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Chapter 1
General introduction

From the start, I received lots of love from Stan and José [foster carers]. I am proud how they
went through everything with me and that they always had my back, also when there were
conflicts with my mother (Juffer, Popma, & Steenstra, 2016, p. 91).
This quote is from Michelle, aged 18, who looks back at her foster care experience. It shows
what foster care aims to offer children: a safe and supportive family environment where
children are protected and nurtured when they are, either temporarily or indefinitely, not
able to live with their own parents (Cameron, Reimer, & Smith, 2016). However, foster
care placements are not always successful. For example, children can experience placements
in foster families where they do not feel welcome or loved, as expressed in the following
quotation: We were in a home where people don’t love you, and you know they don’t love
you because of the way they treat you. You look in they [sic] eyes and all you see is hate
(Riebschleger, Day, & Damashek, 2015, p. 349). A lack of connection with foster carers, and
the potentially associated negative placement experiences, such as foster care breakdown,
can have lasting effects on the development and well-being of foster children and foster
families (Cooley, Wojciak, Farineau, & Mullis, 2015; Cushing, Samuels, & Kerman, 2014;
Newton, Litrownik, & Landsverk, 2000). For each child, a decision must be made regarding
the family that will best fulfil their needs (Strijker & Zandberg, 2001) to create a positive
connection for children with their foster carers.
The decision-making process of choosing which available foster family is the best fit for
a foster child according to certain criteria is called matching (Strijker & Zandberg, 2001).
Despite its significance, the process behind matching decisions is still far from transparent:
there is a lack of research; there are hardly practice instruments available to support the
matching of foster children and foster families; and there is no specific training course to
become a matching practitioner, making it a learn-by-doing process (Zeijlmans & López
López, 2015).
This dissertation presents an innovative in-depth analysis of the process of the matching
decision in family foster care using a contextual perspective, thereby providing a comprehensive overview of the factors that influence and explain the complexity of the decisionmaking process. This general introduction will start with a description of the Dutch foster
care system, after which the concept of the matching is explained in more detail. Afterwards,
the contextual perspective used in this dissertation will be presented, followed by an outline
of the objectives, research question, and content of the subsequent chapters.

1.1	Foster care in the Netherlands
The Dutch child welfare system is family-oriented. The focus of social work is to support
families and, when an out-of-home placement is necessary, family foster care is the preferred
11
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intervention as acknowledged by the Dutch Youth Act 2015 (Memorie van Toelichting bij de
Jeugdwet, 2013). In 2017, 23.206 of the 46.300 children placed out of home (which is 50,1%)
lived, either for a short period or for a longer time, in a family foster home. Approximately
half of these children were placed with relatives or acquaintances (Pleegzorg Nederland,
2018), whereas the other half were placed with families approved to be non-kinship carers.
In the Netherlands, these non-kinship foster carers are recruited, assessed and trained by
28 foster care organizations. They have to meet at least four criteria: a minimum age of
twenty-one; no conflict of interests with the foster care organization; no incriminating facts
or circumstances regarding child care; and the completion of a preparation and assessment
process (Article 5.1, Jeugdwet, 2015).
In the Dutch family foster care system, placements are often classified based on the time
a child is expected to stay in the foster family. Some families take care of the foster child
part-time, for example only during daytime hours, weekends or holidays. Full-time placements are categorized into emergency placements, temporary placements, or long-term
stay. Emergency placements are characterized by a quick placement and high uncertainty
regarding the service needed for both the child and the biological parents. In temporary
placements, the goal is reunification with the parents, whereas in a long-term stay reunification is deemed improbable and children remain in foster care until they age out of care
(Choy & Schulze, 2009; Strijker & Knorth, 2007). As a form of permanency planning, the
foster care system is moving towards a system where a child is directly placed in a family
where it can stay for an indistinct time to avoid needless changes for the child (Pleegzorg
Nederland, 2014), even in emergency.
At the end of the 80s, attention for foster carer’ preparation and training increased and
professionalization of the matching decision became a topic on the Dutch agenda (Dekker
et al., 2012). Under the current Dutch Youth Act (‘Jeugdwet’), implemented in 2015, foster
care organizations are obliged to assess the fit between the child and the foster carers before
placement, paying attention to the age and problems of the child, the composition of the
foster family, and the expected placement duration (Article 5.1, Jeugdwet, 2015). However,
there is no specialized training or education required to become a matching practitioner.
Furthermore, no country-wide protocol or guidelines are used, leaving organizations free to
choose their own approach to matching.

1.2	The matching decision
Matching is part of the foster care placement process, which consists of several consecutive
decisions (Zeijlmans & López López, 2015). These decision-making moments will be briefly
explained with the help of Figure 1, which specifies schematically which steps and decisions must be taken to realize a foster care placement. Two selection or decision-making
12

processes can be discerned. The left-hand side of Figure 1 reflects the steps regarding the
selection of children qualifying for foster care. Placement in family foster care is only one
of the options for the treatment of a child. This selection of children is primarily part of
the responsibility of the child protection agency. The right-hand side of the figure reflects
the selection of families as (prospective) foster care addresses. In the Netherlands, this is
the responsibility of family foster care agencies. These agencies also realize the appropriate
matching of the foster child and the foster family. This procedure implies that the foster care
agency searches a suitable foster family in its ‘file’ of available foster families after it has been
decided the child has to be placed in a foster family. In most Dutch foster care organizations, the matching decision is made by a team of practitioners, the so-called matchers, who
make the matching decisions for all children in need of a non-kinship foster family within
their region (De Baat, Spoelstra, Ter Meulen, Stoltenborgh, & Vinke, 2014). When a suitable
foster family has been found the actual placement of the child in the foster family can be
realized.

Selection of children

Selection of foster families

Out-of-home
placement decision

Decision on foster carers’
ability to foster

Choosing family foster
care placement

Matching decision
foster child and foster
family

Placement in
foster family

Figure 1. Decision-making moments in the foster care placement process (Zeijlmans & López López, 2015).

In the last decade, two incidents related to the matching decision received major press
coverage. The first case took place in the Netherlands, where a 9-year old boy with a Turkish
background was placed into the home of lesbian foster carers (Van den Berg, Bellaart, & Yar,
2015). This sparked a debate on the role of culture, religion and ethnicity in the matching
decision and even caused a diplomatic conflict with Turkey in 2013. The second case from
the United Kingdom also pertained to the cultural background of the child and the foster
family. In 2017, a Christian 5-year old girl was allegedly placed in a, according to the media,
niqab-wearing Muslim foster family where she was as was being said no longer allowed to
wear her necklace with a Christian cross or eat bacon. The media outrage, however, appeared
to be based on distorted and exaggerated information (Grierson, 2017). These cases show
that the matching decision is highly sensitive and touches upon personal values and norms.
The matching decision in foster care closely resembles the matching decision in adoption, since both decisions deal with choosing a family that fits with the needs of a child. The
13
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biggest difference is that long-term foster care offers a less definite perspective, wherein
reunification remains an option and, even when their parental authority has seized, parents
remain financially liable for the child. In the Netherlands, adoption is not used to provide
children in foster care with a more permanent solution, due to the family-oriented nature
of the child protection system. Instead, long-term foster care is aimed to create stability and
security for foster children (Goemans, 2017). Similar to the matching decision in foster
care, the evidence and knowledge on matching in adoption is relatively scarce and there
are no clear predictors for matching success (Quinton, 2012). Most research conducted in
the field of matching in adoption has been focused on the ongoing debate on the role of
ethnicity in the matching decision (i.e. Ali, 2013; Barn & Kirton, 2012; McRoy & Griffin,
2012; Ridley, Wainwright, & Davda, 2010; Wainwright & Ridley, 2012; Wood, 2009).
There are some notions from the research on matching in adoption that might, however,
be transferrable to the matching decision in foster care. In some adoption literature, the
matching decision is divided into two actions: linking and matching (Cousins, 2011; Dance,
Ouwejan, Beecham, & Farmer, 2010). Linking is used to refer to the process of identification
of possible families who might be eligible to adopt the child, based on the child’s needs
and the prospective adopter’s reports, whereas matching is seen as the process of deciding
which of those families is most suitable to adopt a particular child. However, Cousins (2003)
suggests that working with written reports on the child and adopters during the linking
and matching process might set up barriers for finding a foster family prematurely and
inflexibly; by reducing children and adopters to brief ‘snapshots’ of special features, the
matching process fails to portray the whole child. She proposes that adopters should be able
to respond to children in need of adoption without limitations, based on more in-depths
profiles. Instead of matching practitioners making a matching decision, adopters could
make the first step to indicate their potential fit with a child in need (Cousins, 2003). A
final remark worth mentioning comes from Quinton (2012), who provides a strong argument for reconceptualizing matching as an ongoing process throughout family placement.
By acknowledging matching as an ongoing process, long-term difficulties and emerging
problems regarding the match between a child and his/her parents can be identified quickly
throughout the family placement, and handled as well as possible.

1.3	Decision making in context
To achieve a comprehensive picture of the matching decision, matching is seen as part of
a complex interaction between multiple contextual influences. The Decision-Making Ecology Framework is used as an explanatory model for decisions in social work (see Figure 2;
(Baumann, Dalgleish, Fluke, & Kern, 2011). This ecological framework helps to integrate all
potential influencing factors and conceptualizes decision-making as a process.
14

The Decision-Making Ecology Framework (Baumann et al., 2011) assumes that decision making comprises a group of influences including case, organizational, external, and
decision-maker factors that combine in several ways to influence decisions and outcomes.
For instance, a matching decision-maker needs case information in order to make informed
assessments and decisions, but these assessments and decisions are also influenced by external factors, such as current laws and policies. Moreover, the translation of law and policy
may vary depending on the organizations and certain individual decision-maker factors
such as skills, values and experience (Baumann, Fluke, Dalgleish, & Kern, 2014).

Figure 2. Decision-Making Ecology framework (Baumann et al., 2011, p. 5)

The Decision-Making Ecology framework has been successfully applied to removal and
reunification decisions in child protection (i.e. Dettlaff, Graham, Holzman, Baumann,
& Fluke, 2015; Font & Maguire-Jack, 2015; Graham, Dettlaff, Baumann, & Fluke, 2015;
Wittenstrom, Baumann, Fluke, Graham, & James, 2015; Lwin, Fluke, Trocmé, Fallon, &
Mishna, 2018). However, this model has to our knowledge not yet been applied to research
on matching decisions in family foster care. Using this model will help to create a more
comprehensive and in-depth understanding of the matching decision.

1.4	Objectives
The aim of this thesis is to gain insight into the decision-making process of matching in
family foster care. This will be done from a contextual perspective, using the elements of the
Decision-Making Ecology framework (Baumann et al., 2014; 2011). Case, organizational,
15
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external, and decision-maker factors, that influence the process of matching in family foster
care, will be identified. The main research question that will be answered in this dissertation
is: How do the different contextual factors (case, organizational, external and decision-maker
factors) influence the process of matching children with foster families in non-kinship foster
care placements? Answering this research question will significantly improve our understanding of everyday decision-making and the complex interplay of several factors in the
matching process. This advanced understanding of the complexities of matching could help
to close the gap between the straightforwardness of theory and the complexity practitioners
face daily. Furthermore, the aim is to improve the quality of the matching decision. By
gaining insight into the challenges and difficulties of matching practitioners, an attempt can
be made to improve the decision-making process and add to the positive outcomes of foster
family placement. Finally, it is our hope that this dissertation marks the start of a research
line on matching in family foster care.

1.5	Outline of the dissertation
In order to provide an overview of existing research on the matching decision in family foster care, a scoping review has been conducted (chapter 2). This scoping review synthesized
the results of empirical studies on matching in family foster care, published in journals,
books, or reports between 1980 and 2015. The Decision-Making Ecology was used to map
the factors found to influence the matching decision in family foster care and the placement
outcomes, while simultaneously identifying research gaps. These research gaps were used
to design three empirical studies, which are presented in the next chapters and provide an
in-depth analysis of the matching process in practice.
Chapter 3 presents a study into the situational context on which Dutch practitioners
adjust their day-to-day decisions. Practitioners responsible for the matching decision were
asked to reflect on their daily practice in a semi-structured interview. The results showed
that the context of the matching decision differs from case to case and includes, for example,
the availability of resources and the time available. In this chapter, these findings are explained and insight is provided into the nuances of daily practice.
Chapter 4 also builds on the semi-structured interviews with matching practitioners.
The focus of this chapter is on the participation of children, birth parents and foster carers
in the matching decision, with the aim to better understand the involvement of stakeholders into the decision-making process. Participation of children, birth parents and foster
carers in matching decision-making has the potential to improve the outcomes of a foster
care placement. The findings emphasize that the influence of stakeholders on the matching
decision is highly contextual.

16

The next chapter helps to understand the influence of the individual decision maker
(chapter 5). In particular, we examine the use of heuristics in the matching decision. Heuristics are shortcuts or simple ‘rules of thumb’ that can be used by practitioners to make
decisions in complex settings. Using vignettes and a ‘think-aloud’ methodology, these
heuristics were examined, thereby providing an understanding of the use of heuristics by
which practitioners determine which foster family is the best fit for a child and gives insight
into the differences between the reasoning of practitioners.
Chapter 6 presents a general discussion of the findings from the four studies. In this
chapter, the main research question is answered, the strengths and limitations of the dissertation are presented, recommendations are made, and implications for both research and
practice are discussed.
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Chapter 2
Matching children with foster
carers: A literature review
Based on Zeijlmans, K., López López, M., Grietens, H., & Knorth, E. J. (2017).
Matching children with foster carers: A literature review. Children and Youth Services
Review, 73, 257-265. doi:10.1016/j.childyouth.2016.12.017
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Abstract
Matching in family foster care is a form of complex decision-making influenced by more
than case factors alone. Organizational, external, and decision-maker factors also contribute to the process. This scoping review has synthesized the empirical literature on matching
decisions in family foster care. The 12 included studies reveal that a diverse, broad range of
case factors is considered during matching. Organizational factors can limit practitioners’
ability to choose a desired placement. Furthermore, policy-related influences affect matching practices, as do personal viewpoints of decision-makers. We conclude that matching
in foster care is a very complex process. Two interrelated topics can guide future research:
outcomes (knowledge of case factors when making matching decisions) and processes
(understanding the different organizational, external, and decision-maker influences that
might hinder or promote good matching practice). Bringing both together in one comprehensive model could help to improve matching practice.
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2.1

Introduction

Children in family foster care are vulnerable. They often have been exposed to troublesome
experiences, such as prenatal drugs and alcohol, premature birth, failure to form adequate
attachments, unstable living arrangements (Vig, Chinitz, & Shulman, 2005) or persistent
maltreatment (Oswald, Heil, & Goldbeck, 2010) before being placed out-of-home. Furthermore, out-of-home placement almost invariably implies a disruption in the child’s
primary attachment relationships (Stovall & Dozier, 1998) and existing social networks
(Perry, 2006). Family foster care has the potential to provide these vulnerable children with
a safe placement in a family setting (Horwitz, Balestracci, & Simms, 2001; Perry, 2006).
However, foster care does not always have a positive effect on foster children’s developmental trajectories (Goemans, Van Geel, & Vedder, 2015), and children entering foster care can
be retraumatized when experiencing unplanned and negative placement endings, leading to
poorer physical and behavioural well-being (Villodas, Litrownik, Newton, & Davis, 2016).
To improve the well-being of foster children, it is important to understand the dynamics of
foster care placements (Goemans et al., 2015).
The difference between a positive and a negative foster care placement is primarily
determined by the foster child’s characteristics, the quality of the foster carer, and the interaction between the foster carer and the foster child (Sinclair & Wilson, 2003). Therefore,
predicting a beneficial interaction between child and carer characteristics can diminish the
negative impact of an out-of-home placement (O’Gorman, 2013). This process of selecting
a foster family, which is the best fit with a child, is called matching (Quinton, 2012; Strijker
& Zandberg, 2001). Matching is a complex decision-making process (Dettlaff et al., 2015)
that is most likely influenced by case, organizational, external, and decision-maker factors
(Baumann et al., 2011).
Since matching constitutes the beginning of a placement and has the potential to influence the chance of favourable and advantageous placements, it is important to understand
how these decisions are being made and what research has been conducted. Using an
exploratory scope, this review critically examines the existing empirical literature on family
foster care matching and aims to answer the following research question: What is known
about decision-making in the family foster care matching process? Scientific literature on
matching is synthesized to gain understanding of factors influencing this decision-making
process and to improve future research.

2.2

Method

This study followed the scoping review guidelines provided by Arksey and O’Malley (2005)
and enhanced by Levac, Colquhoun, and O’Brien (2010), which comprise a methodology
21
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to synthesize all relevant literature related to a specific topic. A systematized approach was
used to increase this study’s transparency and replicability.

2.2.1

Inclusion and exclusion criteria

The search criteria were determined after an iterative process. We started by including all
references that could contain information on matching, which led to an extensive list of
references, most of which were not relevant. Based on these search results, we composed
initial inclusion and exclusion criteria. These criteria were specified after a more critical
examination of the literature and consultation with other researchers from the field of family foster care, as recommended by Levac et al. (2010).
This study includes empirical studies on the decision-making process of matching in
family foster care, published in journals, books, or reports between 1980 and 2015. Longterm, respite, and specialized foster care were included, but monothematic literature on
adoption or kinship care was excluded due to the distinction in children’s characteristics
between those placements (Beeman, Kim, & Bullerdick, 2000; Triseliotis, 2002) and the different placement rationales for these types of care (Meiksans, Iannos, & Arney, 2015; Pösö &
Laakso, 2016). Articles on foster care in combination with other types of care were included.

2.2.2

Search strategy

The approach for the English-language references consisted of searching the databases
ERIC, PsycINFO, SocINDEX, and Web of Science for literature published after 1979, using
the keyword ‘foster care’ combined with ‘match*’, ‘placement’, or ‘decision’. Since the first
author’s native language is Dutch, the English search words were translated and used in the
database Picarta to include Dutch empirical articles. The search led to 8,681 results, which
were filtered, in a step-wise manner, for their fit with the inclusion and exclusion criteria
(see Figure 1). First, we looked at the titles and, subsequently, at the selected abstracts. The
next step was to combine the searches of different search engines, delete the duplicates,
and locate the full texts for the remaining references. After multiple efforts to retrieve the
text, one full text, published in 1982, could not be found. Full texts were retrieved for the
remaining 37 references. After reading these full texts, we excluded 25 references that did
not include an empirical study (10), focused on another decision-making process (7) or on
a more general matching issue in child welfare (3), did not take the fit of a child with the
carer characteristics into account (3), or did not provide enough information on matching
(2). Twelve references fitted the inclusion criteria.
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Contacting
other
researchers

Systematic search of electronic databases

Eric
n=848

PsychInfo
n=2402

SocIndex
n=1987

Web of Science n
=3404

Included n=105

Included n=131

Included n=128

Included n=14

Included n=12

Included n=12

Picarta
n=40

Received
n=6

Included n=5

Included n=4

Included n=3

Included n=0

Screening titles
Included n=146

Screening abstract
Included n=8
Duplicates
removed n=11

Full-texts not
found n=1

Reading full-texts of remaining n=37
Excluded n=25

Included n=12
Snowballing
n=0
Cited by-search
n=0
Included n=12

figure 1. Overview of systematized search strategy

We did not exclusively search for literature written in English, because we hypothesized
that matching results might be published on a national level to improve practice and policy.
For references from other countries, researchers from the field of family foster care were
contacted through the International Foster Care Research Network (see: https://www.
uni-siegen.de/foster-care-research/index.html.en?lang=en). Researchers from this network
were asked to check for relevant articles in their country. Colleagues from Spain, Portugal,
Finland, Italy, South Korea, India, Croatia, Lithuania, and Norway responded, but no further references were included.
The search strategy was expanded by scrutinizing the reference lists of the included
references (snowballing) and by conducting a ‘cited by’ search on Google Scholar (see also
Figure 1). For five references, which were all published between 1980 and 1990, we could
find no information after various efforts to locate the text or contact the authors. These
additional search strategies did not result in new studies that were included.
23
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2.2.3	Data charting and analysis
The twelve references were analysed using a data-charting technique (Arksey & O’Malley,
2005). The recorded information consisted of author(s), year of publication, country of
research, purpose, method, respondents and main findings. Table 1 presents an overview of
the references included and their characteristics. The Decision-Making Ecology model was
used as a heuristic framework for understanding the different influences on the decisionmaking process. This model was created as a framework for organizing decision-making
research in child welfare (see Figure 2, Baumann et al., 2011); however, it has not been
previously applied to matching research.

Figure 2. Decision Making Ecology by Baumann et al., (2011, p. 5)

The findings for each cluster of the Decision-Making Ecology model are presented descriptively in the results section. In each cluster, a distinction is made between factors that are
important for matching and factors that are barriers to implementing a matching approach.
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Main findings
A joint placement was preferred unless
clear contraindications were present. Main
influencing factors were: bond between siblings,
degree of difficulty of the children, and attitude
of the biological parents. There is a connection
between breakdown and small age difference
with the other children in the foster family, a
simultaneous placement, and a high degree of
parental involvement.
Workers stated that the most important
determinant in making a foster care or adoption
placement was to ensure that the family was
able to meet the child’s needs. A majority of
the workers voiced concerns that the system
was unresponsive to the black community, its
children, and their families’ needs, both on an
institutional and individual level.
Most of the young abusers were placed in foster
care, and the majority of the sexually abused
went into children’s homes. The young person’s
fit with others in that setting was considered
in less than a third of the placements. In
just under half of the sample, there was no
information about the history of sexual abuse
or abusing behaviour given to the caregivers.
Risks to and from these young people with
histories of sexual abuse/abusing behaviour
were considerable.

Respondents
137 individual children of
59 joint sibling placements
from 15 agencies for
(specialized) foster family
care

10 black child-welfare
workers

Residential workers, social
workers, and foster carers
of 40 sexually abused and/
or abusing young people
aged 10 or older from two
authorities

Method
Cross-sectional mixedmethod research with
a record analysis and
interviews with the
agencies

Ethnographic research
through semi-structured
interviews

Semi-structured
interviews, file analysis,
and standardized
measurements from
key residential workers,
social workers, and foster
carers

Netherlands

Examine the planning,
preparation, and placement
choices made for sexually abused
and/or abusing young people

UK

3.

Farmer and
Pollock
(1999)

Explore the perceptions of black
child-welfare workers about
transracial adoption and foster
care placements, and their views
on the effects of the Multiethnic
Placement Act and Interethnic
Adoption Provision on black
children and their families

Carter-Black USA
(2002)

2.

Investigate the incidence of
joint placements, the foster care
agencies’ considerations with
regard to such placements, and
factors associated with their
failure or success

Country Purpose

Boer and
Spiering
(1991)

1.

Reference

Table 1. Overview of included references
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USA

Fox and
Winett
(1990)

Hegar
(1986)

5.

6.

USA

Folaron and USA
Hess
(1993)

Report the incidence of
sibling separation; identify the
characteristics of children and
their placement when associated
with separation; explore attitudes
of foster care staff toward sibling
relationships; investigate workers’
perceptions of barriers to placing
siblings together; and define those
background characteristics of the
workers, which are associated
with specific attitudes or
perceptions

Develop a system capable of
suggesting appropriate matches
between children and foster care
homes

Address the unique needs of
children of ‘Mixed American’ and
Caucasian parentage with regards
to the assessment of service needs
and the selection and preparation
of potential foster families

Country Purpose

4.

Reference

Table 1. Overview of included references (continued)
Main findings
The need to deal with the actual and potential
impact of racism on the children’s safety
and security received limited attention.
Practitioners throughout the service system
appeared insufficiently aware of the unique
needs of children of mixed racial parentage and
paid little attention to those needs.
FOCES (FOster Care Expert System) was able
to separate the reasonable from unreasonable
homes and was fairly reliable at placing in
homes, which the social workers considered
suitable for a child, and was near the top of the
ranked list.
66.8% of the children were placed with at least
one sibling. Several children, sibling groups,
and situational characteristics were associated
with sibling placement. The attitudes of staff
showed high valuation of family and sibling
ties. Their perceptions of agency placement
practice indicate pessimism about siblings
being placed together, despite the perception
that the agency encourages joint placements.
Associations are reported between workers’
background characteristics, and particular
attitudes and perceptions.

Respondents
62 mixed-ethnicity children
placed in foster family
homes for their protection,
who re-entered care between
1989 and 1991

Two social workers and the
system for making decisions,
using data from 15 homes
and 17 foster children

38 sibling groups with 108
children in pilot and 202
randomly selected children
from sibling groups in
Louisiana state custody, and
a survey of 108 state childwelfare workers assigned to
those children in the main
study

Method
Multiple case study with
a content analysis of the
case records together
with in-depth interviews
with the child, the child’s
parents, foster carers,
the caseworker, service
provider, and supervisor
Controlled testing of
system performance
by comparing output
results to expert
recommendations, when
rating the potential
matches for a child
Pilot study of nonrandom selected
children’s placement
data and main study that
used a cross-sectional
approach with descriptive
information from agency
records of randomly
selected children from
sibling groups along with
additional survey data
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Rhodes
(1992)

9.

UK

USA

Jayaratne,
Faller,
Ortega, and
Vandervort
(2008)

8.

Examine the introduction of a
new policy of racial matching and
review its implications for the
recruitment of black carers

Case study of a London
borough using postal
survey, document
analysis, participant
observation, qualitative
interviews, and elements
of action research

African American child welfare workers
are more likely to believe that race should
be considered. Conservative White workers
are more likely to endorse racial matching
compared to their liberal counterparts. Both
African American and White conservativeleaning workers are more likely to disagree
with the placement of children in gay/lesbian
households.
The change from a colour-blind approach
towards an acceptance of racial matching had
two consequences: a need to recruit black
families and a commitment to a more ethnically
sensitive service.

259 African American and
White child welfare workers
who just completed their
initial training

Documentary records
(team meeting minutes,
party reports, and policy
guidance) over a ten-year
period, and fieldwork
conducted in 1984 and
1985 using observations,
a survey of 20 principal
fostering officers, and
focused interviews with
management, social
workers, foster parents, and
applicants

Social workers of five sibling The practical difficulties of finding a placement
for a sibling group can conflict with the aim of
groups with four or more
a joint placement. Differences in treatment of
siblings
siblings are not of apparent immediate concern
to the practitioners. Meeting individual needs
militates against equality of treatment.

Phenomenological
approach with a multiple
case study using
interviews with social
workers

Main findings

Respondents

Method

Cross-sectional study
Explore child welfare workers’
with a questionnaire
views regarding the role of race
in child welfare decisions and the
appropriateness of placement with
gay, lesbian, and single foster/
adoptive parents

Explore the thinking behind
judgments made in five complex
cases involving large sibling
groups

Country Purpose

Hollows and UK
Nelson
(2006)

7.

Reference

Table 1. Overview of included references (continued)
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28

Determine caseworkers’ and
foster parents’ basic attitudes and
beliefs about siblings and sibling
placements

Explore which type of foster child
fits best with which type of foster
family

Test and enhance a practice-based
matching instrument in terms of
the completeness of information
and the ability to help with
matching

USA

Netherlands

Netherlands

11. Strijker and
Zandberg
(2001)

12. Van Dam,
Nordkamp,
and
Robbroeckx
(2000)

Country Purpose

10. Smith
(1996)

Reference

Table 1. Overview of included references (continued)

Four typologies of foster children and four
typologies of carers were distinguished. There
is a pattern between the behavioural typologies
of foster children and carers. Based on the
typologies, a predication was made about which
children would be more likely to disrupt and in
which families.
Opinions on the most important matching
factors diverge, which shows the complexity
and intangible nature of matching. The
matching model is enhanced, based on new or
recurrent factors from the research.

136 foster children and
their foster families placed
between 1996 and 1997 with
the intention to stay for
more than 6 months

8 questionnaires in each
Delphi round (could be
from different foster care
workers) and 13 foster care
agencies

Longitudinal research
with pre-test and posttest design, with surveys
for the foster children
and carers at the start of
the placement and 1.5
years later
Literature study, Delphi
method with two
rounds among foster
care workers and a
questionnaire for foster
care agencies

31 caseworkers and 38 foster Foster mothers and caseworkers have decided
opinions about the nature and importance
mothers of preschool-age
of sibling relationships. They differ in their
foster children
beliefs about the difficulty of fostering siblings.
Caseworkers appear to take both child and
relationship factors into consideration when
making placement decisions.

Cross-sectional survey
study

Main findings

Respondents

Method
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2.3	Results
The studies differed in methodology and research scope. Five studies used qualitative
methods (Carter-Black, 2002; Farmer & Pollock, 1999; Folaron & Hess, 1993; Hollows &
Nelson, 2006; Rhodes, 1992), five used quantitative methods (Fox & Winett, 1990; Hegar,
1986; Jayaratne et al., 2008; Smith, 1996; Strijker & Zandberg, 2001), and two used mixed
methods (Boer & Spiering, 1991; Van Dam et al., 2000).

2.3.1

Case factors

The studies all incorporate case factors, to understand either their importance as perceived
by practitioners or how those were considered in practice. Ten studies focused on a specific
aspect of the matching decision, such as the role of siblings (Boer & Spiering, 1991; Hegar,
1986; Hollows & Nelson, 2006; Smith, 1996), similarity of race (Carter-Black, 2002; Folaron
& Hess, 1993; Jayaratne et al., 2008; Rhodes, 1992), or how the behaviour of a child would
fit in with a foster family (Farmer & Pollock, 1999; Strijker & Zandberg, 2001). Only two
studies presented an overview of matching in general (Fox & Winett, 1990; Van Dam et al.,
2000).
Siblings. Agencies, caseworkers, and policymakers favour placing siblings together
(Boer & Spiering, 1991; Hegar, 1986; Hollows & Nelson, 2006; Smith, 1996). However, the
placement decision can become complex when meeting the needs of an individual child
conflicts with the needs of the sibling group (Smith, 1996), or if the decision creates inequality between siblings due to differences in treatment (Hollows & Nelson, 2006). Case factors
that create a barrier for finding a placement for a sibling group were a wide age gap or the
age range (Hegar, 1986; Hollows & Nelson, 2006; Smith, 1996), opposite genders (Hegar,
1986), different dates of entry into care (Hegar, 1986), and a larger number of siblings
(Hegar, 1986; Smith, 1996).
Ethnicity. In general, an individualized assessment of the child’s needs with regard to
cultural identity is favoured, which can be achieved by listening to the wishes and opinions
of children, parents, and foster carers (Folaron & Hess, 1993; Rhodes, 1992). Practitioners
mentioned the importance of assessing foster carers’ potential to help the child with racial
identity development, knowledge and acceptance of cultural heritage, and racial socialization (Carter-Black, 2002; Folaron & Hess, 1993), as well as their sensitivity to racial issues,
and the composition of the neighbourhood or school (Folaron & Hess, 1993; Rhodes, 1992).
Less attention was paid to ethnicity in the case of young children or short-term placements
(Rhodes, 1992).
Behaviour. Two studies focused on the role of foster children’s behaviour in matching
(Farmer & Pollock, 1999; Strijker & Zandberg, 2001). The first study (Farmer & Pollock,
1999) focused on placements of children with a history of sexual abuse or showing abusive
behaviour. In less than a third of those placements, practitioners considered how a child
29
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would match with others in the setting. When previous sexual experiences of the children
were considered, the age of the children, the level of required surveillance, and the presence
of other children in the foster care setting were assessed. At the end of the matching process,
the potential foster carers had the final say on whether the child was suitable for their family.
However, in some cases the practitioners did not disclose the child’s incidents of abuse or
abusive behaviour, leaving foster carers ignorant of the child’s history.
The second study (Strijker & Zandberg, 2001) focused on children’s problem behaviour
in combination with the family’s parenting approach. These authors found that children
with emotional problems are frequently placed in families with warm affectionate relationships that stimulate a child’s autonomy. Children with frequent conflicts were placed
in families with a clear family structure. However, the authors preferred the matching
decision to be profile-oriented and created typologies of children and foster carers. They
distinguished four types of child-behaviour problems and four types of foster families using
a cluster analysis. The child profiles were: Normal (as labelled by the authors), with no
notable problem behaviour; Aggressive-Delinquent, with heightened social, aggressive, and
delinquency problems; Attention-Social problems, indicating internalizing problems with
prominent scores on attention and social problems; and Withdrawn-Social, with severe
withdrawn and social problems, and feelings of depression and fear. The four family profiles
were: Conforming, with a strong emphasis on adjustment and conforming to family rules,
norms, and habits; Structured, with high social control between family members along with
an organized performance of daily tasks; Involved, indicating high societal involvement,
room for individual emotions, and limited emphasis on adjustment; and Fragile-Structured,
distinguished by few regulations and little focus on adjustment or personal development,
showing a clear structure but frequent conflicts. Children with a Normal or AggressiveDelinquent profile were preferentially placed in Structured or Involved families, children
with an Attention-Social profile in Involved or Fragile-Structured families, and children
with a Withdrawn-Social profile in Conforming families.
Other case factors. Multiple other case factors were described in the studies of Fox
and Winett (1990), and Van Dam et al. (2000). Fox and Winett (1990), who designed a
computer program to make matching decisions, included age, gender, special needs, school
information, reasons for placement, prior care, and notable behaviour (e.g., bedwetting) as
characteristics of the children assessed during matching. These characteristics were combined with the type of housing, family members, foster care training, and notable strengths
and weaknesses of carers. However, the authors did not report which interaction between
characteristics was considered a good fit. Van Dam et al. (2000) also did not clarify the
relationship or the fit between the children’s and carers’ characteristics. They presented a list
of child factors (including information about the biological family; development on cognitive, physical, social-emotional, and other areas; affective possibilities and leisure activities)
and a list of foster carer factors (which included religion, their own youth experiences,
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acceptance of the child’s biological family, expectancies, distance between biological and
foster family, learnability, and openness for guidance).

2.3.2	Organizational factors
Organizational factors often conflicted with the ability to act in the child’s best interests
or to consider the above-mentioned case factors during the matching process (Farmer &
Pollock, 1999; Folaron & Hess, 1993; Hegar, 1986; Hollows & Nelson, 2006; Smith, 1996).
Limitations as to choice. The most frequently described organizational factor is the
limited choice due to the lack of available foster families (Boer & Spiering, 1991; Farmer
& Pollock, 1999; Folaron & Hess, 1993; Hegar, 1986; Hollows & Nelson, 2006; Smith, 1996;
Van Dam et al., 2000). This limited choice was also present vis-à-vis large sibling groups,
since most families did not have the space to take in all the siblings (Boer & Spiering, 1991;
Hollows & Nelson, 2006; Smith, 1996). The lack of foster families resulted in some foster
homes being reserved for a certain group of children or concealment of information out of
fear that foster carers would reject a child (Farmer & Pollock, 1999). When lack of choice
was paramount, practitioners faced the hard decision of delaying placement or settling
for a less optimal family (Rhodes, 1992). In these situations, practitioners showed ‘judgment creep’, in which they adjusted their choice until it no longer resembled their original
preference (Hollows & Nelson, 2006). A sufficient and diverse range of foster carers on the
waiting list can help avoid hasty and inappropriate placements (Rhodes, 1992). The level
of optimism of practitioners about their ability to find a placement appeared to be related
to the organizations’ location, with rural workers being more optimistic than their urban
colleagues about finding a joint sibling placement (Hegar, 1986).
Available time. Quick judgments are often needed to provide an immediate response to a
child’s dangerous living situation (Boer & Spiering, 1991; Hollows & Nelson, 2006). Where
the urgency of a placement seemed pressing and immediate, practitioners had little time
to make their decisions (Farmer & Pollock, 1999; Hollows & Nelson, 2006). Furthermore,
workload made it difficult to make an adequate placement (Van Dam et al., 2000).
Organizational guidance. Farmer and Pollock (1999), Van Dam et al. (2000), and Rhodes
(1992) showed that a lack of guidance could lead to interpersonal differences in decisions
and ‘guessing practices’, since no certainties were proposed and practitioners were left to
predict on their own whether a placement would be in the child’s best interests (Farmer
& Pollock, 1999). Interestingly, despite the absence of official guidelines, practitioners still
sometimes referred to implicit organizational policy (Folaron & Hess, 1993; Hegar, 1986).
A formal model or policy for matching could help provide guidelines for decision-making
and enhance matching (Van Dam et al., 2000). However, a clear policy did not necessarily
mean that it was applied in practice (Rhodes, 1992).
Missing information. Information about certain experiences, such as sexual abuse, was
sometimes unknown at the time of the match or took too long to retrieve (Farmer & Pol31
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lock, 1999). Information could also be withheld as it was considered unimportant or for
social desirability reasons (Rhodes, 1992).
Other organizational factors. Other organizational factors were: financial considerations
and constraints (Hollows & Nelson, 2006), a change of practitioner during the process
(Farmer & Pollock, 1999) and the type of care being offered (Boer & Spiering, 1991; Rhodes,
1992).

2.3.3	External factors
Three external factors were related to decision-making in the matching process: policy
(Carter-Black, 2002; Jayaratne et al., 2008; Smith, 1996), competition with other organizations, and outside pressure on an organization to change (Rhodes, 1992). Carter-Black
(2002) reported that social workers indicated that they were fearful of the ‘big hand’ of the
law and, therefore, tried to find a match that was in accordance with the legislation. However, as was the case with organizational policies, ‘external’ policies were not always present;
they differed in strength, flexibility and content; and they were not always compatible with
the complexities of practice (Rhodes, 1992).

2.3.4	Decision-maker factors
Decision-maker factors, such as personal beliefs, led to internal conflicts when practitioners
were required to engage in conflicting policies or practices (Carter-Black, 2002; Jayaratne et
al., 2008), making them appear unwilling to comply (Carter-Black, 2002; Folaron & Hess,
1993). A change of policy could mean that practitioners needed to accept that their previous
decisions might not have been in the child’s best interests (Rhodes, 1992). However, a strong
ideological commitment on the part of practitioners could help to mount robust evidence to
change the organization’s approach (Hollows & Nelson, 2006; Rhodes, 1992).
Decision-maker differences were found in the value that they attributed to certain
case factors during matching (Carter-Black, 2002; Farmer & Pollock, 1999; Fox & Winett,
1990; Hegar, 1986; Jayaratne et al., 2008; Smith, 1996; Van Dam et al., 2000). Attitudes
towards racial matching and the placement of children with gay, lesbian, or single parents
appeared to be related to their own ethnicity, and liberal or conservative ideology, with
African American social workers being more inclined to value race as important (Jayaratne
et al., 2008). Decision-makers’ views of sibling placements were influenced by their own
upbringing (Hegar, 1986; Hollows & Nelson, 2006), having siblings themselves, an older
age and being a parent (Hegar, 1986). A longer career in social work influenced perceptions of implicit organizational policy; more experienced practitioners perceived the policy
to support joint sibling placements as more pessimistic, while less experienced staff were
more optimistic about the chances of finding a joint placement (Hegar, 1986). Educational
background, tenure with the agency, age and race did not prove to be relevant (Hegar, 1986).
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2.3.5	Outcomes
Three studies focused on the development of placements (Boer & Spiering, 1991; Farmer &
Pollock, 1999; Strijker & Zandberg, 2001). In the study of Boer and Spiering (1991), 14 of
the 59 sibling placements (24%) ended at an inappropriate moment in the opinion of the
agency and the foster carers for one or all of the siblings. A statistically significant relationship was found between a positive placement development and a step-wise instead of a
simultaneous placement. However, ample involvement of biological parents or a narrow age
difference between (one or more of the) siblings and other children in the family increased
negative placement endings (Boer & Spiering, 1991). There was no relationship between the
placement development and the reasons for placing the siblings together or the presence of
other foster children.
Farmer and Pollock (1999) investigated histories of sexual abuse in foster children,
and concluded that children with a history of sexual abuse posed risks to themselves or
their foster family. Seven of the 36 victimized children in their sample and three of the
17 children with sexualized behaviour had sexually abused a child during placement, and
three-quarters of the sexually abused children were involved in sexual activities. However,
it remained unclear whether more careful matching would have resulted in different placements outcomes. Subsequent decisions could also impact on the progress of a placement.
Children’s stability in foster care could worsen when other children were placed in the foster
home (Farmer & Pollock, 1999).
Strijker and Zandberg (2001) reported that children with certain profiles of behavioural/emotional problems seemed to fare better in families with certain characteristics, but
that some children had a high risk of breakdown in general and might have done better in
other types of care. Furthermore, some families might not be suitable for caring for a foster
child. They provided guidelines for each of the four clusters of child behaviour described
earlier (see section 2.3.1). Children with a Normal profile did well in all family profiles,
except Involved. Those families with an Involved profile had a high risk of breakdown with
all foster child profiles. Children showing Attention-Social problems were best matched
with families showing Fragile-Structured or Structured family profiles; children with an
Aggressive-Delinquent profile were best placed in Structured families; and children with
Withdrawn-Social problems were hard to match successfully with any of the families.

2.4	Discussion
This scoping review aimed to examine what is known about decision-making in the family
foster care matching process. Research on matching remains scarce. A systematized search
of the past 35 years resulted in twelve publications, with a wide range of empirical methodologies, originating from three countries.
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2.4.1

What did we learn from this review?

Case factors are often used as a means to narrow the scope of research on matching. Instead
of matching in general, the majority of studies focused on one type of case factor (e.g.,
siblings, ethnicity, or behaviour), which was often mentioned concurrently with organizational, external, or decision-maker factors. Second, organizational factors exerted a significant influence on matching and were an important prerequisite for matching decisions.
Without a diverse range of foster carers or sufficient time to assess the fit of a child and a
foster family, practitioners often had no choice but to place a child in the only foster family
available. Third, matching is complex and the outcome uncertain, which makes research
into this topic very challenging. As expected, a broad range of factors appeared to influence
the matching process and outcomes, and most of these factors are intertwined.
This literature review underlines the existence of major gaps in our knowledge about
decision-making in the matching process vis-à-vis all aspects of the Decision-Making
Ecology model (Baumann et al., 2011). Regarding case factors, the relationship between
matching and factors related to successful foster care placements, such as age at placement
(Oosterman, Schuengel, Slot, Bullens, & Doreleijers, 2007; Van Oijen, 2010), the child’s
placement history (Oosterman et al., 2007; Van Oijen, 2010; Villodas et al., 2016), and a
match in temperament (Doelling & Johnson, 1990; Green, Braley, & Kisor, 1996), has not
been investigated conclusively. Some organizational aspects have not received any attention
in matching research either, such as the training requirements for employees, the use of
structured decision-making (Maguire-Jack & Font, 2014), caseload diversity, and organizational support (Graham et al., 2015). Furthermore, the external context of the research is
missing for the most part. There have been no international comparative studies and, despite
efforts to include literature from diverse countries, the studies included originated solely
from three countries, providing insufficient data to allow for an analysis of cultural differences. However, inter-cultural differences have been significant in other decision-making
research (Benbenishty et al., 2015; Gold, Benbenishty, & Osmo, 2001), and it is well known
that foster care systems differ considerably across countries (George, Van Oudenhoven, &
Wazir, 2003). Specific decision-maker factors that are missing in matching research are years
of experience (Drury-Hudson, 1999) and coping mechanisms of practitioners to deal with
uncertainty (Lipshitz & Strauss, 1997). Finally, the lack of follow-up studies hinders any
possibility of concluding which case factors are important to consider during the matching
moment in order to achieve positive outcomes. The influence of organizational, external
and decision-maker components on outcomes has been neglected.
The studies included have some major shortcomings related to the findings presented,
methodological approaches, and theoretical frameworks. First, the findings reported in the
literature were conflicting. Practitioners mentioned a wide range of factors that were explicitly considered during decision-making. Lack of choice, however, was profoundly present in
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most cases. To deal with this, some case factors must receive priority over others. However,
practitioners’ strategies to deal with these competing interests have not been explained.
Second, the quality of the studies varied considerably. The majority of studies relied
on retrospective reports with limited conclusions and some used small unrepresentative
samples drawn from only a few sites. The quantitative studies ranged from small-scale
surveys using descriptive analyses or non-parametric tests, to large follow-up studies using
cluster analysis. In the qualitative and mixed method studies, data analysis was not always
clearly described.
Finally, the studies do not result in any theoretical framework that might help practitioners in the matching process. The publications are mainly clustered on three subtopics
found in matching: sibling placements, ethnicity, and behavioural aspects. Only two studies
started from a more general perspective on matching. To improve matching, there is a need
for a more comprehensive and in-depth model of decision-making in the matching process.

2.4.2

Strengths and limitations

This review may improve our understanding of decision-making processes in child welfare
services. To our knowledge, this is the first compilation of international evidence on matching decisions in family foster care. The wide exploratory scope of this review provides an
overview not only of existing knowledge but also of prominent gaps in our knowledge.
Strengths of this review are the consultation with other researchers in foster care, the comprehensive literature search, and the use of an existing model to organize the results.
Nevertheless, this review also has limitations. The interrater reliability was not systematically tested for the inclusion and exclusion criteria. However, we, as a research team,
did meet repeatedly to discuss the inclusion or exclusion criteria, as well as the studies
we included, until we reached consensus. Due to the decisions incumbent in the search
strategy, some potentially interesting studies may have been excluded. Finally, some of the
studies we included were based on small samples or used less rigorous methods.

2.4.3	Recommendations for a research agenda
Overall, this scoping review proves the need for more research into matching in foster care.
Future research should focus on relevant case factors to consider during matching decisions,
but should also aim to understand different organizational, external, and decision-maker
influences that might hinder or promote good matching practices. It should focus on the
process of matching as well as on the outcomes of the matching process (Gambrill, 2005;
López López, Fluke, Benbenishty, & Knorth, 2015).
More knowledge about the process of matching would allow us to identify which factors
might influence practitioners’ abilities to consider the well-being of the child. Knowledge
about the obstacles to good practice and the subjective input of decision-makers could provide valuable insights needed to improve practice. As mentioned earlier, qualitative studies
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are best suited to initially explore how matching works in practice. Subsequently, quantitative studies are needed to test the resulting framework in large samples. Furthermore,
comparisons between practices and policies of different regions or countries could increase
our sensitivity to cultural differences in the matching process.
Research on the outcomes of matching are needed as well to understand the case factors
that predict positive placements. Studies should follow up children from the point of entry
into foster care to understand the impact of the matching on placement development. A
literature review on the interaction of child and parent characteristics or interviews with
stakeholders, especially children and foster carers, about the characteristics that are important for them could also help to find case factors that are important in the matching
decision.
Overall, the effect of different variables on matching can be tested with multilevel structural modelling to assess the significance and size of the different features of the DecisionMaking Ecology model on matching decision-making and outcomes (see for example
Graham et al., 2015). Understanding the case characteristics related to the best outcomes,
while simultaneously taking into account the organizational, external and decision-maker
factors, would make it possible to improve the well-being of children in foster care.

2.4.4

Conclusion

Assessment of a foster child’s best interests in a matching decision is complex due to the
multitude of case factors that might be related to placement success, as well as to the influence of organizational, external, and decision-maker factors. This scoping review can be
seen as a research-informed overview of a complex field that needs our attention in the
years to come in order to improve our ability to meet the needs of foster children.
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Chapter 3
‘Nothing goes as planned’:
Practitioners reflect on matching
children and foster families
Based on Zeijlmans, K., López López, M., Grietens, H., & Knorth, E. J. (2018).
‘Nothing goes as planned’: Practitioners reflect on matching children and foster
families. Child and Family Social Work, 23(3). doi:10.1111/cfs.12437

Chapter 3 | ‘Nothing goes as planned’

Abstract
Matching children with foster carers is an important step in every non-kinship family foster
care placement. Although guidelines for matching are provided in several studies, the casespecific context of the decision can influence the practitioners’ ability to adhere to these
guidelines. Therefore, this study answers the following question: ‘How does the case-specific
context influence the practitioners’ decision-making process regarding matching in family
foster care?’ Using a qualitative design, 20 semi-structured interviews were conducted with
practitioners matching children with foster families. Three themes emerged representing
different layers of practitioners’ everyday decision-making: matching as planned, matching
being tailored and matching being compromised. The results show that exceptions are part
of practitioners’ daily work, either due to the belief that it might benefit those involved
or because of obstacles presented during the decision-making process. When the decision
is compromised, matching practitioners lower their standards, while at the same time
safeguarding the quality of the match. This proves that matching in practice is more than
choosing a family and guidelines are needed to determine what ‘good-enough’ matching
should entail.
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3.1

Introduction

Non-kinship foster care placements start with a matching decision, in which a practitioner
decides which available foster carer will look after the foster child (Strijker & Zandberg,
2001). A suitable match between foster carers and foster children is considered essential to
ensure successful placements in family foster care, while a mismatch is associated with an
increased risk of placement endings (Sinclair & Wilson, 2003; Thoburn, 2016). Unplanned
placement endings affect both the child (Newton et al., 2000; Rostill-Brookes, Larkin, Toms,
& Churchman, 2011; Rubin, O’Reilly, Luan, & Localio, 2007) and the foster family (RostillBrookes et al., 2011; Sloan Donachy, 2017). Therefore, understanding the decision-making
process of choosing the best available foster carer for a child can improve the well-being of
foster children and carers.
Studies on matching, which link together children and family characteristics, have
shown a negative predictive value on placement success for the following variables: a narrow age difference between the foster child and other children in the foster family (Boer &
Spiering, 1991), a mismatch between child’s behaviour and carers’ parenting style (Doelling
& Johnson, 1990; Green et al., 1996; Strijker & Zandberg, 2001), and a discrepancy between
carers’ expectations and the reality after the child’s placement (Doelling & Johnson, 1990).
Furthermore, some studies provide guidelines for making matching decisions: Van Dam et
al. (2000) provided practitioners with a comprehensive list of characteristics found to be important in matching decisions; De Maeyer (2016) developed the Assessment Questionnaire
Foster care Situations - Revised (AQFS-R) to assess the willingness and preparedness of
foster carers to care for different types of children; Ter Meulen and Vinke (2017) developed
a matching manual; and Moore, McDonald and Cronbaugh-Auld (2016) created a computer
algorithm to assist matchers in their decisions. However, a major finding from the literature
review of Zeijlmans, López, Grietens and Knorth (2017) was the recurrent mention of obstacles hindering the ability to implement these findings into practice. A shortage of foster
carers caused practitioners to settle for a less optimal match (Hollows & Nelson, 2006);
the effect of limited time resulted in less child-centred matches (Waterhouse & Brocklesby,
2001); and not knowing some information, such as experiences with sexual abuse, enhanced
the chances of a mismatch by underestimating the risk of a placement breakdown (Farmer
& Pollock, 1999). Furthermore, Oosterman et al. (2007) hypothesized that time-pressure
and a lack of information on the history of children at first placement predict breakdowns.
Thus, matching as theorized might be different from matching in practice.
This difference between decisions as they ought to be made and as they are happening
in practice reflects the modes of thought between analytic decision-making models and the
more intuitive approach to decision-making. Analytic decision-making models describe
how a rational person should make a decision, whereas descriptive models reflect decisionmaking behaviour in the real world (Taylor, B. J., 2012). One decision-making model that
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incorporates time and resource constraints is the bounded rationality model as described
by Simon (1972) and Gigerenzer and Selten (2002), which argues that people use simple but
effective heuristics to make their complex decision. Decision-makers choose their heuristics based on characteristics of the decision and adapt to different decision environments
(Dieckmann & Rieskamp, 2007). This adaptation to the decision environment has been
described by the Decision-Making Ecology (DME) introduced by Baumann et al. (2011).
In this exploratory model, four different contextual clusters are distinguished that influence the decision: case, organizational, external and decision-maker factors. Furthermore,
Baumann et al. (2011) incorporate the General Assessment and Decision-Making Model
(GADM), which indicates that the threshold for decisions can be influenced by the four
different clusters.
Due to the potential impact of context on the matching decision and the resulting family
foster care placement, it is remarkable that the influence of context on matching has not
received more attention. Existing literature on foster care matching decisions comes mainly
from Western countries, such as the Netherlands (Strijker & Zandberg, 2001; Ter Meulen &
Vinke, 2017), Belgium (De Maeyer, 2016), the United Kingdom (Waterhouse & Brocklesby,
2001) and the United States of America (Moore et al., 2016). In the Netherlands, where this
study is conducted, foster care is the main type of out-of-home care. Foster care organizations are non-profit foundations, funded by the municipalities, to which children are referred when in need for a foster family. These organizations are free to determine their own
method for making matching decisions as long as the Youth Care Inspection, a government
agency, considers the quality of care satisfactory. The only regulatory statement applicable
to the matching context is in the Dutch Youth Act of 2015 and relates to the religion, belief
or cultural background of the child and parents, which need to be considered within reason
and whenever possible. Adoption of children from care and the related matching in adoption, as described by Quinton (2012) and Dance et al. (2010), does not exist. Permanency
for foster children is created through long-term foster care instead of adoption.
This paper aims to improve the knowledge on matching by focusing on the case-specific
context of decisions on which Dutch practitioners adjust their day-to-day decisions. The
case-specific context of a decision consists of case information, but also includes the availability of resources at the time that or in the specific situation wherein a decision has to be
made. The following research question will be answered: How does the case-specific context
influence the practitioners’ decision-making process regarding matching in family foster care?
Descriptions of practitioners’ everyday work are deemed essential in answering this research
question. Their views generate an in-depth analysis of matching in practice, including the
differences between matching as intended and actual practice.
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3.2

Method

An inductive qualitative methodology was considered best for approaching the research
question. The qualitative approach allowed a more detailed account of practice than questionnaires and the inductive methodology helped to approach the subject with an open and
exploratory stance.

3.2.1

Participants

3

There are 28 foster care organizations in the Netherlands. In these organizations, the matching decision is often made by distinct practitioners, called ‘matchers’. Our sample (for selection strategy, see below) consisted of 22 matchers from 17 foster care organizations. Two
interviews were held with a pair of matchers, since these matchers wished to be interviewed
together to be able to complement each other’s knowledge. There were 19 women and 3 men
in the sample. The participants were between 26 and 61 years old with an average of 46. All
but one matcher had previous work experience in child welfare before becoming a matcher.
The participants’ years of matching experience at the time of the interview ranged between
1 and 15 with an average of 9 years.

3.2.2

Instruments

A semi-structured interview scheme was developed to explore the reflections of matchers regarding the matching process. The four categories of the Decision-Making Ecology
(Baumann et al., 2011) were used as a heuristic framework during the development of the
interview scheme to ensure correspondence between our questions and the complexity of
decision-making in practice. The questions, therefore, focused not only on case factors,
but also on organizational, external and decision-maker factors. Examples of questions
are: What do you look at while making a match? (case factors), How does matching in this
organization work? (organizational factors), Which factors hinder your decision-making?
(organizational and/or external), and Do you see differences between yourself and other
matchers? (decision-maker). Furthermore, an example of a recent match was asked and
discussed, and participants filled out a short questionnaire on demographics and work experience. Two pilot interviews with matchers were conducted to test the interview scheme,
i.e. to find out whether the questions generated enough response from practitioners and
whether the interview did not take too much time. No changes to the interview scheme were
deemed necessary; hence, the pilot data could be included in the analysis. The interviews
took approximately 90 minutes and resulted in in-depth information on matching in the
Dutch foster care context. This paper will focus on a detailed account of the influence of the
matching context on the decision-making process, allowing a more nuanced description on
this particular topic.
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3.2.3

Procedure

Participants were recruited using a combination of convenience and purposive sampling
(Flick, 2014). As described by Sandelowski (1995), purposive sampling in qualitative research is often focused on including information-rich cases. In our sampling, the purpose
was to include organizations from different regions in the Netherlands, which were likely
to work in a different way. This was done to achieve a deep understanding of the matching
decision-making in the Netherlands. However, the first organizations were included based
on convenience sampling. Practitioners in the researchers’ network and participants of a
symposium on matching were approached. Furthermore, we distributed a call on a foster
care forum and on social media. The response to these recruitment strategies was monitored
and, after the initial response, the recruitment strategy was adapted to a more purposive approach to achieve the recruitment aims. After noticing the repetition and lack of additional
information when interviewing a second matcher from one organization, we decided not
to continue interviewing multiple matchers from the same organization. When multiple
matchers from one organization were willing to cooperate, we discussed which matcher
would bring in the most unique information. Additional emails were sent to organizations
with a different approach to matching or in other parts of the Netherlands to urge these
organizations to participate. The recruitment of new participants stopped when the first
author, who conducted all interviews, concluded that interviewing did not appear to yield
new information on matching.
The interviews were conducted at the foster care organization at a time appropriate for
the participant. The participants signed an informed consent form and were given the opportunity to ask questions about the research. All interviews were recorded with an audio
device with permission of the participants. These audio recordings were transcribed and
anonymized for data analysis. The Ethics Committee of the Department of Pedagogical and
Educational Sciences of the University of Groningen approved the study in January 2015.

3.2.4	Data analysis
The interviews were transcribed verbatim. Analysis of the anonymized transcripts was conducted using the thematic analysis guidelines provided by Braun and Clarke (2006). Initial
codes were generated using principles of open and inductive coding, wherein each relevant
extract about matching was selected and coded using a descriptive label on the essence of
the extract. These codes were clustered and sorted into potential themes. These themes were
based on prior memos made during the familiarizing and initial coding phases. The main
author was primarily responsible for coding the interviews and discussed with the research
team any findings or major decisions.
Three distinct themes were identified: ‘Matching as planned’, ‘Matching being tailored’
and ‘Matching being compromised’. Furthermore, during the analysis it became clear that a
distinction could be made between two components of the matching decision: content and
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process. Content refers to the characteristics of the foster child, parents and foster families
that interact in the placement decision, while process reflects the steps that matchers take
during decision-making, such as meetings with the child, discussions with other practitioners or the gathering of more information. Where possible, this distinction is used to
assess the influence of the case-specific context on the different components of the matching
decision.

3.3

3

reSuLtS

The three themes identified reflect the different layers at which practitioners were talking
about matching. The first layer is matching as planned, which consists of the standardized
matching being used as a framework for daily practice. This matching as planned is based on
rational thinking, empirical evidence, work experience, existing procedures or agreements
between practitioners. The second layer is matching being tailored. Practitioners described
how matching as planned could be adjusted when encountering a case requiring a different
approach. This second layer is considered by practitioners as a necessary step to ensure
the well-being of children in decision-making. Matching as compromised is the final layer
and consists of the obstacles which practitioners face in decision-making. These obstacles
hinder a practitioner’s ability to follow the way of working described in the matching as
planned layer and diminish the possibility to tailor the decision. This final theme is divided
in two subthemes: lowering matching standards and safeguarding quality. This process can
be seen as the matching in practice framework and is visualized in Figure 1.

figure 1. Matching in practice framework.
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3.3.1

Matching as planned

While there were vast differences between organizations in the process used to make the
matching decisions, all practitioners described a matching as planned. This matching as
planned is characterized by the generalizing nature of the statements made by practitioners.
Reading their statements, it feels as if this is daily practice in all cases, for example the
following practitioner who described:
We look at cultural background, we look at the pedagogical qualities of foster carers… Ehm yes,
we basically go through all those points. (matcher 4)

Other statements characterized under the matching as planned theme already make the distinction between the ideal practice and the day-to-day practice. The ideal practice portrayed
the matching as they make their decision when there are no compromising obstacles. An
example is provided by the following practitioner:
The most ideal situation is that, after the question comes in, I read the information available
on the request for help, so about the child and the family. All information available, I will read
it. (matcher 17)

For some matchers, the process as planned entailed speaking with children, parents and
foster carers, while others made an assessment based on written information from other
practitioners. Other differences in the matching process could be found in the scheduled
amount of consultation with other colleagues or senior staff members, which differed from
once per week to only when facing difficulties. On content, some organizations used lists
compiled of distinct characteristics, such as age, religion, location, and so forth, other organizations did not have their ‘matching as planned’ written down. However, the reported
content of the matching decision did not show major differences between organizations.
Age of the child, distance between the family of origin and the foster family and type of
care needed were mentioned by all as starting variables. Furthermore, religion or cultural
background, behaviour and the pedagogical skills of foster carers and the other children in
the foster family were recurring matching elements mentioned by the practitioners. Differences could only be found in the details. For example, one organization required the age of
a child to differ from the other children of foster carers with a minimum of two years, while
another organization used a minimum of one year.

3.3.2

Matching being tailored

Practitioners encountered situations in which the matching decision was tailored to the
wishes, needs, circumstances or characteristics of those involved. Both the content and the
process of matching could be adjusted by the decision-maker. This happened when they
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assessed that circumstances required an approach different from ‘matching as planned’.
Related to content, matchers determined what is most important for their decision based on
the unique characteristics of the child and the parents. Therefore, the matching decision is
different from case to case, and assessed anew for each child.
What I do first is to ‘read’ the child, so to say, gather information about the type of child and then
the child’s question will arise: ‘I ask for…’ and that can be anything. And then I will search for
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families that have an answer for it. (Matcher 13)

The interpretation of different elements of a match, such as the child’s behaviour in accordance with the skills of the foster carers, the geographical distance between the foster carer
and the parents, the child’s age and the foster family composition, et cetera, also differed per
child. For example, for some children it was better to be as close to their birth parents as
possible, while for others a place further away was preferred to guarantee safety.
Is it a child who likes to sit behind the Gameboy all day or is it a child who enjoys being active?
And if you find a family that also enjoys being active, then it is often a better match than a
passive family and that the child is full of energy that cannot be released. Yeah, that cannot be
the aim. (Matcher 5)

Participants adjusted the matching process when they believed this was in the best interest
of stakeholders, for example when they noticed the process was going too fast for a child,
or parents needed another conversation to accept their child being placed in a foster family.
It very much depends on the age [of the child] and whether we are the right person to talk to the
child in the first place. Children often have to deal with lots of different care workers, and I always
try, I try [to have a conversation with the child]. Children of 12 years and older, but beforehand
I think about whether it is desirable or if it would only be more confusing for a child. Optionally,
I go together with the foster care worker, for example, and I can be introduced. (Matcher 8)

Furthermore, different circumstances required participants to change matching, for
example the incarceration of parents, a sudden incident that requires a quicker placement,
or sickness of a colleague. Therefore, matchers tended to be flexible and look for solutions
to guarantee the best possible matching process when the standard way of working was not
possible.
Well, sometimes it does not succeed. This all sounds ideal: parents cooperating and thinking it
is fantastic, well, that is sometimes not the case. Sometimes they are in prison or are simply not
able to cooperate. Then we will check whether, for example, the children are in a foster family and
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if that family can tell something. Or the guardian who knows much about the child, is he or she
available to fill in the form or whoever? (matcher 16)

Thus, both predictable and unpredictable characteristics of a specific case urged practitioners, with the best interest of those involved in mind, to be flexible when matching and the
matching decision is tailored to fit the case-specific situation.

3.3.3

Matching being compromised

When obstacles occurred, practitioners deviated from their intended or desired matching
practice, while simultaneously being aware that this could decrease the matching quality.
According to the participants, the main obstacles to matching were: time-pressure, lack
of options, and incompleteness of information. To deal with these obstacles in practice,
practitioners described two strategies in cases of less optimal matching contexts. It consists
of two subthemes: 1) lowering matching standards and 2) safeguarding quality. The first
subtheme is a strategy to ensure that despite the obstacles, a matching decision can be made.
The second subtheme relates to the efforts of practitioners to assess and increase the quality
of the decision despite the obstacles.
Lowering matching standards. The matching obstacles, time-pressure, lack of options
and incompleteness of information, influenced the decision-making process in various
degrees, either only the content of the decision, or both the content and the process of
decision-making. Time-pressure influenced both the content of the matching decision, as
well as the process. Related to content, participants expressed that the quality of the matching decision decreased. When matchers were unable to gather all necessary information or
talk to colleagues and stakeholders, decision-making became less refined. Furthermore, the
sense of urgency resulted in lower standards being applied to the matching decision.
But he also competed [with other children], and we actually knew that, that he should not go to
a family with children of his age. But because you do not have anything else, he had to leave that
foster family. They went on holiday, so he had to leave. Yeah, you go, then you depart from the risk
factors. And that was indeed not a smart move. It really clashed. (matcher 16)

However, the clearest consequence of feeling pressured or a lack of time was a less comprehensive matching process, according to matching practitioners. Time-pressure resulted in
skipping or shortening different steps of the matching process, such as gathering information, meetings with stakeholders, allowing time for foster carers to reflect on the proposed
placement, reporting or evaluating the placement, and consultation with colleagues.
Furthermore, one matcher emphasized how a shortened matching process could result in a
more traumatic experience for the child.
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And in an emergency, you take the child [from their parents] and you pop it into a family. Well,
that can never be good for a child, of course. So, that is an obstacle [for matching]. And then the
child has already, well, you actually provide the child with a trauma and then you still have to
place the child into another family. Well, if you can prevent that, it would be very nice. (matcher
2)

The lack of families made that matchers were faced with a decision with limited options,
which resulted in lowering standards on the quality of the match and not being able to take
into account all elements of the match. Thus, matching with limited options often involved
taking more risk or being less certain about the possibility that the placement was good for
the child.
And the shortage [of carers] means that the ideal picture, as far as that ever was, well, more
and more… resembles very little from what we actually manage to achieve in the end. And that
sounds very negative in terms of, well, maybe the child would be better off going back to his or
her parents, but no. However, it is true that you in fact always start with downsides. (matcher 7)

Furthermore, matchers had fewer possibilities to tailor their decision and comply with the
wishes of stakeholders. In addition, they sometimes approached foster carers with a placement request outside their described preference. Thus, the lack of options resulted in a
match with less agreement from those involved.
His own wish was to live in (location) or surroundings, because there his friends, lot of his friends
live there and, I think, his biological father and grandma. But well, I already explained that we
did not have that [family]. Then you see that a child does not have much to say about it, because
eventually it [the placement] has to happen attuned to what we have available. (matcher 3)

From this quotation, it also became clear that time-pressure decreased the lack of options.
When practitioners faced less time pressure, they could decide to delay placement until a
better foster family was available. The lack of foster families, therefore, affected the matching content, but initially not the matching process. However, when no family was available
that matched the needs of a child, the matching process ended or a different alternative had
to be found.
Finally, practitioners described the incompleteness of data as an obstacle for making a
thorough decision. Missing, outdated, distorted, or incorrect data demanded them to make
a superficial match, only focusing on those characteristics that were known. Furthermore,
it could influence the priority or direction of the matching elements as described in the
matching as planned or matching being tailored themes. The incompleteness of information
led to more uncertainty about decisions and increased the role of intuition.
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And often you do not, sometimes you have no information. Well, then you actually match on
nothing. A little on intuition. (matcher 12)

The process of matching did not change by the incompleteness or incorrectness of information.
Safeguarding quality. In their decision-making, participants looked for ways to decrease
placement risk. One strategy was to enhance the matching process or the trajectory after
placement. During the matching process, for example, the downsides were discussed with
foster carers to prepare them for the potential challenges. Focusing on the trajectory after
placement, the downsides were communicated to the practitioner guiding the placement.
Extra support, such as intensive supervision or trauma therapy, was arranged when deemed
necessary and beneficial. However, some participants hesitated to make a match for which
support would be immediately necessary.
And can foster carers handle this [placement] or do they need to learn or develop something first?
And I think that is risky, because too often one says: ‘Yeah, but then we will just teach them’, and
mention extra support, but well, we also know that the extra support is never there on day one.
And you also notice that foster carers… well, organizations think that those people are eager to
get extra support, really enjoy daily or weekly supervision in their house… but it asks a lot of
them. (matcher 6)

Another strategy for dealing with matching obstacles was to find a foster family able to
handle a compromised placement. For example, when faced with limited information,
participants searched for a family that was not easily overwhelmed, and was considered to
be able to handle a wide range of behaviours. Less capable families or new foster carers were
preserved for the more clear or straightforward placements.
When you know very little about the child, then I search for experienced foster carers. And I
will say: ‘Yes, I know it is a 6-year old boy, but nothing more. I just know the name and I know
nothing about the behaviour.’ And nine out of ten times they say: ‘Bring it on’. And then they just
wait and see. (matcher 1)

Furthermore, matchers assessed the strengths and weaknesses of each decision to predict
the possible risk for a negative placement experience. If the possible matching decision was
not feasible, they decided not to place the child in the family concerned. Thus, matchers
have a notion of ‘a good-enough foster family’, which they use to assess whether the foster
child can be placed in a family despite compromises. A matching decision is considered
‘good-enough’ if the risk is low enough to make the placement, even though not all matching criteria have been met.
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When we have a family that we consider ‘good-enough’… and ‘good-enough’ might sound very
negative, but it really has to be ‘good-enough’. We have to have confidence that, OK, this can be
something. And it might not be ideal, for example in location when one would have to travel quite
far for visitation with parents, but there are enough strengths in the parenting situation. That,
such a notion should be present. (matcher 9)

The level of risk that participants were willing to take depended on the expected duration
and intensity of the placement. For short placements, the match was less intrusive and,
as a result, more downsides of the match were tolerated. The same was true for part-time
placements, for example when a child needed a foster family for the weekend.
Yes, it’s because 24-hour [care] is more intense, has a much bigger impact, it is about actually
living there. Then I think that, well actually you assess a little more carefully. You really want to
know all information in advance, on the child and what parents have been through for example.
While in part-time care, I do not need to know everything. And the foster carers do not need to
know everything, because they are a supportive family, they are complementary to the parents.
(matcher 18)

According to the participants, young children required a more thoughtful match compared
to older children who stayed in foster care for a shorter period of time. Thus, matchers were
more likely to deviate from the ideal matching content or process when placement was less
intrusive and of shorter duration. If placement was not considered ‘good-enough’ to expect
good results, matchers looked for alternatives. They approached a different family foster
care organization, redirected the child to a different care setting or used other methods to
try to find a foster family, for instance a more intensive network search, social media or an
advertisement in a newsletter for foster parents.

3.4	Discussion
The aim of our study was to analyse the influence of the case-specific context on the decision-making process of matching in family foster care. The overarching finding was that the
matching decision in practice consists of three layers: planned, tailored and compromised.
Exceptions are part of matching practitioners’ everyday work, whether to do ‘what is best’
by tailoring the decision to the case or because obstacles limit the decision-making process.
When the decision is compromised, matchers lower their standards, while at the same time
safeguarding the quality of the match by compensating the lower standards and assessing
whether the placement would still be ‘good-enough’.
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3.4.1

Main findings

While research on matching clearly describes guidelines (see e.g. De Maeyer, 2016; Moore
et al., 2016; Ter Meulen & Vinke, 2017; Van Dam et al., 2000), matching in practice is far
from a standardized procedure. Similar to previous studies (Boer & Spiering, 1991; Farmer
& Pollock, 1999; Hollows & Nelson, 2006; Van Dam et al., 2000; Waterhouse & Brocklesby,
2001), our research shows that the matching decision is adjusted to fit the needs of a specific
child and can be compromised by time-pressure, shortage of families, and incompleteness
of information. Thus, matching in practice appears mostly pragmatic rather than systematic.
Current existing guidelines do not fit the complexity of decision-making; there is a large gap
between theory and practice. The existing theory is mainly normative, while the practice of
matching is more likely to follow the bounded rationality model: practitioners adjust their
decision-making process to deal with the complexity of the matching decision and are likely
to use simple but effective heuristics to choose a foster family for a child.
Secondly, a clear distinction could be made between the process of the matching decision and the content. All themes were applicable to both, but the influence of obstacles
on process or content differed. Time had the most profound compromising influence on
decision-making. While all obstacles influenced the matching content, time-pressure also
influenced the decision-making process. Furthermore, the compromised matching process
due to time-pressure increased the role of other obstacles, since, for instance, steps for
gathering information were shortened or skipped, and time to wait for other foster families
to become available was lacking. However, due to the nature of foster care as a measure for
children referred to the child protection system, time-pressure due to the child’s hazardous
situation is inherent to foster care (Waterhouse & Brocklesby, 2001). Thus, one could argue
that matching is a balancing act: one should make time to act carefully, while simultaneously speed up to remove the child from a potentially harmful situation.
Third, matchers have a threshold for deciding if a match is ‘good-enough’. Comparable
to the GADM (Baumann et al., 2011), this threshold determines whether one takes action or
not. In this case, the threshold dictates whether the foster child will indeed go to the foster
family or whether the risk for negative placement experiences is too high. This matching
threshold is, similar to the GADM, influenced by external influences, which are the duration and intensity of the placement. However, there is one major difference between the
matching threshold and the threshold from the GADM. While the GADM implies that the
decision-maker decides whether action is needed, the decision not to take action in matching is only seen as a last resort and equals a failed matching process. The decision to place a
child in a foster family comes prior to matching. Only when no ‘good-enough’ foster family
is found, matchers have no other choice than to find an alternative for family foster care.
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3.4.2

Strengths and limitations

The reality and complexity of the matching in foster care have become clear through the
stories of professional match-makers about their daily practice. These valuable insights
contribute to our understanding of the complexity of decisions to be taken. Since our
sample consisted of a diverse range of organizations in the Netherlands, the results are not
related to a specific matching procedure. Furthermore, matchers differed in experience,
age and gender, making the sample heterogeneous within this specific field of expertise.
Despite the heterogeneous range of participants, there were no clear distinctions based on
characteristics. This confirms the frequent occurrence of deviations in matching practice.
The transferability of these findings from the Dutch context to cultures in which the standard practice is regulated with more procedures or methodologies is not known; yet, it
could be hypothesized that all three layers are occurring in every decision albeit in different
magnitudes.
Our study also has some limitations. Results represent subjective experiences of professional matchers. Self-serving attributional bias, described as the tendency to attribute positive events to oneself and dismiss negative events as attributable to other causes (Mezulis,
Abramson, Hyde, & Hankin, 2004), might cause an overestimate of the influence of context
by matchers. However, the effect of context on matching could also be underestimated due
to the inherent desire of practitioners to make a positive impression (Collins, Shattell, &
Thomas, 2005). Rational decision-making is often considered as best practice and the norm
for decision-making.

3.4.3

Implications and recommendations

Pragmatic constraints often dictate current matching practice. Especially pressure to make
a decision has a negative impact on the matching process and content. While in some
situations time-pressure might be needed, for example when a child is in severe danger,
sometimes more time could be provided when there is a lower workload or more efficient
collaboration between parties. In addition, the quality of information could be improved by
thorough documentation or communication before the need for placement exists, while a
more elaborate recruitment strategy could result in a wider and diverse foster family pool.
Although the practical constraints might be part of everyday practice, organizations should
aim to minimize the effects of these constraints on the matching decision.
While current guidelines are applicable to ideal circumstances or the ‘matching as
planned’, this study shows that matching practice is more complex. Therefore, instead of
ideal practice, guidelines should also consider ‘good-enough’ matching and help matchers
assess whether certain compromises are acceptable or come with risks for the child and/or
the foster family. Future research should not only look whether a certain characteristic is
related to successful placements, but also whether there are variables interacting with the
characteristic to decrease or increase placement risk. This will allow practitioners to assess
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whether a characteristic should be leading in their decisions, or whether issues with the
characteristic could be compensated. Furthermore, more research is necessary to understand how the compromised reality of matching decisions affects the decisions made by
practitioners. The bounded rationality model describes how their decisions are based on
simple but effective heuristics. In matching research, to the best of our knowledge, these
heuristics have not been studied. One way of analysing these heuristics would be to conduct
a think-aloud approach, as described by Lundgrén-Laine and Salanterä (2010).

3.4.4

Conclusion

In sum, matching entails more than finding a foster family for a child. During the matching
process, practitioners go through a process of tailoring the decision to the specific needs
and safeguarding a good placement start by assessing whether the family is ‘good-enough’,
and trying to compensate concerns. Therefore, the current definition often provided when
talking about matching, which consists of only choosing, does not cover all components
of the matching decision. Even if only one foster family is available, a decision needs to be
made. A new definition could bridge the gap between research and practice and help to
find a way of dealing with the complexity of matching. We propose to describe matching in
family foster care as: the process that involves both deciding on the most compatible foster
family available for a child and forging a strong foundation for the foster care placement
with the goal of maximizing the chance of placement success.
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Abstract
Participation of children, birth parents and foster carers in matching decision-making
has the potential to improve the outcomes of a foster care placement. When practitioners
choose which foster family is the best fit for a foster child, those affected by the foster care
placement should be involved in decision-making when possible. This research paper
examined the influence of children, birth parents and foster carers in the matching decision from a practitioner’s perspective. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 22
practitioners from 17 of the 28 foster care organisations in the Netherlands responsible for
matching children with foster families. The analysis identified three themes that diminished
the influence of children, birth parents and foster carers on the matching decision: assumptions, timing and feasibility. The findings emphasise that the influence of stakeholders on
the matching decision is highly contextual. In the matching process, practitioners can be
seen as key figures in facilitating the influence of stakeholders; yet, are also confronted with
the difficulty of dealing with more than one stakeholder, who can have opposing interests,
in an often compromised setting with limited choices.
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4.1

Introduction

Non-kinship foster care placements have a deep impact on children, birth parents and foster
carers. Children are placed in an unknown foster family, might have to change schools and
could lose contact with their friends, causing feelings of fear, helplessness and confusion
(Fawley-King, Trask, Zhang, & Aarons, 2017; Reimer, 2010). Birth parents experience a
sense of loss from having diminished contact with their child and losing their parenting role
(Schofield et al., 2010). For foster carers, the arrival of the foster child can be stressful and
demanding (McKeough et al., 2017; Thompson, McPherson, & Marsland, 2016). All three
‘parties’ are stakeholders in the foster care process. They have an interest in the success of
the placement and are affected by its objectives and outcomes.
Participation in decision-making empowers stakeholders and can diminish negative
effects (Bell, 2011; Knorth, Van den Bergh, & Verheij, 2018). Children who participate in
decisions feel more valued and are less likely to experience desperation, anxiety or anger towards a care decision (Bessell, 2011; Ten Brummelaar, Harder, Kalverboer, Post, & Knorth,
2018). Although children have a right to have their views heard in decisions related to their
lives (United Nations, 1989), they are often inadequately involved in decision-making processes (Arbeiter & Toros, 2017; Bessell, 2011; Krappmann, 2010; Ten Brummelaar, Harder
et al., 2018). In classification models on child participation, a distinction is made between
children taken seriously and children having no real influence (Charles & Haines, 2014;
Hart, 1992; Shier, 2001). To adequately include children in decision-making, it is essential
that they are not only heard, but that their views are respected (Krappmann, 2010). Practitioners’ reasons for inadequately involving children are mostly related to age (Berrick,
Dickens, Pösö, & Skivenes, 2015) and to the underlying image of children as vulnerable or
incapable (Arbeiter & Toros, 2017; Van Bijleveld, Dedding, & Bunders-Aelen, 2014).
Birth parents often feel stigmatised, poorly informed and unheard in decisions concerning their child in out-of-home care (Höjer, 2009). Child protection workers often employ
a ‘practitioner as expert’ approach in which they maintain a dominant position (Healy,
Darlington, & Yellowlees, 2012) or even decide for the family instead of with the family
(Arbeiter & Toros, 2017). Using this approach, practitioners maintain a power position in
which they are the experts and assess whether the input of clients is worthy of consideration
(Levin, Gewirtz, & Cribb, 2017). Barriers for involving birth parents are their perceived
unwillingness, insufficient time, workers’ lack of confidence in their own skills, and a lack of
supervision (Arbeiter & Toros, 2017; Darlington, Healy, & Feeney, 2010).
Foster carers want to be provided with necessary information and included as partners
in decision-making (López López & Del Valle, 2016; Rosenwald & Bronstein, 2008). When
they feel valued and taken seriously, they have a better relationship with the organisation
and are more likely to continue fostering (Sellick, 1996). However, social workers mention
mixed views on the appropriateness of treating carers as equal partners in decisions (Kirton,
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Beecham, & Ogilvie, 2007). They argue that foster carers are not always able to ‘see the bigger picture’. Furthermore, the responsibility of social workers for the outcome of the foster
care process could be a barrier to treating foster carers as colleagues (Kirton et al., 2007).
Overall, participation is a way to put the values of social work, such as equality and
fairness, into practice (Arbeiter & Toros, 2017; Levin et al., 2017) and provides an opportunity to improve child and youth care (Knorth et al., 2018). In the Netherlands, the Youth
Act – implemented in 2015 – promoted a movement ‘from care to participation’ (Bouma,
López López, Knorth, & Grietens, 2018). The law requires practitioners to talk with instead
of about children and parents. Practitioners need to inform them of the youth care plans
and, unless a judge rules otherwise, cannot do anything without the approval of clients
unless this could seriously harm those involved. However, implementing participation is
challenging, since practitioners must navigate between the views of those involved, legal
norms and principles, economic and bureaucratic conditions (Pösö & Laakso, 2016) and the
less than ideal circumstances (Colton, Roberts, & Williams, 2008; Zeijlmans et al., 2017).
One decision in foster care that requires participatory practice is the matching decision.
The matching decision forms the beginning of a non-kinship foster care placement and is
a crucial starting point to forge partnership and cooperation (Bessell, 2011). The matching
decision is described as finding the most compatible foster family available for a child, while
also forging a solid foundation to maximise the chance of placement success (Zeijlmans,
López López, Grietens, & Knorth, 2018). To investigate how stakeholders can be involved
in the matching process and the extent to which this is happening in the Netherlands, this
research paper will address the following question: How do children, birth parents and
foster carers participate in the matching decision in family foster care, according to matching
practitioners? Interviews with practitioners from the Netherlands are conducted to better
understand children’s, birth parents’ and foster carers’ involvement in the matching decision. This will provide more insight in the mechanisms behind current practice and generate
possible points for improvement. Practitioners’ views related to the chances and difficulties
of involving stakeholders are vital to improve foster care practice, while simultaneously
stimulating the scientific debate on shared decision-making.

4.2

Method

In the Netherlands, foster care organisations employ practitioners whose main responsibility is to match children with foster carers. This provides an opportunity to interview people
who have years of experience making matching decisions and who can provide an image
of both normative decision-making as well as general reflections on practice. An inductive
qualitative methodology, using semi-structured interviews with practitioners responsible
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for matching children with foster carers, was chosen due to the exploratory nature of the
research question.

4.2.1

Participants

Our sample consisted of 22 matching practitioners from the Netherlands. There were 19
women and three men in the sample and the average age was 46.4 years (SD=8.66). Two
interviews were held with a pair of matchers, since these colleagues wished to be interviewed together to complement each other’s knowledge. The practitioners’ average years of
experience with matching was 9.3 (SD=4.33).
The matching practitioners were employed by 17 of the 28 foster care organisations in
the Netherlands. Fifteen organisations operate on a regional level and two (out of four)
on a national level. The methodology used for matching children to foster carers is not
standardised, causing differences between organisations in matching procedures (De Baat
et al., 2014). Related to the involvement of children, birth parents and foster carers in the
matching process, the main difference is whether the practitioner responsible for the matching has face-to-face contact with stakeholders or if they acquire the information indirectly
through other professionals (see Table 1).
Table 1: Use of direct (X) or indirect (-) contact with stakeholders while matching
Organisation

Child

Parents

Foster carer

1

X

X

X

2

-

-

X

3

-

X

X
X

4

X

X

5

X

X

-

6

-

-

X

7

-

-

-

8

X

X

-

9

-

X

X

10

X

X

X

11

-

-

-

12

-

-

-

13

-

X

X
X

14

-

X

15

X

X

-

16

X

X

X

17

X

X

X
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4.2.2

Instruments

A semi-structured interview was developed to explore the decision-making process of
matching. The interview incorporated questions related to the four categories of the
Decision-Making Ecology (Baumann et al., 2014) to include not only case factors, but also
organisational, external and decision-maker factors. While the interview covered the full
range of issues related to matching in family foster care, the influence of children, birth
parents and foster carers was prevalent throughout the interview, for example in questions
like How does matching in this organisation work? and Could you provide an example of a
recent match?. Furthermore, the influence of stakeholders was the focus of one section of the
interview, which asked specifically: To what extent are the wishes of children / birth parents /
foster carers considered during the matching decision? Two pilot interviews were conducted
to test the interview. Since the interview proved satisfactory, no changes were made and the
pilot interviews were included in the analysis. The interviews took on average 90 minutes.

4.2.3

Procedure

To recruit practitioners, a combination of convenience and purposive sampling was used
(Flick, 2014) with the aim of achieving heterogeneity in location and work methods. First,
using convenience sampling, matchers willing to cooperate in the study were included.
They were approached using the researchers’ network, a list of participants of a symposium
on matching, an online foster care forum, and social media. After the initial response, the
recruitment strategy was adjusted to a purposeful approach in which diversity on matching
methods was the central aim. To achieve this, the recruitment was targeted towards specific
organisations that were assumed to use a different methodology or from a region in which
we did not have any participants. When multiple practitioners from one organisation were
motivated to join, a deliberate decision was to select the practitioner who would add to the
diversity of the study (i.e., male practitioners due to the larger proportion of women in the
sample). Furthermore, after interviewing colleagues from the same organisation on three
occasions, the decision was made to discontinue this practice; the interview with colleagues
did not yield significant additional information. The recruitment of new practitioners
stopped when the interviewer determined that further interviews would likely generate no
relevant information.
To accommodate the practitioners, the interviewer travelled to the foster care organisation at a time suitable for them. After providing an explanation of the research, the practitioners signed an informed consent form. The interviews were recorded using an audio
device and were subsequently transcribed and anonymised for data analysis. The research
has been approved by the Ethics Committee of the Department of Pedagogical and Educational Sciences of the University of Groningen in January 2015.
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4.2.4	Data analysis
The transcripts were coded using ATLAS.ti (version 8) and thematically analysed following the guidelines of Braun and Clarke (2006). Decisions and the themes resulting from
the analysis were discussed with the research team. The first author was responsible for
coding and clustering the data. Initial codes were generated using principles of open and
inductive coding, wherein each relevant extract about matching was selected and coded
using a descriptive label on the essence of the extract. After the initial coding, codes related to the influence of stakeholders were clustered into three categories: children, birth
parents, and foster carers. While clustering, only matching defined as choosing an already
screened and approved non-kinship foster family was included, while other methods that
were mentioned during the interviews, such as ‘child-centred recruitment’ (i.e. finding nonregistered families willing to foster a certain child) or ‘foster carer-led matching’ (i.e. foster
carers respond to distributed profiles of children), were excluded. The interview focused on
the ‘traditional’ matching and these methods were only briefly explained by practitioners.
Furthermore, the data were considered to be a reflection of the individual’s opinion and
daily practice habits intertwined with the organisational culture and guidelines. Since our
interest in the analyses was on daily practice in which those two are also intertwined, we did
not attempt to separate the individual from the organisational influences. However, we did
analyse whether the differences between organisations affected the influence of stakeholders
on the matching decision.

4.3	Results
The aim of this study was to analyse how children, birth parents and foster carers influence
matching decisions. Although most participants saw the importance of participation in
the matching process, the interviews also showed that the influence of stakeholders on the
matching decision is sometimes futile. Overall, their influence appeared to be highly contextual. The themes, therefore, focus on the underlying patterns resulting in a diminished
influence of stakeholders on matching. Three themes emerged: assumptions, timing, and
feasibility. Assumptions are the practitioners’ beliefs that underlie their reasons for decreasing the influence of stakeholders; timing has to do with the moments of involvement in
the matching process; and feasibility relates to the achievability and practicability of the
stakeholders’ influence due to the compromised context of the matching process. These
themes are explained in detail below with quotations to illustrate the findings.

4.3.1

Assumptions

Throughout the interviews, practitioners described characteristics and behaviour of stakeholders to make assumptions on their ability to participate in the matching process. These
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assumptions could result in a belief that diminished influence on the matching decision
would be in the best interest of the stakeholder or other stakeholders involved. Assumptions
also related to the different methods of involving stakeholders in the matching decision,
direct or indirect involvement. However, this did not appear to directly diminish or increase
the influence of stakeholders on the matching decision. Both could lead to the same influence
of stakeholders, but indirect contact was guided by the assumption that a new face could be
confusing or difficult for stakeholders, while those using direct contact felt it could provide
more information than only paper-based wishes. The assumptions that could diminish the
influence of stakeholders will be described per stakeholder (children, birth parents and
foster carers) as the details for each stakeholder are different; however, the general concept
underlying the theme is similar for each group: when practitioners assumed influence on
the matching decision would not be beneficial, the stakeholders’ influence decreased.
Children. Children who were considered unable to express their wishes or opinions and
children for whom knowing about the transfer to another family might be too stressful were
less likely to participate in the matching process.
Look, we did not involve the girl, she was notified after everything was set and done. Just because,
well, it is dramatic when you have lived in a family since you were three and when you are
fourteen you have to leave. That is just terrible. So you do not want to bring additional stress with
everything that is going on, so we told her only then. (Matcher 19)

In general, older children were seen as more active participants in approving and accepting
the foster care placement, while younger children remained uninformed or unheard on
occasions, as reflected in the quotation. Sometimes, practitioners mentioned an arbitrary
cut-off point they used in their daily practice that determined if a child was old enough to
be involved. These cut-off points differed per interview: older than twelve years for eight
practitioners, ten years for two practitioners, and six years for two others. However, exceptions to this cut-off point happened when older children were perceived as ‘too vulnerable’
or younger children were considered outspoken.
Birth parents. The influence of parents on the matching decision could diminish if
parents were assumed to be uncooperative or unconstructive in their involvement, either
by being unable to formulate realistic wishes towards a future placement or by forming
a potential risk for placement breakdown. When the wishes of parents were assumed to
be non-cooperative and unrealistic, they were quicker to be disregarded in the matching
decision.
A very Christian family, for example… well, that is something that I think should be honoured.
But well, if it cannot be a family that is coincidentally for a certain soccer team or something…
you know, those are the kind of discussions you get sometimes. And then it is no longer helpful.
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Then it is, well then it will never be satisfactory. Then it is defiance against foster care in itself.
And we should stay away from that. (Matcher 9.1)

The general views of practitioners on the willingness and ability of parents to cooperate
during the matching decision were diverse. Some practitioners indicated that, in most
cases, parents were able to cooperate, while other practitioners described birth parents as
difficult to involve in the matching process. When involvement of parents was considered
potentially harmful to the success of a placement, practitioners decided to exclude parents
from some aspects of the matching process. In the example, provided in the following quote,
the perceived threat for the placement success resulted in the foster carers and birth parents
not meeting each other, which meant that birth parents would not be able to express their
views on the ability of foster carers to care for their child.
So, I estimate whether those people (parents) will constantly show up on the doorstep. If so, we
cannot let them meet [with the foster carers] like that. If we do, you will have a situation in half a
year where the child must move out because parents constantly show up. (Matcher 11)

Foster carers. Foster carers’ influence was diminished due to assumptions on their ability
to critically reflect on the placement’s impact. Foster carers who were seen as able to reflect
on their own abilities and to say ‘no’ to a matching proposal were approached sooner when
there were doubts about the suitability of a matching decision, while foster carers who were
too eager to foster or more likely to say ‘yes’, due to their sentiments for a child, were less
often approached.
Then we can also request information from the trainer who did the foster carer’s initial screening
and it might well be that the answer is: “Well, foster carers are perfectly capable of telling you
whether they can or dare to do this”. And it can also be that the trainer says: “Well, do not do this,
because these foster carers would say yes, while it might be that they will regret it in two weeks
when it turns out they shouldn’t have”. (Matcher 14)

Furthermore, practitioners sometimes overruled the foster carer’s opinion. Mostly, this
entailed cases in which the foster carers thought that they could do something and the
practitioner did not think so or if it went against regulations set within the organisation. The
following quote is from a practitioner who explained that they would overrule foster carers’
wishes due to a regulation to have a minimum of two years between the age of the foster
child and the biological children in the foster family.
And we also tell the foster family this. If they want to foster children in the age of two to nine
years old, but they have a son aged seven, we will tell them: “Well, that is going to be from two
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to five years old then…”. And, actually, we do not even go higher. If your child is seven, then you
have experience to age seven, so we would not quickly place a child of nine years. (Matcher 17)

4.3.2	Timing
The timing of stakeholders’ participation in the matching process appeared to differ per case
and stakeholders, which altered their influence on the matching decision. Early involvement
was described as unconstrained, since no match had been decided upon. It entailed asking
children and parents about their wishes and needs for a foster family, and foster carers
about their expectations and wishes regarding a future foster child. This information could
be used as input for making the matching decision. When stakeholders were not involved
in this stage, practitioners had to estimate or guess what might or might not be important
to the stakeholder. For foster carers, gaining information on their wishes and expectancies
intertwined with their training and selection as foster carers. Participation of parents and
children in this early stage was in some cases impossible or skipped, resulting in less influence on the matching decision, as explained by the following practitioner:
Beforehand, we have, if it succeeds, contact with parents to map the wishes of parents regarding
the foster family. (…) And, well, then you really get the information about the child at first hand.
But that is not always possible. When parents absolutely disagree with the out-of-home placement, well… then they will not come to us. (Matcher 16)

After information on the case is gathered, the decision was made which family would be
linked to the foster child. In only three interviews did a practitioner talk about presenting
stakeholders with multiple options and allowing them to decide. One was a practice example
of a case in which a mother was presented with multiple options for her child after refusing
the first placement alternative. The other two cases were practitioners who mentioned that
presenting multiple alternatives to children or birth parents could be beneficial yet impossible due to the lack of families. However, after the decision was made, stakeholders could
still influence the decision by asking for their opinion or approval. Thus, the decision could
still be changed when deemed necessary. Furthermore, as part of this evaluation process,
meetings could be organised in which stakeholders got to know each other and expressed
how they felt. However, the general pattern seems to be that as the matching process progresses, the stakeholder’s power to influence the decision outcome diminishes. Children,
especially when younger, were mostly involved last and, therefore, had hardly any potential
to change the matching decision, as can be seen in the following quote:
I think there is more and more attention for it, for asking children after they have been (visiting the foster carers) what they think and whether they have any questions or want to bring
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something to their new house. (…) So, those kinds of things. But then the match has already been
made. So, it is actually after… (Matcher 3)

When children were involved after birth parents and foster carers had already approved the
placement, the meeting between the child and foster carers could be viewed as the start of
the placement and not as a part of the matching process.

4.3.3	Feasibility
Practitioners described that although participation of children, parents and foster carers
was desirable, it was not always feasible due to the lack of foster families, time or other
practical issues. To deal with the lack of foster families, practitioners often asked stakeholders for leeway in their wishes and explained from the outset that finding the perfect fit is
impossible. One practitioner described it as follows: wishes were not used as a checklist,
but as guidance for finding a match. The lack of foster families did not only diminish the
capacity to adhere to the wishes of children and parents, but also the preferences of foster
carers were stretched when practitioners felt they could be a good match to a specific child.
In these cases, the best interests of the child to be in a foster family were more important to
the practitioner than adhering to the preferences of foster carers. However, in those cases,
the foster carers always had the opportunity to express their views on the placement and a
refusal was acceptable.
And then call them [foster carers] and I say: “…but I have a question for you outside of your
preferences, because I am calling about a boy of eight”. Even though their preferences are up to
five. “May I continue talking or should I stop now?”. And sometimes they will say: “Just stop,
we will not do that”. Well fine, I just had to give it a try. And sometimes they will say “keep
talking”. (Matcher 13)

Time was the second factor making participation less feasible. In a crisis placement, but
also in other placements with a sense of urgency, practitioners explained that they have very
limited time to decide, which reduced their ability to involve others in decisions. Often,
children and parents would not be involved in the decision-making process and foster carers were only quickly asked whether they were available and willing to foster this case.
And in a crisis placement, it is of course very difficult to involve people, children or parents,
because they often only know about it when Child Protection Services are at their door…
And with long-term placement, then it is of course more a process in which parents are also
involved. (Matcher 3)
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Other practical limitations mentioned were mostly related to parents, such as the termination of parental rights, imprisonment, admission to a mental health facility, or complete
absence from their child’s life.

4.4	Discussion
Participation in decision-making has been shown to have positive effects on the outcome
of decisions and the wellbeing of those involved (Bell, 2011; Knorth et al., 2018). In the
Netherlands, participation of children and parents is a mandatory requirement in the new
Youth Act (Bouma et al., 2018); however, participation of stakeholders in the matching
process is not self-evident. By interviewing practitioners on the influence of children, birth
parents and foster carers on the matching decision, three themes were found that diminish
the influence of these stakeholders: assumptions, timing and feasibility. Practitioners must
handle the difficulty of dealing with more than one stakeholder, who can have opposing
interests, in an often compromised setting with limited choices. This endorses the findings
of Pösö and Laakso (2016) who claim that matching requires a great deal of navigating
between different interests, subjective views and the, sometimes, compromised context of
decision-making. Although most practitioners do see the importance of participation and
work with the best interest of those involved in mind, this study shows that participation of
stakeholders is not straightforward.
Stakeholders depend on others to facilitate their participation and consider their input
in the matching decision. Practitioners have a key role in facilitating the involvement and
influence of children, birth parents and foster carers. The only exception that is mentioned
in the Dutch Youth Act for excluding or diminishing the influence of children and parents
in decisions concerning their life is when participation could inflict serious harm upon
those involved. This study showed that not only potentially serious harm influences participation, but also assumption, timing and feasibility diminished the influence of stakeholders
on the matching decision. Prior research already highlighted the ‘paternalistic view’ that
practitioners sometimes have towards their work with clients (Arbeiter & Toros, 2017;
Healy et al., 2012; Kirton et al., 2007; Levin et al., 2017). This study, in a way, also portrays
practitioners as using a ‘paternalistic view’ of participation. Their assumptions on the ability
of stakeholders could diminish their capacity to influence the matching decision, they could
determine when and how stakeholders were involved and, even in a compromised context,
they could choose which stakeholders’ wishes to fulfil and which to ignore. Although there
are very good examples of cooperation and partnership in matching decision-making,
there is a belief among practitioners that they know best what is in the best interests of
children, birth parents and foster carers. However, even if unintentionally, this practice may
harm the relationship between them and the stakeholders (Bessell, 2011; Sellick, 1996; Ten
64

Brummelaar, Harder et al., 2018) and negatively affect the foster care placement (Bell, 2011;
Knorth et al., 2018).

4.4.1

Strengths and limitations

By including practitioners from 17 of the 28 organisations in the Netherlands, this study
provides a geographically diverse sample of Dutch foster care organisations, including
two (of four) national foster care organisations. The matching practitioners from these
organisations gave an overview of the everyday practice of making matching decisions and
the participation of children, birth parents and foster carers in this process. Their daily
experience with matching decisions allowed them to thoroughly describe the practice of
decision-making. Furthermore, their viewpoints allowed us to analyse the reasons behind
the practitioners’ actions during this process.
Although practitioners provided a nuanced description of daily practice, the experiences
of children, birth parents and foster carers on their involvement in the matching process
were not included in this research. Including their views might have provided a different
image, since practitioners might portray the practice of matching as more participatory
than children, birth parents or foster carers to make a positive impression (Collins et al.,
2005). After all, participatory practice is considered by most workers and clients to be positive and needed (Arbeiter & Toros, 2017; Levin et al., 2017).

4.4.2

Implications and recommendations

Involving practitioners in a qualitative manner proved a valuable way to gain more insight
into the complexity of daily practice. Practitioners are responsible for implementing policy
and research into their daily work and are, therefore, an important source of information for
understanding and improving social work practice. However, the experiences of children,
birth parents and foster carers also deserve attention. Therefore, a retrospective qualitative
study among stakeholders would be an interesting follow-up study. The views of stakeholders might provide more insight into their experiences of participation, the positive and
negative aspects of undergoing a placement transfer and their insights into good practices.
This study also provides interesting recommendations for practice. To enhance the
participatory involvement of stakeholders in the matching decision, the underlying patterns of the three themes could be tackled. First, practitioners should be encouraged and
compelled to involve stakeholders in their decision-making process and aided to revise
their assumptions on stakeholders’ involvement. This should include educating them about
the importance of participation, but also training them to improve their skills in talking to
stakeholders. By improving their skills, stakeholders can be assisted in participation, even
when they might be less able to formulate and express their wishes. Secondly, it could be
interesting to start trials, with cooperative and highly able stakeholders first, to see whether
it is possible to include children or parents in the choosing of foster families. And lastly,
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more effort should be put into finding more foster families to generate a wider pool of carers
and a higher chance to find a match that fits the wishes and needs of those involved.
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Abstract
Complex decisions are often based on heuristics, which are shortcuts or simple ‘rules of
thumb’. Since the matching decision in family foster care is often made in a less-than-ideal
setting and riddled with uncertainty, heuristics are expected to be applied in that field of
child and youth care on a daily basis. However, the use of heuristics in the matching decision
has not been studied empirically until now. This research explores how decision-making
heuristics are used by practitioners to determine which foster family is the best fit for a
child. A number of 20 matching practitioners from the Netherlands were interviewed using
vignettes and a ‘think-aloud’ methodology to generate an understanding of their reasoning.
Two types of vignettes were created: hypothetical children and hypothetical foster families.
The interviews were analysed using a qualitative deductive content analysis focusing on key
indicators of three classes of heuristics: recognition heuristics, one-reason heuristics, and
trade-off heuristics. The results show that recognition heuristics did not play a decisive role
in the matching process; practitioners considered more than one family before making a final decision. The findings for the one-reason heuristics reveal conjunctive decision-making
rules; families were rejected based on one negative premise. The analysis of the trade-off
heuristics demonstrates that the number of positive premises and the ratio between positive and negative premises predicted the matching decision. However, the total number of
premises also predicted the matching decision, which might indicate confirmation bias.
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5.1

Introduction

The goal of matching in foster care is to choose the best fitting foster family for a child (Strijker
& Zandberg, 2001; Zeijlmans et al., 2017). Several guidelines and tools have been provided to
promote the use of analytical decision-making techniques in the matching decision (Moore
et al., 2016; Strijker & Zandberg, 2001; Van Dam et al., 2000). These guidelines consider
matching from a normative perspective, assuming a ‘gold standard’ or a correct decision to
be made (López López et al., 2015). The focus on rationalizing the matching decision is in
line with the increasingly recognized idea that decisions in social work need to be validated
with evidence and explicated in a normative reasoning format (Taylor, C. & White, 2001).
Because a wrong decision in social work can have profound consequences for the people
involved, concerns about the erroneous nature of decision-making are understandable.
Several studies have focused on the reasoning processes in the decision-making of social
work practitioners (e.g. Benbenishty, Osmo, & Gold, 2003; Munro, 1999; Spratt, Devaney, &
Hayes, 2015). In these studies, practitioners appear to process information in a rather deliberate manner, based on rules they think are relevant (Benbenishty et al., 2003; Sheppard &
Ryan, 2003). However, biases can also be detected, such as the tendency to focus on a narrow
range of evidence or to be reluctant to revise previous judgements (Munro, 1999; Spratt et
al., 2015). Thus, decision-makers choose, albeit correct or incorrect, their decision strategies
(Dieckmann & Rieskamp, 2007). Furthermore, they use their psycho-social rationality to
adapt decision strategies to the complex reality of the environment (Taylor, B. J., 2017).
The ‘bounded rationality’ model, which originates from the work of Simon (1956),
describes how decisions in practice are often based on heuristics, which are shortcuts or
simple ‘rules of thumb’ for making decisions (Taylor, B. J., 2012). The definition of a heuristic used in this paper comes from Gigerenzer and Gaissmaier (2011, p. 254): “A heuristic
is a strategy that ignores part of the information, with the goal of making decisions more
quickly, frugally, and/or accurately than more complex methods”. These rules are considered
simple due to the uncomplicated nature compared to the more analytical rules that require,
for instance, comparing all attributes of all the alternatives (Gigerenzer & Gaissmaier, 2011).
Heuristics can also be expected to be employed in matching practice, since the matching
decision is often made in a less-than ideal or compromised setting in which there is a lack of
time to consider all alternatives or with uncertain or missing information (Pösö & Laakso,
2016; Zeijlmans et al., 2018).
The work on heuristics is often associated with the work of Daniel Kahneman and
Amos Tversky, who identified heuristics as a source of potential biases (i.e. Kahneman,
2003; Tversky & Kahneman, 1974; Tversky & Kahneman, 1983). However, while analytic
decision-making approaches are generally considered to be superior to a heuristic approach,
their higher rate of success is not always guaranteed (Gigerenzer & Gaissmaier, 2011). This
is explained by the bias-variance dilemma. In statistical theory, three sources of errors are
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identified: bias, variance and random error. Using analytic decision-making decreases the
risk of bias; yet, by using more uncertain parameters, the influence of variance increases.
Heuristics use fewer parameters to come to a conclusion, thereby diminishing the influence
of variance on errors and limiting the influence of uncertainty (Dieckmann & Rieskamp,
2007; Gigerenzer & Brighton, 2009; Gigerenzer & Gaissmaier, 2011). For example, Wübben
and Von Wangenheim (2008) compared complex models with a simple heuristic to distinguish customers who are likely to purchase again in a given time frame (active customers)
from those who will not (inactive customers). The heuristic predicted that customers
who had not purchased anything within a certain number of months were inactive. Both
decision-making models, complex versus simple, were tested in three industry settings for
their ability to predict which customers would be active in the future. Results showed that
the efficacy of both models was similar; the complex model did not outperform the simple
heuristic. Thus, the efficacy of heuristics or more complex models is determined by the context of the decision (Gigerenzer & Brighton, 2009). Heuristics can be considered rational
decision-making tools in environments with a high degree of uncertainty and complexity
(Taylor, B. J., 2017). Therefore, it is important to understand the decision-making processes
used by matching practitioners in their daily practice. Knowing the decision rules applied
by practitioners helps to distinguish potentially effective heuristics that can, eventually, be
tested against more complex models for matching children with foster carers.
Heuristics are often grouped in four classes: recognition-based decision-making,
one-reason decision-making, trade-off heuristics and social heuristics (Gigerenzer &
Gaissmaier, 2011). The first three classes of heuristics can be used individually on a task,
whereas the social heuristics are more applicable to settings in which multiple people must
decide together. The first class, recognition-based decision-making, uses the familiarity of
alternatives as a predictor for the decision-making outcomes, wherein the highest value is
attached to alternatives that are recognized (‘recognition heuristic’) or recognized faster
(‘fluency heuristic’). A specific sub-heuristic of fluency is the ‘take-the-first’ heuristic in
which the first alternative that comes to mind is chosen. In the case of matching, this could
imply that the first foster family that comes to mind, when one is familiarizing with the
information of the foster child, is the family in which the child would be placed.
The second class of heuristics, one-reason decision-making, is when decisions are made
based on one cue (Gigerenzer & Gaissmaier, 2011). Part of this class are the conjunctive
rules, the so-called ‘deal breakers’ that need to be met to continue the deliberation, and the
disjunctive rules in which an alternative is accepted when one key attribute is acceptable
regardless of the other attributes (Bruch & Feinberg, 2017). In the matching decision, these
cues are likely to be a combination of an attribute from the child with a foster family attribute.
The third class of heuristics consists of the trade-off heuristics, in which multiple cues
and alternatives are considered and compensatory strategies can be used (Gigerenzer &
Gaissmaier, 2011). Unlike recognition-based and one-reason decisions, this class of heuris70

tics weights more cues. However, contrary to analytic decision-making strategies, the tradeoff heuristics consider all cues equally and ignore the potential differences in importance
for the decision. Tallying is one example of trade-off heuristics, which implies a simple
counting of desirable and undesirable cues after which the alternative with the largest number of desirable cues is chosen. In the matching decision, this would mean that the family
with the most favourable, the least unfavourable or the best ratio between favourable and
unfavourable cues will be chosen by the practitioner.
Finally, the social heuristics, such as imitate the majority or follow the most influential
person, are heuristics based on social information (Gigerenzer & Gaissmaier, 2011). In
matching, these heuristics are most likely to be used in settings of shared decision-making
between colleagues. In those settings, it could be expected that one practitioner appears to
know best, changing or forming the judgements of the other practitioners.
The compromised or imperfect nature of most matching decisions (Zeijlmans et al.,
2018) might cause practitioners to rely on heuristics instead of more analytical approaches
to decision-making (Taylor, B. J., 2017). However, the use of heuristics in matching decisions
has not been assessed and, therefore, it is unknown which, if any, heuristics are used in daily
practice. This study, therefore, answers the following research question: Are decision-making
heuristics used, and if so how, to determine which foster family is the best fit for a particular
child? The resulting heuristics might be valuable in improving the matching decision by
increasing awareness on the current use of heuristics, starting a discussion about matching
in practice and beginning a research line into the efficacy of heuristics compared to more
complex matching models. Thereby, formalizing and understanding heuristics could result
in less practice variation and, in the long run, develop a more efficient and transparent
decision-making process.

5.2

Method

In the Netherlands, the matching decision in family foster care is made by a matching practitioner. These practitioners are charged with the task to choose the best foster family for all
children entering their foster care organization. This provides an opportunity to study the
decision-making process of practitioners who have expertise in making matching decisions
on a regular basis. In this study, matching practitioners were interviewed using vignettes.
Vignettes are stimuli of hypothetical situations to which participants are asked to respond,
which are used to elicit opinions, values and reactions (Hughes & Huby, 2002). The vignette
approach was combined with the qualitative approach of the ‘think-aloud’ methodology
to generate a sophisticated understanding of the practitioners’ reasoning behind matching decisions, while also enabling a controlled comparison between the reasoning of these
decision-makers (Wilks, 2004). The research has been approved by the Ethics Committee
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of the Department of Pedagogical and Educational Sciences of the University of Groningen
in January 2015.

5.2.1

Participants

For the project, 20 matching practitioners were recruited from 17 of the 28 foster care organizations in the Netherlands. All interviews were conducted individually, except for one
interview with two practitioners who were, on their request, interviewed as a pair. However,
during the meeting, these two practitioners were asked to make their own individual decision as much as possible. The 20 practitioners, of which three were male, had an average age
of 46,4 years (SD=9,05). The work experience with matching ranged from one to 15 years
and the average was 9,23 (SD=4,25).

5.2.2

Instrument

While the use of written vignettes is often considered too abstract and detached from real
life processes (Hughes & Huby, 2002), matching practitioners deal with written information
on children and foster carers on a daily basis. Therefore, written vignettes were designed to
reflect real matching cases that the practitioners could come across in their daily practice. To
create the vignettes, the first author observed matching practitioners from two organizations
and analysed case files from a third organization. Furthermore, foster care placement literature was consulted to include often-mentioned variables related to placement outcomes (e.g.
Oosterman et al., 2007; Van Dam et al., 2000; Van Oijen, 2010). The directionality of these
variables was used to create the vignettes. For example, the consulted literature showed that
ethnicity and cultural background is a frequently debated topic in matching research (e.g.
Carter-Black, 2002; Folaron & Hess, 1993; Jayaratne et al., 2008), causing the ethnicity of
children and parents to be included in the vignettes. Furthermore, the dominant discourse
is that foster carers should be sensitive to racial issues and be able to help a child with
developing a racial identity (Carter-Black, 2002; Folaron & Hess, 1993); therefore, a more
open attitude towards ethnicity or a more similar cultural background was considered in
this study to be a potentially positive cue for practitioners to take into account.
Two types of vignettes were created: 1. hypothetical child’s cases coming into foster care,
and 2. hypothetical foster families ready for fostering. Starting points for constructing the
vignettes were: none of the foster families should be the perfect fit as this is often neither the
case in real situations (Zeijlmans et al., 2018); the best decision should not be apparent to allow for diversity between practitioners; and vignettes should be real-to-life. This resulted in
three vignettes of children and five vignettes of potential foster families. The vignettes were
presented as a two-page story and made more realistic by adding examples of children’s
behaviour and reasons for specific wishes by foster parents.
Table 1 presents an overview of the characteristics of the children vignettes. The first
child is Yasemin, a five-year old girl with introvert behaviour from a minority culture in
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a

Islamic

Negative

Delay on language and social skills

Internalizing (problems making contact);
characteristics of PDD-NOS

Crafting, likes cats

Fear of men

Religion

Attitude parents

Cognition

Behavior

Hobbies

Other

Father + Mother

-

-

-

-

-

Does not go well with other children

Football, playing outside

Externalizing (aggressive), hyperactive, mischievous); being
tested for ADHD

Delay on social skills

Mother accepting; father unknown and no contact

Catholica

Dutch

-

Physical abuse, witness of parental abuse

Dutch a

Abuse by father, addiction

Father; mother and new partner; half-sister; younger brother

Parental rights terminated

5 months emergency/short-term foster family placement
18 months long-term foster family placement (disrupted)

Long-term foster care

Boy

Nine years, almost ten

3. Jeroen Griffel

-

Drug raid

a

Supervision order

NA

Emergency

Boy

Two years

2. Dennis Tromp

These characteristics were not explicit, but attentive practitioners could sense the existence by noticing cues and insinuations.

Neglect; sexual abuse ; physical abuse

Turkish

Abuse

Ethnicity

a

a

Supervision order

Judicial status

Father + Mother

5 months emergency/short-term foster family
placement

Care history

Neglect and suicide attempt of mother

Long-term foster care

Type of placement

Family composition

Girl

Gender

Reason out-of-home

Five years

Age

1. Yasemin Arslan

Table 1. Characteristics of the children vignettes
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the Netherlands, who requires a long-term foster care placement. The second vignette is
on Dennis, a two-year old boy, on whom very little information is available due to the
emergency nature of the placement. The third vignette is about Jeroen, who is almost ten,
shows externalizing behaviour problems, and, after a failed placement, requires a new longterm foster family. The chosen names are mostly common Dutch first names, except for the
vignettes that are created to have a different cultural background. Geographical location
was not included in the cases, even though this might play a role in everyday matching
decisions, due to the relative nature of distance and the spread geographical distribution of
the participating organizations.
The five foster families (Table 2) differed on most of the characteristics, such as age, family composition, fostering experience, et cetera. We determined that practitioners should
at least be able to choose from two or three potential options for each child, which is why
two or three foster families were designed to have a similar amount of beneficial or disadvantageous elements for the foster children based on the potentially positive and negative
associations derived from literature and observations of matching practice. While creating
the vignettes, the families De Boer-Meijer, Kolkman and Malik were considered as options
for Yasemine; Malik and Timmerman for Dennis; and Van der Wiel, De Boer-Meijer and
Malik for Jeroen.
Vignettes were tested using a step-wise approach: discussing the vignettes with the
research group; presenting the vignettes to colleagues not involved in designing the cases;
discussing the vignettes to a qualitative think tank in our university; and conducting pilot
interviews with two practitioners. These pilot interviews validated the adherence to the
starting points for designing the vignettes: the practitioners did not think any family was
perfect; they came to different decisions even though they were from the same organization;
and they confirmed the resemblance between the vignettes and data they normally had
available during the matching process. The pilot interviews followed the same protocol as
the other interviews and the practitioners did not receive additional information. The only
difference was that they were asked extra information afterwards to validate the resemblance
to their work. Due to the successful pilot, these two practitioners were included in the final
sample and no changes were made to the vignettes.
The interviews included semi-structured questions in the beginning of each vignette
regarding the resonance of the vignettes with their daily practice. At the end of each vignette, additional questions were asked on the practitioners’ satisfaction with their decision.
Furthermore, the participants were asked to reflect on the easiest and most difficult match
of the three vignettes and the differences between matching the vignettes and daily practice.
However, for the larger part, the interviews consisted of a concurrent think-aloud technique,
which asks people to verbalize their thinking while performing a task (Lundgrén-Laine &
Salanterä, 2010).
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Dutch

Dutch

Pastry chef (retired) +
ballet dancer (retired)

Vocational

Protestant

Long-term or shortterm

11+

No sexual abuse or
PDD-NOS

Villa

1 large dog

Ethnicity

Profession

Education

Religion

Type of placements

Preferred age

Contra behaviour

Living situation

Animals

1 horse, chickens, goats and
cats

Small farm

No ADHD, mental
handicaps or sexual abuse

4+

Long-term of short-term

Agnostic + atheist

Pre-vocational + higher
education

Artist (at home) + teacher
primary school

14 years, 7 emergency
placements and one longterm successful placement

3 years, 3 successful
short-term placements

Fostering experience

2. De Boer – Meijer
Lesbian couple (55y + 54y)
without children

Father (69), mother
(66), daughter (36),
two sons (34 + 31).
All children living
independent.

Family composition

1. Van der Wiel

Table 2. Characteristics of the foster carer vignettes
3. Kolkman

1 dog

Terraced house

No ADHD, PDD-NOS or
mental handicap

0 to 6 years

Long-term

Protestant

University

Teacher at the university
(part-time) + manager at
railway (part-time)

Moroccan

None

Father (29), mother (28),
one daughter (8)

5

75

4. Malik

5. Timmerman

Dutch
Editor (flexible)

University of applied
science
Atheist

Dutch
Shop owner (full-time) +
stay-at-home mum
Vocational + primary
school
Muslim

0 to 4 years
No mental handicap
Villa
None

2 to 10 years
No mental handicaps or
sexual abuse
Apartment
None

Long-term, short-term or Short-term or emergency
emergency

5y, 3 prior emergency
placements, has been a
foster child with foster
siblings himself

< 1 y, failed placement
due to behaviour of
biological child towards
previous foster child

Father (39), mother (38), Father (46)
two sons (18 + 16). Oldest
son living independent.
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2. De Boer – Meijer

Recently had a
granddaughter

Have been in contact with
other cultures

Horse-riding, gardening,
crafting and arts

Other

-

Hobbies

Personal space, routine and
open communication

Open, can go too far

Loving with clear
routine

Parenting style

Loving + Solid, close

3. Kolkman

-

Open, see the importance

Guitar, DIY, volunteering

Clear rules, communicating

Wanting another child,
Deliberately no biological
children, provides them with helping children
gratification

Attitude towards parents Want to build a good
relationship

Love a challenge, have
the time and space

Large family, pleasant + Free-spirited + structured
pressure to achieve, but and highly religious
much love and affection

Reason for fostering

Upbringing

1. Van der Wiel

Table 2. Characteristics of the foster carer vignettes (continued)

Father lived with his
grandma for a while in
his youth

See the importance, will
make an effort

Cars, chatting, watching
TV

Respect and trust

Children have grown up,
saw ad on the need of
Moroccan foster families

Loving hardworking +
unknown

4. Malik

Social network wants to
help if needed

No priority, but positive
and willing

Travelling, cooking, video
gaming

Spending lot of time and
energy for a short time

Motivated by own
experience

Parents died when child,
grew up in loving foster
family

5. Timmerman
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5.2.3

Procedure

Participants were approached via email correspondence with foster care organizations and
by using the researchers’ network, a list of participants of a symposium on matching, an
online foster care forum and social media. Participation included two separate meetings
with each of the participants. The first meeting was a semi-structured interview on general
matching practice and the second meeting was the vignette study. The interviews were
deliberately spaced on month apart to diminish a link between the results of the first and
the second interview that could prompt them towards specific results. After explaining the
research during the first meeting, the practitioners signed an informed consent form for
both meetings, although they were asked verbal permission after the explanation and before
starting the recording of the second meeting.
One month before the vignette interview, after the first meeting, practitioners received
the information on the foster families and were asked to read the information before the
next meeting. To make sure that the information was read and fresh in their mind, the first
questions of the interview focused solely on the foster families by asking them what they
found remarkable, interesting or different in the vignettes. This often resulted in information
on the characteristics that they deemed beneficial or disadvantageous in a general sense.
This simulated the practice of matching decision-making, in which families are trained and
assessed before being matched to a foster child and their points of concern and strength are
reported in their foster care case file.
The child vignettes were presented one by one during the second meeting. The order
of the vignettes was the same for all practitioners. For each child vignette, participants
received time to read through the information and could write on the paper if needed.
After some initial questions on the representability of the case, the practitioner was asked
to make a matching decision. During this decision-making process, participants could read
and re-read the information on the child and the families as much as they wanted. The
interviewer only interfered with the practitioners’ thinking process when they appeared to
decide on families without explicitly mentioning their thinking or overlooked one of the
families by accident. Questions of the participants about the vignettes were answered only
when deemed necessary to understand the case, but no extra information was added to the
already described case. The meeting took place at a location of the practitioner’s preference
and lasted approximately 90 minutes (30 minutes per vignette). Participants gave permission in the beginning of the meeting to record the interviews. Afterwards, the interviews
were transcribed verbatim.

5.2.4	Data analysis
The interviews were analysed using a qualitative deductive content analysis with focus on
the manifest data (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008). This analysis focused on the development of participants’ thinking processes for matching the vignettes by looking at the order of matching
77

5

Chapter 5 | Heuristic decision-making in foster care matching

conclusions, premises and expressions of uncertainty. In the preparation phase, the interviews were transcribed and each transcript was used as a unit of analysis. The interview
conducted with the pair of matchers was cut into two units of analysis; one consisting of all
expressions made by one matcher and the other consisting of the expressions made by the
other. The document was kept intact to understand reactions, which refuted or agreed with
something the other had said, but the analysis was done separately for both practitioners.
The researchers were continuously aware that the cooperation of these two practitioners
could explain differences between their reasoning and the reasoning of other practitioners.
After reading through the interviews multiple times, the coding units of each interview
were determined. These coding units consisted of words, sentences or paragraphs containing the same meaning. To be included in this study, the coding units had to be connected
to the matching decision for the vignettes and should not be generalized statements on
matching or be unrelated to the topic of the interview. Each coding unit was given a number
to indicate the order of the statements in the interview and, subsequently, these units were
coded using a descriptive codebook. The statements were first coded on the type of statement, which included the codes: matching conclusion, premise, expression of uncertainty
or pointer from interviewer, and secondly on the child and foster carer vignettes that were
discussed in the statement. When the statement was a conclusion, it was subdivided into
four categories: none of the families is a match; this family will not be a match to this child;
this family is the first choice for this child; this family is not the first choice but a possibility
for this child. When the conclusion stated that none of the families is a match, the interviewer urged the matcher to choose the best family present, allowing for both a matching
family and a non-match conclusion in the same case. Premises were defined as statements
or arguments that provides reasons or support for their decisions and were additionally
coded for the direction of the statement, which could be positive, negative or neutral. This
is based on the value added to the premise by the practitioner. A positive premise is when
the statements’ content was considered by the matching practitioner to have a beneficial
influence on the foster care placement, whereas a negative premise conveys a potentially
harmful or unfavourable impact of the content according to the practitioner. Neutral was
coded when the premise was considered to be not harmful but also not beneficial or the
other way around, for example Two to ten years, so he would fit in their age range or I do not
read anything about her potentially having ADHD, PDD-NOS or a physical handicap, which
are the behaviours that Kolkman would not want to foster. There is nothing beneficial in these
statements. Instead, they show the potential of something negative, which is not present in
this particular combination of family and child.
Two of the authors independently coded the statements of one interview to test the
clarity of the codes in the codebook. The first time, this resulted in an updated codebook
and a clear description for each code. A Cohen’s kappa was calculated over the second interview that was coded independently and interpreted based on the guidelines from McHugh
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(2012). This resulted in a moderate agreement on the type of statement K = .73; an almost
perfect agreement on the child discussed K = . 94; and also an almost perfect agreement on
the family discussed K = .94. For conclusions, we calculated Cohen’s K for those conclusions
that were identified by both reviewers, which resulted in a K = 1, indicating an almost
perfect agreement. We did the same for the directions of the premises, which indicated a
moderate agreement, K = .64. After this level of agreement was reached, the first author
coded the other interviews.
To determine the heuristics used by matching practitioners, we examined key indicators
of common heuristics for the three matches made by the practitioners. These indicators were
based on existing knowledge on decision-making (Gigerenzer & Selten, 2002; Gigerenzer
& Gaissmaier, 2011) and determined separately for each practitioner and for each case. The
chosen family was determined based on the coded conclusion. After identifying a possible
heuristic, a more in-depth analysis of the decision-making rules was conducted. To determine whether practitioners use a recognition heuristic, we looked at the order of the discussed families to see if practitioners ended up choosing the first family that comes to mind
(‘take-the-first’ rule). Furthermore, the first statements were examined in more detail to see
whether these families were mentioned first due to a specific reason or whether this seemed
rather coincidental. For the second class of heuristics, the one-reason decision-making, we
examined the amount of positive, negative and neutral premises for the not-chosen and the
chosen foster families. Families that were not-chosen based on only one negative premise
could indicate a conjunctive rule (a so-called ‘deal breaker’), while families chosen based
on one positive element disregarding the negative premises could indicate a disjunctive rule
in which an alternative is accepted when one key attribute is acceptable regardless of other
attributes (Bruch & Feinberg, 2017). When the results indicated a potential conjunctive
or disjunctive rule, the statements were analysed in more depth to see what they had in
common. Finally, possible trade-off heuristics were identified by calculating which families
had the most positive premises, the least negative premises and the highest percentage of
positives compared to the total number of premises. These findings were compared to the
outcome of the matching decision to find the percentage of right predictions based on this
heuristic. The total number of premises is used to check whether the chosen family was
mentioned as frequent as other families or if there were more premises in total. If so, this
might indicate that the heuristic does not necessarily predict the outcome, but the desired
outcome might predict the number of positives mentioned for the chosen family.

5.3	Results
On average, the interviews consisted of 131 statements (SD=22.94). The distribution between children was fairly equal with 30% of the statements for Yasemin, 20% for Dennis
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and 29% for Jeroen. The other statements were not linked to any specific child. As expected,
there were differences in the chosen foster family for each child. Yasemin was placed either
with the Malik family (n = 11) or the Kolkman family (n = 8). Four practitioners concluded
that none of the families was a good match to Yasemin and preferred to continue to search
for other solutions to find her a foster family. Three of these practitioners eventually did
express which of the foster families they considered the best match from the presented vignettes, which was used in further analysis. One practitioner did not find any of the families
suitable for Yasemin and did not express a best available option. Dennis was matched to the
families Timmerman (n = 10), Malik (n = 8) or De Boer-Meijer (n = 2). Jeroen was matched
to the families De Boer-Meijer (n = 13) or Van der Wiel (n = 5). Six practitioners preferred
another solution than the presented families because they thought the behaviour of Jeroen
was ‘too difficult’ for each of the families. Four of them eventually did make a decision on
the best available family, which was counted for further analysis, whereas two practitioners
could not make a final choice between the presented families.

5.3.1	Recognition heuristic
The recognition heuristic that was tested was whether the family mentioned first was reflected in the outcome of the decision-making process. Table 3 provides an overview of the
families mentioned first compared to the final family chosen for the same child.
Table 3. Cross tabulation of families mentioned first and the outcome of the decision
Outcome
First mentioned

Van der Wiel

De Boer-Meijer

Kolkman

Malik

Timmerman

Van der Wiel

1

2

3

6

5

De Boer-Meijer

0

2

2

2

1

Kolkman

2

2

0

0

1

Malik

0

3

2

10

2

Timmerman

2

6

1

1

1

Note. When the first statement was about multiple families without a clear order, the order of coding the statements is determined by the order in which the interviews were presented to the practitioner.

The first mentioned family was a good predictor in 14 of the 57 choices made by matching
practitioners (three practitioners did not choose any of the families, see earlier). These first
statements on foster families were examined in more detail to determine whether there appeared to be a clear reason for being mentioned first. A distinction could be made between
statements that were recognition-based or statements that were more incidentally. For
example, the statement: And that she liked crafting. Then I thought about that one creative,
artistic foster mother that eh... I think they also had animals (matcher 16) clearly reflects
a family that pops up in the head of the practitioner, while a statement such as So which
families are willing to foster emergency placements? Ah, this one (matcher 8) is an example
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of a statement that does not reflect any recognition. Looking at the statements in this way,
Yasemin seemed to trigger the most thoughts to certain families. In twelve cases, there appeared to be some recognition in the statement. The Malik family was mentioned first ten
times due to the cultural and religious background and the De Boer-Meijer family popped
up two times: once because they liked crafts and once because two women could be less
threatening. Dennis did not trigger direct positive associations with any of the foster families. The only two statements that resembled an immediate thought to one of the families
related to the families that were open for emergency placements and seemed to disregard
the other families, as in the following example: Ehm, yeah there is actually only one emergency foster family. And that is family Timmerman (matcher 11). The vignette on Jeroen
only seemed to trigger an immediate positive association with one of the families in one
interview, namely the interview with the two practitioners simultaneously. They linked him
to the De Boer-Meijer family due to the outdoor space this family could offer him. Another
matcher appeared to have an immediate negative association between Jeroen and the Malik
family. She stated: In any case, he would not go to the Malik family, where that son has already
rudely sent away one child from his room. I’m not going to do that to the boy haha, to have to
endure this foster child (matcher 17).
To assess whether those practitioners who did seem to have an immediate association
between the child and one of the foster families did use the recognition heuristic, their
statements were assessed for the link with the matching outcome. Of the 16 statements
that could be identified as recognition of one of the families, 11 were predictive of the final
choice. However, all but one practitioner also mentioned other families before reaching a
final conclusion.
The order of mentioned families is illustrated in Figure 1. It shows, on the left hand side,
the exception of matcher 13 who was the only practitioner to stick to the one family that was
recognized in the first sentence. On the right hand side, it shows a representative graph of
most decision-making processes in which the first family was recognized (matcher 14). The
families are numbered one to five. Zero means that a more general statement about the child
was made, which was not related to any of the families. As can be seen, matcher 14 thinks of
family four, the Malik family, first. Afterwards, the practitioner continues to deliberate the
families in order from one to five. At the final stages of her decision-making, she seems to
switch from family three, Kolkman, to family four, Malik. She ends up choosing the Malik
family, the family with which she started her decision-making process. On the contrary,
matcher 13 only expands on his first thought. Thus, although there might be a link between
some initial thoughts and the continuation of the matching decision, this is not the most
prominent heuristic in the interviews. Even when practitioners immediately make a positive link between a child and the foster family, still other families are considered.
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As can be seen in table 4, there is a trend towards disregarding a family based on only one
negative premise. The content of these 64 premises was examined and showed two often
recurring themes. The first theme was that the age of the child did not fit the age range of the
foster family, which was mentioned 25 times and was not limited to a specific child, family
or practitioner. An example of a family being disregarded by age is the following statement:
Let’s see, Kolkman can be discarded because of the age (matcher 17). The second theme was
that the type of foster care did not correspond with the foster family profile that was sought
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for, as can be seen in the following quotation: Well, in any case, mr. Timmermans is discarded
because he has emergency or short-term foster care. And this is more short-term/long-term. So
he would be discarded for me (matcher 16). This theme was mentioned 21 times and also was
not limited to a specific child, family or practitioner. The rest of the premises related to the
behaviour of the child that would not fit with the foster family (5 times), the composition of
the foster family (5 times), cultural aspects that did not match (3 times), and the old age of
the foster carers (2 times).
Table 5. Cross tabulation of positive premises and negative/neutral premises for families that were chosen
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Table 5 does not show a clear trend towards a disjunctive rule. Most families are chosen
due to a variety of combinations between positive, negative and neutral premises. Only
four families were chosen with only one positive premise. These four positive premises
did not have anything in common. However, the table also shows that some practitioners
chose a family despite not mentioning one single positive premise. This was explained by
the neutral premises. When considering the neutral premises as positive premises, these
families appear to be chosen due to their lack of negative premises, as can be seen in Table 6.
Only one practitioner chose a family while only mentioning one negative premise. However,
this was the practitioner who participated together with her colleague in the interview. Her
colleague did mention positive premises and, although she did not verbally agree or joined
in those positive premises, she might have considered them implicitly.
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Table 6. Cross tabulation of positive and neutral premises and negative premises for families that were chosen
Number of positive and neutral premises

Number of negative premises
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5.3.3	Trade-off heuristics
Three key indicators were used to test the trade-off heuristics against the decisions made by
the matching practitioners: most positives, least negatives, and the highest percentage of positives compared to the total number of premises. Additionally, the total number of premises
mentioned was used to check whether this predicted the matching decision. This might indicate that the chosen family receives more attention than the other families. Table 7 shows the
percentages of correct estimates for these four key indicators. Looking at the most positives
proved to be a good predictor for the chosen families in 81% of the cases, the least negatives
in 49% of the cases and the ratio between positives and negatives in 82% of the cases. Since
the neutral arguments proved to play a decisive role in some decisions, the heuristics have
also been calculated when neutral premises were considered as positives. However, this barely
improved the predictability of the trade-off heuristics, which went from 81% to 86% for the
most positives mentioned and from 82% to 81% for the ratio between positives and the total
number of premises. Therefore, the neutrals were not considered as positive in this analysis.
Table 7. Effectiveness of trade-off heuristics in predicting the decision-making outcome

Yasemin

Correct estimates
using ‘most positives’

Correct estimates
using ‘least negatives’

Correct estimates
using ‘ratio pos/neg’

Correct estimates
using ‘most premises’

74%

42%

74%

68%

Dennis

70%

70%

80%

80%

Jeroen

100%

33%

94%

94%

Total

81%

49%

82%

81%

Note. When multiple families had the same score, the heuristic was considered effective when one of the families matched the outcome of the decision.
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The ‘least negatives’ heuristic has the lowest predictability, which can be explained by the
aforementioned conjunctive decision-making rules. When families are rejected based on
one premise, these families will often be the family with the least negative premises and will
not be chosen. The most positives and the highest positives compared to the total number of
premises score almost similar. These scores seem to be connected with the family that ends
up to be chosen. However, in 81% of the cases, the number of premises alone also predicted
which family ended up being chosen.

5.4	Discussion
This study aimed to discover the heuristics used by matching practitioners to determine
which family is the best fit for a child. Using vignettes and think-aloud procedures, three
classes of heuristics have been analysed: recognition heuristics, one-reason decisionmaking, and trade-off heuristics (Gigerenzer & Gaissmaier, 2011).

5.4.1

Main findings

This research shows that, as theorized by B. J. Taylor (2012), practitioners seemed to rely
more on heuristics instead of more analytical approaches to decision-making. Although
several guidelines to matching exist (Moore et al., 2016; Strijker & Zandberg, 2001; Van
Dam et al., 2000), none of the matchers used these guidelines completely. Only a few mentioned that they would normally use available tools for analysing and assessing a potential
match between a family and child. Furthermore, not all of the information contained in the
vignettes was used by practitioners to make their decision, which indicates that they use
heuristics to make their decisions more quickly and frugally.
The first heuristic tested in this study was the recognition heuristic (Gigerenzer &
Gaissmaier, 2011), in which recognition was operationalized as the first family mentioned.
Results showed that practitioners do, in some cases, appear to have a family that they immediately recognize as being a good fit with some characteristics of the child. However,
this recognized family, the first mentioned family, was not automatically chosen as the best
family overall. Practitioners always considered more characteristics of that family before
making the final decision and all but one practitioner assessed the characteristics of the
other families. Therefore, it seems that the recognition heuristic does not play a decisive
role in the matching decision process. However, the first family could have a slight benefit
over the other families, since eleven of the sixteen statements that could be considered as
an immediate recognition of one of the families were predictive of the final choice. This is
in line with previous research in social work that finds that practitioners can be biased in
the sense that they are reluctant to revise previous judgements (Munro, 1999; Spratt et al.,
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2015). However, the findings of this study do not prove whether this heuristic decreased the
quality of matching decision.
The findings for the one-reason heuristics (Bruch & Feinberg, 2017; Gigerenzer &
Gaissmaier, 2011) showed the existence of conjunctive decision-making rules. Families were
rejected based on one negative premise, without checking the other aspects. These conjunctive rules argue that there is no match when the age of the foster child does not fit the age
range of the foster family or when the child requires a different type of care than the foster
family offers. These ‘deal breakers’ were used in the majority of cases, which indicated that
practitioners judged this rule to be relevant and effective in their daily decision-making. In
some cases, this rule might even be applied implicitly, since a substantial number of families
were rejected without mentioning any negative premise. The opposite of the conjunctive
rules, the so-called disjunctive rules, were not identified in the interviews. In general, practitioners mentioned at least multiple neutrals or positives before making a final decision.
The trade-off heuristics showed that the outcome of the decision-making process is
linked to the number of positive premises mentioned by the practitioner and the ratio of
positives compared to negatives. However, the outcome was also linked to the family with
the most mentioned premises, which might indicate ‘confirmation bias’. A confirmation
bias would mean that practitioners, after deciding implicitly on one of the families, look
for characteristics that validate their decision (Munro, 1999; Spratt et al., 2015). Since all
the family vignettes essentially had the same amount of elements that could be used as a
positive or negative premise, the fact that the number of premises for the chosen family was
higher shows that practitioners tend to zoom in on a family that they feel is a good option
before making their final decision. However, as with the recognition heuristic, this study
does not show whether the quality of the decision-making decreased based on the use of the
heuristic or if this might make the decision more effective and accurate, as could happen in
some settings (Dieckmann & Rieskamp, 2007; Gigerenzer & Brighton, 2009; Gigerenzer &
Gaissmaier, 2011).

5.4.2

Strengths and limitations

The vignettes in combination with the think-aloud approach proved valuable for gaining
insight into the decision-making mechanisms of the matching decision. An additional
strength of this study was the comparative nature of the vignette method. All practitioners
received the same families. The nature of the vignettes triggered different responses from
practitioners without providing a clear correct answer. Since our sample included several
foster care organizations in the Netherlands, the results are not limited to a specific matching
practice. Furthermore, matchers differed in experience, age and gender, making the sample
heterogeneous within this specific field of expertise. The findings are, therefore, likely to be
transferable. As practitioners reflected, the vignette resembled their daily work in that not
all information was readily available and the perfect family did not exist. However, transfer86

ability of our findings from the Dutch context to systems in which the practice of matching
is different remains unknown.
Although the vignettes were created to reflect daily practice, practitioners often emphasized additional steps that they would normally take before reaching a decision, such
as discussing with colleagues, meeting with stakeholders or asking for more information.
These options were not available in the interview in which practitioners could only express
their desire to know more on certain elements of the vignettes. This caused practitioners
to work with their assumptions instead of offering them the possibility to answer their
uncertainties. For example, in real matching decisions, practitioners might know the foster
families personally or be able to recall their information quicker than they did with the
vignettes presented in our study. Hypothetically, this could trigger the recognition heuristic
more frequently than in this study and cause them to stop looking at other families with
whom they are also familiar. Furthermore, the order of presenting the vignettes might have
influenced the thinking process of practitioners and obstructed the identification of the
recognition heuristic. Some practitioners appeared to feel the need to discuss the families
in their presented order. Also, the order determined which family was coded as being mentioned first when the statement could relate the multiple families.
Finally, the think-aloud methodology does not ensure that all thoughts behind a decision are explicit. Some decision-making steps might have been applied implicitly, which
might have been the case for the families rejected without mentioning any negative premise.
Also, the recognition heuristic might not always be visible in the interviews as practitioners
decided to go through the interview one by one.

5.4.3

Implications and recommendations

The results of this study support the notion that practitioners use heuristic decision-making
strategies. However, the heuristics used by practitioners have not been tested for the accuracy and effectiveness in real-life settings. The vignettes used in this study have been created
without a best option in mind. Future research should attempt to analyse these heuristics
in daily decision-making settings, for instance by using an observational design combined
with think-aloud procedures and a follow-up questionnaire to analyse the success of the
matching decision. Furthermore, it could be interesting to study how much the judgements
of individual practitioners differ from the more standardized matching methodologies and
tools (Moore et al., 2016; Strijker & Zandberg, 2001; Van Dam et al., 2000). This study also
showed that practitioners differed in the families chosen for the same child. It was beyond
the scope of this research to analyse the values behind the statements and chosen families.
However, vignettes provide a valuable opportunity to identify values and ethical dilemmas
faced by practitioners matching children with foster families (Wilks, 2004); for example, the
rationales of the matching practitioners could be analysed using the framework of Rosen,
Proctor, Morrow-Howell and Staudt (1995). Approaching these interviews from this per87
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spective would be an interesting follow-up study, which might improve our understanding
of social work ethics and the influence of the decision-maker on the matching results.
For practice, this research also provides recommendations. Since the results show that
practitioners choose their decision-making heuristics based on psycho-social rationality
instead of following standardized guidelines, a quality check to the decisions should be
incorporated in daily practice. This could include creating outcome feedback or learning opportunities from decisions made in the past to evolve the matching decision from
intuitive decision-making to more validated processes. Also, consultation with colleagues
should be a standardized step in every matching decision to ensure that personal bias has
less effect on the matching decision. Furthermore, standardized decision-making should
not be neglected. The guidelines and tools provided by research do have value for matching
practitioners, although they might not be easy to use in the complex and less-than-ideal setting of everyday decision-making. After all, heuristics are always prone to bias and should
be used with care (Tversky & Kahneman, 1983). Being aware of the used heuristics and
the potential bias in those heuristics will help to improve the overall quality of matching
decisions.
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Chapter 6
General discussion

The aim of this dissertation was to gain a better understanding of the decision-making process of matching in family foster care. To create a comprehensive and in-depth understanding of the matching decision, the topic was approached from a contextual perspective using
the Decision-Making Ecology framework (Baumann et al., 2011). This framework describes
how decisions are influenced by case, organizational, external, and decision-maker factors.
The main research question was: How do the different contextual factors (case, organizational,
external and decision-maker factors) influence the process of matching children with foster
families in non-kinship foster care placements? In the previous chapters, we have provided an
insight into the influences of these factors on the matching process, including the challenges
and difficulties faced by practitioners. This was achieved by using a variety of methods: a
literature review, an interview study, and a think-aloud vignette study. In this final chapter,
the main findings from these studies will be summarized and discussed. We believe these
findings can be seen as groundwork for future research and as a step into improving the
matching decision in family foster care. Hereafter, the methodology used in this thesis will
be critically examined, while reflecting on the strengths and weaknesses of the research
design. We conclude the chapter by exploring the implications and recommendations for
research, policy and practice.

6.1

Main findings

In order to build on the existing knowledge of the matching decision, this dissertation
started with a scoping literature review (chapter 2). This literature review answered the
question: What is known about decision-making in the family foster care matching process?
Results showed that, whereas existing research often used case factors to narrow the scope
of research, organizational factors were found to be important to consider in matching
decisions and were often mentioned as a compromising aspect. This implies that not all
case factors can be taken into account in everyday practice, causing trade-offs to be part of
everyday practice. Overall, the findings showed the need for a comprehensive understanding of decision-making in the matching process. Major gaps in our knowledge related to
the factors affecting the decision-making processes were uncovered, as underlined by the
Decision-Making Ecology framework.
In the first interview study (chapter 3) 22 practitioners from 17 Dutch foster care organizations participated. The chapter zoomed in on their struggling with case factors and
the context surrounding the matching decision, and answered the question: How does the
case-specific context influence the practitioners’ decision-making process regarding matching
in family foster care according to themselves? This study demonstrated that the influence
of case factors on the matching decision is indeed altered by the context, as suggested in
the literature review. Although matching practitioners have a standardized concept of the
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matching process, a so-called notion of ‘matching as planned’, each decision is tailored to
the specific situation. Case factors have a different influence on each decision; where one
decision, for instance, requires ethnicity to be the most important factor to be considered,
another decision might require more emphasis on the location of the future foster family.
Furthermore, matching practitioners sometimes have no other choice than to lower their
expectations, as the matching decision is influenced by the shortage of foster families, the
lack of time, and the scarcity of information. Especially time constraints seemed to have
a profound compromising effect, as they influence the process of the matching decision
and the decision itself. Deviations from standardized practice frequently occur, both deliberately (in order to improve the outcome of the matching decision) or forced (when the
decision-maker has no other choice due to external circumstances). When compromises
to the matching decision occurred, matching practitioners ensured that their decision was
‘good enough’ to carry on with the placement. In such cases, they made extra efforts to
increase the chance of a successful foster care placement.
The tailored decision, as explained in chapter three, inspired a second analysis of the
interviews conducted to investigate how, according to matching practitioners, stakeholders participate in the matching decision in family foster care (chapter 4). Participation of
the foster child, birth parents and foster carers could be an important starting point for
improving foster care practice. The research question answered in this chapter was: How do
children, birth parents and foster carers participate in the matching decision in family foster
care, according to matching practitioners? The findings showed that the wishes of children,
parents and foster carers are mentioned by practitioners as case factors influencing the
matching decision. However, participation of stakeholders is not always self-evident and
is influenced by the assumptions of the decision-makers and by factors from the organization, such as time constraints and feasibility issues. Furthermore, these wishes can conflict
when different stakeholders have opposing interests, making it difficult for practitioners
to incorporate those wishes. Therefore, despite external factors, such as laws to encourage
or dictate the participation of stakeholders in the matching process, stakeholders depend
on others to facilitate their participation and to consider their input in the matching decision. Practitioners have a key role in navigating the different interests and dealing with the
context of decision-making.
The influence of decision-makers on the matching decision was further examined
with a think-aloud vignette approach (chapter 5). This chapter showed how the matching
decision is influenced by individual decision-maker factors, by answering the question: Are
decision-making heuristics used, and if so how, to determine which foster family is the best
fit for a particular child? Heuristics are shortcuts or simple ‘rules of thumb’ for making
decisions. This study showed that practitioners, while thinking about a good place for a
child, sometimes have an immediate association with a specific foster family, but this does
not mean that this family ‘automatically’ is the one to be chosen (recognition heuristic).
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Furthermore, practitioners used topics as age and type of care as ‘deal-breakers’, but there
was not a positive factor that immediately resulted in a decision (one-reason heuristics).
The final decision was often linked to the number of positive premises mentioned and the
ratio of positives aspects compared to the negatives aspects of the choice; yet, this result
could also be explained by a ‘zoom in’ effect, since, overall, practitioners mentioned more
premises for the chosen family. Thus, this study showed how practitioners seemed to rely
on simple heuristics more than on complex analytical decision-making approaches during
matching in practice. This important finding proves the distinction between matching on
paper and matching in practice. Overall, being more aware of the daily decision-making
processes could improve the value of future research to the practice field, and vice versa, as
more understanding is created between these two worlds.

6.2	Discussion of main findings
Matching in practice has proven to be a complex and elaborate process influenced by diverse
and conjoined factors. Considering the Decision-Making Ecology framework (Baumann et
al., 2011), all factors seem to play a role in the matching decision, although the influence
of each factor is situation-specific. For example, practitioners have case factors that they
generally consider important, but stakeholders can change the importance of these case
factors if they are given an influence in the matching decision. Furthermore, external or
organizational factors can promote the use or disuse of case factors. Therefore, the answer
to the overall research question is that the influence of case, organizational, external, and
decision-maker factors is contextually defined and can impact the decision differently in
each situation, although their influence is indisputably present in a general sense.
In essence, case factors are the core of the matching decision. The characteristics of the
child and the foster family, as well as their wishes and opinions, should be key in making
the matching decision. Previous research often focused mostly on these case characteristics
and their importance for the matching decision (i.e. Moore et al., 2016; Strijker & Zandberg,
2001; Van Dam et al., 2000) or used these case factors to focus on only one element of
the matching decision (i.e. Hollows & Nelson, 2006; Jayaratne et al., 2008). In our study,
specifically ‘age’ and ‘type of foster care’ proved to be influential, as they were used as ‘dealbreakers’ by practitioners to eliminate potential foster families. Other case factors appeared
to weigh differently in each situation, as the matching decision was tailored to the specific
circumstances and influenced by the organizational, external and decision-maker factors.
The influence of organizational factors was to be expected, as foster care organizations
in the Netherlands are free to choose their own procedure for the matching decision. The
largest difference between organizations identified in this thesis relates to whether the practitioner who was responsible for the matching had face-to-face contact with stakeholders or
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if they acquired the information indirectly through other professionals. Overall, the organizational influences that were most present in the matching decision were the compromising
factors. As shown by other researchers, these compromising organizational factors, such as
a limited choice of foster families, time constraints or missing information, conflict with
the ability to execute the matching decision as planned (Farmer & Pollock, 1999; Folaron &
Hess, 1993; Hollows & Nelson, 2006; Smith, 1996).
The influence of external factors was least visible in this dissertation. Even with a national policy that made participation of stakeholders in the matching process a mandatory
requirement (United Nations, 1989), the participation of stakeholders in the matching
process was not straightforward; stakeholders depended on practitioners to facilitate their
participation and to consider their input in the matching decision (see for comparable
results: Ten Brummelaar, Knorth, Post, Harder, & Kalverboer, 2018b; Van Bijleveld et al.,
2014. However, the influence of external factors might also be more latent and subconscious
and, therefore, not be prominent in our data.
Finally, decision-maker factors influence the matching process. Matching practitioners,
in general, are provided space for discretion in their decision-making, since general rules do
not lead to an unambiguous decision in a particular case (Evans & Harris, 2004). Furthermore, there is little scientific evidence for matching practitioners to use during their dayto-day decisions. In this research, the influence of decision-making factors was visible in
the way practitioners dealt with compromises, their key role in facilitating the participation
of stakeholders, and the heuristics used to choose a foster family. Discretion has positives
sides, as it is a precondition for the appropriate individualized treatment of cases, but also
negative sides, as it can undermine the implementation of policies and contrasts values
of predictability and equal treatment (Heggdalsvik, Rød, & Heggen, 2018). In light of the
scarcity of scientific evidence, practitioners are forced to rely on a certain amount of discretion. Acknowledging this discretion and cultivating the professionalism of practitioners
is needed for an optimal matching practice. As the current matching literature does not
provide a ‘one size fits all’ guideline for decision-making, practitioners need to remain alert
to the nuances of daily practice and flexible to address the obstacles and challenges faced in
their everyday work.
Overall, this dissertation shows the complexity of matching practice and uncovered the
implicit thoughts behind the matching decisions. The complexity of daily matching practice
has often been neglected or ignored; yet, the complexity of the process is an important component to consider when aiming to improve matching decisions and the success of foster
care placements. Where methods and frameworks for matching are mostly applicable to an
ideal setting (i.e. Moore et al., 2016; Ter Meulen & Vinke, 2017), daily practice is riddled
with time constraints, limited choice, and a lack of information; and, decisions in practice
are often not made with analytic decision-making strategies. There appears to be a mismatch
between research and practice, where research often assumes a perfect setting and practice
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takes place in a more complex compromised environment. McIntyre (2005) sees this issue
as a fundamental problem with two contrasting sides of a continuum. On one side there is
knowledge needed in everyday work and on the other side there is knowledge that research
is well-equipped to provide. Research results are often focused on consistencies, averages
and probabilities, which are difficult to translate to a case-to-case basis (Quinton, 2012).
Hopefully, this thesis contributes to bring these two types of knowledge closer together.

6.3

Methodological reflections

The main goal of this thesis was to gain an in-depth understanding of the decision-making
process of matching in family foster care. This in-depth understanding was much needed
due to the lack of research on this important topic, while the matching decision can have a
crucial role in the lives of foster children and potentially far-reaching consequences for all
those involved (Cooley et al., 2015; Cushing et al., 2014; Newton et al., 2000). The scarcity
of research made us choose an exploratory and flexible approach to achieve a more comprehensive understanding of the decision-making process. The open nature of our research
questions, combined with the diversity of research methods used, aided us to truly captivate
the process of matching and understand what influences the decision on all levels.
However, as with any research methodology, the chosen approach also is accompanied
by some limitations. In this section, a methodological reflection is presented that looks back
on the used methodology and the choices made during this research. First, we reflect on
our definition of the matching decision. Next, the chosen approach to the research topic is
discussed, followed by a discussion on the strengths and limitations of the chosen research
methods.

6.3.1	Definition of matching
Initially, matching in this dissertation was defined as the process of choosing which available
foster family is the best fit for a foster child according to certain criteria. This determined
that this research would not only focus on the match made between children and foster
carers, but also on the underlying mechanisms to achieve this match. Defining matching
as a process that consists of a series of actions or steps taken in order to achieve a match
proved fruitful. The matching decision indeed appeared to consist of multiple steps and
incorporated smaller decisions that contribute to the overall process. During the project,
the matching definition was sharpened to include the steps taken to ensure the success of
a foster care placement. This resulted in a definition that describes the matching decision
as a process that involves both deciding on the most compatible foster family available
for a child and forging a solid foundation for the foster care placement with the goal of
maximizing the chances of placement success. This new definition expands the coverage of
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matching to situations in which only one foster family is available or the choice is apparent,
for example in emergency placements.
From the start of this research project, the scope of the research question was narrowed
by only incorporating the default or most common matching decision procedure in foster
care. Non-traditional matching methods were excluded, although they were mentioned by
organizations on some occasions. Examples of these non-traditional methods were letting
foster carers respond to short profiles of the children or recruiting new potential families
for the child in the larger social network (i.e. church, schools, and sport clubs). These nontraditional methods are often used by practitioners when the ‘traditional’ matching process
did not yield a beneficial match. Overall, these methods might provide an alternative to
traditional matching methods (Cousins, 2003). Furthermore, only non-kinship matching
decisions were incorporated in this dissertation. Kinship placements also require a decision
on the suitability between a potential foster family and the child. These kinship placement
decisions have not been examined, although research has been conducted into the decision
whether or not to choose kinship care over other types of care (i.e. Beeman et al., 2000;
Meiksans et al., 2015).
Emergency placements, on the other hand, were included in the scope of this dissertation. As the Netherlands are moving to a system where a child is directly, even in emergency,
placed in a family where he or she can stay for an indistinct time to avoid needless transfer
of children (Pleegzorg Nederland, 2014), all types of foster care classifications based on the
length of stay were included. Both part-time and full-time foster care placements, categorized
into emergency placements, temporary placements, or long-term stay, were incorporated in
this research. Often, publications on matching focus specifically on long-term foster care
placement (i.e. Spoelstra, De Baat, Ter Meulen, & Vinke, 2017; Strijker & Zandberg, 2001).
Practitioners in this study doubted whether the decision in emergency placements could be
called a matching decision. As reported by Waterhouse and Brocklesby (2001), practitioners
reflected on emergency decisions as crisis-led and unplanned. However, this does not imply
that the decision in emergency placements is not an important decision. On the contrary,
it might imply that the matching decision in foster care placements is more complex due
to the urgent nature of the placement and the compromised setting in which the decision
needs to be made. By including emergency placements into the scope of this research, the
significance of time on the matching decision and the use of heuristics in settings with
limited information became more apparent.

6.3.2	Research approach
A contextual perspective was chosen as starting point for this study. Decisions in this approach are seen as part of a dynamic interplay of factors. The explanatory model to represent
this contextual approach was the Decision-Making Ecology Framework (DME: Baumann et
al., 2011), which assumes that a decision is influenced by case, organizational, external, and
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decision-maker factors. Part of the DME is the General Assessment and Decision-Making
Model (GADM), which illustrates that a decision-making threshold is influenced by the four
different clusters. Using the DME framework helped to categorize the information gathered
in the literature review and framed the research questions examined in this dissertation.
Another model regarding judgments and decisions in child protection has also received
attention lately, namely the Judgments and Decision Processes in Context model (JUDPIC:
Benbenishty & Davidson-Arad, 2012; Benbenishty et al., 2015). This model sees judgment
as a complex interaction between case information, the characteristics of the professionals
making the decisions, and the agency features. These judgments lead to decisions, which are
influenced by policies, available evidence, values and attitudes, and available resources, all
embedded within wider contexts such as the organizational or cultural contexts. The DME
was chosen over the JUDPIC for this dissertation, since we were interested in knowing
which elements to incorporate in our research project and not, initially, how variables are
interrelated. The DME provided a clear representation of the four potential influences on
the decision-making process. However, the elements found in our research could also be
incorporated in the JUDPIC model when the interrelatedness of variables is of interest.
Both models can complement each other and do not represent competing views on the
decision-making process in a child protection context.
Another important element of the study was the exploratory nature incorporating
the perspective of the practitioner as most profound source of information. Matching
practitioners have expertise about the matching profession in practice. Their insights are
invaluable when trying to understand the matching decision using a bottom-up approach.
In this context, our role as researchers was to incorporate the information of practitioners
into a coherent understanding of the underlying patterns and overarching concepts in their
decision-making process. This viewpoint is reflected in the methodology used in this dissertation, in which the practitioner was an important participant and wherein we remained
open for unexpected results.

6.3.3	Research methods
Three separate approaches were used in this thesis to generate a comprehensive answer
to our overall research question: a literature review, interviews with practitioners, and a
vignette study combined with a think-aloud approach. The literature review was conducted
as a scoping review (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005; Levac et al., 2010), which is characterized by
a broad research question to incorporate all existing knowledge on the topic. Furthermore,
it provided an alternative to a systematic literature review, which was necessary due to the
scarcity of existing literature combined with the diverse methodologies used to investigate
the topic of matching. However, while conducting the scoping study, a systematic approach
to search for literature was used to ensure rigorousness and transparency. A downside of
a scoping study is that the quality of evidence is not systematically appraised and that the
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relative weight of evidence in favour of the effectiveness of any particular approach is not assessed (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005). However, with regard to matching, the available literature
proved scarce and a more critical approach to select literature would have yielded no results.
The findings of the literature review, therefore, have to be interpreted carefully and, first and
foremost, should be seen as an incentive to inspire and substantiate future research.
Semi-structured interviews were used to get more insight in the matching process in
daily practice. The use of semi-structured interviews allowed the researchers to react to
new information and incorporate follow-up questions (Doody & Noonan, 2013), which
proved valuable in the field of matching as little information of daily practice was known
beforehand. While interviewing, unexpected information could surface, which required
flexibility on the part of the researcher. The focus of the publications was determined afterwards in discussions with the research team, based on the prevalent themes following from
the interviews. Since more than half of the Dutch foster care organizations were involved in
the interviews, the external validity of the findings is high. One of the limitations is that one
and a half hour of interviewing might not uncover all nuances of daily practice, as ‘matching
as planned’ and common practice will be more dominant throughout the interviews.
Think-aloud vignettes were used to uncover the heuristics used by practitioners in their
decision-making. Vignettes have been used frequently to understand decision-making
processes (López López et al., 2015) and present an opportunity to analyse the decisions
of different practitioners on a standardized case, while simultaneously reflecting real cases.
To achieve realistic cases, the vignettes were constructed using information from literature
as well as observations from actual foster care cases. This vignette approach was combined
with a ‘think-aloud’ methodology to gain more detailed insight into the thinking processes
of practitioners. Using this ‘think-aloud’ methodology, although more time-consuming
than surveys, proved worthwhile to understand the heuristics used by practitioners. Furthermore, to reflect daily matching practice, the practitioners had limited choice between
families and there was no family that seemed to be a perfect placement. However, there
were differences between the vignettes and daily practice. One of the main differences was
that additional steps were not possible, such as discussing with colleagues or meeting with
stakeholders, which might impact the transferability.

6.4	Recommendations and implications
The findings of this study can be translated into recommendations and implications for
research, policy and practice. However, to effectively improve the outcomes of the matching
decision, these three fields need to work together and build on each other’s knowledge.
Research needs to incorporate the knowledge of daily practitioners and policy factors in designing and implementing their projects; policy-makers should build on existing knowledge
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from both the field of research and the practical knowledge of the foster care organizations;
and practitioners need to keep themselves aware of the ever-evolving world of scientific
knowledge and policy regulations.

6.4.1	Future research
This dissertation provides an in-depth insight into the matching process and the decisionmaking of practitioners in daily practice. However, it also shows, as several other researchers have highlighted before, that the matching decision is a complex, sensitive topic and not
easily researched (De Maeyer, 2016; Pösö & Laakso, 2016; Quinton, 2012). Despite these
challenges, research on the matching decision can prove helpful and worthwhile.
First, instead of focusing on one element of the matching decision, as has been done
previously (i.e. Carter-Black, 2002; Hollows & Nelson, 2006; Jayaratne et al., 2008), this
study provides a strong point for using a more comprehensive approach in future research
projects. By incorporating a more comprehensive selection of the elements at play during
the matching decision, research will be more valuable for practice. Examples of these elements could be the number of families considered as an option, the multiple characteristics
of the child and foster carers, the time used to make a match, underlying reasons for delays
or the participation of stakeholders, and so on. Thus, if research is solely focused on one
element of the matching decision, findings are valuable but need to be interpreted carefully.
Matching in practice is a comprehensive and intertwined process and cannot be understood
by only focusing on a small detail.
Second, it would be insightful to observe matching decisions from point of entry into
the foster care organizations throughout the matching process, and to follow-up on the
resulting placements. Most studies to date have used a cross-sectional study, in which the
matching decision is observed on one point in time, which is often retrospectively after the
decision has been made. As this dissertation showed, the matching decision is complex and
influenced by multiple factors. Using a cross-sectional format might cause distortions in
findings when focusing on the retrospective accounts of practitioners or stakeholders. For
example, a self-serving attributional bias could cause practitioners, in hindsight, to attribute
positive foster care placements to their decision-making, while diminishing their influence
on negative foster care placements (Mezulis et al., 2004). Furthermore, written accounts
of the matching decision might leave out important aspects of the decision that are more
implicit or latent. A longitudinal research design would help to uncover the actual process
behind the matching decision and be beneficiary to a better understanding of placement
success.
Third, comparative studies should be conducted to investigate the merit of using alternative non-traditional matching methods. Cousins (2003) saw these methods as a promising
alternative; yet, their advantages over ‘traditional matching’ have so far only been theorized.
One should, however, be careful to compare these methods without incorporating the
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reasons for using these methods in practice. Often, children who were matched using these
alternative methods had been on the waiting list for a long time, as these methods in the
Netherlands are used as a second-best option when normal matching was not effective.
These children from the waiting lists could already be more prone to placement breakdowns (Oosterman et al., 2007), which could distort or bias the findings of a comparison if
the reasons for placement delays are not taken into account. Thus, before focusing on the
long-term effects of these methods, research should uncover the decision-making processes
behind when using these methods in practice.
Fourth, the contextual nature of family foster care and the matching decision makes it
interesting to investigate the differences in matching practices in other countries or other
types of care (i.e. kinship care or adoption). Already in the Netherlands, as expected due to
the lack of country-wide procedures and protocols, differences were found between foster
care organizations, for example in the role of stakeholders as could be seen in chapter 3.
Even larger differences can be expected when looking at matching from an international
perspective, as foster care systems and policies are diverse (Del Valle & Bravo, 2013).
Learning from the challenges and solutions of other countries on how to deal with the
matching decision could be valuable for developing matching procedures in the Netherlands. Furthermore, matching decisions in foster care, although different, are likely to have
similarities with matching decisions in adoption (i.e. Cousins, 2003; Farmer & Dance, 2016;
Quinton, 2012) or decisions between different types of out-of-home care, for example kinship or non-kinship care compared to residential care (i.e. Leloux-Opmeer, 2018; Meiksans
et al., 2015; Pösö & Laakso, 2016).

6.4.2

Policy

The matching decision is made more difficult by the compromises faced during the process,
such as time pressure or lack of foster families. However, some obstacles can be diminished
or even prevented by changing the conditions of foster care from a policy perspective. For
example, the high degree of urgent matches might be diminished when more attention
would be paid to prevention, early detection and voluntary services. For example, facilitating the collaboration between foster care organizations can optimize the matching decisions
made between children and foster families. The organizations in the Netherlands all have
their own directory of foster carers. Only when no match is found in the own organization, matchers will look further and approach other organizations to collaborate, while in
some instances a neighbouring organization might have a better match available. Barriers to further collaboration arise due to the chronic lack of foster families, which makes
that organizations are not always willing to part with their valuable resource on behalf
of another organization. Furthermore, as care in the local foster care organizations is the
default, referring a child to a different organization has budgetary consequences. The money
is transferred to the organization in charge with the care for a child, which means that
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transferring a child to another organization means transferring the accompanying budget.
It would be in the best interest of the stakeholders to have a unified and shared pool of foster
carers to improve the matching decisions made.
Whereas this dissertation focused on the matching decision, the prior and subsequent
processes should not be forgotten. Both the process of recruiting, training, selecting of foster carers and the process of the child’s referral to foster care can have a significant influence
on the matching decision, as well as the supervision and assistance provided to foster carers
after placement. Hereby, we would like to emphasize the argument of Quinton (2012) that
matching should be considered an ongoing process in which both long-term difficulties and
emerging problems should be identified quickly and handled as well as possible. Although
this is different from the moment of the matching decision, the following placement process does contribute to the match between foster carers and the child and, therefore, the
supervising foster care worker should be well aware of the proceedings and reasoning of
the matching process in a particular case. This requires the matching practitioner to be
involved longer than just the decision and/or the foster care worker to be involved during
the decision-making process.

6.4.3

Practice

Foster care practitioners are faced with difficult matching decision on a day-to-day basis.
It is important to be skilled in dealing with the uniqueness of the foster care situation and
the influence of stakeholders. Every placement is different and, therefore, might require
a distinct approach. At the same time, the empirical evidence in relation to the matching
decision (i.e. De Baat & Bartelink, 2012; Zeijlmans et al., 2017) should not be neglected due
to the difficulty of translating the findings to a specific case; instead, it should be used and
adapted to fit the situation. As put by Pöso and Laakso (2016), matching requires a high
degree of navigation and practitioners need to balance their professional discretion with
legal norms and principles, the subjective views of the children and their parents, and the
contextual conditions surrounding the decision. Although this dissertation has shown that
practitioners are often acting from a genuine interest for the well-being of the child, there
are some issues that could be recommended based on the aforementioned findings.
First, there is a risk that practitioners place too much value on research results of studies
into one element of the matching decision. For example, during the interviews conducted
for this thesis, practitioners commonly stated that they used a rule that stated that there
should be at least a certain age difference between the foster child and the other children
in the family. While previous research does indeed suggest that age difference could be
important to consider during the matching decision (Boer & Spiering, 1991; Van Rooij,
Maaskant, Weijers, Weijers, & Hermanns, 2015), the significance of this finding does not
mean an immediate risk for individual cases and the cut offs used in practice are arbitrary.
Using these findings as a strict rule or a quick filter places an unnecessary restriction on the
101

6

Chapter 6 | General discussion

possible options to match a child. In the current context, in which options are often limited
(Colton et al., 2008), practitioners should balance the risks of ignoring these findings with
the resulting compromises on other characteristics that might need to be made.
Secondly, we would like to encourage matching practitioners to incorporate researchoriented activities in their daily work. By documenting the decisions made and adopting
standardized follow-up moments, practitioners can become more aware of the factors
leading to success or failure. Also, by making the reasoning behind decisions more transparent to colleagues can help to uncover implicit personal values or reasoning bias (see, for
instance: Bartelink et al., 2018). Changes in methodology should not be made haphazard,
but be the result of prior findings or good arguments. Moreover, these changes should be
piloted for their impact on the matching decision by comparing results and asking stakeholders on their opinions. Overall, skilled matching practitioners are people who are aware
of empirical evidence supporting a matching decision; skilled to tailor the process to the
uniqueness of the situation; conscious of their own cognitive limits or subjective values; and
continuously aspiring to improve their day-to-day practice.
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English summary
Experiences of breakdown of a foster care placement can have lasting effects on the development and well-being of foster children and families. Therefore, the matching decision of
choosing which available foster family is the best fit for a foster child needs to be made with
great care. Despite its significance, the process behind matching decisions is still far from
transparent. This dissertation presents the results of a research project into the process of
the matching decision in family foster care using a contextual perspective. This entails a comprehensive picture of the numerous factors of the decision-making process in daily practice.
In our work on matching decisions in family foster care, we used the Decision-Making
Ecology framework (Baumann et al., 2014), an explanatory model for decisions in social
work. The DME framework assumes that matching decisions in foster care are influenced
by a number of factors, including (1) characteristics of the case (child, family, foster family),
(2) characteristics of the organization in which the decision-maker is employed, (3) external
factors (i.e. laws, guidelines and policy), and (4) decision-maker characteristics and skills.
Chapter 2 provides an overview of existing research on the matching decision in family foster care; a scoping review synthesized the results of empirical studies on matching
in family foster care published between 1980 and 2015. The DME framework was used
to map the factors found to influence the matching decision in family foster care and the
placement outcomes, while simultaneously identifying research gaps. Twelve studies were
included in the review. They reveal that a diverse, broad range of case factors is considered
during matching. Organizational factors can limit practitioners’ ability to choose a desired
placement. This implies that not all case factors can be considered in everyday practice,
potentially causing trade-offs to be part of everyday practice. Furthermore, policy-related
influences affect matching practices, as do personal viewpoints of decision-makers. We
concluded that matching in foster care is a very complex process and that there is a need
for a comprehensive understanding of daily decision-making in the matching practice. Two
aspects of the matching decision are important to explore in future research: the process
and the outcomes of the matching decisions.
Chapter 3 presents a study into the situational context in which Dutch practitioners
adjust their day-to-day decisions. Using a qualitative design, 20 semi-structured interviews
were conducted with practitioners matching children with foster families from 17 Dutch
foster care organizations. Practitioners were asked to reflect on their daily matching practice. Analyses of the interviews revealed three themes, representing different layers of practitioners’ everyday decision-making: matching as planned, matching being tailored, and
matching being compromised. The results show that exceptions from what normally would
be done according to common procedures and ideas are part of practitioners’ daily work.
This could be caused by the belief that tailoring the matching process might benefit those
involved, or because of obstacles presented during the decision-making process, such as
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shortage of foster families, the lack of time, and the scarcity of information. Especially time
constraints seemed to have a profound compromising effect, as they influence the process of
the matching decision as well as its contents. When the decision is compromised, matching
practitioners lower their standards, while at the same time trying to safeguard the quality of
the match. This proves that matching in practice is more than choosing a family. Guidelines
are needed to determine what ‘good-enough’ matching should entail.
Chapter 4 builds on the data from the semi-structured interviews with the same matching practitioners. The focus of this chapter is on the participation of children, birth parents
and foster carers in the matching decision with the aim to better understand the involvement
of stakeholders into the decision-making process. Participation of children, birth parents
and foster carers in the matching process has the potential to improve the outcomes of a
foster care placement, according to the matching practitioners. However, our analyses also
identified three themes that diminished the influence of children, birth parents and foster
carers on the matching decision: assumptions on the skills of the stakeholders, timing, and
feasibility. The findings emphasise that the influence of children, parents and foster carers
on the matching decision differs per situation and, thus, is highly contextually specified.
The matching practitioners are the key figures when it comes to facilitating the influence of
stakeholders; they have to be able to deal with the difficulty of dealing with more than one
stakeholder, who can have opposing interests, in an often compromised setting with limited
choices.
Chapter 5 explores the use of heuristics in the matching decision. Heuristics are shortcuts
or simple ‘rules of thumb’ that can be used by practitioners to make decisions in complex
settings. Using vignettes of hypothetical foster children and foster carers in combination
with a ‘think-aloud’ methodology, 20 matching practitioners from the Netherlands were
interviewed. This provided us with an understanding of the use of heuristics by which practitioners determine which foster family seems the best fit for a child. The interviews were
analysed using a qualitative deductive content analysis focusing on key indicators of three
classes of heuristics: recognition heuristics, one-reason heuristics, and trade-off heuristics.
The results show that ‘recognition heuristics’ did not play a decisive role in the matching
process; practitioners considered more than one family before making a final decision. The
findings for the ‘one-reason heuristics’ reveal conjunctive decision-making rules; families
were in a number of cases rejected based on one negative premise. The analysis of the ‘tradeoff heuristics’ demonstrates that the number of positive premises and the ratio between
positive and negative premises predicted the matching decision. However, the total number
of premises also predicted the matching decision, which might indicate confirmation bias.
In chapter 6, we reflect on the empirical results. Matching in practice has proven to be
a complex and elaborate process influenced by diverse and conjoined factors. Considering
the Decision-Making Ecology framework (Baumann et al., 2011), all factors seem to play a
role in the matching decision, although the influence of each factor is situation-specific. In
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general, characteristics of the case are key to the matching decision, but which case characteristics are considered or given priority is dependent on characteristics of the organization,
external factors and the decision-maker. In short, this dissertation proves the complexity of
the matching decision, which was often neglected or ignored in previous research.
The findings of this study can be translated into recommendations and implications for
research, policy and practice. Future research could benefit from a more comprehensive
approach by involving the versatile and complex characteristics found in this dissertation
and by using research designs in which children and families – including the birth parents
and foster carers – are followed throughout the process of matching and the resulting placement. Furthermore, we recommend investigating the matching practices in different types
of settings and in other countries to cross-nationally compare processes and outcomes of
matching decisions.
Regarding policy and practice, efforts should be made to remove barriers for successful
matching as far as possible by, for example, paying more attention (and financial resources)
to the recruitment of foster families, the transfer of information, and the prevention of
rushed emergency placements. Furthermore, the processes before the matching decision
in which foster carers are recruited, trained and selected, and the child is referred to foster
care can have a significant influence on the matching decision. The same holds true for the
supervision and assistance provided to foster carers after placement. Matching should be
considered an ongoing process in which both long-term difficulties and emerging problems
should be identified quickly and handled as well as possible. Practitioners responsible for
the matching decision should continue to strive for improving the matching process in their
daily activities. A professional matching practitioner needs to be aware of the empirical
evidence supporting a matching decision; be skilled to tailor the process to the uniqueness
of the situation; be aware of own cognitive limits or subjective values; and continuously
aspiring to improve the day-to-day practice. Supervision, intervision with colleagues, and
careful monitoring cases to learn from the outcomes are essential for developing the field of
matching in family foster care on a practice level.
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Nederlandse samenvatting (summary in Dutch)
Ervaringen binnen de pleegzorg, zoals de ongewenste voortijdige beëindiging van een
pleegzorgplaatsing, kunnen langdurige negatieve gevolgen hebben voor de ontwikkeling en
het welzijn van zowel het kind als het pleeggezin. Daarom is het belangrijk dat matchingbeslissingen, waarin op basis van bepaalde criteria of overwegingen een zo goed mogelijk
passend pleeggezin wordt gekozen voor pleegkinderen, met grote zorg worden genomen.
Ondanks het belang van een goede matching, is het proces achter de beslissing nog verre
van transparant. In deze dissertatie worden de resultaten van empirisch onderzoek naar het
matchingsproces in de pleegzorg gepresenteerd, waarbij matching wordt benaderd vanuit
een contextueel perspectief. Dat wil zeggen dat inzicht wordt gegeven in een veelheid van
factoren waarmee de voor matching verantwoordelijke professional te maken heeft – factoren die het matchingproces beïnvloeden en die de complexiteit van het komen tot een
beslissing verklaren. In onze theoretische benadering van matchingbeslissingen hebben
we ons gebaseerd op het Decision-Making Ecology (DME-) framework (Baumann et al.,
2014); een gedragswetenschappelijk verklarend model voor beslissingen van professionals
die werkzaam zijn in de zorg voor kwetsbare jeugdigen en gezinnen. Het DME-model gaat
ervan uit dat professionele beslissingen worden beïnvloed door vier clusters van factoren,
namelijk factoren die betrekking hebben op (1) karakteristieken van de casus (kind, gezin,
pleeggezin), (2) kenmerken van de organisatie waar de beslisser werkzaam is, (3) externe
factoren (bijv. wetgeving, beleid) waarmee de beslisser rekening moet houden, en (4) persoonlijke kenmerken en kwaliteiten van de beslisser zelf.
Hoofdstuk 2 bevat een overzicht van een literatuuronderzoek naar de matchingbeslissing in de pleegzorg; een zogenaamde ‘scoping review’ brengt de resultaten van empirische
studies naar matching in de pleegzorg, gepubliceerd tussen 1980 en 2015, samen. Het
DME-model is gebruikt om de verschillende factoren die een matchingbeslissing (kunnen) beïnvloeden in kaart te brengen. De 12 geïncludeerde studies laten zien dat een breed
scala aan casus-gerelateerde factoren een rol speelt bij matchingbeslissingen. Organisatiegerelateerde factoren kunnen de mogelijkheid om een bepaalde, gewenste keuze te maken
beperken. Dit kan tot gevolg hebben dat niet alle relevant geachte casusfactoren worden
meegewogen in de dagelijkse praktijk. Uit ons overzicht blijkt verder dat externe factoren de
matchingbeslissing eveneens kunnen beïnvloeden. Dat geldt ook voor de persoonlijke visie
en ervaringen van de persoon c.q. professional die een matchingbeslissing voorbereidt en
neemt. We concluderen dat de matchingbeslissing in de pleegzorg een complex besluitvormingsproces impliceert en dat er behoefte is aan meer kennis over de gang van zaken in de
praktijk. Twee aspecten van de matchingbeslissing zijn belangrijk om beter te begrijpen en
zouden naar ons oordeel centraal moeten staan in (toekomstig) onderzoek: het proces en de
uitkomsten van matchingbeslissingen.
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Hoofdstuk 3 presenteert een studie naar de situationele context, waarin Nederlandse
matching professionals hun dagelijkse beslissingen nemen. Aan de hand van een kwalitatief
onderzoek zijn 20 semi-gestructureerde interviews met matching professionals, werkzaam
bij 17 verschillende Nederlandse pleegzorgorganisaties, gehouden. Hen is gevraagd te reflecteren op hun dagelijkse praktijk. Drie thema’s kwamen hieruit naar voren, elk kenmerkend
voor een bepaalde ‘laag’ van of manier van kijken naar de matchingbeslissing, namelijk:
matching zoals gepland, matching als maatwerk, en matching als compromis tussen wat wel
en niet kan. Uit de resultaten blijkt dat afwijkingen van wat gepland is onderdeel vormen van
de dagelijkse praktijk. Dat komt enerzijds door individueel maatwerk – waarbij verwacht
wordt dat dit ten goede kan komen aan de matchingsbeslissing, als door obstakels zoals een
tekort aan pleeggezinnen, een gebrek aan tijd of het ontbreken van informatie over kinderen
en gezinnen. Vooral een gebrek aan tijd lijkt de kwaliteit van de matchingbeslissing te kunnen
aantasten, aangezien deze factor zowel het proces van voorbereiding en besluitvorming als
de inhoud van het ‘wikken en wegen’ beïnvloedt. In een dergelijke situatie stellen matching
professionals minder hoge eisen aan informatie, keuzemogelijkheden e.d., terwijl tegelijk
een basale kwaliteit bij de matching van kind en pleeggezin gewaarborgd moet blijven. Dit
laat zien dat matching in de praktijk meer is dan het ogenschijnlijk eenvoudige ‘uitkiezen
van een pleeggezin’, en dat er behoefte is aan richtlijnen om te bepalen wat ‘goed genoeg’ is
bij het nemen van matchingbeslissingen.
Hoofdstuk 4 bouwt voort op de gegevens die verzameld zijn in de interviews met
dezelfde groep respondenten. De focus ligt nu op de participatie van kinderen, ouders en
pleegouders in de matchingbeslissing. Doel is om beter zicht te krijgen op de betrokkenheid
van deze belanghebbenden in het besluitvormingsproces. Participatie van kinderen, ouders
en pleegouders in de matchingbeslissing heeft naar het oordeel van de respondenten de
potentie om de uitkomsten van de pleegzorgplaatsing te verbeteren. Anderzijds kwamen
drie thema’s naar voren, die ertoe kunnen leiden dat de betrokkenheid van deze belanghebbenden juist wordt verminderd, te weten: assumpties over de participatievaardigheden
van de belanghebbenden, timing en haalbaarheid. Uit de resultaten blijkt dat de invloed
van biologische ouders, kinderen en pleegouders per matchingbeslissing verschilt en dus
contextgebonden is. Daarbij zijn de zorgprofessionals de sleutelfiguren die de betrokkenheid
van de belanghebbenden in meer of mindere mate faciliteren; zij moeten weten om te gaan
met meerdere partijen die elk hun eigen belangen hebben, en dit alles in een context van
zorg met weinig keuzeopties.
In hoofdstuk 5 rapporteren we over onderzoek naar het gebruik van heuristieken in de
matchingbeslissing. Heuristieken zijn (impliciete) vuistregels, die gebruikt kunnen worden
door professionals om beslissingen te nemen in een complexe context. Met behulp van
vignetten van hypothetische kinderen en pleeggezinnen en een ‘hardop denken’-methode
zijn we in gesprek gegaan met 20 matching professionals. Hierdoor kon inzicht worden
verkregen in het gebruik van heuristieken, alsmede in de (verschillen in) argumentatie die
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professionals aanvoeren voor hun beslissingen. De interviews zijn geanalyseerd door middel
van deductieve inhoudsanalyse, waarbij gefocust is op drie soorten heuristieken: de herkenningsheuristiek, de één-reden heuristiek, en de uitwisselingsheuristiek. De resultaten laten
zien dat de herkenningsheuristiek geen doorslaggevende rol speelt in het matchingproces;
professionals kijken niet slechts naar één gezin alvorens ze een definitieve beslissing nemen.
De uitkomsten met betrekking tot de één-reden heuristiek geven aan dat er zogenoemde
‘dealbrekers’ bestaan; pleeggezinnen kunnen worden afgewezen op basis van één negatief
argument. Ten aanzien van de uitwisselingsheuristiek vinden we dat het aantal positieve
argumenten en de verhouding tussen positieve en negatieve argumenten de uitkomsten van
een matchingbeslissing kunnen voorspellen. Echter, het totale aantal argumenten voorspelt
eveneens de uitkomst van de matchingsbeslissing, wat mogelijk kan wijzen op ‘confirmation
bias’ (geneigdheid tot bevestiging).
In hoofdstuk 6 reflecteren we op het uitgevoerde onderzoek. Matching in de pleegzorg
blijkt een complex maar betekenisvol proces is dat wordt beïnvloed door verschillende, met
elkaar samenhangende factoren. De vier categorieën van factoren genoemd in het DMEmodel lijken allen invloed te hebben op de matchingsbeslissing, al verschilt de precieze
invloed per situatie. Over het algemeen staan casusfactoren centraal in de matchingsbeslissing, maar welke casusfactoren worden meegenomen en hoe deze worden gewogen is mede
afhankelijk van organisatiefactoren, externe factoren en de factoren van de persoon die de
beslissing neemt. Kortom, deze dissertatie toont de complexiteit van matchingbeslissingen,
welke in voorgaand onderzoek vaak is verwaarloosd of genegeerd.
We hebben de bevindingen uit ons onderzoek kunnen vertalen naar aanbevelingen en
implicaties voor onderzoek, beleid en praktijk. Voortgezet onderzoek zal ons inziens baat
kunnen hebben bij een meer allesomvattende benadering van matching, waarbij de veelzijdigheid aan beïnvloedende factoren niet wordt vergeten om zodoende de complexiteit
van de praktijk te reflecteren, en bij het gebruik van onderzoeksdesigns waarin kinderen en
gezinnen – met inbegrip van zowel de biologische als de pleegouders – na de matchingbeslissing over langere tijd worden gevolgd. Ook verdient het aanbeveling matchingpraktijken
in andere soorten van zorg en/of in andere landen te onderzoeken en te vergelijken qua
processen en uitkomsten.
Wat betreft het beleids- en praktijkveld zou het wenselijk zijn wanneer dit zich richt op
het wegnemen van obstakels voor het matchingproces, bijvoorbeeld door meer aandacht
te richten op (en geld vrij te maken voor) de werving van pleeggezinnen, het eenvoudiger
verkrijgen van beschikbare informatie en het voorkomen van haastige crisisplaatsingen.
Daarnaast heeft ook het werven, trainen en selecteren van pleeggezinnen en het voortraject,
c.q. de begeleiding alvorens kinderen in pleegzorg komen een grote inhoudelijke impact
op het matchingproces. Datzelfde geldt voor de begeleiding nadat een matchingbesluit
is genomen. Voor deze onderwerpen zou meer aandacht mogen komen. Matching moet
gezien worden als een doorlopend proces dat zowel ‘aan de voorkant als aan de achterkant’
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monitoring en begeleiding vergt. Professionals die bij matching in de pleegzorg betrokken
zijn zouden steeds moeten blijven streven naar het verbeteren van hun eigen dagelijkse
praktijk. Een goede matching professional is iemand die zich bewust is van empirischwetenschappelijke bevindingen die het matchingproces ondersteunen, die in staat is om het
matchingproces aan te passen gelet op de behoeften van de betrokken cliënten en de context,
en die inziet wat het effect zou kunnen zijn van eigen beperkingen of subjectieve normen en
waarden. Supervisie en intervisie, alsmede de monitoring van (eigen) matchingcases lijken
ons daarom essentieel.
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Dankwoord
Aan het einde van dit promotietraject, kan ik niet anders concluderen dan dat ik met heel
veel mensen een goede match was. Er zijn veel mensen waar ik prettig mee heb samengewerkt, die de werkzaamheden tijdens deze periode leuker en gezelliger hebben gemaakt en
bij wie ik mij altijd welkom voelde.
Allereerst wil ik in Mónica López López bedanken. En hoewel ze stiekem beter Nederlands spreekt en leest dan ze anderen laat denken, ga ik dit toch traditiegetrouw in het
Engels doen. Mónica, I am incredibly thankful that you were my co-promotor. From the
start, you have always inspired me to strive for the best, while teaching me to stand up for
myself and my opinions. You were always there to listen to me, but at the same time allowed
me to go my own pace. Furthermore, your scientific networking skills are amazing. Thank
you for introducing me to many great researchers from abroad. And, after these five years
with you as my co-promotor, I can safely say that you unleashed some of my inner feminist.
Overall, I think we were a great match! I know you would have preferred a PhD student that
drinks coffee, but know that I always enjoyed our time spent together over a cup of tea ;-)
Sorry it took me all this time to start learning Spanish, but now at the end of my PhD I can
finally say (with a little bit of help from Google Translate): Gracias por el buen tiempo! Eres
increíble.
Hans Grietens, toen ik hoorde dat er in Groningen een hoogleraar kwam die zich specifiek zou richten op pleegzorg, met name vanuit een kwalitatieve invalshoek, wist ik dat
de kans vrij groot was dat daar leuke vacatures zouden langskomen. Ik leerde jou kennen
vanuit mijn vorige werkzaamheden bij de UvA en dacht ook best een goede kans te maken
bij mijn eerste sollicitatiebrief. Helaas werd ik het niet. Maar toen, en daar ben ik je nog
steeds erg dankbaar voor, stuurde jij mij een persoonlijke e-mail met de bemoedigende
woorden: “Het feit dat je de selectie niet hebt gehaald, zal je ongetwijfeld teleurgesteld hebben. Maar weet dat ze niets af doet aan je capaciteiten en potentieel als onderzoeker. Ik hoop
dat je gedreven blijft om onderzoek te doen over thema’s in de jeugdzorg (pleegzorg!) en
dat je blijft geloven in een promotietraject.” Mede daardoor durfde ik een jaar later opnieuw
te solliciteren, met dit proefschrift als prachtig resultaat. Tijdens het project was jij altijd
een kalme kracht die een luisterend oor kon bieden, vertrouwen had in de goede afloop en
kritisch meedacht op alle aspecten.
Erik J. Knorth, jij was de onmisbare laatste man van het project. Jij wist elke tekst met
een kritische blik te bekijken, waarbij geen detail jou kon ontgaan. In de periode dat wij
met elkaar hebben samengewerkt, hebben we elkaar niet eens zo heel vaak fysiek gezien.
Eigenlijk is dat jammer, want hoe gezellig was het toen we langs de snelweg een ijsje aan
het eten waren! Gesprekken met jou waren prikkelend en je wist altijd net de zwakke plek
in de teksten aan te wijzen om deze vervolgens te versterken. En wat heb jij een kennis van
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het werkveld! Bedankt voor alle suggesties, verbeteringen en aanvullingen van de afgelopen
jaren. Jij maakte het team compleet.
Hoewel de promotoren een belangrijke steun waren in dit project, was dit proefschrift
niet mogelijk geweest zonder de participanten van het onderzoek: de matchers. Jullie hebben een prachtig vak! En wat ben ik blij dat jullie mij de afgelopen jaren inzicht hebben
gegeven in dit mooie werkveld. De gedetailleerde en gepassioneerde verhalen die jullie mij
tijdens de interviews vertelden, zullen mij zeker bijblijven. Ik hoop jullie vak met dit proefschrift iets inzichtelijker gemaakt te hebben. En natuurlijk wil ik ook de andere personen
bedanken die mijn dataverzameling mogelijk hebben gemaakt, bijvoorbeeld de organisaties
waar ik een kijkje in de keuken mocht nemen door aanwezig te zijn bij een matchersoverleg
of gedurende een dag mocht meelopen. En natuurlijk de vijf organisaties waar ik dieper
kennis mee heb mogen maken door het inzien van de pleegzorgdossiers (bedankt Simon,
Renata, Ellen, Laura en Martine); de matchers die mij binnen die organisaties wegwijs hebben gemaakt; de vele pleegzorgwerkers die mijn vragenlijsten hebben ingevuld en zo kan ik
nog even doorgaan. Ik ben jullie allemaal erg dankbaar!
Dan schakel ik nu weer even over naar het Engels om de leden van het leescommittee
te bedanken. I want to thank the reading committee for their time and energy that they put
into critically assessing my dissertation. I could not have asked for a more knowledgeable
reading committee. Tarja Pösö, I am very grateful to have met you early on in my research
project. It is so interesting to meet someone with the same research interests. Your paper
and our talks inspired my own work and I am happy to have you as part of the reading
committee. John Fluke, when I first saw the DME framework in the beginning of my PhD
trajectory, I immediately knew what the focus of my research project on matching would
be. Therefore, it makes a lot of sense that you should be involved during the end of this
project as well. Thank you for being part of the reading committee. En tot slot, en weer in
het Nederlands, wil ik Margrite Kalverboer bedanken. Inhoudelijk weet jij ontzettend veel
over het matchingsproces in de pleegzorg en ik ben blij dat jij tijd hebt kunnen maken om
dit proefschrift met een kritische blik te bekijken.
Dan mijn paranimfen. Renske, jij wist geloof ik twee jaar geleden al dat jij een paranimf
bij mij zou zijn. En ik denk dat iedereen dat al wel verwachtte, want wat hebben wij veel tijd
samen doorgebracht. Niet alleen zijn we uiteindelijk samen in één huis gaan wonen en was
ik uiteindelijk jullie ‘puberdochter op zolder’, maar ook hebben we gezamenlijk ontzettend
veel plezier gehad. Van ’s nachts met een ladder over straat lopen en het versieren van baby’s
met popcorn tot het kletsen in de late uurtjes over werk en privé. Dat het soms ook onhandig was om tot laat nog over werk te praten, bleek als we vervolgens ieder in bed nog aan
het malen waren. Het is maar goed dat we de laatste periode Roel hadden die dit probeerde
te voorkomen en ervoor zorgde dat we weer wat eerder naar bed toe gingen. Roel, je was
een gezellige huisgenoot! Jouw nuchtere observaties of droge vragen hebben mij meerdere
malen aan het denken gezet en ik genoot van onze discussies. Dan mijn tweede paranimf,
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Jonathan. De laatste loodjes waren een stuk gezelliger met jou erbij! Onze schrijfdagen
waren vaak de meest productieve dagen van de hele week. Maar naast hard werken, maakte
we het ook altijd draaglijk met een heerlijke lunch, koekjes die opgewarmd konden worden
in de oven, verse thee, gezond fruit of af en toe een wandelingetje naar de supermarkt. Ik ga
het samen werken aan de proefschriften nog missen…
Naast mijn paranimfen zijn er nog veel meer collega’s die in dit dankwoord genoemd
moeten worden. Er is de vaste club van gelijk denkenden, waarmee naast de gezelligheid in
de Minnaar ook telefonisch veel foto’s, filmpjes en berichtjes zijn gedeeld de afgelopen jaar.
De kerngroep Niek, Anne, Leontien, Arjen, Renske, Jonathan, Kirsten, Gertruud en Sanne,
wat heb ik veel met jullie gelachen! En deze groep is later nog aangevuld met Annika, Floor,
Beitske, Florianne, Marleen, Ivonne, Marieke, Alianne en Judith. Goed om te zien dat er
zoveel gekke en gezellige mensen in de wereld zijn! Lidian, jij hoort natuurlijk eigenlijk
ook in het rijtje met gekke en gezellige mensen thuis. Lange tijd ben jij mijn kamergenoot
geweest. Het was geen moment saai met jou op de kamer! En ik wil ook de volgende collega’s
noemen: Dorijn, voor onze fijne gesprekken over pleegzorg en dat ik het stokje van het
Selectief Kwalitatief kon overnemen; Tim, dat jij mij voor jouw planten liet zorgen; Danielle,
Dorijn, Anne, Mijntje en Helen, Jet, Daan, Anne-Marie en Jana, bedankt voor de gezellige
tijden op de EUSARF congressen en de bezienswaardigheden die we samen gezien hebben;
Ineke, voor de gezellige schrijfweek in Friesland; het secretariaat, voor alle ondersteuning
de afgelopen jaren; en het schrijfgroepje, waarmee de dinsdagavonden opeens een stuk
productiever en gezelliger werden; de collega’s die mee gingen lunchen, want zonder een
goede lunch kan er niet gewerkt worden; de sportievelingen, waarmee ik de 4-mijl en de
Kardingerun hebben gelopen; en ook de vele andere collega’s die ik niet genoemd hebt. Ik
heb aan iedereen leuke herinneringen en het is niet mogelijk om dat allemaal te noemen in
dit dankwoord, maar weet dat ik jullie dankbaar ben voor het warme onthaal op de afdeling.
Ik ga jullie missen. Gelukkig heb ik ook een warm onthaal gekregen van mijn collega’s bij
het WODC.
En de afgelopen jaren ben ik met nog veel meer inspirerende mensen in aanraking
gekomen. Dat ik überhaupt interesse heb gekregen in de onderzoekswereld en de pleegzorg,
heb ik te danken aan Elly Singer, Floor van Rooij, Adimka Uzozie en Ruben Fukkink. Met
plezier heb ik aan jullie onderzoeksprojecten gewerkt en door jullie ben ik een stuk wijzer
geworden in het doen van onderzoek. Ook de mensen van Stichting Praat en Stichting Pleegwijzer heb ik altijd met veel plezier gesproken tijdens het doen van dit onderzoek. Soms
was het qua tijd wat lastig plannen, maar wat hebben we de afgelopen jaren veel voor elkaar
gekregen! En dan zijn er nog de mensen die ik heb leren kennen op congressen en waarmee
ik inhoudelijk veel kon delen. Met als kers op de taart een fantastisch symposium over
matching op het EUSARF congres met invalshoeken vanuit verschillende landen.
Natuurlijk zijn er ook veel vrienden die ik hier wil noemen. Vrienden die ik al mijn hele
leven ken, vrienden die ik heb leren kennen via de gym of waar ik al samen mee in de box
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lag (in een identiek jurkje), vrienden via het werk van Guus, vrienden die begonnen zijn als
collega’s, vrienden die nu ook onze buren zijn en de vaste vriendengroep van de middelbare
school waarmee ik eigenlijk pas na de middelbare school echt hecht bevriend ben geraakt.
Wat fijn dat ik bij jullie altijd mijzelf kan zijn!
En dan zijn er nog de mensen die altijd een belangrijke rol zullen hebben in mijn leven.
Allereerst mijn ouders, altijd bereid om een luisterend oor te bieden, mee te helpen met
een verhuizing (zelfs naar het hoge noorden) en die mij van kinds af aan hebben gestimuleerd om mijn dromen te volgen. En Soemano, het is er nooit van gekomen om samen in
Groningen te lunchen, maar samen in Den Haag lunchen is altijd reuze gezellig. Laten we
daar een traditie van maken! Maar ook mijn opa’s en oma’s (al hebben ze lang niet allemaal
mijn promotie kunnen meemaken) en de rest van mijn familie zijn altijd geïnteresseerd in
mijn project. Net als mijn ‘mama Mitra’ die weliswaar geen familie is maar wel zo voelt. En
de schoonfamilie wil ik ook zeker hier noemen, want wat heb ik het getroffen met jullie! De
fantastische wintersporttradities en de uitgebreide etentjes, het is met jullie altijd gezellig.
Tot slot verdient Guus een belangrijke plaats in dit dankwoord. Ik ben blij dat we het
samen zo goed hebben en dat onze relatie prima bestand bleek tegen mijn plannen om
even vier jaar naar Groningen te vertrekken. Ik had deze promotie vast net zo goed kunnen
afronden zonder jou en ik was misschien zelfs sneller klaar geweest, maar jij zorgde er wel
voor dat ik het project ook af en toe los kon laten en dat ik na het weekend met frisse energie
aan een nieuwe werkweek kon beginnen. Van lekker luieren, sportieve vakanties en het klussen in ons huisje, wat heb ik het toch altijd gezellig met jou! Na het succesvol beëindigen van
dit project, is het tijd voor het volgende project. Ik ben blij om samen met jou de volgende
stap te zetten en dat we binnenkort onze lieve dochter in deze wereld mogen verwelkomen.
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