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Abstract: Over recent )lear~." \-\le have lvitnessed an increasing foclis on
including children in research. /n this article / share SOl1le experiences
about including adolescent foster children in a Q stud)' exploring \A/hat
'[aI11ily' l11eans for children in foster care. The 111ain focus is on challenges
ill designing a Q sall1ple to represent different aspects related to the
research topic, in which lnaking use ofa Fisherian balanced-block design is
central. The participants were invited to Inake COl1l1nents abollt their Q
sorts, and articulate to what extent the)' felt that the Q sort provided an
accurate picture of their perception of fan1i!.)'. The participating
adolescents felt that the Q sort captured the different aspects of \vhat
fan1i!.)' l11eant to theln. Q Inethodolog)' is shoH'n to provide the flexibilit.J'
that is necessalY when including children in research. It offers a
reasonablJ' valid and concise lvaJ' for children to exp/~ess their perspectives.

Introduction
There has been an increasing focus on the participation of children in
research over recent years. This focus has contributed to bringing about
an increase in research projects that include children as participants and
has given roon1 for the inclusion of children's perspectives in research
(Christensen & Jan1es, 2008). Children's participation in research can be
seen in relation to what several have described as an ilnportant shift in
how to view children. This shift illlplies a greater readiness to view
children as con1petent 'actors in their own lives' (Janles, Jenks, & Prout,
1998; Schjelderup, Onlre, & Marthinsen, 200S; Seinl & Sletteb0, 2007;
Sonl1ner, 2003). The 'child perspective' is also found in theoretical
perspectives, in legal rights, and in international as well as in NOlwegian
literature on children. The UN Child Convention Article 12 states that
children, depending on age and l11aturity, should have their say in
nlatters affecting thelll (United Nations, 1989). In 2003, the Child
Convention was incorporated into Norwegian law, which consequently
led to changes in several areas of related legislation in order to
harnl0nise Norwegian la\\' with the rights laid down in the convention.
Children were given an independent right to act as parties. The child's
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right to be heard was enlphasised in the Norwegian Child Welfare Act:

A child who is seven years of age or older, as well as a younger
child who is capable of fornling views, is to be inforilled and given
the opportunity to be heard before nlaking decisions in nlatters
affecting hinl or her. The child's opinion is to be given weight in
accordance with the child's age and nlaturity. A child Illay act as a
party to a case and have recognised procedural rights if aged 15
years or older and if the child understands the 111atter at hand.
The county board 111ay grant a child under age 15 procedural
rights in special cases. In cases concerning 111easures or services
to children with behavioural problenls, the child is always to be
regarded as a party. (Author's translation of Lov om

barnevernstjellester [Child ~Veifa,.e Act], no. 100, § 6.3)

Despite increasing acknowledglnent of the itllportance of including
children's perspectives, both in practical child welfare work and in areas
of research affecting children and young people, nluch research is still
carried out where the child is studied fronl an adult perspective.
Exploring the child's situation is not necessarily the sanle as including
the child's voice in research (Greene & Hill, 2005; O'Kane, 2008). In fact,
taking the child's perspective nlay be understood in quite different ways.
It may be understood as taking the child's perspective in order to give an
airing to the child's 011'11 vievvs and experiences. Another understanding
would be to view the child fronl an adult perspective on what is
inlportant for the child who is the focus of attention (Oll1re &
Schjelderup, 2009; Sletteb0, 2008; Tiller, 1990). According to Sletteb0
(2008), both these perspectives are ilnportant in research. He
underlines that it is not a question of either/or but, rather, both/and,
where one perspective does not necessarily exclude the other.

There may be several reasons why children are nlade the object of
concern in research instead of being included in research as active
participants. The argunlents 111ay contain practical, Inethodological and
ethical aspects. Firstly, nlany nlethodological approaches are designed
for adult participation (O'Kane, 2008). The researcher always has to
consider which nlethodological approaches are 1110st suitable to answer
the research question(s). Additionally, the researcher has to consider
what constitutes the nlost appropriate nlethod that allows for including
children's perspectives when children are participants in research.
Jalnes, Jenks, and Prout (1998) argue that children should have the
opportunity to express their viewpoints in alternative ways and that
a possible consequence of using 111ethodological approaches that
allow only for oral or written representation could be a reduction of
validity. When snlall children are participating in research, visual
research 111ethods have proved to be eillinently well suited, \vhereas
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older children are able to l110re easily express thelllselves in other ways
(Hart & Tyrer, 2006). However, either way, it is inlportant to adjust or
fine-tune the research design in consideration of participants' ages and
levels of cognitive developnlent. Q Inethodology can offer a good
alternative approach because it can flexibly adapt for the participant
salllple, ages, and developlllental stages. Although the stateillents in a Q
study often are sentences, it is possible to use alternatives such as
illlages, phrases, or single words instead of longer stateillents (Corr,
2006; Stephenson, 1980).

Children's participation in research is illlportant prilnarily because
the child's experience and 'voice' has its own and independent value.
l-Iowever, including children's perspectives in research can also have a
value beyond this:

A growing nunlber of advocates now argue that children's active
participation in research is both a Ineans to inlprove the quality
and relevance for the data and nlake children thelnselves Illore
visible within a particular conllllunity or within the broader
society. (Hart & Tyrer, 2006, p. 15)

Therefore, including children in research Illay have positive effects that
go beyond prolnoting children's perspectives. Research that includes
children's perspectives nlay actually support an approach towards
listening to children in other contexts as well. In child welfare, there is a
focus on 'research-based practice'; consequently, such research Illay
contribute to a stronger focus on the children's perspectives in practical
child welfare work.

QMethodology: An Effective Method for Enhancing
Children's Perspectives in Research

In general, Q Inethodology represents an alternative nlethod to Illore
conventional research traditions within the qualitative and quantitative
paradignls (Brown, 1991/1992). Many conventional qualitative
I1lethods, such as in-depth interviews, require participants with
relatively good oral skills. In sOlne fields, the research topics nlay be of a
private and sensitive character; hence it can be difficult for participants
to express thoughts, feelings and experiences to the researcher. Talking
about sensitive and controversial issues Illay in fact be challenging even
for people with good oral skills. The areas of social work and child
welfare are, in particular, concerned with sensitive and rather conlplex
problenl areas, and recruiting participants is sOllletinles challenging
(Wilson, Rueh, Lyrnbery, & Cooper, 2008) Additionally, the researcher
can find that children's caregivers, including professionals, wish to
protect thenl out of concern that participation will represent a negative
experience for the ehild (O'Kane, 2008).
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In this article, I discuss SOlne of the challenges encountered during a
study on what nleaning 'falnily' has for children in foster care. Talking
about what farnily lneans to thenl can be a difficult topic for sonle foster
children. Therefore, to ensure that no one felt any sense of external
pressure to participate, it was inlportant to enlphasise that any
participation in the research study was entirely a nlatter of personal
choice. Clarification of these principles was provided both in the written
infornlation about the research project and when the researcher nlet
with the participants.

An advantage of Q Inethodology is that it can offer a non-threatening
and easy-to-use Illeans of obtaining the participants' stories; hence even
snlall children can participate (Ellingsen, St0rksen, & Stephens, 2010).
That said, Q nlethodology is not only a good way to discover views and
perspectives alnongst children and adolescents, but anyone. The nlethod
aims at exploring subjectivity (views, feelings, opinions), and how
subjectivity is patterned through shared perspectives (McKeown &
Tholnas, 1988). Additionally, it is suitable to identify contrasts and
divergences within groups, but also to generate new ideas and
hypotheses (van Exel & de Graaf, 2005).

In Q studies, statelllents perfornl a central function in revealing
subjectivity. Developing statelllents for the Q study is seen as a crucial
step in the research process. In this article I share Iny experiences in the
process of developing the Q saillple, and the challenges faced in doing so.
Moreover, sonle thoughts fronl the adolescents on the Q sorting
procedure are also included. Certain theoretical strands are linked to
these discussions.

The Aims of the Study
The study, "Foster Children and Their Fanlilies", is a doctoral project
undertaken between 2007 and 2011. The overall ainl of the PhD project
is to explore how adolescents who live in long-ternl foster care
experience their fanlily. The study is concerned wi th fanlily perceptions
amongst foster children and eleillents that shape their conceptions. It is
also concerned with aspects of falllily perceived as ilnportant and
challenging by foster children. Additionally, the study explores how
adolescent foster children's perspectives are understood by their birth
parents and foster parents (for presentations of results, see Ellingsen,
Shenlnlings, & St0rksen, 2011. Although sonle researchers have
explored the concept of fanlily anlong foster children (Anderson, 1999,
2005; Gardner, 1996; Sinclair, Wilson, & Gibbs, 2005), there are no such
studies using Qnlethodology.

There is a strong enlphasis on nurturing the biological bonds in
Norwegian child welfare policy, which nlakes it inlportant to gain nlore
knowledge on how children who live in Norwegian foster hOlnes
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experience fanlily. Q Inethodology offers a good and valid way to
C0l11pare views (Donner, 2001). COlnparing views is also central in the
current study in order to explore how the adolescents' perspectives are
understood by adults.

Study Design and the Set of Participants
The project consists of several phases, in which the adolescent study
represents the focal part of the project. The nlain objective is to explore
young people's perspectives on faillily in relation to those WhOlll they
experience as a fcllnily, the elelllents that shape their conceptions, and
aspects of fanlily perceived as ilnportant and challenging by foster
children.

Child Welfare Services in seven different 111unicipalities in Norway
initiated the contact with the participants. In cases where a court order
is in place, the parents usually continue to playa part in parental
responsibility. Consequently, these parents are entitled to have a say in
whether their children Inay be involved in research. The Norwegian
Ethical Conllnittee for Social Research gave approval for the project, as
long as consent was given by both parents and children. A total of 24
adolescents agreed to participate in the study. Three adolescents were
interviewed to generate the statenlents for the Q study, one of Wh0l11
also conlpleted a Q sort, reducing the nunlber of participants to 22 at the
Q-sorting stage. In addition, in a paraIJel fashion, focus group interviews
were carried out to derive Q-sanlple statelnents for foster parents and
birth parents. The experiences presented here, however, are concerned
with only the adolescents' participation in the research study. AIJ of the
adolescents were in long-ternl foster care, nleaning they were in
placenlent for l110re than two years. Several participants had been in
foster care since early childhood. Most of the children were placed in
'ordinary' foster honles where there had been no social contact or family
connection with the foster falnily prior to the placenlent.

Concourse: The Meaning of Family for Children in Foster
Care

One theoretical foundation in Q Illethodology is the concourse theory of
conllllunication. Concourse can be explained as "the flow of
conll11unicability surrounding any topic" (Brown, 1993, p. 94).
Stephenson (1978) describes concourse as "subjective
c0I11nlunicability". Thus, concourse can be understood as
conlnlunication about any issue in which the conllllunication is
subjectively rooted, such as a person's experiences, points of view,
opinions, attitudes, feelings, etc. The concourse about falllily for children
in foster care was obtained through interviews with the child
participants and unrelated foster and birthparents, all of whonl have
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experience with foster honle placelnent froln different standpoints. The
subjective con1n1unication can be expressed orally, but also in a non-oral
forn1. It is required, however, that the subjective conlnlunication, in one
way or another, can be conveyed or shared with others. This is derived
fronl a central principle in concourse theory referred to as consciring
(Stephenson, 1978; Thorsen, 2006). According to Bro'1\'n (1991/1992),
using interviews to identify the concourse is n10st consistent with Q
methodology, but statelnents Illay also be obtained fronl other sources
(e.g., literature or daily conversations). It is advisable that the researcher
has an open-nlinded approach when interviewing for the purpose of
identifying the concourse. For exanlple, use of an unstructured interview
guide 111ay bring out nlore nuances and aspects in the interview situation
when con1pared with structured interviews (Donner, 2001). An
interview that is too structured nlay have a confining effect where
aspects and nuances that are ilnportant to include in the concourse
might get lost. Thus, in order to ensure a wide range of statelnents about
family for children in foster care, an open, structured interview guide
was used. For the sanle reason, unrelated participants were interviewed
in order to obtain a variety of experiences across fanlilies. In contrast,
participants who were included in the Q sort were related, in order to
explore the understandings of foster parents and birth parents in tern1S
of their child's perspective on falnily.

The initial interviews took about 1 to 2 hours. Although the foster
children had Inany thoughts about faluily, and what fan1ily n1eant to
thelll, they also expressed difficulty in finding the right words to convey
their thoughts about faluily. One participant expressed it this way: "It is
difficult to explain, because I do not know which words I can use". Here,
the participant expressed that she had SOBle thoughts, but that these
thoughts were too difficult to find words to describe and explain to the
researcher. Another participant put it this way: "I do not really think that
faillily is so inlportant. Well, I guess it's ilnportant, but I do not kno\tv
\tvhy it's important". This indicates that there are also concerns about a
lack of clear thoughts on fanlily life, which is conlpounded by ideas and
perspectives being quite abstract. This situation creates, in turn, sOlne
difficulties when trying to explain and articulate thoughts and feelings.

The child participants in the initial interviews were very different
fronl each other, both in ternlS of what they thought about fan1ily and in
relation to how they conlnlunicated their experiences and thoughts to
the researcher. During the interviews, "do not know" responses to
questions and issues posed seen1ed striking. However, when the
interviews were transcribed into text, they appeared to contain far n10re
richness than had first appeared during the interview phase. It was
clear froln the transcribed interviews that all of the participants had
Inade contributions which contained n1any
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inlportant reflections, thoughts and perspectives on falnily and what
fanlily Ineant to theln. It revealed that, in IllOSt cases, answers of "I don't
know" were followed up with elaborations and alnplifications. One of
the issues discussed during interviews was who the adolescents thought
would get the role as a grandparent if they had children of their own in
the future, whereupon one participant replied:

I don't know ... I think Inaybe IllY nlunl in [place]. I don't really
know why I guess it's because ... she is going to care ... about
the baby I don't know. Well, I guess the other ones [foster
parents] will care as well, but Inaybe differently ... I don't know.

The focus group interviews with the foster parents and the birth parents
were characterised by clearer thoughts and reflections on issues than those
raised in the children's interviews. This nlay be due to several reasons other
than greater nlaturity and 1110re life experience. In NOlway, it is an ailn that
nl0st people wishing to becolne foster parents undergo the PRIDE
progranlnle (Parent Resource for Inforillation, Developlnent, Education)
before becoilling foster parents. Becoilling foster parents through this
nationally accredited training course exposed potential foster parents to
sonle of the sanle issues that canle up in the focus group interviews.
Birth parents have also previously expressed thoughts on these issues as
part of the process they go through after losing custody of their
child(ren). Additionally, focus group interviews Iuay generate new
thoughts, and existing thoughts and perspectives 111ight becolne clearer
to the respondents through discussion and dialogue with the others. The
researcher will, to a greater extent, benefit fronl the unique dynanlic that
often occurs in conlnlunication between group participants (Brynlan,
2004; Polit & Beck, 2004). The interviews with child participants were
conducted on a one-to-one basis for reasons of confidentiality and to
conlply with the provisions of the ethical conllnittee recolllll1endations.

The next step in the research process was to select a set of
statenlents that were representative of the identified concourse
(Stephenson, 1978). The procedure of selecting the statenlents for
inclusion in the Qsalnple is described as the 1110St challenging and time­
consunling part of a Q study (Brown, 1991/1992). A reduction in the
nunlber of statenlents is deerned necessary in order to Blake the nUlnber
1l1anageable for a Q sort. The quantity of stateillents the researcher
chooses to include in a Qstudy will depend on the thenle as well as the
conlposition of the group of participants. In order to systelnatically
reduce the nlunber of statelnents while aillling to retain the different
elenlents of the identified concourse, the Fisherian balanced-block
design (see Stephenson, 1953) was used.
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Selecting Statements
All the interviews with child participants and the focus group interviews
with parents were transcribed. The statenlents were subsequently listed
thelnatically, as they had enlerged during interviews, and this resulted in
247 statenlents after taking away repeated statenlents and statenlents
that were found not relevant for the topic. In order to deal \tvith all the
statements, they were systelnatically reviewed one by one, and new
theillatic headings or categories were nlade as they appeared. These
categories were not defined in advance, leading to the enlergence of
twelve categories: (1) Defining 'fanlily'; (2) Where I live; (3) How others
understand 'fanlily' for the child; (4) Identity and attachll1ent; (5)
Follow-up after placenlent; (6) Enl0tional expressions (how I anl/how I
feel); (7) Contact tinle with birth fanlily; (8) Future perspectives; (9)
Anlbivalence; (10) Relationship and contact with birth family; (11)
Relationship with foster fanlily; and (12) Conflict.

The statements were still sonlewhat overwhelnling and difficult to
deal with, so further refinenlents were necessary. The Fisherian
balanced-block design is particularly helpful when it conles to retaining
the representativeness in the concourse (Brown, 1991/1992;
Stephenson, 1953). Most of the statelnents were concerned with either
the foster fanlily, the birth falnily or both fanlilies, independent of the 12
thenles or categories to which they were attached. Core categories were
sought, which could enlbrace nlost of the statenlents. Besides dealing
with falnily settings (birth fanli1y/foster fanlily), sonle statetnents
clustered around 'belonging and identity'. EJllotional statenlents
expressed both positive and negative feelings and also included
statenlents about conflict and. alllbivalence. Moreover, issues of
relationship and contact featured as two other key thelnes in the
statenlents, both in ternlS of present-day relationships and also fronl a
future perspective. SOllle statelnents were difficult to categorise. Hence,
a residual category of accunlulated l11iscellaneous statenlents was
included. Nevertheless, statelnents in this last category were relevant to
the topic and nlerited inclusion as part of the concourse. However, they
were l110re nlultifaceted and touched on several additional thenles, each
of which contained very few statelnents. The procedure of using the
Fisherian balanced-block design to select a representative set of
statenlents (Q sSlnple) is sunllnarised in Table 1.

The purpose of using a Fisher balanced-block design is to select a
variety of statenlents in a systelnatic way to preserve the different
aspects, thenles and nuances that are identified as part of the concourse.
Hence, representativeness is not based on a ratio of the nunlber of
statenlents in a crossed category. Rather, the purpose is to bring up a
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Table 1: Fisherian Balanced-Block Design

A B C D
Biological Foster Both Miscellaneous
fanlily family families

E 4 of 18 40f22 4 of 12
Belonging total total total
alld idelltity stateillents statenlents statelnen ts

F 3 of 35 total

Relatiollshi}}.\' 40f25 40f44 4 of 14 statell1ents

ill evelJ'day total total total
life alid ill statell1ents statell1ents statelnents
the flltllre
G 40f24 40f36 4 of 17
E1110tional total total total
state/llellts statenlents statelllents statenlents

Notes: Total statel11ent IHl1ubers refer to the IHI111ber ofstateluents
initial{v categorized in each block. Statelnents are in the Appendix.

representative sanlple to nlake the statelnents nlanageable for a Q-sort
procedure. The representativeness is, therefore, independent of how
many statelnents actually exist within each theine or cross-nlatched
category. This is why the saine nUlnber of statenlents is selected from
each group. For exanlple, the saIne nUlnber is drawn fronl cross­
nlatched category B x F although this category contains the Inost
statelllents (44) in total.

Sonle statenlents could naturally fall within nlore than one theme. A
statenlent could be defined as an eillotional statenlent and, at the same
tinle, a statenlent about belonging and identity. For exanlple: "I am very
different froln IllY foster falnily, and that 111eanS that I don't quite fit in as
a nlenlber of the fanlily". This specific statelllent could be seen as a
statenlent about family belonging (or lack of belonging). However, it can
also be defined as an enlotional statenlent about the feeling of being
different. Consequently, it can sonletilnes be a nlatter of the weighting
given in ternlS of what to enlphasise in the statenlent. Thus, the decision­
I1laking process was not always straightfolward when considering
statelnents that fell under two or Illore categories. One solution could be
to add nlore categories. However, the purpose of lIsing a balanced-block
design was to nlake the selection of statenlents easier to handle.
Therefore, I chose to add each of the selected statenlents under just one
of the category headings, even in cases where it could fit another
category. Is it possible that such choices could represent a bias in the
study? The response to this would be "probably not". These statements
were not excluded; rather, they were sustained as part of the concourse.
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It is IllY experience that taking tinle to reflect on the 1110St appropriate
category heading is inlportant, and the researcher needs to be careful
and thorough in the process when developing a Q sanlple. If not,
inlportant aspects and nuances of the concourse nlight be lost and,
consequently, the Q sanlple will not represent the identified concourse.
The Fisherian balanced-block design facilitated a reduction fronl 247
statenlents to 39.

Before adnlinistering the Q sort with the 22 adolescent Q-sort
participants (and their birth and foster parents), a pilot study was
conducted. Five people were invited to tryout a Q sort. All of the pilot Q
sorters had experience working with children in foster care. They were
given instructions such as, lthllagine a child in foster care whonl you
have worked with, and sort the cards in the sanle way you think that the
child would". Or, lthllagine a parent who has lost custody of their child,
and sort the cards in the sanle way you think this parent would". And
finally, "Imagine a foster parent and sort the cards in the sanle way you
think this person would". The reason for doing the pilot study on an
'inlaginary' level is that researchers in social work and child welfare can
often find it difficult to recruit research study participants (Wilson et aI.,
2008). In this study, both birth parents and their children had to give
their consent before participating in the study. This initially created
sonle uncertainty as to whether the required nunlber of participants was
attainable. Sonle alterations were nlade to the statenlents after the pilot
study in order to Blake each statenlent as clear and conlprehensible as
possible.

The Adolescent's Q Sort
Each stateillent was printed on a separate card in an easy-to-read font.
When doing a Q sort, the respondents are asked to order the statenlents
in a grid pattern. The instruction was to "sort the cards according to
what you find to be nlost unlike/nlost like your situation". The
participants were advised to start by doing a prelilllinary sort through
diViding the cards into three piles, one with statenlents they found like
their own situation or the way they felt, one pile \Nith statelnents unlike
their own situation of how they felt, and the renlaining statenlents in the
third pile. This prelinlinary ordering of the cards nlade it easier for the
participants to sort the statelnents at a nlore nuanced level into the grid.
The adolescents took about 20 to 60 111inutes to c0111plete the Q-sorting
procedure.

Researcher's Presence
The participants found the Q-sorting procedure easy to grasp and the
procedure of sorting statenlents was, in nlost cases, unproblelnatic. The
researcher was present when the participants accol1lplished their Q
sorts in 20 of the 22 cases. This allowed the researcher an opportunity
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to capture conlnlents and questions fronl the children while they were
doing the Q sorts, as well as to observe whether they seenled to
understand the concept of sorting the statelllents into the grid. One of
the participants wished to have the social worker present during the Q­
sorting procedure. The presence of the social worker did not disrupt the
participant in any way while sorting the cards. Another of the
participants chose to do the Q sort in the saIne roonl as her foster
1l10ther, although IllY suggestion was for thelll to do the Q sort in
separate roonlS. It is inlportant for validity, reliability and confidentiality
to ensure that participants can sort the cards in accordance with how
the~,v feel or understand their situation, and that they are able to sort the
statenlents without interference fronl the researcher or others.

In the Q literature it is recollllllended that the researcher is present
during the Q-sort procedure because of the opportunity such presence
gives in observing the sorting procedure and receiving C0l1l111ents that
can be valuable for the interpretation process (Brown, 1991/1992; van
Exel & de Graaf, 2005). Additionally, it is inlportant because of the
subjectivity elelllent that is essential in Q Inethodology: this also l11eans
that a statenlent can nlean quite different things to different people
(Stephenson, 1961). When present, the researcher obtains richer data
through the addition of conlnlents on how the participants understand
the statelllents and why particular scores have been assigned in the Q
sort.

Sonle of the participants found sonle of the statelllents difficult to
understand. The presence of the researcher also l11akes it possible to
gain awareness of such difficulties. In sonle situations, difficulties were
solved by reading the statenlents out loud and clarifying the words and
concepts which were found to be alnbiguous. These concepts included
those of 'visiting arrangell1ents', 'independent', and 'hOllle environnlent'.
In these cases, the concept was discussed in order to clarify what the
ternlS nleant. However, when clarifying concepts, it was inlportant not to
influence the way in which participants sorted the cards but, rather, to
focus their attention on how to understand a specific word. If such
distinction was not nlade, the researcher would have risked influencing
the participant on where to place the card on the grid.

Two of the participants sorted the statenlents without the research
present. The participants received the statelllents printed on separate
cards, the Q sort grid, and a step-by-step guide on how to do the Q sort.
Further, there was telephone contact with these two participants
inll11ediately prior to and after they sorted the cards, to ensure that they
understood how to do the Qsort, and to take note of the conUllents they
nlight wish to 111ake. These participants said that they found it easy to
relate to the statelllents and it seeilled that they understood the concept
of sorting the statenlents into the grid.
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The participants sorted the cards in accordance with the instructions
and started by dividing the statenlents into three piles. It was interesting
to observe how the participants concentrated on the task and how they
systenlatically worked through all the statenlents. Card placelnent was
fine-tuned and sonle sorters changed card positions until they were
satisfied that the ·picture' was consistent \tvith how they felt and
experienced their situation.

Several of the child participants explicitly stated that the Qsort was a
good way to contribute fronl their experience to research. Sonle said it
would have been difficult to talk about their feelings concerning fanlily,
and that the sorting procedure nlade it easier to share their perspectives
with the researcher. The COlll11lents participants nlade on their Qsorts
were to prove valuable for the interpretation of the results. The Q­
sorting procedure, as well as the dialogue about the sort during or after
Q sorting, lllay be treated as an interview (Brown, 1991/1992), which
can advantageollsly be audio recorded (Ellingsen, St0rksen, & Stephens,
2010).

Statenlents with Double Content
After accolllplishing the Q sort, all participants were asked whether or
not they wished to conlnlent on their Qsorts. I asked the participants if
there was any ·stateillent they found particularly difficult to place into
the grid. Such statenlents appeared to be those that contained a ·double
content', for exalnple: HEven if nlY biological nlother/nlunl can't take
care of nle, the love is there. In a way, the love endures".

One of the child participants Blade the following conlnlent about
the statelnent:

This statelnent is a bit difficult. I feel that nlY nlunl can take care
of me and the love is there, but I don't feel that she cannot take
care of Ine. I feel the first part of the statelnent is not right, but the
last part is right. This one was a bit tricky to place into the grid.

Another stateillent in the Q sanlple was fornlulated this way: "I think
quite a lot about nloving back with nlY biological nlother and/or father
and I feel torn between nlY biological fanlily and foster fanlily". This
statenlent also appeared to be difficult for sonle of the participants due
to its double content. As one participant put it:

I think a lot about nloving hOlne, but I do not feel especially nlore
drawn towards either nlY foster fanlily or nlY birth fanlily. The
statenlent wording is just not quite right, since I don't feel torn in
between.
These conlnlents provide an explanation of why the statenlent was in

the centre of the grid, which it perhaps would not have been if the
content had been separated into two statenlents. Ho\tvever, conlnlents
on the statenlents provide a deeper nleaning to statenlents in relation to
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the situation and viewpoints of the child participant, which could easily
have been Inissed out had the statenlents been worded differently or
split into stand-alone statelnents.

To Deepen the Content of Statements
All young people contributed valuable COll1ll1ents on their Qsorts. SOlne
had just a few brief conllnents, while others had longer conllnents with
in-depth reflection on both the content and placelnent of the card. One of
the participants cOllllllented 011 a statenlent about feelings of difference
between the foster falnily and others:

I don't feel different; although I actually think a lot about the fact
that I live in a foster hOlne. Friends and people I know don't really
think about it, still, they know I live here and they know the
difference bet\lveen IllY foster faillily and IllY birth falnily. They
know when I go. to see nlY nlunl, and I tell theln what we have
done and stuff. It is quite ilnportant for nle to be open with Iny
friends and I want theln to know Iny situation; if not, it can be
enlbarrassing or strange in a way.... For exanlple if sonle topics
conle up, and they suddenly get to know that I live in a foster
hOlne without thenl knowing [before then].... That can be
awkward in a way, and they nlight feel bad because they'd never
asked, and I call feel guilty because I never said anything.
Another participant said this about a statelnent concerning the

thoughts of losing parts of their biological family:
I don't think that I've lost parts of IllY birth fanlily. It nlight be
foolish- to put the stateillent in the nliddle [zero], really, because
in a way I have lost ... since I've lived here in nlY foster honle,
then I have lost parts of nlY birth fanlily. But they have kind of
conle back, that is why I Pllt it there ... if not, I would have put in
on -1. I haven't really had a fanlily beyond the really close family;
they have never been there.

These conlnlents also elaborate on the 111eaning and content of the
staterllents, as well as provide a reason for placing the statelnent into a
specific colunlll. The latter also says sOlnething about who this child
participant saw as the closest falllily. Such conllnents can be particularly
valuable when they concern statelnents that are indicated by the
research results as being of significance or characteristic of an elnerging
factor.

As already I1lentioned, sonle child participants found it difficult to
find the right words to express their thoughts and feelings about family
in the initial interviews. Sonle of the participants also found it difficult to
elaborate and conlillent on their Q sorts. One participant's Q sort
revealed that good collaboration existed between the foster parents and
birth parents, and I asked if I1lore could be said about that, how this
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shows in daily life, whereupon he replied: "I guess it is.... how can I
explain it? It works quite well. .. .I don't know how to explain".

Although it can be difficult to elaborate on the statenlent, the
participant has a clear opinion that there is a good collaboration
between birth parents and foster parents that works well. A few of the
participants did not want to conlnlent on their Qsorts or the statenlents.
Talking to an adult stranger (such as the researcher) can be difficult for
adolescent children. However, the Qsorting provides an opportunity to
participate in research without going into extensive detail about their
situation and it allows people who find it hard to express their
perspective verbally to express their views in other ways.

This study also revealed that sonle statenlents have an inlportance
even though the child participants had never before reflected Inuch
upon the Inatter. One of the statenlents was about feeling part of the
foster fanlily with pictures of theln on the wall, having their nanle on the
door, and so on. In this way, everybody can see they are part of the
falnily. Saine participants placed this card on the outer positive edge of
the scale ('nlost like nlY situation'). I asked one of thenl if this was
something that he was very conscious of, upon which he replied: "No,
but when I think about it ... there have always been pictures of nle on
the wall and stuff. It is kind of a big part of our honle".

Being a\vare and conscious about one's views and perspectives is
also essential in concourse theory. Being confronted with different
perspectives and views within a concourse, people nlay be aware of
their own views and they Inay discover new parts of thelnselves that
they were not aware of before (Brown, 1991/1992).

The QSort and Accuracy
In general, the participating adolescents expressed the view that the Q
sort gave an accurate picture of how they felt and thought about fanlily.
Nevertheless, sonle child participants had certain reservations because
of a predefined grid (forced distribution), conll11enting that they would
have liked to place nlore statenlents under sonle colunlns than there
was roonl for. SOlne said there should have been nlore cells under
colullln +4 and -4. In these cases, we talked about which statenlents
they would have nl0ved in order to 111ake the picture nlore accurate,
which again gave valuable conlnlents that added nuances into the sort.
This is also an illustration of the ilnportance for participants to be
precise and accurate in their presentation of their perspective. Many of
the child participants had clear thoughts on the accuracy of the
statelllents, as illustrated by one participant's conlnlents on two of the
statelnents placed in the centre of the grid (zero): "Statelllents '#' and '#'
should be on the Ininus side. Relnenlber, they belong on the l11inus side!
The O-colunln could have been slllaller".
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SOBle child participants also said that SOl1le aspects of falnily that
were ilnportant to thenl were Inissing in the set of statelllents. These
aspects were elaborated upon in their conlnlents. However, based on the
statelnents represented in the Q salnple, they felt the Q sort gave an
accurate picture of their perspective: as one of thenl put it: "based on
these statelnents, it does!"

Despite SOBle challenges in using a pre-defined grid and challenges in
capturing the different aspects of what falnily actually Ineant for the
children in foster care in the Q salnp]e, I1l0St of theln said the statelnents
had provided a representative fralning of relevant aspects of falnily. This
is also underpinned by the following three answers to the question,
"Does your Qsort provide an accurate picture of your situation?"

I think it gives an accurate picture of how I think. Actually, I think
they do. We're just a falnily, and I haven't really thought Illuch
about it, it's just the way it is, you know.

Absolutely, it gives a good picture of how I feel and of how I think.
It's not like ... sonle statenlents can be read differently by
different people, but I think they are on the spot, actually, the way
I read them anyway.

Yes, they do. This was a really clever way of doing it. This way
nlay actually give you a better feeling of what infornlation you
have given up conlpared to if you just sit and talk freely.

Giving a child participant the opportunity to articulate how they
experience participating in research Illay be a good way, both ethically
and nlethodologically, to reveal whether or not participants feel they
have had the chance to say what they wanted to say in the interview or
research setting. It is the responsibility of the researcher to protect
participant integrity in research in a way that such participation does
not becolne an offensive or invasive experience (Brylllan, 2004). Hence,
infornled consent is inlportant and it is vital that child participants have
a clear understanding of what participation in research entails. And last
but not least, what is ilnplied by free will in participation nlust be of
paranlount concern.

The researcher also has to be aware of the ilnbalance in power
between participant and researcher, especially when children and young
people are participating in research. Children and young people can find
it difficult not to answer questions that they would actually prefer not to
answer in an interview setting. In a Q study, the Q sorter relates to
sonlething-the statenlents-which others have already expressed or
fornlulated, and this nlay nlake participation in research less intense and
intrusive. Ethical considerations are inlportant in all research,
independent of nlethodological approach. However, the conlnlents Blade
by child Q-study participants indicate that the Q Illethod, as an



140 Ingunf1 T. Ellingsen

approach, contains a strength which can nlake it easier for participants
to give their perspectives and express their views about falnily, and
about being a foster child, which, for sonle, can be difficult to articulate
using other nlethods.

Closing Comments
When doing a Q study it is inlportant to be thorough when developing
the set of statetnents for the study. Identifying the concourse and
selecting a representative Q sanlple is necessary groundwork and
fundalnental to designing a good Q study. Statelnents need to be
adjusted in a way that is sensitive to the requirenlents and qualities of
particular groups of participants, in order to facilitate optinlUl11
cooperation and outconles. I hope the report of one researcher's
experiences with Q-salnple nlethodology and undertaking a Q study on
children in foster care will be of help to other researchers wishing to
conduct a Qstudy.

It nlight be asslllned that children who live in foster honles have a
heightened awareness of issues relating to fanlily and will have reflected
upon and thought about what fanlily is, arising fronl their own life
experiences in foster honles. Presunlably, these children have a greater
ability to express aspects of fanlily when conlpared with other children
who Blight see fanlily as a nlatter of course. However, this study
indicates that this is not especially the case. Several of the child
participants found it difficult to express what fanlily meant to theln.
Nevertheless, they experienced the statenlents used in the study as
relevant and found thenl easy to relate to their own situation. Many child
participants conveyed explicitly that the Qsort was a good way of taking
part in research and sharing their perspective. They elaborated on the
statelnents, indicating that statenlents can also have a generating effect
on the thoughts and reflections of the participants.

Currently, there is a strong focus on including children and young
people in research. Hence, it follows that it is inlportant to nlake use of
and to develop flexible and easily adaptable nlethodological approaches,
with respect to both the research topic and the participant group. It is
unacceptable to allow I1lethodological challenges to have an excluding
effect that prevents groups froln participating in research. This illlposes
a responsibility on researchers to adopt Inethodological approaches
\tvhich allow children and young people to participate in research (Kelly,
2007).

Q rnethodology offers a supplernental or alternative approach to
Inore conlnl0nly used research nlethods in the social work field. One of
its strengths is in providing the flexibility that is necessary when
children's perspectives are the focus of attention. The researcher then
has to consider the children's age, level of intellectual developlnent and
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111aturity when designing a research project. The Q sanlple in a Q study
can be developed as inlages, text or other expressions of 111eaning
(Brown, 1991/1992). Experiences fron1 others are that the participants
often feel they have played an active part in research using Q
nlethodology, and that they find such participation quite engaging
(Donner, 2001; van Exel & de Graaf, 2005). In this study, Q l11ethodology
was experienced as a good 111ethod for exploring foster children's fanlily
perceptions, because the stateillents were found to capture central
aspects concerning falllily for children in foster care. The views that
were discovered in the study in nlany ways reseillble categories
described in studies frol11 other countries (Anderson, 1999, 2005;
Gardner, 1996; Sinclair, Wilson, & Gibbs, 2005). However, the Q factors
contain l11any details that easily nlay be l11issed using conventional
qualitative approaches. Additionally, the sorting procedure helped the
participants to elaborate on inlportant issues in the statelllents. Hence Q
nlethodology seenlS to offer a valid and concise way of expressing
subjective views and feelings.
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Appelldix: Tile QSample
No Statenlent

1 I feel that both nlY foster fanlily and IllY biological falllily love me
very much.

2 I nliss Illy biological hOllle envirOntllent.

3 Cooperation is not good between nlY biological parents and foster
parents.

4 I have the feeling of belonging to a falllily in IllY relationship with nly
foster fanlily and the relatives there, and it is only IllY nallle that
connects 111e to nlY biological falllily and relations, and not the
feelings.
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No StatellJelJt

5 I am sOlnetillles afraid that nlY foster parents will let me go.

6 I have good n1elllories of IllY biological fanlily, and that nleans I alTI
a ttached to thenl.

7 Even if my biological lnother/nlunl can't take care of llle, the love is
there. In a way, the love endures.

8 It is in1portant for nlY foster parents that I have a good relationship
with my biological fanlily.

9 It is important for Ine to be open with nlY friends about the fact that
I live in a foster honle. If not I feel that I an1 hiding sOll1ething fron1
then1 and fooling thenl.

10 My biological fanlily thinks that I am lllore a part of their fa111ily than
I think in relation to thenl.

11 It is itnportant to feel as a part of the foster fanlily, with pictures of
me on the wall and nlY nall1e on the door and things like that-then
everybody can see that I a111 part of the fanlily.

12 Even if my foster fan1ily and biological fanlily actually are two
families, they are like one fanlily-nly family.

13 I alll sOllletilnes afraid of turning 18, because the bonds to the foster
fan1ily are Illore fragile and uncertain for n1e than for children who
live with their biological parents.

14 Both foster parents and biological parents will be the grandparents
of my children if I have IllY own children sonle day.

15 When I an1 spending tinle with Illy biological parents, it's as if they
suddenly beconle 111y parents again.

16 I will never let go of IllY biologicallllother and she will always be an
important part of nlY family even if it's the foster fanlily I relate to
Inost as family.

17 Actually,] would like to have the sanle falllily llall1e as nlY foster
family.

18 I will always be able to go to n1Y foster falllily if I need help with
something-even aft~r I have grown up

19 Child Protection [child welfare services] should find a foster h0111e
in the child's own fanlily because it is inlportant to live in the family
they have a biological connection with.

20 It is not inlportant for nle to know nlY history or where I conle fronl.

21 I actually think a lot about the fact that I live in the foster honle and I
feel different froln other children/young people.

22 Siblings are fan1ily for 1l1e regardless of whether it's a biological
sibling or a sibling in the foster falnily.
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No Statement

145

23 My experience is that I can choose who will be IllY faillily-neither
nlY biological fanIily nor foster fanIily thinks it should only be them.

24 My biological faillily willillean nlore to nle as I get older.

25 Contact titlle is stressful for nle and contact tillle is Illore to satisfy
the needs of IllY biological fanlily than to satisfy IllY needs.

26 The older I get, the Illore I think that the foster faillily is IllY falnily.

27 I think quite a lot about nloving back to nlY biological Illother
and/or father-and I feel torn between IllY biological faillily and
foster family.

28 My foster parents have a Illajor influence on what the contact is like
with Iny biological fanlily.

29 I feel that I have to take IllY biological parents into consideration so
that I don't hurt theln.

30 Now and again I get the feeling that I nlust choose parents, and no
nlatter whonl I choose, I will hurt sonlebody.

31 I anI very different frolll nlY foster fanlily and that nleans that I
don't quite fit in as a Illenlber of the fanlily.

32 It's inlportant to Ille to know that IllY biological parents are ok.

33 It's illlportant to Ille that the foster faillily.and others say good
(positive) things about IllY biological family.

34 I feel secure that IllY foster parents will take care of Ille and Illeet
IllY needs. They want the best for Ine.

35 I feel like two different people: 'Inyself when I anI with Iny foster
parents and sOlllebody else when I anI with nlY biological parents.

36 It's inlportant that I have nlY own tillle with IllY biological falnily
without other people needing to know what we did or talked about.

37 Friends and people around Ille don't think that I actually conle froln
another falllily-they think that nlY foster falnily is Iny falnily.

38 I don't feel that I have lost parts of IllY biological family.

39 My foster fanlily is nlore a place I live than a fanlily to Ine.


