, children and their 

families is notable by its absence (Broadhurst & Mason, 2014). 

The number of First Nations children involved with child protection and out-of-

home care continues to increase (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2020; 

Davies, 2019; Secretariat of National Aboriginal and Islander Child Care, 2019). This 

indicates that current Eurocentric practices are not working. Viable alternatives to current 

practices must be examined, not only for transnational social workers but for child 

protection service delivery in general (Menzies & Grace, 2020). This thesis has 

demonstrated that social work practice rooted in Eurocentric understandings is being 

imposed upon First Nations peoples by transnational social workers, most of whom have 

little or no awareness of decolonising practices. In the broader context of child 

protection, a question remains about what continues to drive the child protection system 

to adopt a lower decision threshold when making decisions involving Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander children compared to decisions involving non–Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander children. Future research that engages with First Nations 

childrearing concepts will need to determine how these principles can be given greater 

recognition within legislation and be translated into practice (McMahon, 2017). Finally, 
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the findings of this thesis highlight the need for further Indigenous-led research into child 

protection service delivery (Rigney, 2001). 

8.7 Concluding Remarks 

A key strength of this thesis is the application of multiple theoretical lenses that 

provided a methodological pluralism to overcome the challenge of having a singular 

focus on the broad topic of transnational social work. The narrative-informed research 

design allowed transnational social work to be understood within the broader context of 

the lived experience of professional migration. Transnational social workers entering the 

Australian context of child protection practice may experience a sense of uncertainty 

about the role of social work and the status of professional practice. Location-specific 

conditions and practices affected the participants and caused cultural dissonance that 

required them to renegotiate their social work practice and identity in unknown territory. 

The participants in this small scale study identified as social workers committed to their 

task to keep children safe from abuse and neglect, and yet they found it difficult to find a 

professional home in the Australian context of child protection. Transnational social 

workers make a valuable contribution to service provision and need to be part of a more 

inclusive organisational dialogue. An organisational culture is needed that encourages 

critical reflection, continuous learning, cultural humility and relational worldviews, and 

acknowledges the centrality of relationships in child protection practice (Ortega & 

Coulborn, 2011; Ruch, 2009; Russ et al., 2019; Terare & Rawsthorne, 2020). As social 

workers we need to stay engaged in the emotional labour that lies at the heart of what we 

do, to make a positive difference for children involved with child protection services – 

for their families, their Country, their community and for themselves. 
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Appendix 5 Interview Schedule 1 

 

Introduction Key 

Components: 

• Thank you 

• My name 

• Purpose 

• Confidentiality 

• Duration 

• How the 

interview will 

be conducted 

• Opportunity 

for questions 

• Signature of 

consent 

 

 

 

 

 

I want to thank you for taking the time to meet with me today. 

My name is Corina Modderman and I would like to talk to you about your 

experience of being an overseas social worker practising in child protection 

in Australia. Specifically, around how this has influenced you in order to 

capture lessons that can be used for future directions.  

The interview should take about 1.5 hours. I will be recording the session 

because I don’t want to miss any of your comments. Although I will be 

taking some notes during the session, I can’t possibly write fast enough to 

get it all down. This is the first time we meet, and it is anticipated that we 

will schedule a second interview so we can have a more in-depth 

conversation and are not rushed. 

All responses will be kept confidential. This means that your interview 

response will only be shared with my supervisors and we will ensure that 

any information we include in my thesis and anticipated publications does 

not identify you as the respondent. Remember, you don’t have to talk about 

anything you don’t want to, and you may end the interview at any time. 

Are there any questions about what I have just explained? 

Are you willing to participate in this interview?  

Questions 

One broad question to 

open the interview and 

to invite the participant 

to share the narrative of 

their journey. 

Ask factual before 

opinion. 

Use probes as needed 

to assess what stands 

out and where the gaps 

are. 

 

 

 

 

 

‘Tell me your story about you coming to Australia to work in child 

protection’ 

 

Important probes to consider during the interview: 

 

Tell me about your thinking when you first considered moving to Australia 

and what were the factors that influenced your decision? 

 

What steps did you take to get to the point of leaving the UK/Ireland and 

coming to Australia? 

 

Tell me about your experience of being a newcomer to Australia? 

 

What sort of things are as you had expected and what is different? 

 

Please tell me about a practice example to highlight what would be the same 

and what would be different within the two child protection systems? 

 

 

How were you introduced to the new system? 
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How did the existing workforce react to you and other international 

recruits? 

 

What has assisted you in making this transition? 

 

Tell me about any ideas you have about what might have made your 

experience easier or more positive in any areas you have found difficult? 

Closing key 

components: 

• Additional 

comment 

• Next steps 

• Thank you 

Is there anything more you would like to add? 

I’ll be analysing the information you and others gave me and will submit a 

thesis and anticipate publishing an article. I’ll be happy to send you a copy 

to review at that time, if you are interested. 

Thank you for your time. 
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Appendix 6 Interview Schedule 2 

 

Introduction Key 

Components: 

• Thank you 

• My name 

• Purpose 

• Confidentiality 

• Duration 

• How the 

interview will 

be conducted 

• Opportunity 

for questions 

• Signature of 

consent 

 

 

 

 

 

I want to thank you for taking the time to meet with me today. 

My name is Corina Modderman and we met before in …. to talk about your 

experience of being an overseas social worker practising in child protection 

in Australia. The aim of this research is to ensure better outcomes for the 

children and families within the child protection system. This research 

explores what enables and what challenges social workers who work in an 

unfamiliar practice environment.  

The interview should take about one hour. I will be recording the session 

because I don’t want to miss any of your comments. Although I will be 

taking some notes during the session, I can’t possibly write fast enough to 

get it all down.  

All responses will be kept confidential. This means that your interview 

response will only be shared with my supervisors and we will ensure that 

any information we include in my thesis and anticipated publications does 

not identify you as the respondent. Remember, you don’t have to talk about 

anything you don’t want to, and you may end the interview at any time. I 

will provide you with a copy of our transcribed interview if you would 

wish so.  

Are there any questions about what I have just explained? 

Are you willing to participate in this interview?  

Introduce here some small talk specifically relating to the person who is 

being interviewed; ‘What do you recall of our initial conversations? What 

were your thoughts at the time?’  

Questions 

One broad question to 

open the interview and 

to invite the participant 

to share the narrative of 

their journey. 

Use probes as needed to 

assess what stands out 

and where the gaps are. 

 

 

 

 

 

‘Tell me what has been happening in your life since we last met. I am 

interested to hear about your professional experiences’  

 

Important probes to consider during the interview: 

 

General: Can you tell a story, an illustration or an example to highlight 

what you just shared with me?  

 

How do you look back now on those first years of being new to Australian 

child protection practice?  

 

What has assisted you in making this transition? 

 

What are important skills and knowledge for transnational social workers?  
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What are gaps that you experiencing today that require further professional 

development?  

 

Have you adapted to Australian child protection practice? What has 

assisted you? 

 

At what point did your ‘Australian experience’ come together? Was there a 

time that you can recall where it ‘clicked’, a point of transitioning i.e. when 

Australia became ‘home’?  

 

What advice would you give to new recruits? And to your supervisor and 

the wider organisation? 

 

Have your clients ever made comments about you being from overseas?  

 

If you think about your social work values, ethics and principles, how 

would you describe these? 

 

If you think about practising now in Australia, how would you describe 

your professional social work identity? Has it changed since your 

migration? Do you belong to a professional group?  

 

Thinking back to practice in the UK and your education, how do you see 

your work with the Indigenous peoples of Australia? What was your 

understanding and how did this influence your practice?  

 

What do you think can be improved when it comes to international 

recruitment of social workers?  

 

 

Closing key 

components: 

• Additional 

comment 

• Next steps 

• Thank you 

Is there anything more you would like to add? 

I’ll be transcribing this interview with you. I’ll be happy to send you a copy 

to review at that time, if you are interested. I will send you an email to 

follow up.  

Thank you for your time. 
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