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Introduction 
Change is underway in how traditionally biologically-attributed identity positions like gender and disability are understood. Gaining better awareness of the potentially more abstract, rather than anatomy-based origins of identity categories, has been increasingly popularised by transformative thinkers within and beyond the academy (Butler, 2010; Goodley, 2016; Marks, 2017; Shildrick, 2009). This is linked to the emerging idea that having identities like being a ‘female’ is not something that simply comes to pass solely because of one’s own biology, but also because of abstract causes, like the language used to describe people, or cultural ideas about what it means to be properly female (Butler, 2010; Green et al., 2019). 
To practice well within the context of these progressive changes, new knowledge competencies are required from practitioners. Gender-diverse young people, for example, seek pronoun use appropriate to their gender identity. This may include non-binary folk who identify in ways that are unorthodox in popular culture (Green et al., 2019). Likewise, disability scholars, artists and activists proffer that exclusively medicalised and biological-tragedy discourses and practice approaches to disability are inappropriate, outdated and reductive (Barnes, 2012; Flynn, 2019a, 2019b; Goodley, 2016). Within this, failure to recognise that disability is a product of discrimination in society, can harmfully exasperate existing social oppression, and may lead to less welcoming ways of working with disabled children and young people (Barnes, 2012). Finally, the concept of race (unlike ethnicity and culture) originates from classic scientific reasoning that attributes human biodiversity to racial variation (Laird, 2008). Yet, scholars from diverse disciplinary areas have even contested the biological basis of race, claiming that social interpretation is, in actuality, the engineer of these otherwise random categories (Haney Lopez, 1994; Marks, 2017). Overall, the case being made, is that new knowledge competency is required by practitioners to account for the changing ways that identity categories are described and understood. Within professional child protection and welfare assessment, this also includes the importance of working with children and young people in sensitive and inclusive ways. Moreover, the onus is on practitioners to act anti-oppressively to avoid prejudicial biases that lean toward sexism, racism and disablism among other varied forms of discrimination, rather than depending upon children and young people to adjust their representation of identity to fit common practice conventions (Dominelli, 2002).
	As an intervention and aid to practitioners confronted by this complex situation, this paper presents theoretically informed critical commentary through an abridged or abbreviated postconventional analytic. The core argument of the paper is that postconventional analysis offers a useful theoretical lens for understanding the dynamics of children and young people’s identity, as encountered in child protection and welfare assessment. In making this case, the paper adopts the following structure. Firstly, key terms, concepts and language pertaining to identity and the body are explained and introduced, followed by reflection upon the need for concern with the identity of children and young people in child protection work (Health Service Executive, 2011). After this, the theoretical agenda and key aspects of postconventionalism are outlined. Here the rationale for uptake of an abridged or partial postconventionalist approach are presented. Finally, four parameters for professional development are laid out. These are respectively: the complex origin of identity must be appreciated; criticality and openness to the meaning of identity is preferable; progress lies in courteous, sensitive and inclusive practice; and, practitioners should acquire knowledge competency in identity categories. Whilst the paper is geared to an international audience, for the purpose of consistency in selection of literature, the geographical context of Ireland is referred to intermittently as a case example, with literature also heavily drawing from the American context as forerunners in cultural scholarship (Laird, 2008). 
Overall, the postconventional perspective taken hopes to be open and exploratory, rather than exhaustive and definitive. The desire to do so comes as a mark of rejection to the labelling, categorisation and in particular, the hierarchical organisation of knowledge that is often associated with science or medicine. This medical and scientific thinking, when applied to human variation, has had historically devastating consequences for nonconformists to the norm who have been labelled as deficient and in need of treatment and cure to repair their deficiency and restore them to a ‘proper’ human state (Goodley, 2016).  The paper proceeds, and concludes, with insistence on compassion and acceptance toward children and young people, achieved through a contextualised suspicion of traditionally often unrefuted identities, such as being ‘disabled’, ‘white’ or ‘male’. 

Identity and the body: Starting premises and terminology 

This paper particularly focuses on identity positions that would traditionally be understood in biological terms, but that are now increasingly critiqued and understood as social and cultural constructs, such as disability and gender (see Barnes, 2012; Butler, 2010). Moreover, the paper selects terminology that is philosophically consistent with the latter approach, for example, using the term ‘disabled children’ instead of ‘children with disabilities’ to underscore how disability is a social creation rather than an exhaustively individual circumstance (Oliver et al., 2012). This is not to deny that embodied pain, impairment and illness that children and young people may undergo can sometimes involve very individual and personal experiences that seem to have little to do with discrimination in society. Rather, the culpability of external factors such as societal discrimination is emphasized because it can change an otherwise tolerable or potentially celebrated impairment into disabling lived experience (Barnes, 2012; Oliver et al., 2012). This includes exclusionary design in public transport, discriminatory legislation or social prejudices that prevent disabled children receiving birthday party invitations. Meanwhile, the term ‘gender identity’ is taken up to refer to self-declared gender, including non-binary (male: female) identities (neither exclusively male nor female), as a signifier that gender is not biologically determinative (Green et al., 2019). Indeed, for some scholars and activists, even the notion of male and female sexes as reproductive human categories is radically rejected and re-thought, such as through increasingly popular statements such as the theoretical area known as Butlerian gender performativity (Butler, 2010). 
As a final example, the terms ‘race’, ‘ethnicity’ and ‘ethnic minority status’ used in this paper, should perhaps be rendered problematic for a moment, for the purpose of clarity and learning. Whilst racial identity categories, such as being Asian or White/Caucasian, have traditionally been scientifically justified explanations for human variation (Laird, 2008), these categories have also been contested, and downplayed to be nothing more than mere subjective processes of social partitioning of humans (Haney Lopez, 1994; Marks, 2017). Alternatively, ‘ethnicity’ ordinarily does refer to social and cultural constructions of identity that may relate in some way to race but certainly are not determined by it, such as having shared ancestry, customs or language (Hughes, 1994). In this context ‘ethnic minority status’, unlike race or ethnicity, therefore implies that one occupies a marginalised and under-represented ethnic group within their society (Laird, 2008). 
	More broadly, it is clear that the notion of identity is often constructed based on biological factors (Butler, 2010; Oliver et al., 2012). What remains to be fully clarified is who is advantaged by these constructions and how. Seminal theorist Rosi Bradiotti (2003) makes the notion of privilege more concrete by specifying that it is ultimately white men, who are able bodied, heterosexual and have citizenship in an established polity that dominate over those who are marginalized. Furthermore, privileged men perpetuate the institutions that isolate and even dehumanize people. One example of this is universities where the frequency of publishing by academic staff strongly predicts the likelihood that they will get promoted (Hesli & Mook Lee, 2011). Universities seek to be unbiased by using supposedly objective measures such as these, and yet these measures do not account for the fact that women often take on the burden of childcare in the home, as well as institutional disadvantage such as evidence that women are more likely to be asked to provide less credited or uncredited service tasks and agree to do these tasks more than men do (Mitchell & Hesley, 2013). Research also suggests that academic publishing can be racially biased (Coleman, 2005). Child protection and welfare services, similar to universities have embedded disadvantage affecting employees as well as service users, such as evidence of ‘mother-blaming’ and erosion of men’s accountability in casework (Mulkeen, 2012), as well as evidence of lower thresholds and more permissible approaches to the abuse of disabled children (Flynn, 2019a). 
Overall, the position of the paper with respect to terminology and concepts, is one accommodating of explanations of identities that go beyond simple biology in order to demonstrate sensitivity, openness and inclusivity toward children and young people. As such, biology does not have the last word in identity. This is not to risk becoming non-sensical, but rather, to recognise that courtesies such as careful pronoun use or appropriate disability etiquette, are helpful in making young people feel comfortable and understood in otherwise potentially difficult assessment processes.   

Why be concerned with the identity of children and young people?

[bookmark: _Hlk29035079]The intention of the paper is not to suggest that child protection and welfare professionals should radically refute traditional and everyday identity categories like female, disabled or Caucasian. Albeit not inconceivable, this is far from realistic or required. The concern here is with how practitioners can effectively attain knowledge competency and inclusive orientations to work sensitively and respectfully with children and young people, in the context of increased recognition of the fluidity and socially contingent nature of identity (Moran, 2015). Practical advances in societal responses such as increasing uptake of gender reassignment surgery and legislative changes underway are also relevant here (Black & Dunne, 2019). The Gender Recognition Act (GRA) (2015) in Ireland, for instance, supports the right to a gender based on self-declaration with proposals under consideration for amendment to permit minors aged 16 and 17 years old to self-declare their gender (Black & Dunne, 2019; Griffith, 2018). Moreover, the indigenous population of Irish Travellers were formally declared as having minority ethnic status in the Republic of Ireland in 2017 thereby foreclosing on denial of their discriminatory experiences of ‘otherness’ (O’Halloran & O’Regan, 2017). Within this, valuing how a person perceive themselves, or self-referentiality of identity rather than the external prescription of an identity position upon a person by others, appears instrumental to changes underway (Moran, 2015). 
Overall, this changing landscape is often predicated on the circumstances of older young people and adults, partially because the identity of children is a fettered one, with the child’s autonomy to make choices about their identify limited and often outsourced to parents and guardians. Younger children’s identity is also often perceived to be not fully developed, fragile and evolving (Davie et al., 1996). Such perceptions, despite the increasing momentum of a children’s rights paradigm in Ireland from which the voice of the child must be accounted for in child protection and welfare assessment, are amongst influences which undermine the voices and experiences of children (Kilkelly, 2013; O’Reilly & Dolan, 2015). Children have, for example, been traditionally viewed as the property of their parents rather than autonomous rights holders with voices that should be heard (Kilkelly, 2013). Yet, as will be expanded upon later, even with the youngest children, practitioners must account for experience and wishes to work sensitively and inclusively (O’Reilly & Dolan, 2015), and this may include children’s own view of who they are, as well as who they hope to become. Here practice tools like critical reflexivity and reflective practice may be used to render problematic taken-for-granted assumptions and biases (Fook & Gardner, 2007), that potentially impinge upon assessment of needs in the context of what a child or young person’s identity entails. Moreover, even where children are seemingly oblivious to identity, they may be impressionable and therefore vulnerable to having identity inferred upon them including stigmatised assumptions that are linked to the perception of what their gender, ability or race should mean for them. Here, the benefit of transformative processes such as anti-oppressive practice, reflexivity and critical reflection is arguably conclusive (Dominelli, 2002; Fook & Gardner, 2007). In sum, this paper seeks to aid practitioners in developing knowledge competency around the perceived biodiversity of children and young people in terms of the understanding of, and approaches to, identity. 

Seeking intersectionality, whilst resisting definitions 

There is good reason to resist definition and structured knowledge in this paper. More specifically, this is compelled both by the philosophical approach to identity taken in the paper, and the postconventional lens applied (Goodley, 2017; Shildrick, 2012). Specifically, an abridged or purposefully curtailed postconventional analytic is taken up to provide a basis for theoretically informed critical commentary on identity in this paper. First, in order to rationalise this choice, it is necessary to understand what a ‘postconventional analytic’ actually entails. Here, the task at hand is a formidable one. Shildrick (2012) is an acclaimed and self-confessed post-conventionalist thinker, who uses the term ‘postconventional analytic’ to refer to the critically unassuming approach taken to understand bodies that might be considered different, also known as anomalous embodiment. Shildrick (2012), whose work is associated with transplantation and disability, also recognises the seminal gender studies scholar Judith Butler (2010) among others operating within a post-conventionalist frame, demonstrating the generalisability of post-conventionalism to embodiment across varied identity types or  trajectories such as those related to gender, race, ethnicity or disability. 
                 With regard to defining the postconventional approach, literature perhaps stops strategically short. Goodley (2017, p.85) describes Shildrick’s (2012) postconventionality as refuting “any simple biological/social division and, instead, recasts the body as a complex site of cultural and corporeal production.” In this sense, postconventionalism appears to straddle both commons way of thinking about identity grounded in biological difference in bodies and minds (such as where someone is identified as female because they have anatomical attributes such as two X chromosomes and a womb) (Devitt, 2008), as well as social and cultural constructionist camp (where identifying as a women may be aligned to the social interpretation of characteristics defined through language and culture to be synonymous with womanhood, such as child bearing, wearing dresses and carrying a handbag) (Burr, 2015). In this sense, the postconventionalist approach to embodiment and identity overcomes and goes beyond the speculative boundaries of many traditional and common-place strategies for understanding identity. Included here is conceptualisations of identity through traditional bio-medical categories, for instance, labelling someone as being ‘quadriplegic’ through a diagnostic process and then using this to identify them as being ‘disabled.’ There are also social models that reconceive identity as a creation of society, for example, stating that disability is created by discrimination encountered in society by people who have impairments rather than due to an individual’s physical or mental condition (Shildrick, 2012). Notwithstanding the productive capacities of post-conventionalism in moving past these approaches without attempting to disprove or refute them (Goodley, 2017; Shildrick, 2012), its specific attributes appear more intuitively enacted, than explicitly declared or set out. Indeed, the demerits of definition per se, have been increasingly emphasised by postmodernism and post-structuralism in the social sciences and elsewhere. These approaches contest the idea of imposing rigid conventions and definitions in ways of thinking about the world and people within it (Zima, 2015). This idea that definitions and labels are harmful is also one with important consequences for children and young people at the heart of child protection and welfare assessment, as well as being a key driving force behind agendas for equality like those progressed in disability studies and queer theory (Sherry, 2004). The capacity to see a child or young person for who they are as an individual rather than only considering what labels and definitions might be associated with their identity, is critical in working effectively in child protection and welfare.  Shildrick (2012) demonstrates with acumen and compelling argument, through drawing upon disability studies scholarship, that thorough definition of the postconventional theoretical approach would be ill-advised. She states that whilst a definitive answer is often sought and provided, it is one that postconventionalist scholars are reluctant to give. Here she considers set definitional parameters to be often resisted by disability scholarship. 
	From here, Shildrick (2012) alludes the almost fetishized urge in societies to fit people within neat normative categories. Not only has this been problematic for, and refuted by disabled people, but those who can relate to other marginalised identities have been grossly affected, such as those who identify beyond the scope of a classic heterosexuality orientation (Sherry, 2004). For this reason, the “deconstruction of essentialist identity categories” has been common to theoretical spaces such as queer theory and disability studies (Sherry, 2004, p.769). Shildrick (2012) goes on to say that it is perhaps only in the case of the medical model that such categorisation has been attempted. Certainly, postmodern approaches to identity, warily regard the labelling and categorisation of humans, and to that effect, resist hierarchal structured approaches to knowledge and understanding (Corker & Shakespeare, 2002). In this tradition, further refinement of the meaning of post-conventionalism here will be avoided. Rather, it is helpful to turn attention to the notion of intersectionality that adds some concreteness to postconventionalism in the paper in the following ways.  
	Firstly, by adding intersectionality to postconventionalism in the paper, the plan is to avoid addressing identity in a manner that is too singular to reflect the complexities of everyday practice for social workers. To understand why this might be, it is necessary however to first understand what intersectionality means. Intersectionality as a popular prism or theoretical approach in the social sciences, originating from the work of Law Professor Kimberlé Crenshaw in the 1980s (Carastathis, 2016; Nayak & Robbins, 2018), supports understanding of human experience in terms of the coming together of social identities (Carastathis, 2016). How a young person identifying as black, female and disabled is subject to various sites of social oppression and disadvantage that is compounded by having those multiple oppressed identities coming together, is indicative of the type of concerns raised by intersectionality (Carastathis, 2016; Nayak & Robbins, 2018). Therefore, adding intersectionality to postconventionalism keeps analysis relevant to practice as social workers conduct risk assessments on children who often experience multiple oppressed identities. Secondly, the plan to incorporate intersectionality with postconventionalism provides concreteness through requiring analysis to actively illustrate how social locations such as disability and race may disadvantage children and young people in an overlapping way, that has a compounding effect (Carastathis, 2016). Here, with regard to identity, the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. Thirdly, whilst postmodern and poststructural influences on postconventionalism mean that the approach is resistant to definition, this is not the case for intersectionality (Carastathis, 2016; Nayak & Robbins, 2018). By adding intersectionality to postconventionalism, the plan is therefore to increase tangible application of theory in the paper. With this established, it is now useful to turn attention to the details of post-conventionalist thinking, toward a clearer picture of what postconventionalism means for identity. 


An abridged post-conventionalist analytic

Moving forward, an abridged post-conventionalist analytic is proposed on several counts. Firstly, as post-conventionalism entails the questioning of simple biological/social divisions in understanding identity and embodiment (Goodley, 2017, p.85) (such as concluding that disabled people are only disabled by having impairments or conditions in their bodies or minds, or are only disabled by discrimination in society), such questioning will be pursued in so far as reasonable and helpful to do so, for informing the assessment of needs in child protection and welfare. Moreover, post-conventionalism upholds the corporeal and cultural significance of the body (Goodley, 2017). This is constructive in child protection and welfare assessment as relevant biomedical and diagnostic information, sometimes even entailing commissioned investigations, must be accounted for alongside complex cultural considerations (Health Service Executive, 2011; Wilson & James, 2007). A parent undergoing parenting capacity assessment, for instance, may not identify themselves or their child as having an intellectual disability despite commissioned cognitive assessment specifying otherwise. The practitioner must therefore balance a respectful rapport with the parent whilst accounting for the impact of intellectual disability on child safety in their reports, where those reports may be shared with that parent. Moreover, a parent’s willingness to accept the label of intellectual disability for either themselves or their child could have powerful implications for their ability to work meaningfully on child protection plans put in place, such as specific parenting interventions (Morgan, 2017). Thus, the need to grapple with the subjective nature of identity in practice remains. 
Overall, the full force of sophisticated postmodern and post-conventionalist analyses as presented in Shildrick (2009) and Butler (2010) arguably cannot be mustered within the limited confines of this paper. Therefore, a more modest postconventional analytic in terms of depth and complexity unfolds, toward better understanding of children and young people’s identity, by child protection and welfare practitioners. Drawing on Shildrick (2012, p.455), the following elements are conductive to this approach. Firstly, “a new focus on the significance of embodiment” is sought. Alluded to earlier was the insistence on moving from identity as a simple biological fact to identity as an abstract artefact based in social understanding, culture and other such influences (Goodley, 2016, 2017). The notion that there are only male and female human beings, for instance, with nothing in between, has been changing to account for diverse ways in which humans can be labelled and understood using language. What post-conventionalism proffers in this respect, is some return to the corporeality and biology of body and mind (Shildrick, 2012, p.455). 
Secondly, despite reengagement with embodied identity, the postconventional approach also requires awareness of “the workings of the cultural imaginary” (Shildrick, 2012, p.455). The term ‘cultural imaginary’ refers to a complex idea related to the creative and symbolic role of culture in influencing people’s way of living with one another and thinking about their shared world (O’Hear, 2015). What matters here, is the way in which culture reproduces identity. As O’Hear (2015) describes it, the imaginary refers to development of moral imagination, putting together memories, creating shared values, reproducing meaning and doing all this through symbolic and material culture. It also involves building collective identity.  
	Thirdly, a postconventional approach involves moving away from binary thought with a preference for the fluidity of all categories of identity instead (Shildrick, 2012, p.455). What this means, is rather than thinking of children and young people as inhabiting one of two categories, for example, male: female, black: white, or abled: disabled, it is better to think in more fluid terms consistent with the complexity and diversity that binaries omit (Butler, 2010; Shildrick, 2012). Fourth and finally, amongst postconventional modes of thinking, include recognition that affect and emotion are just as important “as the material aspects of life” (Shildrick, 2012, p.455). Here, the ethical imperative of child protection and welfare practitioners recognising and respecting the need to work sensitively and inclusively with children and young people in terms of their identity can be grounded in care for their emotional welfare and autonomy. 
	So far, exploration of the abridged postconventional analytic in this paper has arguably been useful in showing practitioners how to think about identity in practice. What remains to be addressed however, is the doing of postconventionalism, and here some more concreteness and applicability is neccessary. Fortunately, intersectionality offers a useful mechanism to develop this applicability to practice. First, there is a need to recognize that child welfare is an often-urgent field of social work, which is state-sanctioned, monitored, and even surveilled (Burns & McCarthy, 2012). As such, given these impositions of the task of child welfare, postconventionalism needs to be as urgent. Whilst postconventionalism offers a new way of thinking about identity that is relevant and important, the way in which social work applies it needs urgency and efficiency. Drawing on intersectionality, therefore, there are actions that can be immediately implemented toward the ‘doing’ of postconventionalism in practice. Practitioners compiling assessments of children and young people’s needs can, for instance, incorporate specific analysis of how the convergence of identities might increase risk. This is constructive as according to Flynn (2020), intersectional analysis of ethnicity, race and disability in child protection social work has evidenced the capacity for compounded risk, through convergence of identities. 
Secondly, practitioners can avoid applying unnecessary structure and hierarchy, in particular around binary thinking. In compiling cases notes, for instance, that represent the voice of the child with respect to identity, child protection practitioners should avoid framing notes in such a way as to impose a structure that wasn’t there in the child’s original interview. The practitioner might do this to make notes more sensical by making the child’s views appear more normal. Yet it is important to retain the child’s intended meaning as information in case notes is often reused to inform assessments, reports and decision making by workers that did not conduct the original interview. Thirdly, at case conferences and multi-disciplinary meetings it is important to question whether biases about the child’s identity could be affecting the application of service thresholds and interventions. Existing literature demonstrates this is a risk associated with certain marginalised identities (Flynn, 2019a; 2020). Fourth and finally, the role of culture must be not just considered, but enacted in practice using intersectional thinking. An example of doing this, would be where a child protection practitioner is working with a migrant family who have a disabled child. It has been demonstrated that some cultures hold views of disability that may increase risk of harm to disabled children (Crowley, 2016). Therefore, it is not enough for the practitioner to simply be mindful of this, they must actually ask the parents what disability means to them during interviewing for assessment work. With these examples in mind, the intention in this section has been twofold. First, to illuminate the meaning of postconventionalism when applied using intersectionality, and second, to illustrate potential applications to practice.   
Parameters for negotiating children and young people’s identity in child protection and welfare assessment 
In the following, four themes or parameters for working sensitively and inclusively with children and young people around their identity within child protection and welfare assessment, are proposed. Themes are derived from the application of an abridged postconventional analytic to selected literature on the subject matter of identity and child protection and welfare. A computer-based search using databases, standardised search terms and Boolean operators was supplemented by a grey literature search to identify relevant literature (Bryman, 2016). Some inclusion and exclusion criteria were also pre-standardised. A provisional ‘research question’ to assist with database searches was formulated and is as follows: How have children and young people’s identity been understood and addressed in child protection and welfare assessment? The final reduction and selection of material was not dictated by this question however, but occurred through the critical subjectivity of the author, informed by key elements of post-conventionalism described earlier. To assist with eliciting themes, following ‘familiarisation’ with the material, some hand-coding of literature leading to identification and naming of themes was used to supplement the author’s intuitive and theoretically informed selection of themes. These analysis techniques were derived from Braun and Clarke’s qualitative thematic analysis (2006) which offers a qualitative research strategy for eliciting themes from qualitative material such as interview transcripts or documents. 
	The four themes that follow seek to promote students and practitioners’ capacity to think through the complexity of children and young people’s identity in sensitive and inclusive ways. This is both timely and imperative, as to rethink “the operative conditions” of phenomena like identity, “under the gaze of postconventional critique is bound to generate controversy, but ultimately it is a move of high ethical responsibility” (Shildrick, 2012, p.464). The themes are presented first in graphical format below in column three of figure 1.1 and are expanded upon in discussion thereafter.

Figure 1.1.

	1. Postconventionalism: 

1. Re-focus on the significance of embodiment
2. Be aware of the cultural imaginary 
3. Recognise that affect and emotion are just as important as the material aspects of life
4. Move away from binary thinking      (Shildrick, 2012, p.455)
	2. Intersectionality:

1. Add an awareness of how social categorizations such as disability and class can overlap to create disadvantage for children and young people. 
	3. Practice application:

1. Appreciate the complex genesis of identity
2. Maintain criticality and openness to the meaning of identity  
3. Seek courteous, sensitive and inclusive practice 
4. Acquire knowledge competency in identity categories


	
Unstructured Theory                                                                                    Action in Practice
 




Appreciate the complex genesis of identity 

[bookmark: _Hlk29036341]As a starting point, practitioners should appreciate the complex origins of identity. The identity of children and young people in child protection and welfare assessment work has been traditionally captured and accounted for in varied ways. Approved assessment schedules such as the Framework for the Assessment of Children in Need (Department of Health, 2000), and more recently, the suite of materials within the Signs of Safety Approach such as risk assessment frameworks (Turnell, 2009) and tools to capture the child or young person’s voice and perspective (Turnell & Essex, 2006, 2013; Weld, 2008), permit compilation of relevant factual information on identity. Commonly, a child or young person’s gender, religious orientation, race, ethnicity and disability status would be among pertinent information compiled for assessment records (Health Service Executive, 2011; Wilson & James, 2007). In special instances, given the right afforded to children for preservation of identity under article 8 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989), more in-depth assessment of identity may be compelled. Special considerations are also raised where assessment is geared toward care arrangements. Within the placement of children in State care arrangements, for example, culturally matched placements may be sought (Ní Raghallaigh & Sirriyeh, 2014). Children who are members of the travelling community in Ireland may be purposefully matched with foster carers with similar ethnic status, for instance. Alternatively, to promote a child or young person’s sense of identity despite disruptive transitions between care placements, tailored supports may be put in place such as the undertaking of life story work (Baynes, 2008). 
What a post conventionalist lens adds to the matter of identity in child protection, is the benefit of supplementing common practice conventions and procedural responses, with an appreciation of the complex origin of identity. For a practice example of the importance of this, consider a social worker who is completing an assessment of needs for a young person using a template. The social worker must indicate the young person’s gender within a family composition framework where there is little space to elaborate. The practitioner indicates ‘female’ but places an asterisk linked to a later addendum. Here the practitioner explains that the young person is exploring the notion of gender fluidity as an identity position (Lundquist-Arora, 2019) and prefers the pronoun ‘they’. The assessment is now more accurate and courteous whilst ensuring vital information is available that would enhance care planning. Should the practitioner become unavailable and a crisis occurs, for instance, leading to an emergency admission to care, the information is vital for emergency carers in minimising distress for the young person. Overall, even seemingly non-negotiable identity designations like one’s sex or race, can be appreciated as an amalgam of factors including but not exclusive to, one’s anatomy, the social context, language used to describe oneself like ‘cisgender’ and ‘non-binary gender identity’ as well as the surrounding cultural imaginary (Shildrick, 2012). Here, to plan for services that work effectively and supportively, social workers should be aware that identity has many such origins and influences.

Maintain criticality and openness to the meaning of identity  

Criticality as a tool in social work practice is enacted in varied ways such as through reflexivity, critical reflection and reflective practice that unsettles embedded assumptions, tacit biases, and that which is take-for-granted (Fook & Gardner, 2007). Bases for the recognition and uptake of these tools in social work, have included events of major socio-political importance in the history of child protection and welfare. This includes a series of high-profile child abuse inquires and tragic system failures to protect children and young people, that illuminate the critical importance of practitioners demonstrating willingness to reconsider and revise accordingly their hypotheses (Health Service Executive, 2011; Skehill, 2004). In a risk-averse context, social workers and child protection systems that have been vilified for past tragedies, therefore, are well placed to use criticality and reflection toward securing future safety of children and young people (McGregor, 2014; Gaughan & Garrett, 2012). Yet, notwithstanding the impetus to minimise acute risk, the useful nature of criticality and openness that comes with the postconventional tradition, also lies in the capacity to better understand human embodied experience. To illustrate this, consider the example of a social worker getting to know a young person within a child welfare case. It is recommended in interviewing children that the same question is not posed twice as the child may think they have given the wrong answer and adjust accordingly (Lyon, 2014). Similarly, if a social worker is not open and accepting to the possibility that a young person may identify themselves in diverse ways, this may become subtlety evident and could shut down lines of communication and rapport building vital for disclosure. Overall, the fluidity and complexity of identity comes from many radically variant tracks such as the influence of one’s physical body (such as their skin colour) and the social interpretation of others (what others think that skin colour means with respect to identity) (Shildrick, 2012). It is therefore incumbent upon practitioners to apply criticality and openness not just to address risk adversity, but to form better relationships with children and young people through understanding of their identity, and thereby deescalating risk, through fostering meaningful relationships, at the heart of good child protection practice (Turnell, 2009).  

Seek courteous, sensitive and inclusive practice 

There are critics that have voiced concerns that the phenomena dubbed ‘P.C. culture’ or ‘political correctness’ has gone too far (Baron, 2020). In a number of international contexts, gender rights activists, for example, have campaigned and advocated for policy and legislative change to impose mandatory enforcement of preferred pronoun use (Baron, 2020; Griffith, 2018). In response, some have contested the merit of this work, claiming that gender is not a choice, and to compel others into sync with one line of reasoning is unadmirable and unrealistic (Baron, 2020).  Whilst social workers have a clear social justice mandate, including promotion of the empowerment of disenfranchised, excluded and marginalised communities (IFSW, 2014), the nature of changes underway with respect to identity recognition perhaps raise inklings of doubt as to whether progressions could be trivialised in practice. Consider the example of a child who has garnered a reputation for attention seeking behaviour. The child now self-declares ‘third gendered’ or ‘pangender’ to be their gender identity (Lundquist-Arora, 2019). This means they cannot recognise themselves as male or female and wishes the social worker to use the pronoun ‘ze’. The child has already shown a tendency to change viewpoints and given their tender age, the social worker may minimise the importance of going along with requests. Yet, at the heart of sensitive and inclusive practice is respect for others, and therefore accordingly, a supportive stance is neccessary. 
Here, as an intervention, courteous, sensitive and inclusive practice can help to build collaborations with, rather than alienate, children and young people.  Oliver, Sapey and Thomas (2012) for example, advise in the case of disabled children that uptake of a social model of disability does not mean that social workers do not need to acquire an understanding of relevant medical information, such as a child’s diagnoses and associated treatment schedule. However, to demonstrate person centeredness, knowledge competency and courtesy, a social worker may first ask the child or young person what the condition or impairment means to them, and later substantiate with reports from medical professionals and other formal sources (Oliver et al., 2012). Here there is some courtesy extended in response to understanding that disability is not simply an individual biological tragedy that exists in a societal and cultural vacuum (Goodley, 2016; Oliver et al., 2012).

Acquire knowledge competency in identity categories 

Traditions in social work such as ethnic sensitivity and intercultural competency already promote the importance of acquiring knowledge about other cultures to practice inclusively (Payne, 2014). Added to this is the importance of developing an understanding of children and young people’s lived experience (Turnell, 2009) with respect to the meaning assigned to key identity markers in their lives, such as their gender or religious persuasion. Knowledge competency in identity categories, in this context, might entail intercultural competency, gender awareness and disability etiquette. This is also predicated on the need to reflect on the optics or perception of key identity signifiers of the child’s body in child protection and welfare practice, for instance, how a wheelchair might more readily and thoroughly signify a disability than a hidden sensory impairment. Recognising that identity is linked to perception is also a mark of the possibility of better safeguarding for children and young people. Consider the example of the Victoria Climbié case. Victoria was a young girl subject to child protection investigation in England who was murdered by her great-aunt and her great-aunt's boyfriend. The high-profile case involved professional malaise and failure to prevent abuse by agencies such as social services (Laming, 2003). Within this was fear by authorities of appearing racist and discriminatory toward the family’s religion. The need to retain focus on the fact that all children, despite their identity, have the same right to protection was thereafter emphasised (Laming, 2003; Williams & Soydan, 2005). More broadly, Victoria’s case provides one, albeit tragic example of the importance of actively seeking to address and understand the influence of identity in child protection and welfare (Laming, 2003).   
In this context, biological essentialism is a theoretical concept which holds the viewpoint that anatomy-orientated scientific categorisation reflects the universal ‘truth’ about one’s identity, rather than simply one social interpretation of it (Goodley, 2016; Moran, 2015). By having, for example, characteristics such as ovaries and a wider pelvis, a person can be classed as female rather than male in biological-essentialist thinking and this classification is ordinarily non-negotiable. Developing knowledge competency about identity categories, however, and remaining cautious about perceptions, are practices that lean more toward social interpretation theories and indeed to postmodernism that claims there can be many ‘truths’ about who one is, instead of a singular totalising explanation (Lyotard, 1984). Whatever a social workers preference may be, the recommendation of this section remains. Namely, that knowledge competency in identity categories is critical to acquire.  

Changes for management 

Before concluding, the matter of child welfare organisations remains to be addressed. It would make little sense to provide directions for practitioners without acknowledging the structure of services which limit the autonomy of workers.  When workers are risk averse, as alluded to already, the reasons for this should be acknowledged.  There is a parallel process that happens between children and workers in child welfare work.  While children are essentialized into their identities, so too are workers.  The way this transpires is agencies create risk adversity in staff by not providing enough training and unsafe working conditions, for instance, leading to high staff turnover (Burns & McCarthy, 2012; McGregor, 2014).  It is therefore not enough for practitioners to adopt the framework in this paper: management must change also.  First, managers need to provide adequate time and resources to practitioners and therefore steep, unmanageable caseloads cannot continue (Burns & McCarthy, 2012). Secondly, harmful cultures such as risk aversity need to be addressed by creating supportive environments where fear is reduced, and mistakes are admitted and learned from without being excused. Thirdly and finally, organisations need to offer adequate training, supervision and learning support to enhance competency in working with race, class, gender, disability and other identity markers, toward building an effective and informed workforce. Without addressing the role of welfare organisations, frontline workers have little scope to change practice, and consequently, transform children and young people’s lives.  

Limitations of this work 

A potential limitation of theorisation in this paper is the lack of research data available on the practical application of theory proposed, in the field of child protection and welfare.  

Conclusion

The sustaining proposition of this paper is that postconventional analysis offers a constructive theoretical lens for considering identity in child protection and welfare assessment. Through critical application of post-conventionalism to relevant literature, four guideposts for practitioners were provided in this paper. Firstly, it is necessary to appreciate the complex origins of identity. Secondly, it is beneficial to maintain criticality and openness to the meaning of identity. Thirdly, practitioners should seek courteous, sensitive and inclusive practice. Fourthly and finally, practitioners should acquire knowledge competency in identity categories. In looking to the future, Shildrick (2012, p.462) asserts “postconventional theories of embodiment expose the uncertain and vulnerable nature of all forms of embodied selfhood.” In this context, some indeterminacy and flexibility about the nature of identity as open to social interpretation, without a marked rejection of decisive role of the body, can help practitioners to achieve more sensitive and inclusive ways of working with children and young people.  
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