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FO STER CHIL DREN AND 
MEN TAL HE ALTH

Sum mary
Fo ster chil dren are highly vul ne ra ble so cial gro up, ma inly be ca-

u se they are of ten ex po sed to the va ri o us types of vi o len ce. Li te ra tu re 
is emp ha si zing hig her pre va len ce of men tal he alth di ag no sis among the 
chil dren from the child pro tec tion system, espe ci ally fo ster chil dren, 
in com pa ri son to ge ne ral po pu la tion of sa me age. Aut hor stres ses the 
dif fe rent man ners in which the ap pro ach ba sed on risk jo intly with ten-
den tion of me di ca li sa tion is used for ma na ge ment of ina de qu a te be ha-
vi or. Ba sed on the con cept of hu man rights and so ci o logy of emo tion 
and body, the pa per de fi nes ba sic prin ci ples for so cial wor kers. The se 
prin ci ples of the ir work in clu de: ta king in con si de ra tion spe ci fic bac-
kgro und of every child, un der stan ding of de vi ant be ha vi or, bu il ding of 
firm re la ti ons and re spect for the opi nion of every child. 
Keywords: men tal he alth, fo ster chil dren, ADHD, so cial wor kers, prin ci ples

1. CHA RAC TE RI STICS OF FO STER CHIL DREN

Fo ster chil dren de sig na te a par ti cu larly vul ne ra ble gro up of chil-
dren, as the ir bi o grap hi es are of ten sha ped by vi o len ce of va ri o us kinds. 
Dif fe rent risk fac tors may af fect the ir de ve lop ment, in clu ding dysfun-
cti o nal fa mi li es, early pa ren tal se pa ra tion and in sti tu ti o na li sa tion pe-
ri ods in pos sibly over crow ded in sti tu ti ons with fre qu ent ca re ta ker re-
pla ce ments1).Whi le it is of ten dif fi cult to ascer tain exactly what might 

1) Neus Abrineset al., ”Comparing ADHD symptom levels in children adopted from Eastern 
Europe and fromother regions: Discussing possible factors involved”, Children and Youth 
Services Review, 34(9), 2012, pp.1903–1908.
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ha ve hap pe ned du ring the li fe co ur se of fo ster chil dren, it is easi er to 
ac know led ge that the ir ex pe ri en ces are of ten a com plex pic tu re of in sti-
tu ti o nal and so cial vi o len ce. Dis pla ce ment and in se cu rity are amongst 
the main de ter mi na ti ons, con sti tu ting li ves that are ‘un cer tain at best’2)).

Li te ra tu re cle arly hig hlights that the pre va len ce of men tal he alth 
di ag no ses amongst chil dren in vol ved in the ap pa ra tus of child pro tec-
tion ser vi ces and par ti cu larly fo ster ca re is sig ni fi cantly hig her than in 
the ge ne ral po pu la tion of chil dren3). Bron sard et al. even hold that ‘a 
pre va len ce ra te of ap pro xi ma tely 50% for at le ast one psychi a tric di-
sor der co uld be re a so nably as su med’4). Amongst all the se di ag no ses, 
At ten tion De fi cit Hype rac ti vity Di sor der (ADHD) is one of the most 
com mon to be fo und in the po pu la tion un der in ve sti ga tion5). 

In spi te of the many con tro ver sial is su es and un cer ta in ti es sur-
ro un ding ADHD and its the rapy, this ‘men tal di sor der’ is in cre a singly 
be ing used to con trol the be ha vi o ur of chil dren, par ti cu larly in con text 
of the edu ca ti o nal system. Alt ho ugh non-phar ma co lo gi cal tre at ments 
ha ve al so been re por ted as be ing highly suc cessful in ter ven ti ons, they 
re main ra re exemp ti ons. This pa per tri es to tra ce con tem po rary he ge-
mo nic di sco ur ses aro und ADHD by po in ting to the ways that a risk ba-
sed ap pro ach to get her with a me di ca li za tion ten dency ser ve to ma na ge 
‘ina de qu a te’ be ha vi o ur of chil dren.

2. RISK AP PRO ACH AND ME DI CA LI SA TION
The sta te in cre a singly mo ni tors and con trols the de ve lop ment of 

chil dren thro ugh stan dar di sed he alth ca re and edu ca ti o nal me a su res, 
which con tri bu tes to a wor ldwi de stan dar di sa tion and har mo ni sa tion of 
child hood6). This ap pro ach, which vi ews chil dren as be ing un der per ma-
nent dan ger, may be per ce i ved as what Pu pa vac calls the ‘risk-ma na ge-

2) Niranjan S. Karnik, “Categories of control: Foster children and ADHD”, Children and Youth 
Services Review, 23(9–10), 2001, pp. 761–780.

3) Curtis, J. McMillen et al.,“Prevalence of psychiatric disorders 
among older youths in the foster care system”, Journal of the Ameri-
can Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, 44(1), 2005, pp. 88–95.
Marc Schmid et al., “Prevalence of mental disorders among adolescents in German youth 
welfare institutions”, Child and Adolescent Psychiatry and Mental Health, 2, 2008, p. 2.

4) Guillaume Bronsardet al., “Prevalence rate of DSM mental disorders among adolescents liv-
ing in residential group homes of the French Child Welfare System”, Children and Youth 
Services Review, 33(10), 2011, pp. 1886–1890.

5) Neus Abrineset al., ”Comparing ADHD symptom levels in children adopted from Eastern 
Europe and fromother regions: Discussing possible factors involved”, Children and Youth 
Services Review, 34(9), 2012, pp. 1903–1908.

6) Helga Zeiher, „Ambivalenzen und Widersprüche der Institutionalisierung von Kindheit“, In: 
Ordnungen der Kindheit: Problemstellungen und Perspektiven der Kindheitsforschung (ed. 
Michael-Sebastian Honig). Weinheim and Munich: Juventa, 2009, pp. 112.
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ment mo del of child hood’7)It emp ha si ses the in di vi du a lity of pro blems 
and calls for in ter ven ti o nist me a su res. Furt her mo re, this ap pro ach se eks 
to be uni ver sally ap pli ca ble thro ugh the cre a tion of an in di vi du a li stic 
met hod. Whi le it is to be ap pre ci a ted to ta ke in to ac co unt the in di vi dual 
ne eds of a child, in ter ven ti ons sho uld al so con si der the wi der so cial 
con text, as re du cing the fo cus of in ter ven ti ons to the in di vi dual child 
may ig no re the com ple xity of hu man eco lo gi cal in ter re la ti ons8). Whi le 
chil dren in ge ne ral are be ing in cre a singly mo ni to red and the ir de ve lop-
ment con trol led, this is par ti cu larly true for chil dren that are un der the 
auspi ces of child wel fa re systems. A par ti cu lar im por tant in sti tu tion to 
re a li se the se in ten ti ons de sig na tes the edu ca ti o nal system, which the re-
fo re may be per ce i ved as a si te of so cial con trol.

2.1. The school as a si te of so cial con trol

Ac cor ding to Fo u ca ult, the school can be un der stood as ‘mo ral 
tec hno logy’, as a way go vern ments se ek to sha pe the be ha vi o ur of hu-
man be ings9). This tec hno logy, among ot hers, is ‘con cer ned with be-
ha vi o ur and with adop ting and in ter na li sing ide as abo ut how a mo ral 
per son sho uld think and feel’ and is par ti cu larly re le vant re gar ding the 
so ci a li sa tion of chil dren10). In or der to use edu ca tion as a tool for so cial 
re form, school edu ca tion has been pro mo ted thro ugh the se pa ra tion of 
la bo ur and le ar ning, and chil dren ha ve been in cre a singly ex pec ted to 
at tend the se in sti tu ti o na li sed forms of for mal edu ca tion. This co er ced 
at ten dan ce of school edu ca tion thro ugh free, com pul sory edu ca tion has 
been cri ti ci sed by scho lars as a vi o la tion of the in di vi dual rights of the 
child. For exam ple, Li e bel ar gu es that com pul sory school at ten dan ce 
un der mi nes the fun da men tal idea of de moc racy11). In deed, ha ving in 
mind the im por tant ro le school plays in the li ves of chil dren, this in sti-
tu ti o na li sed form of edu ca tion re du ces the su bjec ti vity of the in di vi dual 
child to so me ex tent, as the re is of ten lit tle ro om on the part of chil dren 
to freely cho o se how to cla im the ir right to edu ca tion.

7) Vanessa Pupavac, “Misanthropy Without Borders: The International Children’s Rights Re-
gime”, Disasters, 25(2), 2001, pp. 101. 

8) Urie Bronfenbrenner, The ecology of human development: experiments by nature and design, 
Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1979. 

9) Cited in: Karen Wells, Childhood in a global perspective, Cambridge: Polity Press, 2009.

10) Ibid. 

11) Manfred Liebel, Wozu Kinderrechte: Grundlagen und Perspektiven, Weinheim and Munich: 
Juventa, 2007, pp. 117.
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2.2. Di sci pli ne thro ugh me di cal in ter ven tion

As a si te whe re the con duct of chil dren be co mes mo ni to red and 
as ses sed on a daily ba sis, the school al so con tri bu tes to an in cre a sing 
ten dency of me di ca li za tion of cer tain be ha vi o ur. Bühler-Ni e der ber ger 
ar gu es that the emp ha sis on stan dar di sed de ve lop ment ca u ses an exag-
ge ra ted sen si bi lity to even the smal lest of de vi a ti ons, and that this le ads 
to an in cre a sed amo unt of in ter ven tion car ried out by pro fes si o nals12). 
For exam ple, she pro ble ma ti zes how va gue de fi ni ti ons and fin dings re-
gar ding dysle xia ha ve been used to ge ne ra li se ap pro ac hes to tre at ment 
and how this has been af fec ting gro wing po pu la ti ons of school-aged 
chil dren13). Among the mo un ting ca ses of dysle xia the re are to be fo und 
many ot her pat terns which tend to pat ho lo gi es pu pils and to pro du ce a 
wi de ran ge of spe cial ne eds ser vi ces, in clu ding but not li mi ted to school 
So cial Work, school co un sel ling, me di ci nal tre at ment of ADHD, spe-
ech the rapy, and play the rapy. This stan dar di sa tion of pro ce du res of 
di ag no sis and the rapy le ads to stig ma ti sa tion of a gro wing num ber of 
chil dren14).

Whi le the pre va len ce of men tal he alth di ag no ses amongst chil-
dren that are on the ra dar of spe cial ne eds ser vi ces is ge ne rally gro wing, 
fo ster chil dren are par ti cu larly af fec ted by this trend. Amongst all the se 
di ag no ses, ADHD de sig na tes one that has seen an alar ming in cre a se in 
the last years. It is this di ag no sis the pa per now turns its fo cus to.

2.3. The fa ce of ADHD

Ac cor ding to the Di ag no stic and Sta ti stic Ma nual of Men tal Di-
sor ders (DSM-IV) pu blis hed by the Ame ri can psychi a tric pro fes sion, 
ADHD is a brain-ba sed di sor der, whe re as inat ten tion, hype rac ti vity 
and im pul si ve ness con sti tu te the co re triad of sympto ma tic be ha vi o urs. 
ADHD has al so been lin ked to a broad di ag no sis cal led mi ni mal brain 
di sor der that de scri bed chil dren with symptoms in clu ding inat ten tion 
and hype rac ti vity, men tal re tar da tion, de lin qu ency and le ar ning di sa-
bi lity. Whi le hype rac ti vity con ti nued to be the main ca u se of con cern, 
DSM-III in tro du ced a new term cal led ADHD, and shif ted di ag no stic 
emp ha sis from hype rac ti vity to at ten tion as the co re pro blem. The wi-

12) Doris Bühler-Niederberger, Kindheit und die Ordnung der Verhältnisse: Von der gesellschaft-
lichen Macht der Unschuld und dem kreativen Individuum, Weinheim and Munich: Juventa, 
2005, pp. 176.

13) Ibid, pp.186.

14) Helga Zeiher, „Ambivalenzen und Widersprüche der Institutionalisierung von Kindheit“, In: 
Ordnungen der Kindheit: Problemstellungen und Perspektiven der Kindheitsforschung (ed. 
Michael-Sebastian Honig). Weinheim and Munich: Juventa, 2009, pp, 112.
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de ning of this ca te gory al lo wed to di ag no se chil dren with or wit ho ut 
hype rac ti vity, which be ca me re flec ted by a sig ni fi cant in cre a se of 57% 
in chil dren me e ting the re le vant cri te ria15). Aga inst the bac kdrop of the 
advent of DSM-V, ADHD is be li e ved to be co me even mo re in clu si ve16). 
In an ac know led ge ment of the gro wing body of li te ra tu re that chal len-
ges the va li dity of the di ag no sis and the po si ti vi stic as sump ti ons it is ba-
sed upon, it ap pe ars to be worthwhi le to be cri ti cal abo ut the he ge mo nic 
bi o me di cal ex pla na ti on. Alt ho ugh one of the most wi dely re se ar ched 
di sor ders in psychi a tric as well as psycho lo gi cal ac co unts, the ca u se(s) 
of ADHD re main elu si ve. Re gar ding evi den ce of a ne u ro bi o lo gi cal ba-
se for the di sor der, re se arch is far from con clu si ve, or even in con si stent, 
le a ving this hypot he sis un con fir med17).

In con trast to a sim pli fied bi o me di cal mo del, Tho mas Szasz sug-
ge sted that sin ce the re is no de mon stra ble bi o lo gi cal pat ho logy, men tal 
il lness such as ADHD is a me tap hor for cul tu rally di sap pro ved tho-
ughts, fe e lings, and, par ti cu larly, behaviours(1974). In a similar vein, 
Singh, drawing on the work of Conrad and Schneider (1992), argues 
that ADHD ‘modifies, regulates and eli mi na tes de vi ant be ha vi o ur with 
a di ag no stic la bel and a pu nis hment in the form of drug tre at ment’18). 

Whi le the hypot he sis of a ne u ro lo gi cal ba se of ADHD re ma ins 
un con fir med, the fast growth of the ap pli ca tion of this di ag no sis is well 
do cu men ted by evi den ce. For exam ple in Ger many, the num ber of chil-
dren di ag no sed with ADHD ra i sed from 5’000 in 1995 to 380’000 in 
2008 and are ex pec ted to ha ve re ac hed 600’000 in 201219). As Abra ham 
holds, this ten dency may con tri bu te to an ero sion of ‘nor ma lity’: ‘over 
the last 40 years, di ag no stic cri te ria for ADHD ha ve con si stently wi de-
ned, ma king it vir tu ally im pos si ble to di sen tan gle in cre a sed iden ti fi ca-
tion of ADHD suf fe rers from in cre a sed me di ca li za tion, and le a ding to 
con cern that the thres hold bet we en ‘nor mal be ha vi o ur’ and ADHD has 

15) Anna Baumgaertel, Mark L. Wolraich & Mary Dietrich, “Comparison of diagnostic criteria 
for attention deficit disorders in a German elementary school sample”, Journal of the Ameri-
can Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, 34(5), 1995, pp. 629–638.

16) Allen Frances, Saving normal: an insider’s revolt against out-of-control psychiatric diagno-
sis, DSM-5, Big Pharma, and the medicalization of ordinary life, New York: Harper Collins, 
2013.

17) Paul Cooper, “Understanding AD/HD: A Brief Critical Review of Literature”, Children & 
Society, 15(5), 2001, pp. 387–95.

18) Ilina Singh, “Biology in context: social and cultural perspectives on ADHD”, Children & 
Society, 16(5), 2002, pp. 362. 

19) DGSP, Eine Generation wird krankgeschrieben. Die Aufmerksamkeitsdefizit-/Hyperaktivi-
tätsstörung (ADHS), Ritalin und Psychopharmaka, Köln: Deutsche Gesellschaft für Soziale 
Psychiatrie e.V., 2013. 
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been set too low’20). Whi le this pan de mic growth has been ob ser ved in 
the ge ne ral po pu la tion of chil dren, tho se li ving in fo ster ca re ar ran ge-
ments ap pe ar to be par ti cu larly af fec ted. Zi to et al. fo und in a study car-
ried out in the U.S. that 37.9% of fo ster chil dren we re be ing pre scri bed 
psycho tro pic me di ca tion. Out of the se chil dren, 55.9% re ce i ved ADHD 
drugs. The study con clu ded that ‘con co mi tant psycho tro pic me di ca tion 
tre at ment is fre qu ent for youth in fo ster ca re and lacks sub stan ti ve evi-
den ce as to its ef fec ti ve ness and sa fety’21).

Aga inst this bac kdrop, it ap pe ars to be worthwhi le to ta ke on a 
bro a der vi ew in or der to tac kle this is sue in mo re depth. The pa per now 
go es on to in tro du ce hu man rights as a fra me work to act in li ne with 
et hi cal stan dards.

3. HU MAN RIGHT AS A FRA ME WORK

3.1. So cial Work as a hu man rights pro fes sion

In or der to chal len ge con tem po rary con cep ti ons do mi na ted by 
me di cal prac ti ce, So cial Work need to draw on its own pro fes si o na-
lism, le gal ba se and de fi ning po wer. As sti pu la ted by the In ter na ti o nal 
Fe de ra tion of So cial Wor kers (IFSW), the uni ver sal de fi ni tion of So cial 
Work asks So cial Wor kers to draw on sci en ti fic know led ge and to act 
in ac cor dan ce with fun da men tal prin ci ples of hu man rights and so cial 
ju sti ce:

‘The So cial Work pro fes sion pro mo tes so cial chan ge, pro blem 
sol ving in hu man re la ti on ships and the em po wer ment and li be ra tion of 
pe o ple to en han ce well-be ing. Uti li sing the o ri es of hu man be ha vi o ur 
and so cial systems, So cial Work in ter ve nes at the po ints whe re pe o ple 
in ter act with the ir en vi ron ments. Prin ci ples of hu man rights and so cial 
ju sti ce are fun da men tal to So cial Work’22).

So cial Work as a pro fes sion is in no way sub or di na ted to the 
he ge mo nic me di cal pro fes sion. As Sta ub-Bernasconi(2007 )postul ates, 
 social work  as a profess ion is cons tituted by  a  ‘t riple ma nd a te’ that as-
ks  for sc ie ntific methods as  well as ethical standards. These chartered 
standards are the regulative ideas, after which problem definitions, ex-

20) John Abraham, “Pharmaceuticalization of Society in Context: Theoretical, Empirical and 
Health Dimensions”, Sociology, 44(4), 2010, pp. 603–622.

21) Julie M. Zitoet al., “Psychotropic medication patterns among youth in foster care”, Pediatrics, 
121(1), 2008, pp. 157. 

22) IFSW, Definition of Social Work, 2000. Available at: http://ifsw.org/policies/definition-of-
social-work/ [Accessed November 13, 2013].
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planations, assessments and processes of change on the part of Social 
Workers as well as the addressees must be assessed. As they relate to 
human dignity as a base of justification, they also prevent the devalua-
tion of assistance to individuals in favour of structural or professional 
political work.

Enshrined in the Statement of Ethical Principles is the call for 
‘respect for the inherent worth and dignity of all people, and the rights 
that follow from this’, which means that ‘Social Workers should uphold 
and defend each person’s physical, psychological, emotional and spir-
itual integrity and well-being’(IFSW, 2012). 

Therefore, Social Workers should challenge contemporary ten-
dencies of me di ca li za tion and phar ma ce u ti ca li sa tion23) that tend to ig no-
re hu man rights prin ci ples. The re is a need for a jo int si tu a tion analysis, 
as si stan ce and, whe re ap pro pri a te, mul ti-di sci pli nary tre at ment plan-
ning. This is par ti cu larly im por tant when it co mes to the pre scrip tion of 
psycho tro pic drugs, as they ra i se ‘im por tant mo ral and et hi cal qu e sti-
ons abo ut the po ten tial ro le of psychop har ma co logy in sha ping the in di-
vi dual’24). If the se pre scrip ti ons are not ba sed on so und di ag no ses, they 
may col li de with hu man rights re qu i re ments, sin ce hu man en han ce ment 
by me ans of psycho tro pic drugs ‘con si de rably cur ta ils chil dren’s fre e-
dom and im pa irs the ir per so na lity de ve lop ment’25). And even if they are 
ba sed on an ADHD di ag no sis, it is fun da men tal that ot her ap pro ac hes 
than psycho tro pic drugs are be ing ex plo red and ap plied be fo re hand. As 
pro po sed by the Ger man so ci ety for so cial psychi a try (DGSP), me a su-
ra ble and at te sta ble in ter ven ti ons in clu ding fa mi lial, edu ca ti o nal, so-
cial and psychot he ra pe u ti cally sup por ting me a su res need to be plan ned 
and of fe red for at le ast one year be fo re any drug the rapy is ta ken in to 
con si de ra tion. They even pro po se that if this prin ci ple be ing ne glec ted, 
pre scrip tion of psycho tro pic drugs may be re gar ded as a ‘bo dily in jury’ 

Of par ti cu lar im por tan ce in this re spect is al so the Uni ted Na ti-
ons Con ven tion on the Rights of the Child (is sued 1989, he re af ter Con-
ven tion). Sin ce the adop tion of this tre aty, the re has been an emer gen ce 
of glo bal ac ti vity to pro mo te its sti pu la ted prin ci ples. It de sig na tes the 
most im por tant in stru ment of an in ter na ti o nal body of law that se eks to 

23) Cf. Abraham, 2010.

24)  Ilina Singh, “Biology in context: social and cultural perspectives on ADHD”, Children & 
Society, 16(5), 2002, pp. 365. 

25) Swiss National Advisory Commission on Biomedical Ethics, “Human enhancement by means 
of pharmacological agents”, Swiss Medical Journal, 92(43), 2011, pp. 1646.
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‘re gu la te child hood at a glo bal sca le’26). Com pri sing 41 ar tic les, this le-
gal in stru ment en ti tles the child to be a rights-hol der on its own.

3.2. Su bjec ti vity and dig nity

The pre am ble of the Con ven tion, alt ho ugh not le gally bin ding, 
is in struc ti ve as it con tex tu a li ses the rights of the child wit hin the bro-
a der hu man rights fra me work and de scri bes the child as un der stood by 
con tem po rary in ter na ti o nal law. Furt her mo re, the in he rent dig nity of 
the child as well as the equ a lity and ina li e na bi lity of his/her rights are 
emp ha si sed the rein. Fol lo wing the pre am ble, which cap tu res the con to-
urs and spi rit of hu man rights, 41 ar tic les en ti tle the child to be a rights-
be a rer. Whi le all the se rights are equ al, the re has been a con sen sus on 
the im por tan ce of fo ur co re prin ci ples: (i) non-di scri mi na tion, (ii) best 
in te rests of the child, (iii) right to li fe, sur vi val and de ve lop ment, and 
(iv) re spect for the vi ews of the child27). The se prin ci ples are of ten used 
as a me ans to in ter pret all ot her ar tic les and to un der stand the spi rit of 
the rights in qu e sti on. In ot her words, tho se ar tic les that de scri be ina li e-
na ble rights can only be fully re cog ni sed and un der stood in the light of 
the se co re prin ci ples28). 

A ba sal va lue of the spi rit of chil dren’s rights is the in he rent dig-
nity of the child. Whi le pre vi o us hu man rights law re ser ved men tion 
of ‘dig nity’ to the le gally non-bin ding su bject mat ter of pre am bles, the 
Con ven tion ex pli citly emp ha si ses this co re idea in se ve ral ar tic les. This 
con cept en ti tles hu man be ings to an ‘es sen tial, ir re du ci ble mo ra lity and 
dig nity in de pen dent of the so cial gro ups to which they be long and the 
so cial ro les they oc cupy’29). The Con ven tion al ways re la tes to dig nity 
in si tu a ti ons whe re the dan ger of its vi o la tion is re gar ded as to be par-
ti cu larly high. The se in clu de de ten tion, re ha bi li ta tion af ter abu se, and 
ex plo i ta ti on, as well as pro ce du res re gar ding di sci pli ne in scho ols. As 
di scus sed abo ve, scho ols may be per ce i ved as a si te of so cial con trol. It 
is aga inst this bac kdrop that the sig ni fi can ce of ex pe ri en ce a ble dig nity 
in the edu ca ti o nal system has been di scus sed by scho lars30) and be ca-

26)  Karen Wells, Childhood in a global perspective, Cambridge: Polity Press, 2009, pp. 18.

27) UNICEF, cited in: Jean Grugel & Nicola Piper, Critical perspectives on global governance: 
rights and regulation in governing regimes, Abingdon: Routledge, 2007, pp. 112.

28) Waltraut Kerber-Ganse, Die Menschenrechte des Kindes: Die UN-Kinderrechtskonvention 
und die Pädagogik von Janusz Korczak; Versuch einer Pespektivenverschränkung, Opladen 
& Farmington Hills, MI: Barbara Budrich, 2009, pp. 72. 

29) Jack Donnelly, Universal human rights in theory and practice, New York: Cornell University 
Press, 2003, pp. 27. 

30) Pascal Rudin, Die Bedeutsamkeit Erfahrbarer Würde. Betrachtungen zum menschenrechtli-
chen Verständnis von Kind und Kindheit und dessen Implikationen auf Bildung, Saarbrücken: 
VDM, 2011.
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me pro ble ma ti zed thro ugh the me ans of this body of law. Furt her mo re, 
this obli ga tion has al so been put for ward in the ‘Gu i de li nes on the al-
ter na ti ve Ca re of Chil dren’. The re fo re, ‘all di sci pli nary me a su res and 
be ha vi o ur ma na ge ment [...] that are li kely to com pro mi se the physi cal 
or men tal he alth of the child, must be strictly pro hi bi ted in con for mity 
with in ter na ti o nal hu man rights law’31).

3.3. Par ti ci pa tion and ci ti zen ship

As one of the fo ur co re prin ci ples of the Con ven tion, par ti ci pa-
tion ta kes a pro mi nent pla ce in chil dren’s rights de ba tes. Alt ho ugh it 
can not be fo und ex pli citly in the Con ven tion it self, the re has been an 
in cre a sing con sen sus on the im por tan ce of Ar tic le 12 in terms of par ti-
ci pa tion. The un der stan ding of the child and his/her right to par ti ci pa-
tion has un der go ne sig ni fi cant de ve lop ment sin ce the adop tion of the 
Con ven tion in 1989. To ad dress this phe no me non, the com mit tee on 
the rights of the child de di ca ted its most re cent is sue of ge ne ral com-
ments the sig ni fi can ce of this par ti cu lar prin ci ple. The re fo re the term 
par ti ci pa tion ‘is now wi dely used to de scri be on go ing pro ces ses, which 
in clu de in for ma tion-sha ring and di a lo gue bet we en chil dren and adults 
ba sed on mu tual re spect’32). 

This ap pli es al so to very young chil dren, in clu ding tho se not ca-
pa ble of ex pres sing them sel ves thro ugh spo ken or writ ten lan gu a ge33).
Ba sed on the se hu man rights prin ci ples, the pa per now go es on to ex-
plo re how a so ci o lo gi cal ap pro ach may be used to dig de e per in to fo ster 
chil dren’s ca se fi les. The se in sights then pro vi de a ba sis to act in ac cor-
dan ce with et hi cal prin ci ples di scus sed be fo re hand. 

4. MO VING FOR WARD: A CA SE STUDY

The re ma i ning part of this pa per de sig na tes an in ter me di a te, short 
epi to me of an on go ing study that fo cu ses on sen si ti sing So cial Wor kers 
abo ut the use ful ness of analysing exi sting ca se fi les. By ac know led-
ging the in di vi dual child’s hi story, the pro po sed ap pro ach se eks to put 
the wi der so cial con text, over the li fe co ur se of a child, in to con text. It 
po ints to the ne ces sity that ‘So cial Wor kers sho uld be con cer ned with 

31) SOS Children’s Villages International, Guidelines for the alternative Care of Children. A 
United Nations framework, Innsbruck: SOS Children’s Villages International, 2009, pp. 21..

32) Committee on the rights of the child, 2009. General comment No. 12: The right of the child to 
be heard. CRC/C/GC/12, 2009, pp. 5.

33) Martin Woodhead, “Foreword”, In: A handbook of children and young people’s participation: 
perspectives from theory and practice, (eds. Barry Percy-Smith & Nigel Thomas), Abingdon: 
Routledge, 2009, pp. xxi.
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the who le per son, wit hin the fa mily, com mu nity, so ci e tal and na tu ral 
en vi ron ments, and sho uld se ek to re cog ni se all aspects of a per son’s 
li fe’34). Af ter bri efly de scri bing the so ci o lo gi cal body of know led ge the 
study re li es upon, the pa per go es on to di scuss so me of the (in ter me di-
a te) fin dings.

4.1. So ci o lo gi cal fra me work

Dra wing on the so ci o logy of emo ti ons35) of fers an ap pro ach to 
exa mi ne ca se fi les re cor ded by va ri o us ac tors in vol ved in child wel fa re. 
This fra me work of fers a va lu a ble way to over co me the dic ho tomy of 
cul tu ral and bi o me di cal un der stan dings of ADHD by ex plo ring the way 
that emo ti ons me di a te our everyday li ves. Emo ti ons are un der stood as 
a me di um thro ugh which fo ster chil dren try to ma ke sen se of the world 
aro und them. Furt her mo re, the se emo ti ons may ser ve as evi den ce of 
the ina bi lity of the se chil dren to be ha ve in a way in sti tu ti ons aro und 
them ex pect. This is par ti cu larly true in a re pres si ve edu ca ti o nal set ting, 
whe re pu pils are ex pec ted to sit still, con cen tra te on tasks and ac hi e ve 
de fi ned re sults. The fra me work al lows for a cri ti cal ap pro ach to wards a 
cri ti cal ca se fi le analysis by me ans of se ar ching for ex pres si ons of an ger 
and the ir re la ted ness to ADHD. 

Chal len ging sim plifying con clu si ons and re com men da ti ons, this 
ap pro ach asks to dig de e per in to re cor ded ca se fi les. As an in sti tu ti o-
na li sed form of di ary, the ca se fi le pas ses among all de ci sion ma kers 
in vol ved in the ca se. As such, this ap pro ach ‘pro vi des an al ter na ti ve 
me ans for in ter pre ting the li ves of fo ster chil dren using the sa me li mi-
ted, alt ho ugh il lu stra ti ve, so ur ce of in for ma tion that ca se wor kers rely 
on’36). As de scri bed be fo re, fo ster chil dren of ten ex pe ri en ced vi o len ce 
in the ir past, whe re as the com plex in ter re la ted dyna mic of the ir bi o-
graphy is hid den by a sim pli fied di ag no sis of ADHD. Ne vert he less, this 
dyna mic ‘ser ves to re in for ce aspects of in sti tu ti o nal aut ho rity that are 
re spon ding to ex pres si ons of an ger by fo ster chil dren’ (ibid.). As Kar nik 
furt her sug gests, long-term tra u mas may not be over co me by re fer ring 
to a sim plifying bi o me di cal mo del. Rat her, prac ti ti o ners, par ti cu larly 
So cial Wor kers, sho uld ta ke up a bro a der vi ew and ac know led ge the 
cul tu ral di men sion sur ro un ding the phe no me non of ADHD. 

34) IFSW, Statement of Ethical Principles, 2012. Available at: http://ifsw.org/policies/statement-
of-ethical-principles/ [Accessed November 13, 2013].

35)  Niranjan S. Karnik, Categories of control: Foster children and ADHD”, Children and Youth 
Services Review, 23(9–10), 2001, pp. 761–780. 

36)  Niranjan S. Karnik, “Categories of control: Foster children and ADHD”, Children and Youth 
Services Review, 23(9–10), 2001, pp. 763.
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4.2. In ter me di a te out co mes of ca se study

(a) Ta king in to ac co unt the hi story of every child
Af ter exa mi ning the ca se fi les, it be ca me ap pa rent that one of the 

main is su es to be pro ble ma ti sed is that ADHD di ag no ses are, with al-
most no ex cep ti on, ba sed ex clu si vely on the pre sent. De vi ant be ha vi o ur 
dis played in in sti tu ti o na li sed pla ces, most pro mi nently the edu ca ti o nal 
system, ser ved as a ba se to le gi ti ma te the di ag no sis. The hi story of the 
child re ma i ned dis re gar ded, le a ving ro om to im me di a te ac tion, mostly 
drug the rapy ba sed on Methylphe ni da te (pro mi nently known as Ri ta-
lin). This ‘cri sis outlo ok’, to use the phra se o logy of Kar nik, ser ves to 
fo cus ex clu si vely on ‘the im me di a te, the pre sent, or the now’37). Whi le 
Ri ta lin the rapy may al le vi a te pain and stress of the in di vi dual child and 
his/her en vi ron ment, it do es not ser ve to un mask the sig ni fi can ce of past 
ex pe ri en ces to the pre sent suf fe ring. Aga inst the bac kdrop of dif fe rent 
forms of so cial vi o len ce, in clu ding fre qu ent pla ce ments in to dif fe rent 
fo ster ca re set tings, se pa ra tion from bi o lo gi cal pa rents, physi cal, se xu al 
and emo ti o nal abu se and ne glect, it ap pe ars to be hardly sur pri sing to 
find chil dren ac ting in a so ci ally and cul tu rally inap pro pri a te man ner. 
This ra i ses the qu e sti on whet her the symptoms de scri bed by ADHD are 
‘an ab nor mal re spon se to a nor mal en vi ron ment, or a nor mal re spon se 
to an ab nor mal one’38). Sin ce psychodyna mic di sco ur ses stress the idea 
of the lat ter, prac ti ti o ners from a va ri ety of di sci pli nes need to be sen-
si ti sed on the pos si ble va lue of ta king in to ac co unt the hi story of every 
in di vi dual child and ca re fully dra wing out a so cial bi o graphy be fo re 
ta king up any ac tion. The im por tan ce of mul ti-di sci pli nary ap pro ac hes 
has al so been emp ha si sed by the im ple men ta tion gu i de li nes on the al-
ter na ti ve ca re of chil dren. The re fo re, sta te par ti es sho uld ‘en su re that 
the re are mul ti-di sci pli nary ap pro ac hes to me e ting the ne eds of chil dren 
from he alth, edu ca tion, child wel fa re, ho u sing, so cial pro tec tion, ju sti ce 
and ot her ser vi ces as re qu i red’39).

(b) Un der stan ding ‘de vi ant be ha vi o ur’
Anot her fin ding was that the terms ‘hype rac ti vity’ and ‘inat ten-

tion’ ser ve as key words in or der to le gi ti mi se a fast re spon se thro ugh 
the ve hic le of ADHD di ag no sis and sub se qu ent drug ba sed the rapy. Ca-
se wor kers tend(ed) to re i te ra te only se lec ted aspects of the in for ma tion 

37)  Niranjan S. Karnik, “Categories of control: Foster children and ADHD”, Children and Youth 
Services Review, 23(9–10), 2001, pp. 769. 

38) Adam Rafalovich, “Attention Deficit-Hyperactivity Disorder as the Medicalization of Child-
hood: Challenges from and for Sociology”, Sociology Compass, 7(5), 2013, pp. 348. 

39) Nigel Cantwellet al., Moving forward: Implementing the Guidelines for the Alternative Care 
of Children, Glasgow: The Centre for Excellence for Looked After Children in Scotland, 
2012.
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that has al ready been re cor ded in the re le vant ca se fi les. Alt ho ugh the-
se terms re main im por tant in con tem po rary cli ni cal di sco ur ses aro und 
ADHD, the re has been a re cent shift to wards the term ‘self con trol’40). 
It might well be that this term will emer ge as the new key wor ding in 
fu tu re ca se fi les. Furt her mo re, be ha vi o ur re cog ni sed as be ing hype rac-
ti vity might well be the ex pres si on of fru stra tion or an ger. As Kar nik 
po ints out, ‘the dif fe ren ce bet we en an ger and hype rac ti vity is most cer-
ta inly a su bjec ti ve dis tin ction’41). From this per spec ti ve, ‘inap pro pri a te 
be ha vi o ur’ may re pre sent a pro jec tion of an ger to wards a world that has 
fa i led to be pro tec ti ve rat her than to wards a tar ge ted per son or ob ject in 
a spe ci fic si tu a tion. The re fo re, So cial Wor kers sho uld try to lo ok be hind 
the pos si ble me a nings of ‘de vi ant be ha vi o ur’ in or der to un der stand and 
help the se chil dren.

(c) Bu il ding so lid re la ti on ships
What be ca me ob vi o us when exa mi ning the ca se fi les is the ab-

sen ce of per ma nen ce in re la ti on ships of many (if not most) fo ster chil-
dren. Due to fre qu ent chan ges in ca re ar ran ge ments, the se chil dren of-
ten suf fer from a lack of good re la ti on ships to both adults and pe ers, 
which be ca me ac know led ged in a gro wing body of aca de mic li te ra tu re. 
For exam ple, as a pro mi sing ap pro ach to the un der stan ding of hu man 
pro blems, at tac hment the ory holds that psycho lo gi cal pro blems de ri ve 
from dis tur ban ces, de pri va ti ons, or dis rup ti ons in early ca re-gi ving re-
la ti on ships. As a re sult, dis tor ti ons or li mi ta ti ons grow in in ter nal re pre-
sen ta ti ons of self, ot hers and re la ti on ships. The se in ter nal re pre sen ta ti-
ons are be li e ved to gu i de fe e lings, tho ughts, and ex pec ta ti ons in la ter 
re la ti on ships42). As At wo ol sug gests, as a me ans to un der stand hu man 
re la ti on ships, ‘at tac hment the ory is pi vo tal to so cial work prac ti ce, of-
fe ring a fra me work that as sists with as ses sment and in ter ven tion in a 
ran ge of fa mily si tu a ti ons’43). Furt her mo re, it is ‘com pa ti ble with ot her 
key the o re ti cal per spec ti ves such as the eco lo gi cal, strengths, nar ra ti ve, 
advo cacy and em po wer ment mo dels, pro vi ding an es sen tial fo cus for 
ef fec ti ve so cial work prac ti ce’44).

40) Alan Prout, The future of childhood: towards the interdisciplinary study of children, London 
and New York: Routledge, 2005, pp. 137. 

41) Niranjan S. Karnik, “Categories of control: Foster children and ADHD”,Children and Youth 
Services Review, 23(9–10), 2001, pp. 771.

42) Rosemary Hazelton & Carol Stalker, “Attachment Theory”, In: Theoretical Perspectives for 
Direct Social Work Practice: A Generalist-Eclectic Approach, Second Edition (eds.Peter Le-
hmann & Nick Coady), New York: Springer Publishing Company, 2007, pp. 109–127.

43) Nicola Atwool, Working with Adults who are Parenting. In: Social Work Theories in Action 
(eds. Kieran O’Donoghue, Mary Nash, & Robyn Munford), London: Jessica Kingsley Pub-
lishers, 2005, pp. 236.

44) Ibid.
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Pre sent-day So cial Work se ems to in cre a singly ta ke in to ac co unt 
that at tac hment the ory has so met hing to con tri bu te to the un der stan ding 
of all cli ents. Ho we ver, the po pu la ti ons most su i ted are tho se of all ages 
de a ling with be re a ve ment and loss, and chil dren, for wha te ver re a son, 
who ha ve been se pa ra ted from pa rents, or ha ve ex pe ri en ced mal tre at-
ment45). Bec ke te ven con clu des that anyone in te re sted in child and fa-
mily So cial Work sho uld be fa mi li ar with at tac hment the ory and sho uld 
be able to avoid so me of the ele men tary mi sta kes that are so me ti mes 
ma de in its ap pli ca tion46).It is in this con text that So cial Wor kers sho uld 
try to esta blish a ‘he a ling re la ti on ship’ in or der to help the se of ten ‘ho-
me less’ chil dren.

(d) Ta king in to ac co unt the child’s vi ew:
Chil dren that are un der the auspi ces of child wel fa re in sti tu ti ons 

are ge ne rally a very vul ne ra ble po pu la tion, as de scri bed abo ve. They 
are fa cing ge ne ral pat terns of di sem po wer ment and stig ma ti sa tion, of-
ten am pli fied thro ugh the me ans of an un cri ti cal, sim pli fied drug the-
rapy ap pro ach. Fre qu ently, the se chil dren are on a drug the rapy aga inst 
the ir will. Alt ho ugh ra re, so me of the fi les un der in ve sti ga tion con tain 
so me scar ce in for ma tion abo ut the child’s vi ew on the is sue of (drug 
ba sed) the rapy. As sti pu la ted in the Con ven tion, chil dren are to be ge-
ne rally in vol ved in to de ci sion ma king con cer ning the ir he alth, par ti-
cu larly if psycho tro pic drugs that are pre scri bed on a long-term ba sis 
are in vol ved. In a re cent study, Le u zin ger-Bo hle ber&Ha ubl47) asked 
chil dren how they per ce i ve the ir own be ha vi o ur and how they think 
pe o ple aro und them per ce i ve the ir con duct. In par ti cu lar, the study was 
in ten ded to exa mi ne whet her chil dren pos sess the ir own pat terns of in-
ter pre ta tion or if they adopt tho se of the ir en vi ron ment. The re sults are 
both im pres si ve and se mi nal as they hig hlight how chil dren ac tu ally try 
to ma ke sen se of drug the rapy by ex ter na li sing the ‘pro ble ma tic aspect’ 
of the ir li fe that has be co me me di ca li sed. An swers in clu ded that they 
ta ke Ri ta lin only to ple a se the ir pa rents, to re ach en han ced school per-
for man ce or to deal bet ter with pe ers. Sta te ments li ke ‘my fat her lo ves 
me even if I don’t ta ke the me di ca tion’48)hig hlight the so cial di men sion 
of psycho tro pic drug ba sed the rapy. 

45)  Rosemary Hazelton & Carol Stalker, Attachment Theory. In Theoretical Perspectives for 
Direct Social Work Practice: A Generalist-Eclectic Approach, Second Edition (eds. Peter Le-
hmann & NickCoady), New York: Springer Publishing Company, 2007, pp. 109–127. 

46) Chris Beckett, Essential theory for social work practice, London: SAGE, 2006. 

47) Marriane Leuzinger-Bohleber & Rolf Haubl, “Hilfe für kleine Störenfriede: Frühprävention 
statt Psychopharmaka - Vom kritischen Umgang mit der Diagnose »Aufmerksamkeits- und 
Hyperaktivitätsstörung«“, Forschung Frankfurt, (3/2007), pp.52–55.

48) Ibid. 2007: 52, translation by author
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In vol ving the child in all the se pro ces ses the re fo re be co mes cru-
cial. So cial Work and ot her pro fes si ons are asked to align the ir ac tion 
with the de mands of in ter na ti o nal hu man rights prin ci ples and to al-
ways ta ke in to ac co unt the best in te rest of the child. Par ti cu larly So cial 
Wor kers sho uld see them sel ves as child advo ca tes and si de with the 
child in or der to pre vent that the child be co mes mar gi na li sed. Do ing 
so will lead to re spec ting the right of the child to self-de ter mi na tion 
by ac know led ging and pro mo ting the right of the child to ma ke his/
her own cho i ces and de ci si ons. Furt her mo re, it will ser ve as a me ans 
to ‘pro mo te the full in vol ve ment and par ti ci pa tion’ of chil dren and to 
‘ena ble them to be em po we red in all aspects of de ci si ons and ac ti ons 
af fec ting the ir li ves’49).
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Pa scal Ru din

ДЕЦАНАХРАНИТЕЉСТВУИ
МЕНТАЛНОЗДРАВЉЕ

Резиме
У овом ра ду је ис так ну та ви со ка пре ва лен ца ди јаг но зе 

АДХД код усво је не де це. Осла ња ју ћи се на оквир људ ских пра ва, 
од со ци јал них рад ни ка се зах те ва да по сту па ју у скла ду са етич-
ким стан дар ди ма. На гла ша ва ју ћи стиг ма ти за ци ју и па тер на ли зам 
ко ји се че сто ја вља ју у кон тек сту ме ди цин ске ин тер вен ци је, аутор 
твр ди да би про фе си о нал ци у прак си тре ба ло да по ку ша ју да раз-
от кри ју сло же ну сли ку ин сти ту ци о нал ног и со ци јал ног на си ља ко-
ме су ова де ца че сто из ло же на. У том кон тек сту, при сут на пат ња 
се мо же по сма тра ти као из раз осе ћа ња и ми сли ко је про из и ла зе из 
прет ход них ис ку ста ва.

Аутор из два ја не ко ли ко прин ци па со ци јал ног ра да у обла сти 
хра ни тељ ства и мен тал ног здра вља. Со ци јал ни рад ни ци тре ба да 
узму у об зир исто ри ју сва ког по је ди нач ног де те та и да па жљи во 
ана ли зи ра ју дру штве ну би о гра фи ју пре пред у зи ма ња би ло ка кве 
ак ци је. Осим то га, со ци јал ни рад ни ци мо ра ју да по ку ша ју да са-
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гле да ју „де ви јант но по на ша ње“ ван мо гу ћих зна че ња, ка ко би раз-
у ме ли и по мо гли овој де ци, али и до при не ли из бе га ва њу по јед но-
ста вље них ме ди цин ских при сту па ко ји иг но ри шу ши ру дру штве ну 
и кул тур ну сре ди ну. Има ју ћи у ви ду те о ри ју ве за но сти (At tac hment 
the ory), тре ба ло би да по ку ша ју да ус по ста ве „од нос ко ји ле чи“. 
Со ци јал ни рад ни ци тре ба да ви де се бе као за ступ ни ке де те та ка ко 
би се спре чи ла њи хо ва мар ги на ли за ци ја и по што ва ло пра во де те та 
на са мо о пре де ље ње и мо гућ но сти до но ше ња соп стве них из бо ра и 
од лу ка .
Кључ не ре чи: мен тал но здра вље, де ца на хра ни тељ ству, АДХД, со ци јал-

ни рад ник, прин ци пи

* Овај рад је примљен 24. октобра 2013. године а прихваћен за штампу на састанку 
Редакције 12. децембра 2013. године.
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