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1. Setting the scene

This dissertation explores foremost how Danish foster care parents position themselves between
parenting and professionalism — being both private (substitute) parents and professionally hired
caregivers. From a sociological standpoint, it investigates how this dual aspect of foster caring can
come to be expressed in the everyday lives of foster care families. This question is analysed empitically
drawing on an ethnographic study of everyday life in eight foster care families. The main reseatrch field
where the dissertation unfolds is ‘family sociology’, with theoretical references to ‘family practice
theory’, ‘sociology of emotions’ and the sociological inquiry of relationality, bodily intimacy and
belonging. The project was motivated by a wish to offer sociological and qualitative insight into this
dual role of foster care parents as well as the overall everyday lives of foster care families. This is
somewhat elucidated internationally (see, e.g. Pithouse & Rees, 2015; Rees, 2009; Hedin et al., 2012;
Schofield et al., 2013; Kirton, 2013), yet still highly underexposed in a Danish context.

Everyday life is the continuous making of social reality created through relations, practice and
interaction (Scott, 2009). Researching everyday life is broad and comprehensive as many different
aspects of everyday life could be put at the forefront. Rather, in this study, I offer insight into selected
aspects of the complexities that encompass foster care families’ everyday lives and that are all more or
less related to the complex role of foster care parents. The four articles that make up this dissertation
are composed from the voices of foster care patents, children? living in foster cate and birth parents to

children now in foster care.

Some clarifications around terminology and lines of demarcation of the study are in order at this early
stage of the introduction as these terms differs across countries.? In Denmatk, the term “foster care
paren? [in Danish, ‘plejeforzldre’] is used, which differs compared to e.g. the United Kingdom or the
United States, who use ‘foster carer’, ‘caregiver’ or simply ‘carer’. Already, here the usage of terms
relates to and opens up a discussion around how the role of foster care parents is perceived in practice
and in research--as primarily a ‘professional’ with caring functions or as a (substitute) ‘parent’ with
professionalism that intertwines with (substitute) parenting functions (Schofield et al, 2013; Kirton,
2013; Kjeldsen & Kjeldsen, 2010). Different aspects of this discussion are further elaborated on in a

later section around previous foster care research (section 2.4). For now, the point is that, in this

1 When referring to the overall PhD project, | use ‘study’, ‘dissertation’ and ‘project’ interchangeably.
2 use ‘children’ to encompass children and young people aged 0 to 18.

3 | use ‘introduction’ to describe the contextual, methodological and theoretical reflections leading up to the four
articles.



introduction, the term ‘foster care parent’ is preferably used as this aligns with Danish usage.* The
central, empirical part of the project is an ethnographic study of eight foster care families. In these
families, the foster care parents are ‘regular’ foster care parents, meaning that they have been neither
recruited from the children’s network nor identified through kinship. These are, therefore, families with
no prior knowledge of the children who have come into their care. In Denmark, ‘regular’ foster care
families form 87.2% of all foster care placements (Statistics Denmark, 2017), and while network and
kinship care entail interesting aspects as well, some of these differ from the issues to be taken up here.
Regular foster care, besides being the main type used in Denmark, further holds certain features
relevant for sociological inquiry, e.g. that foster care parents and children initially are strangers to one

another, thus this type was chosen to be the focus of this study.

The four articles of the dissertation display somewhat differing analytical and theoretical frameworks,
but they all stem from a social constructivist and interactionist tradition. I focus on how foster care
parents and children in care do, navigate, manage, negotiate and practice their everyday lives in interaction
with others. For instance, I examine the ‘work’ foster care parents do, e.g. their ‘emotion work’
(Hochschild, 1983; Harris, 2008). I explore how foster care parents, children in care and birth parents
to children in foster care ascribe meaning to their social world as they see it. For instance, I examine how
foster care parents ascribe meaning to different aspects of foster caring, understood as a meaning-
making which they produce through interaction and relational to their context, as well as their
interaction with me as a researcher (Gubtium & Holstein, 1997; Jirvinen, 2005). Throughout the study,
I adopt a poststructural framework, viewing the social reality of my informants as dynamic, fluid and
continuously changing. This social reality includes the practices of bodily intimacy in new foster care
relationships (article 1); the institutional norms related to the roles of the parenting adults, including
both foster care parents and birth parents (article 2); emotion ideologies related to the different role-
aspects of a foster care parent (article 3) or the senses of belonging for a child living in foster care

across family relationships with both foster and birth families (article 4).

In Denmark, as internationally, foster care is emphasised as the “first option” when children for
different reasons cannot live with their birth parents (Fernandez & Barth, 2010; Herbert & Kulkin,
2017; Pithouse & Rees, 2015). Still we have very little knowledge of what everyday life in foster care
looks like. In Denmark, foster care—as the preferred out-of-home placement, compared to

institutional placements—is founded on a belief that foster care features small-scale family settings with

4 However, in article 2 and 3 ‘foster carer’ is used, as this was customized to the international context of the journal
which these article has been submitted to.





