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Abstract:

This article presents critical commentary on the relationship between wider policy in Ireland for children, and the practice of social workers and social care workers who work with children on the ground level. An over-view of the current policy context for children is achieved through a focused commentary on the literature. This operates around three broad themes. First, the pervasive influence of a children’s rights paradigm on policy in Ireland must be accounted for. Second, policy that is manifest as a feature of regulation, audit, accountability and compliance culture is considered. Finally, an over-view of key policy related to specific areas of practice with children in Ireland is mapped out. To then progress this towards learning for practitioners seeking to make better links between policy and their practice in the field, the utility of a Jansson (2017) Framework of Policy-Practice is explored.  The proposition is, that the Framework offers one theoretical mechanism for practitioners who are concerned with strengthening policy and practice links. The discussion in this paper is timely and relevant in the context of increasing external regulation defined by a cultural shift towards audit, compliance and accountability, and related processes of professionalisation.  To date, development of literature in Ireland for social professionals on the relationship between policy and practice remains broadly neglected. 
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Introduction 

Existing literature alludes to a lack of resources for, and attention to the relationship between policy and practice for both social workers (Figueira-McDonough, 1993; O’Connell, 2014; Weiss, Gal, & Katan, 2005) and social care workers (Moran, 2013), defined as distinct but cognate disciplines in Ireland (Share & Lalor, 2013). This is of increased concern during present processes of intensifying professionalisation and external regulation, that increasingly requires policy compliance, and yet constrains practitioner’s capacity to meaningfully engage with the wider complex and expanding policy context (Gal & Weiss-Gal, 2013; Streir & Feldman, 2018). Related to this, a cultural shift towards audit, compliance and accountability in Ireland is increasingly evident (Christie, Featherstone, Quin, & Walsh, 2015; Lalor & Share, 2013). This article circumscribes to two aspects of the relationship between wider policy and practice for social professionals who work with children in Ireland. First, the perspective of a classic ‘top-down’ application of policy to practice is informed through a focused commentary on the literature. Within this, a broad over-view of current and key policy for practitioners in Ireland is presented, as the predominant focus of the paper. Secondly, shifting towards the perspective of a ’bottom-up’ practice to policy change process, the utility of a Jansson Framework of Policy-Practice (1994, 1999, 2014, 2017) is explored as one potential theoretical mechanism for practitioners seeking to make change happen moving forward. To contextualise this, Jansson’s original concept of ‘policy-practice’ (1984) derived from social work will be critically considered.
The review is necessary and timely on several counts. First, practitioners in Ireland and farther afield have identified in the literature a perceived lack of both confidence and competency in making links between wider policy and practice (Gal & Weiss-Gal, 2013, 2015; O’Connell, 2014). Second, child policy in Ireland has undergone significant development spurred on by a children’s rights paradigm, presenting to practitioners a complex and newly developed policy infrastructure (Hayes, 2002; Kilkelly, 2013; 2017). Within this, some fields such as child protection are characterised by pressurised practice environments, overarched by an expansive and overwhelming body of policy, and undermined by time constraints for practitioners seeking to better acquaint with that policy (O’Connell, 2014). Third and finally, both social work and to a greater extent social care as professional disciplines, are in a state of flux characterised by intensifying external regulation and professionalisation processes (Byrne, 2016; McSweeney, Smith, & Williams, 2016; Share & Lalor, 2013). Within this, explicit integration and evidence of policy in practice is increasing required (Share & Lalor, 2013). In part, this is due to regulatory changes such as the drafting of standards of proficiency for social care workers that require competency in policy awareness (CORU, 2017b). 
Notwithstanding such changes, Streir and Feldman (2018, p.751) identify the dominant ideology of neo-liberalism, relevant to the present period of transition and increased regulation, as having both “triggered the need for policy-practice but also severely restricted the likelihood for meaningful political actions taken by social workers.” Whilst generally distinct as a discipline and practice, one might add Irish social care practice to this. This is following recent ‘blurring’ of professional roles between the disciplines outlined by Share and Lalor (2013), in which social care practice increasingly grows to resemble social work practice in Ireland. Discontinuity with pragmatic skills such as meal preparation, and progressively more standardised, regulated, theoretical and policy orientated practice is one illustration of social care practice changes underway (Share & Lalor, 2013). The suggestion is, that in the context of such complexity and transition for both professions, a critical commentary on the literature that maps the present policy context and sets the groundwork for context-informed theoretical discussion around the Jansson Framework (1994, 1999), may aid practitioners to negotiate the significant and serious challenges presented by the current policy and practice environment.  
The remainder of the paper proceeds as follows. Review of literature operates around three broad themes, selected for their central relevance to the subject matter. These are: child policy in Ireland underpinned by a children’s rights paradigm; policy as a feature of regulation, audit, accountability and compliance; and specialised policy for specific areas of practice with children. From here, Bruce Jansson’s Framework of Policy-Practice is presented (1994, 1999, 2014, 2017), to offer some leverage for practitioners seeking to strengthen policy and practice links moving forward.  

Child policy in Ireland underpinned by a children’s rights paradigm 

As a starting point, the intention is to map cornerstone policy statements of relevance to social work and social care, underpinned and influenced by a children’s rights paradigm.  In Ireland, the Department of Children and Youth Affairs (DCYA) (2011b) is the key Government department overseeing ‘policy areas on child and youth’ guided by present Minister Katherine Zappone, TD (DCYA, 2011b, vi). Early childhood care and education; youth justice; child welfare and protection; children and young people’s participation; research on children and young people; youth work; and cross-cutting initiatives for children, are specifically named by the DCYA as policy areas within this (2011b, vi). 
Of central importance for children is Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures: The National Policy Framework for Children and Young People 2014-2020 (DCYA, 2014).  This is because it amalgamates all Government policy across sectors into one framework centred upon national outcomes (for instance, that children be active and healthy with physical and mental wellbeing, constituting outcome 1) and transformational goals (such as to support parents, and to provide early intervention and prevention) (DCYA, 2014, p. 24; DCYA, 2015b).  Arising from this national policy framework are three key policy strategy documents (DCYA, 2015b).  These are the National Youth Strategy 2015–2020 (DCYA, 2015b), Children and Young People’s Participation in Decision-Making (DCYA, 2015a) and the National Early Years Strategy, the latter remaining under development. Such policy developments are complimented and enhanced by initiatives focussed on gathering data coordinated by the National Strategy for Research and Data on Children’s Lives 2011-2016 (DCYA, 2011b). 
[bookmark: _Hlk530307073] A children’s rights paradigm and within it, promoting child participation, has been of escalating importance for policy in Ireland (Kilkelly, 2013; 2017). The former National Children’s Strategy: Our Children-Their Lives, spanning ten years between 2000-2010, according to its foreword by then Taoiseach Bertie O’Hearn, sought to ‘listen, act and think more effectively for children’ (Government of Ireland, 2000, foreword). Impetus for this ambition included ratification in 1992 by the State of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child or UNCRC (Government of Ireland, 2000; Hayes, 2002; Kilkelly, 2017). This was followed by a clear ethos of children’s rights in policy in Ireland and associated legislative changes, such as the 31st amendment to the Irish Constitution in 2012 through inserting Article 42a (Constitution of Ireland, 1937). Within the UNCRC, the right to be heard has partially ameliorated the invisibility of children in policy formation which had been persistent (Kilkelly, 2013; 2017). Allied to the progression of children’s rights, has been important developments such as the establishment of the Ombudsman for Children, and the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs (Hayes, 2002). Meanwhile, children’s increased participation in policy and governance has been enhanced by Children and Young People Services Committees (CYPSC)(DCYA, 2015a) and other initiatives aimed at embedding the voices and experiences of children within wider policy infrastructure.

Policy as a feature of regulation, audit, accountability and compliance

[bookmark: _Hlk530307264]Another feature of policy formation for children in social work and social care practice has been increasing regulation, audit, accountability and compliance. The Health Act 2007 established the Health Information and Quality Authority Ireland (HIQA) that in turn, developed a suite of regulatory standards. These include National Standards for Children’s Residential Services (HIQA, 2018), and National Standards for the Protection and Welfare of Children (HIQA, 2012). Social professionals to varying extents are affected by statutory professional registration, and within this, compliance with standards of proficiency and codes of ethics (Kirwin & Melaugh, 2015; Power & Darcy, 2017). Social Work in Ireland has been subject to statutory registration since 2011 under the Health and Social Care Professionals Act 2005 (Kirwin & Melaugh, 2015). As a result, it must demonstrate compliance with a Code of Professional Conduct and Ethics (CORU, 2011). Social Care Workers are undergoing professionalisation. Thus far this has entailed establishment of a Registration Board within CORU in 2015; a draft Code of Professional Conduct and Ethics for Social Care Workers in 2016; Criteria for Education and Training Programmes in 2017 (2017a) and Standards of Proficiency for Social Care Workers in 2017 (2017b) (Power & Darcy, 2017).
In this milieu, increasing external regulation has compounded the need for practitioners to achieve and evidence competency in integrating policy with practice.  Draft CORU Standards of Proficiency for Social Care Workers (2017b), for instance, implicitly require policy knowledge, and explicitly specify that practitioners must ‘understand the role of policies’ (2017b, p.5). Comparable and established standards of proficiency for social work require that practitioners, “understand issues and trends in Irish public and social policy development which influence social work practice” (p.16). To a lesser extent, both the Code of Professional Conduct and Ethics for Social Workers (CORU, 2011), and the draft code for social care workers (CORU, 2016) imply policy awareness as requisite for ethical practice, albeit with fewer explicit references to policy. In terms of practice with children specifically, National Standards for the Protection and Welfare of Children (HIQA, 2012) strictly require ‘compliance with national policy’ (p. 39), ‘including a robust monitoring system that reports regularly on’ that compliance (p. 38). Other inspection standards such as the National Standards of Children’s Residential Services (HIQA, 2018) naturally, albeit often implicitly, necessitate a meaningful and integrated relationship between policy and practice. Taken as a whole, such integration seems to impress more than a simple myopic view incorporating awareness of, and compliance with policy; but implies a complex reflexive relationship incorporating practitioner advocacy, and even lobbying and proposal work to elicit change from grass roots practice upward toward policy overture.  

Specialised policy for specific areas of practice with children

[bookmark: _Hlk530307040]By now, the increasing requirement for practitioner competency in the integration of policy and practice is evident. Moving forward, this final section of focused commentary proceeds toward mapping key policy concerns pertaining to several major areas of social work and social care practice with children in Ireland. To start with, the child protection and welfare policy arena presents a particularly developed infrastructure. Therein, Children First National Guidance (DCYA, 2017) constitutes a policy centrepiece, and in terms of legislation, the Child Care Act 1991 is comparable. A suite of regulations pertaining to the placement and oversight of children in care (such as Child Care (Placement of Children in Foster Care) Regulations 1995), alongside newer developments such as Children First Act 2015, also feature within this expansively legislated arena. In this context, Tusla, the Child and Family Agency established on January 1st 2014, is the national state agency responsible for the well-being of children in Ireland, including child protection and welfare, and educational welfare services. Practice within the Agency operates from its own well-developed internal policy infrastructure. The establishment of the Agency as a watershed, marked a major period of reform in children’s services in Ireland (McGregor, 2014) and was followed by Meitheal, a national practice model for supporting children and families with welfare problems not deemed to satisfy child protection thresholds (Tusla, 2013). 
[bookmark: _Hlk530306112][bookmark: _Hlk530306158]Beyond the practice sphere of child protection and welfare, youth criminal justice constitutes a second major field of specialist work with children in Ireland. Here estimations of the relevance of policy must contend with the lack of clarity between job titles of youth worker, youth justice workers and social care worker (Williams & Lalor, 2001). Social workers in this area, similarly, may fulfil a diversity of relevant roles, such as that of probation officer. In this context, the Children’s Act 2001 is the statutory centrepiece, provoking development of youth justice following longstanding ‘political inertia and neglect’ (Seymour, 2012, p.76). Principles and practices of restorative justice, prevention rather than focus on detention, and where offenders demonstrate remorse and accountability, diversion away from the criminal system, underpin policy development (DCYA, 2016; Kilkelly, 2014; Seymour, 2012). Practical expressions of these principles at a grass roots level include the Garda Youth Diversion Programme in Ireland and the Family Conference Model (Kilkelly, 2014).  Agencies central to fulfilling Irish Youth Justice aspirations include the Irish Youth Justice Service (IYJS) within the DCYA (DCYA, 2016), and An Garda Siochana that structure their work, in part, through implementation of the Youth Justice Action Plan 2014-2018 (YJAP). Overall the policy arena of youth justice is continuing to evolve. Through the University of Limerick (UL), the ‘Research Evidence into Policy, Programmes and Practice’ (REPPP) Project ameliorates, for instance, some of the lack of consistent data collection in this area highlighted previously in the Youth Justice Review of 2006 (Government of Ireland, 2006a). 
	In addition to the practice field of youth justice, social professionals may specialise in working with distinctive populations of children, for instance those utilising disability or mental health services, or children in direct provision.  In the case of children with disabilities, HIQA standards such as the National Standards for Residential Services for Children and Adults with Disabilities (HIQA, 2013) are a central feature of the regulatory system. The National Disability Strategy 2004 constitutes the major statement of policy reform of recent decades in Ireland, which included cornerstone legislation the Disability Act 1995, as well as Sectoral Plans, multi-annual investment package, and the Education for Persons with Special Educational Needs Act (ESPEN) 2004. Children with disabilities also enjoy the dual applicability of the UNCRC and UN Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities (UNCRPD) (Kilkelly, 2002), albeit with the latter only ratified in March 2018 following prolonged anticipation (Flynn, 2011). Until recently, geographical disparity and inequity in access to and provision of services has been a substantial issue for families in Ireland with a child with disability (Power and Kenny, 2010). In order to redress this circumstance, the Report of the National Reference Group on Multidisciplinary Disability Services for Children Aged 5-18 Years, pursued an initiative to standardise services for children of this age and move towards service provision via multidisciplinary children’s network teams (NRGMDSC, 2009). Peripheral and prior to this, several significant policy documents had been produced, most of which applying predominately to services for adults with a disability (Flynn, 2017b), such as the Time to Move on From Congregated Settings Report (HSE, 2011) and the Value for Money and Policy Review of Disability Services Report (Department of Health, 2012). 
[bookmark: _Hlk530306435][bookmark: _Hlk530306489]Another significant policy and practice area for social work and social care with children in Ireland pertains to mental health services. Much of the central mental health policy and legislation refers to services across the life-course but has varied effects on children and young people. The Mental Health Act 2001 is the cornerstone legislation for all mental health services in Ireland, and following this, in 2006 the policy document A Vision for Change (Department of Health, 2006) has been of central importance. There is some policy overlap perceptible in this field, with the Mental Health Commissions Strategic Plan 2016-2018 (MHC, 2017) noting much similarity between equity aspirations in the Vision for Change document, and the Quality Framework for Mental Health Services in 2007 (MHC, 2007). More specifically for children, the National Youth Mental Health Task Force was established following recognition of the importance of youth mental health within the Programme for Partnership Government in 2016, and emphasized in its 2017 report, the importance of early intervention and prevention, and the role of schools within this. The report drew from the Vision for Change policy document, and Connecting for Life, which is the policy articulation of the national suicide reduction strategy. Overall, within mental health policy, cohesion between policy makers, service users and practitioners has been aspirational. The first National Mental Health Service Collaborative (NMHSC) established in 2009 is one such example, setting out “an initiative bringing policy-makers and on-the-ground professionals together to achieve a particular policy aim” (MHC, 2017, P. 3).
Beyond mental health provision, Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) services (normally conceptualised as spanning the age group 0-6) (DCYA, 2013) are relevant to social care and social work practitioners in Ireland who ordinarily operate at the periphery of the sector with children who experience exceptional difficulties (Share & Lalor, 2013). The Report of the Expert Advisory Group, entitled Right from the Start (DCYA, 2013), articulates how Ireland’s first Early Years Strategy seeks to address both needs and opportunities for children aged 0-6. Prior to this, thematic review of early childhood education and care policy in Ireland by the OECD commented on disjointed nature of the early childhood sector (Corrigan, 2004). In this context, Hayes (2002) discusses developments that partially sought to, or indeed had achieved more cohesion in this context. In 2006, for instance, an Office of Minister for Children was established (OMC – now OMCYA), as well as an Early Years Education Policy Unit from the Department of Education, and the development of a white paper on early childhood education, entitled Ready to Learn (Government of Ireland, 1999). Furthermore in 2001, the Centre for Early Childhood Development and Education (CECDE) was established, albeit consigned to closure again in 2008 (Hayes, 2002). In sum, these illustrate developments arose from prior and substantial monetary investment in the form of the National Childcare Investment Programme (NCIP). Overall, Hayes (2002) remarks in this context upon the persistent conceptual and structural separation of care and education that has characterised Irish ECCE policy. 
To date, core developments in this policy that relate not just to early years settings, but to the kind of social problems that elicit the involvement of social professionals in young children’s lives, include the following. Siolta (2017b) is the National Quality Framework for Early Childhood Education.  In terms of children experiencing social, child welfare or child protection problems, Siolta Principle 5 is most relevant and specifies that ‘the safety, welfare and well-being of all children must be protected and promoted in all early childhood environments’ (Siolta, 2017a, p. 8). Concurrent to Siolta, Aistear provides the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework for early years settings which also takes a holistic approach such as promoting the child’s well-being, including their health (NCCA, no date). Notwithstanding the focus in both Aistear and Siolta with Early Years Practitioners and settings, social workers and social care workers may derive varied degrees of practice guidance from their conventions, and for this reason they remain pertinent. 
In drawing towards a close, a final facet of policy development worth due attention surrounds targeted strategies towards disadvantaged communities of children. This includes early intervention and prevention programmes, such as the Department of Education and Skills social inclusion strategy referred to as Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools (DEIS) (Department of Education and Skills, 2017). Notions of integration and coordination have imbued policy development in this context and indeed more broadly, for instance the Working Together for Children Initiative (DCYA, 2011a) led by the Department of Children and Youth Affairs (DCYA), which according to Tusla, “provides the mandate and impetus for more integrated working between relevant agencies to improve developmental outcomes for all children” (Tusla, 2013, p.1). Broader policy in Ireland pertaining to social issues, whilst catering across the life course, often also incorporates specific provisions for children such as in the case of the National Action Plan for Social Inclusion 2007-2016 (Government of Ireland, 2007) superseded by its 2018-2021 counterpart. Furthermore, poverty reduction strategies such as the new National Social Target for Poverty Reduction (NSTPR) (Department of Social Protection, 2014) are particularly relevant in the context of troubling national statistical indicators, evidencing significantly elevated relative child poverty rates spanning the recent period of economic recession (Flynn, 2017b). Here related austerity measures have been tantamount, by some estimations, to a punitive governmental reactive strategy (Allen, 2009). In this context, some disbanding of social partnership in Ireland is perhaps unsurprising, taking with it provisions for children such as those within Towards 2016, Ten-Year Framework Social Partnership Agreement 2006-2015 (Allen, 2009; Government of Ireland, 2006b). 

Strategies moving forward

Thus far, the aspirations of this paper have been modest: to map the present policy landscape for social workers and social care workers who work with children in Ireland. Moving forward, the utility of a Jansson Framework of Policy-Practice (1994, 1999, 2014, 2017) will be the focus, with a view to aiding practitioners in making change happen within future practice. The intention is to ground this in critical commentary based on the premise of “general agreement that social workers must assume policy roles and learn to perceive policy-practice as among the skills of a practicing social worker, not the purview of a policy expert” (Rocha, 2007, p.1). Whilst Irish social care practice has never, drawing on historical accounts, espoused the intensity of the social work socio-political mandate, changes now underway make policy-engaged practice increasingly implied (Lalor & Share, 2013).  Moreover, in the Irish capitalist ideological atmosphere, perhaps best described as a recalibrated form of neoliberalism (Garrett, 2018), literature reflects persistent debates about how practitioners might best strike a balance between the perceptible stranglehold of proceduralisation on one account, and exercising their discretion towards making broader change happen on another (Dominelli, 2004). These debates are complex and should not be refined to a simple myopic view of neo-liberalism as all bad (Flynn, 2017b), and processes of managerialism and proceduralisation as altogether limiting. Notwithstanding such complexity, it is perhaps conclusive that the present time is characterised by change in the nature and form of social care and to a lesser extent social work practice. Jansson’s work (1984, 1994, 1999, 2014, 2017) in this milieu may be beneficial as one conceptual aid for practitioners otherwise seeking theoretical redress.  
Bruce Jansson developed the concept ‘policy-practice’ for social work in the 1980s and since this, it has had varied applications. Rocha (2007, p.1), considering the evolution of Jansson’s work, defines Policy-Practice as, “a change approach that uses advocacy and community practice techniques to change programs and policies.” Therein, social work skills are utilised in advocacy for policy change, and formulation of new policy to attend to perceived social injustices. More specifically Jansson’s framework (1994, 1999, 2014, 2017) has evolved over time, with varied amendments, applications and developments. Taking account of the particularities of social work and social care with children in Ireland, and taking care not to conflate the skill base of the two disciplines that remain distinctive, the proposition is that Jansson’s (2017) more comprehensive account of the framework may be refined down to two pertinent aspects for the present analysis, one of which is selected as the feature in this paper. The first aspect, and that which will be paramount here, consists of four competencies that practitioners may utilise in preforming policy-practice. These are, in particular order; analytic skills, political skills, interactional skills and values-clarification skills (Jansson, 2007, p.101; 2017). The competencies may progress practitioner’s policy-practice capacity and rather than context dependent, are transferrable and can be extended to social care practice in certain contexts. To articulate this, the competencies will be applied in the following as themes to structuralise discussion, with the intention of being illustrative rather than exhaustive. First, as a complement to this, the second aspect of Jansson’s framework is outlined as follows. 
Eight tasks of policy-practice (Jansson, 2017) underscore and accompany the four competencies. In particular order these are: deciding what is right and wrong in order to determine whether and when to initiate policy advocacy (1); navigating policy and advocacy systems in agency, community, governmental, or legislative settings (2); engaging in agenda setting task (3); analysing problems (4); writing proposals (5); enacting policies (6); implementing policies (7); and assessing policies (8) (Jansson, 2017, xvii). Each task may be seen to occur in isolation or may follow a continuum of change in sequence. As noted, the tasks encompass a practical application of the four competencies underpinning Jansson’s framework (Jansson, 2017). Keeping these in mind, the following illustration of Jansson’s four competencies (2017) offers more detailed insight into the framework’s applicability to the case of social work and social care with children in Ireland. 

(1) Analytic skills

Analytic skills are outlined by Jansson (2007, p.101) as being potentially necessary to articulate to policy makers the feasibility of proposed changes to existing policy; to enumerate the cost and benefit of changes; or to draft proposals that have sufficient depth, rigour and credibility to attain sponsorship or funding. In sum, the practitioner must be able to analyse the policy issue at hand. In the instance of social workers or social care workers in Ireland, the case of support work with children with disability offers one illustrative example. Article 30 of the recently ratified UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, for instance, enshrines participation in cultural life, recreation, leisure and sport. Yet, private providers in a child’s locality may not have the resources or insurance coverage to assist some children (such as motorised wheelchair users) to partake in certain activities (such as water sports) leading to geographical inequity in access and provision. Applying the analytic component of Jansson’s four competencies, analysis of this issue might begin with regard for the magnitude of the problem, and encompass assessment of resources, such as disability self-advocacy groups in the sector and locality. Self-advocates, for instance, may then contribute both skills, and a platform with existing connections to raise public and political awareness of the problem, and expertise to progress informed policy task formulation.  

(2) Political skills 

For Jansson (2007, p.101) political skills include the need to garner politician’s support and to sheppard proposed changes through political processes and into fruition. For social workers or social care practitioners operating in the field of mental health in Ireland, for instance, this might incorporate the coordination of lobbying efforts around resourcing community based residencies, or writing correspondence to political officials on behalf of service users, or indeed administrative support to service users in the compilation of their own correspondence or representations. 

(3)  Interactional skills

Interactional skills, for Jansson (2007, p.101), include forging meaningful links with public officials, making valuable public representations, and exploiting the potential of fora such as meetings in order to progress one’s policy agenda.  In the case of social work and social care practice with children subject to child protection and welfare investigations in Ireland, Department of Children and Youth Affairs national consultation (Coyne, Mallon, & Chubb, 2018) has sought to garner the voices and opinions of Irish children to inform government strategy as a constituent of the Better Outcomes Brighter Futures policy endeavour. This was only one of numerous national consultations, and utilising interactional skills under Jansson’s framework, practitioners might capitalise upon liaison with key bodies such as the DCYA Citizen Participation Unit or CYPSIE Committee Officials to ensure that the voices of children subject welfare or child protection concerns are appropriately represented at every step. In the case of the DCYA consultation, this might be grounded in concern that samples for consultation were drawn by random selection that therefore may not be sufficiently large in number to ensure inclusion or representation of the interests of these children (Coyne, Mallon, & Chubb, 2018). 

 (4) Values-clarification skills

       Finally, for Jansson (2007, p.101) value-clarification as a skill, becomes important when difficult ethical decisions must be made, and choices must be considered and weighed up. In Ireland, social care workers and social workers experience heightened exposure to complex ethical issues such as abortion, euthanasia and assisted suicide, alongside broader ethical policy issues such as those surrounding austerity measures during recent economic recession (Charleton, 2014). This is largely because Irish practitioners directly support people experiencing social problems, marginalisation and disadvantage (Christie et al., 2015; Lalor & Share, 2013) as a direct consequence of the social justice and support remits of the professions (IFSW, 2014; Lalor & Share, 2013). In making representations to Government, advocating, and pursuing policy amendment or formulation, practitioner’s may face the most adversity in choosing where to situate themselves within complex politized issues, whilst adhering to existing codes of ethics, that ultimately define their professional position. 

In sum, Jansson’s four competencies, namely analytic, political, interactional and value-clarification, bring possibility in both heuristic utility and practical application for social workers and social care workers who work with children. Whilst more sophisticated accounts of Jansson’s work can be achieved (see Jansson, 2017), the intention has been to furnish an accessible introduction grounded in the spatial context of Ireland, but generalisable to wider contexts, where desirable.  



Conclusion 

The focus in this article has been on the relationship between wider policy in Ireland for children, and the work of social workers and social care workers at the coal-face of practice. Focused commentary on the literature operated around three broad themes with the intention of being informative regarding the current macro-level policy environment. First, key child policy in Ireland underpinned by a children’s rights paradigm was discussed. After this, policy as a feature of regulation, audit, accountability and compliance was considered. Finally, central policy related to specific areas of practice with children in Ireland was mapped out, necessarily focussing on some, but limited in its capacity to address all, practice expanses. To follow-up, context-informed exploration of Jansson’s work (1994, 1999, 2014, 2017) sought to establish its utility for practitioners in this milieu.  
Active involvement in policy-practice is well established as a requirement for social work (Weiss et al., 2005) and as social care practice undergoes major transition in the context of recently intensified professionalisation (Byrne, 2016; Share & Lalor, 2013), the disciplines may be imperilled without functional theoretical support. This article sought to impart some such guidance, albeit acknowledging the continued requirement for policy-practice literature of this kind, moving forward.  
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