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This thesis, ’Logics of practice and figures of the child’, is about social work with 
children in out-of-home care (OHC). More specifically, this thesis explores the field 
of children placed in care with a focus on frontline workers and their figures of the 
child (practiced and verbalised) and logics of practice. In this thesis the term 
“frontline workers” covers a particular group of professionals working in the front-
line of the welfare state in the field of OHC. That is, foster parents and institutional 
employees who have the daily contact with the children and young people placed 
in care - the workers at the very frontline. 

The purpose of the thesis is to gain a better understanding of and insight into the 
field’s dominant positions and logics of practice, as these shape and set the frame-
work for professional practice in the field of social work with children placed in 
care. Via the study of logics of practice, including the power relations that help to 
constitute and maintain these various logics of practice, this thesis seeks to pro-
vide greater insight into which figures of the child that are made possible and 
which are excluded in the field. 

The starting point for the thesis stems from an experienced paradox in the field. 
On the one hand, there is a broad professional consensus among frontline workers 
on the relevance of working with a difference-centred and recognizing figure of 
the child (as seen in “the double view approach”149), many of whom pointed out 
that they already worked on the basis of this figure of the child. On the other hand, 
it still seemed like a sometimes provocative and unrealistic approach when the 
same frontline workers had to bring this figure of the child into play in their daily 
practice. This paradox gave the impression of a field of conflicts and structural in-
fluences on both the frontline workers' ways of thinking as well as their practice. 
This thesis examines this paradox by drawing inspiration from Pierre Bourdieu's 
conflict theoretical perspective. This perspective allows a glimpse of how frontline 
workers' figures of the child are formed by generative mechanisms that are not 
immediately visible to frontline workers themselves in their daily work. 

This thesis raises the following research questions: which logics of practice domi-
nate in the field of OHC in Denmark? And how do these logics of practice enable 
and exclude different figures of the child? The research question is theoretically 

 
149 In Danish ”Det dobbelte blik” (Warming, Fjordside, og Lavaud 2017). 
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informed and reflects the inspiration from Bourdieu's field analyses. With this ap-
proach, a contextualisation of the frontline workers work is emphasized, and the 
attention is directed both to the structural conditions of this work, as well as the 
frontline workers' own understandings and forms of practice. 

With the theoretical inspiration from Bourdieu's field analysis, the analytical strat-
egy is thus also inspired by a structuralist constructivism with a relational ontology 
that views society as consisting of fields that mutually influence each other rather 
than as a homogeneous unit. The concept of the “field” is thus an analytical lens 
and a research tool. With the choice of a field analysis approach, the focus of the 
thesis is on how practice is choreographed by the field's conflicts, doxa and power 
relations, as well as the relations to other fields. The thesis examines the field's 
generative mechanisms in order to make visible and understand what creates the 
field's logics of practice, both historically and in relation to the positions that are 
at stake in the field today. Inspired by Bourdieu's field analysis approach, this the-
sis thus seeks to understand the experienced paradox in the field and, at the same 
time, to allow for glimpse of where the field may be moving due to the dominant 
logics of practice. 

This thesis examines the issue by means of a critical case in the form of frontline 
workers from two residential homes, two family care departments in two Danish 
municipalities, and several foster care families. They have all participated in the 
research and development project "Deviation as a potential resource"150, and they 
have thus been engaged in trying to adopt a difference-centred and recognizing 
figure of the child in their own practice. Based on the analysis of this critical case, 
the argument is that if structures, logics, etc. which challenges the practice of a 
difference-centred and recognizing figure of the child are seen here, then these 
logics of practices will probably also challenge such a figure of the child in other 
parts of the field – e.g. in other foster families, other institutions, but also other 
parts of the field, such as the authorities' (social workers) work with these chil-
dren. The empirical material primarily stems from observations and interviews 
with frontline workers in the field – that is, from approximately 30 observation 
days and 20 qualitative interviews. Overall, over 150 frontline workers have con-
tributed to the empirical material in one way or another. 

The theoretically informed analyses of the generative mechanisms and power re-
lations in the field that forms the work in practice, via the front employees' prac-
ticed and verbalised figure of the child, shows how practices and different per-
spectives on practice (different figures of the child) are formed. This thesis finds in 
particular three dominant logics of practice in the field – logics of practice that in 

 
150 http://saerlig.ruc.dk/?lang=en  
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various ways help to frame the social work with children and young people placed 
in care in Denmark and thereby help to enable some figures of the child and ex-
clude others. 

The three logics of practice found are: a bureaucratic logic, a normalization logic, 
and a psychological professionalization logic, respectively. The identification of 
these three dominant logics of practice shows that possession of cultural capital 
in the form of, for example, mastery of the documentation work (the embodied 
form) and possession of (the institutionalized form) the psychological science cap-
ital can be considered a symbolic capital in the field, and thus are an essential re-
source in the field’s power relations. And the thesis shows how power works 
through the frontline workers' takeover of understandings, schemas and catego-
rizations that correspond to the symbolic capital in the field. The result is that work 
in OHC in Denmark is largely based on a universalistic understanding of children 
and childhood, drawn from the early developmental psychology. The thesis illumi-
nates that although newer theoretical understandings of children and childhood 
have been dominating the childhood research in the last 30-40 years, in practice 
OHC work continues to involve a figure of the child characterized by traditional 
views and figures of thought. The perception of children as ‘becomings’ thus be-
comes the dominant one in the field. 

This universalistic understanding of children and childhood, which is the dominant 
point of reference in the field, not ‘only’ tells us something about the dominating 
figure of the child, it also gives us a deeper insight into what kind of society the 
OHC is situated in. This thesis points out that the figures of the child that are ver-
balized and practiced in the field of OHC are not isolated to this field but, on the 
contrary, anchored in structures that go across a number of fields and therefore 
can and should be seen in a larger perspective. 

This thesis' insights and findings regarding the symbolic power and the symbolic 
violence in the field contribute with a special knowledge of the Danish OHC sys-
tem, which enables an awareness and a reflective practice both among frontline 
workers and at a political level. These insights and findings can also be brought 
into comparative discussions with international research in the field of placement, 
as well as the research on other parts of the welfare state, such as the field of 
disability, the field of employment or the like. This is made possible by the fact 
that in the empirical analyses there is a focus on the power relations and the gen-
erative mechanisms, as well as a focus on the view of human nature (e.g. the figure 
of the child) that are practiced among the frontline workers of the welfare state. 

  




