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Piecing the puzzle together: 

Linking outcomes towards 
a bigger picture
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INTRODUCTION

In this chapter we present a final overview of the evaluation study using a holistic approach, 

attempting to thoroughly understand the outcomes of the follow-up study by connecting them on 

case level to outcomes reported in the previous chapters of this dissertation. Holism, from the Greek 

word ‘holos’, meaning all, entire, total is according to the Oxford dictionary (2018) “The theory that parts 

of a whole are in intimate interconnection, such that they cannot exist independently of the whole, 

or cannot be understood without reference to the whole, which is thus regarded as greater than the 

sum of its parts.”  Within ecology and environmental science, a holistic approach derives from the 

idea of Harrison Brown that “… a precondition for solving (complex) problems is a realization that all 

of them are interlocked, with the result that they cannot be solved piecemeal” (Young, 2003, p 719). 

Indeed, some of the outcomes of our study require to be seen in relation to other outcomes in 

order to become meaningful. For instance, when a placement is stable, we consider this a successful 

outcome. However, if this is the case in a family in which great concerns about the current living 

environment of the child are reported, it can be contested if the stability of the placement is indeed 

positive. Thus, unfolding the outcomes of the different studies on family level provides us to see the 

bigger picture in addition to the quantitative measures such as means and percentages per variable 

on group level. Specifically, the aim of this chapter is a) to gain a deeper understanding of how the 

trajectories at the Expertise Center impact the lives of individual families involved, and b) to assess 

the ‘successfulness’ of the Expertise Center for each of the individual trajectories in order to articulate 

an answer to the question which trajectories were (un)successful.

METHOD

The final overview was constructed through filling in summarizing outcomes of five types of variables 

(timeframe decision-making; parental behavior during intervention; consent with placement; stability 

living environment during follow-up; and satisfaction with intervention program) per family. These 

summarizing outcomes are the results of the studies reported in chapters 4, 5, and 6 (see Table 7.1). 

Imputing missing information

In order to make the overview as complete as possible, we made efforts to fill in empty cells. When a 

family was not represented in the follow-up study by the parents (n = 8), we checked the questionnaire 

of the case manager (if possible) for information on the consent of parents with the decision on family 

preservation. When a family was not represented by the case manager (n = 7) in the follow-up study, 

we searched in the interviews with parents (if available) for information on the stability of the living 

environment of the child. Since we included the question ‘How are you and your children currently 

doing?’ in the interviews, information on this topic was obtainable. 
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Table 7.1.  Variables used in the overview, including a reference to the relevant chapter(s) 

Variable type Variables Chapter

Duration decision-making on FP Duration intake – FP-decision in weeks 5

Parental behavior Disrupted/no disrupted behavior at T1

Disrupted/no disrupted behavior at TL

Change in classification between T1 and TL

4, 5

Consensus of parents with decision According to parents

According to case managers

6

Stability in living environment Regarding placement

Regarding family situation

Concerns of the case managers

Regarding service use

6

Evaluation Overall rating score parents

Overall rating score case managers

6

Note.  FP = family preservation; T1 = first measurement; 

TL = last measurement before decision on family preservation

We assessed the reliability of this approach by calculating Cohen’s kappa for each variable among 

the families who were represented in the follow-up study by both respondents. The outcome for the 

variable consensus was ‘good’ (0.61-0.80) and for the variables placement and services ‘very good’ 

(0.81-1.00) according to the classification of Altman (1991). The outcomes for the variables family 

situation and concerns were lower (respectively ‘moderate’ and ‘fair’). Through further analysis of the 

differences between the respondents concerning the latter two variables it became clear that a) the 

interviews with parents provided more detailed information on the family situation (such as a parent 

stating that she just had fallen in love), in contrast to the questionnaires of the case managers, and 

b) that case managers tended to report more concerns about the living environment compared 

with parents.

Classification of outcomes

Each outcome was given a color (green, orange, red) based upon the following set of decision rules:

• Duration was assessed upon recommended time frames for taking placement decisions 

with very young children: within 26 weeks green; from 27 to 53 weeks orange, from 53 

weeks onward red. 

• Parental behavior scores were colored by classification: green for ‘not disrupted’, red for 

‘disrupted’. 

• Change in parental behavior was given a green color when a) there was a positive change 

(disrupted to not disrupted), or b) two not disrupted scores. Red was applied if a) both 

scores were disrupted or b) there was negative change (not disrupted at T1; disrupted at TL). 

• Consensus outcomes were given a green color for ‘agreement’, and a red color to indicate ‘no 

agreement’ of parents with the decision on FP. Orange was used to color ‘partly agreement’ 
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(for instance, agreement with the placement but not with the recommended services). 

• With references to the outcomes on stability in living environment the general use of 

colors was green for no changes and/or no problems and red for changes and/or problems 

in the four aspects, in addition: 

• Regarding placement, orange was used when there were changes with reference to the 

placement itself (such as a replacement of the children between foster families), but not in 

the type of placement in order to identify changes related to the decision of the Expertise 

Center about the appropriate type of placement of the child (colored red).

• Reports about service use were related to either parents or services. In case there were only 

reports on organizational level, such as a great overturn in professionals, but it was clear 

that this did not have a negative impact on the service use of the family, the outcome was 

colored green. When problems in service use were related in the reports to parents, the 

outcomes were colored red.

• The overall rating scores of parents and the case managers to indicate their satisfaction 

with the Expertise Center were colored green when the score was 6 or above (sufficient 

to perfect score), and red when it was under 6 (insufficient score), a commonly used 

classification in the Netherlands. 

Next, we further analyzed this overview by grouping the cases by type of decision (FP and NFP), 

and then each group by the aspect ‘concerns’ of the variable stability (concerns, no concerns). We 

chose this aspect as the first grouping criterion since it differentiates the family situations that have 

been assessed (by the case manager or, in case of missing data, by parents) as problematic or not 

problematic. At this point, we identified four groups: FP + no concerns, FP + concerns, NFP + no 

concerns, and NFP + concerns.

We then inspected each case of every group in order to make a final assessment in terms of 

‘the successfulness of the trajectory’ (successful and not successful), thereby searching for cases with 

identic outcome color patterns. We further differentiated cases within these two groups by using 

green for (predominantly) successful trajectories in terms of achievement of the main intervention 

goals, orange for trajectories with mixed outcomes, and red for trajectories with mostly unfavorable 

outcomes. 
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RESULTS 

In the overview (see Figures 7.1 and 7.2), follow-up outcomes of 29 of the 30 families we aimed to 

include are presented (97%)1. A majority of the 29 participating families was preserved (FP, see Figure 

7.1) after the intervention program (n = 17, 59%). The other families (n = 12, 41%, see Figure 2) were 

given a negative advice on family preservation (NFP). In this section we describe how we assessed 

the individual trajectories, thereby discussing how certain combinations of outcomes impacted our 

interpretations in terms of the successfulness of the trajectory as a whole. 

FP trajectories

No concerns

There were nine families with a positive decision on family preservation (53% of all participating FP 

cases) of whom no concerns were reported at follow-up. In five of these families (#1 through #5), all 

follow-up outcomes were positive, indicating the achievement of permanency during the six months 

follow-up. Considering the central aim of the Expertise Center to provide children with permanency, 

ideally with their families of origin, these trajectories can be considered very satisfying. That said, all 

these trajectories lasted over half a year, which is considered a bit less than optimal. 

In three families (#1, #2, #3), the ability to parent was measured as adequate at the start and the 

end of the intervention program. Thus, these families seemed to be able to sustain this adequate level 

of parenting during the intervention. In addition, these outcomes indicate predictive performance 

of the AmbiAnce measures for positive outcomes in terms of permanency at follow-up. We assessed 

these three trajectories as successful. 

In two families (#4, #5), parental behavior was assessed (at the start as well at the end of the 

intervention) as disrupted. Thus, these parenting outcomes did not predict the quality of the living 

environment of the child at follow-up and there was no change achieved in parental behavior towards 

an overall AmbiAnce score in the ‘non disrupted’ range. Therefore, these trajectories were assessed as 

‘moderately successful’. The result that there were no concerns reported at follow-up, while the quality 

of parental behavior was assessed within the study as inadequate, is a bit puzzling. It raises questions 

such as whether the case managers of these families arranged sufficient monitoring in the family 

after the intervention program of the Expertise Center. 

Concerns

There were eight cases (#10 through #17) in which great concerns were reported at follow-up. 

One of these trajectories (#13) can be considered highly ineffective in terms of permanency as all 

stability variables are colored red in the overview2. After family preservation, the children were shortly 

1  The outcomes of the other studies in relation to the family that is not represented in the follow-up study are 

displayed as well in the overview. This family received a positive advice on family preservation.

2  For privacy reasons we do not go into detail about the family situation.
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replaced, and were again replaced with one parent after two months. The ability to parent had been 

assessed as inadequate, this indicates predictive performance of the AmbiAnce, and implicates that the 

placement at follow up of the children with the parent seems risky. Required parenting support did 

not start up in the follow-up period due to organizational issues. In sum, the outcomes for this family 

were negative regarding each investigated aspect of the trajectory.

FP/ 
NFP 

Timeframe D-
M 

Parental behavior during 
intervention 

Consent parent 
permanency 

Stability 
permanency 

Satisfaction 
stakeholders 

Final assessment 

ID Duration* T1 TL Change  Plac. Fam.s. Cons. Serv. Parent C-M  
FP + NO CONCERNS + STABILITY 
1  48    P        
2 28    P        
3  33    CM        
4  38    P        
5  45    P        
FP+ NO CONCERNS + NO FULL STABILITY 
6  25    P        
7  46    CM        
8  61    P        
9  x    P        
FP + CONCERNS 
10 26    CM        
11 48    P        
12 37    P        
13 42    P        
14 59    CM        
15 37    P        
16 30    P        
17 77    P        

Figure 7.1. Final overview of the group families with a positive decision on family preservation.  
Note. FP = family preservation, NFP = no family preservation, ID = case identity number, D-M = decision making, T1 =  first measurement, TL = last measurement before 
decision on FP, P = parent as respondent, C-M = case manager as respondent, plac. = placement, fam.s. = family situation, cons. = consent, serv. = service use. 
* duration displayed in weeks 

 

Figure 7.1. Final overview of the group families with a positive decision on family preservation

Note. FP = family preservation, NFP = no family preservation, ID = case identity number, D-M = decision making, 
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FP/ 
NFP 

Timeframe D-
M 

Parental behavior during 
intervention 

Consent parent 
permanency 

Stability 
permanency 

Satisfaction 
stakeholders 

Final assessment 

ID Duration T1 TL Change Parent Plac. Fam.s. Cons. Serv. Parent C-M  
NFP + NO CONCERNS + STABILITY 
18 27    P        
19 43    P        
20 28    P        
21 44    CM        
NFP + NO CONCERNS + NO STABILITY 
22 48    P        
23 34    P        
24 35    P        
25 43    P        
NFP + CONCERNS 
26 21    CM        
27 31    P        
28 44    P        
29 24    CM        
NO FOLLOW-UP DATA 
30 49            

 

Figure 7.2. Final overview of the group families with a negative decision on family preservation.  
Note. FP = family preservation, NFP = no family preservation, ID = case identity number, D-M = decision making, T1 =  first measurement, TL = last measurement 
before decision on FP, P = parent as respondent, C-M = case manager as respondent, plac. = placement, fam.s. = family situation, cons. = consent, serv. = service 
use. 
* duration displayed in weeks

Figure 7.2. Final overview of the group families with a negative decision on family preservation 

Note. FP = family preservation, NFP = no family preservation, ID = case identity number, D-M = decision making, 

T1 =  first measurement, TL = last measurement before decision on FP, P = parent as respondent, C-M = case 

manager as respondent, plac. = placement, fam.s. = family situation, cons. = consent, serv. = service use

* duration displayed in weeks
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The trajectories of three other families (#11, #12, #14) are considered ineffective as well since 

there were great concerns in these families in combination with problems with service use. We 

considered these living environments of the children at follow-up as unsafe since the problems in 

service use indicate the lack of a necessary condition in order to address the concerns. Moreover, 

the placements of the children of these families were stable, meaning that the worrying situation 

applied to the current living environment of these children at follow-up. 

In the other four cases (#10, #15, #16, #17) there were no issues with service use reported, 

and therefore the family situations seemed slightly less worrying compared to the other cases, 

although permanency was not achieved for these children. In all four families, the outcomes of 

the parenting study predicted the concerns at follow-up. 

Again, in all except one (#10) of these unsuccessful trajectories, the trajectories lasted either 

between half a year and a year, or over a year. Surprisingly, both parents and case managers of 

the families that were involved in the follow-up study, rated the assessment trajectory provided 

by the Expertise Center with a score representing an overall satisfaction. Thus, the issues within 

the families at follow-up did not seem to impact the evaluation of parents and case managers 

regarding the Expertise Center. 

NFP trajectories

No concerns 

Among the families who were not preserved (see Figure 7.2), there were eight trajectories (67% of 

all NFP cases) of which no concerns were reported, meaning that the current living environment 

of the involved children was judged as adequate. 

In four of these cases (#18 through #21), there were also no great changes nor negative 

aspects reported in relation to the other stability variables (except for one replacement from a 

temporary foster family towards a permanent placement). In two of these families (#18, #19) the 

NFP-decision was predicted by the AmbiAnce and the parents of these two families agreed with 

the placement of the child at follow-up. Therefore, we considered these two trajectories as the 

most successful trajectories among the NFP families. In the other two families (#20, #21) some 

outcomes were slightly less desirable as the parents did not (fully) consent with the decision, 

and the parents of one of the families were not satisfied with the intervention program of the 

Expertise Center. Therefore, these trajectories are considered as slightly less successful (indicated 

with orange). 

The remaining four cases (#22 through #25) were not stable in terms of family situation (of 

the families of origin), and in one case problems in service use were reported as well. The parents 

of three of these families (#23, #24, #25) did not consent with the decision to place the children in 

family foster care. Nevertheless, since the placements of the children out of home were all stable 

(except for one replacement from a temporary foster family towards a permanent placement) 

and there were no worrying situations reported, these trajectories seem successful in achieving 

permanency in terms of stability in the living environment for the children. Therefore, these three 
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trajectories were assessed as moderately successful. In one family (#22), the parents expressed 

agreement with the NFP placement, and in addition, they rated the assessment intervention 

of the Expertise Center with a sufficient score indicating an overall satisfaction with the care 

provided. Therefore, we judged this trajectory as successful. 

Concerns

There were four trajectories (33% of all NFP cases, #26 through #29) in which great concerns 

were reported. In two cases (#26, #27) the concerns and problems with services did not affect 

the living environment of the children since their placements in foster care were stable. From 

the perspectives of these children permanency was achieved in terms of stability but not in 

terms of consent of the parents. From the perspectives of the parents the trajectory at the 

Expertise Center did not have satisfying outcomes. We assessed these two trajectories therefore 

as moderately successful.

In one family (#28), the concerns were related to the foster placement (kinship) and therefore 

this placement was changed into a formal foster family placement during follow-up. Thus, this 

trajectory was unsuccessful in terms of providing permanency. However, since the initial kinship 

placement proofed to be unfeasible, the breakdown of this placement can be considered partly 

positive from the perspective that the child(ren) were removed from an environment that was 

not adequate. The decision to place the children out of home was in line with the AmbiAnce. This 

trajectory was assessed as moderately successful, with a lean towards not successful. 

We considered case #29 highly ineffective. Outcomes for this family were an unstable NFP-

decision, great concerns and problems with service use. Since the placement was unstable in 

terms of type of placement, the child lived at follow-up in a very worrying living environment. The 

AmbiAnce outcomes were in line with the initial negative decision, and the concerns at follow-up. 

Summarizing, 34.4% of the 29 families (n = 10) were assessed as successful within our study 

in terms of achievement of the Expertise Center of their main program goals, and the same 

numbers (n = 10) apply to moderate successful trajectories. Nine trajectories (31%) were judged 

as unsatisfying since the main aims of the intervention were not realized. 

DISCUSSION

In this chapter we took key outcomes of the evaluation study together in order to construct a 

holistic overview. This provided us with a more comprehensive picture regarding the individual 

trajectories of the families involved in our study. In addition, it enabled us to assess the 

successfulness of the individual trajectories. We consider about one third of the trajectories to 

be ‘successful’, one third to be ‘moderate successful’, and again one third to be ‘unsuccessful’ 

when applying our assessment method. Taking into account the complexity of the task of the 

Expertise Center, this is a promising result. 
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Reflection on main results

In the assessment process several combinations of variables were considered informative. First, we 

presumed that concerns about the current living environment of a child is in itself risky. However, 

when there are as well problems in service use the situation can be regarded as highly unsafe. Further, 

we can conclude that stability of placement is not necessarily a positive outcome since it may imply 

that children are living in an unsafe environment. 

We therefore recommend the Expertise Center to monitor the families more intensively, or 

arrange good monitoring by other parties, since we found that in some families this highly unsafe 

situation occurs within the aftercare phase despite the intensive assessment trajectory. 

Second, we were able to gain some insight in the predictive performance of the AmbiAnce 

measures during the intervention in relation with the quality of the living environment of the child 

at follow-up. This was specifically interesting regarding the five trajectories in which the ability to 

parent was assessed insufficiently within our study, while the Expertise Center decided to preserve 

the families (as described in chapter 5). In two of these cases, all stability outcomes were positive, 

indicating some evidence for the validity of the clinical judgment in contrast to the AmbiAnce. In two 

of these cases, great concerns were reported by the case manager, pointing towards the predictive 

performance of the AmbiAnce measures. Unfortunately, follow-up data for the fifth family were missing.

These mixed outcomes reflect the complexity to predict future parental behavior, which is often 

the objective in parenting assessments (Budd, 2001; Léveille & Chamberland, 2010; White, 2005). In 

this respect, the literature review about the effects of various decision-making methods of Bartelink, 

Van Yperen and Ten Berge (2015) is relevant to mention. They found that evidence regarding the 

effectiveness of decision-making methods (structured decision-making, risk assessment instruments, 

shared decision-making and family group decision-making) is scarce and mostly related to the process 

of the decision-making rather than on child outcomes such as child maltreatment or child safety. 

Based upon the results, the authors argue that the quality of decision-making processes might 

be enhanced by combining structured -, and shared decision-making methods and the use of 

assessment instruments. Our results, underscore this recommendation.

Third, the outcomes on the consent of parents with the decision on family preservation were 

considered in relation to the quality of the living environment at follow-up. This provided some 

evidence that underscores the proposition of the Expertise Center that consent of the parent with 

the decision about family preservation and the further recommendations with regard to service use 

and restrictions (see also chapter 6) is important to achieve permanency. 

Finally, by taking all variables together on case level we conclude that about a third of the 

individual trajectories are unsatisfying since in these cases the main aims of the intervention were 

not reached in terms of the achievement of the Expertise Center regarding their main program 

goals, and a similar percentage applies to moderate successful trajectories. We judged the remaining 

trajectories (31%). In order to improve the number of successful trajectories, it is needed to further 

investigate what happens to families following the assessment trajectory at the Expertise Center, in 

order to arrange helpful feedback for further improvements of the program. 
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Strengths and limitations

While the Expertise Center makes efforts to gain a complete overview of the quality of parenting 

within the families in order to assess if family preservation will be successful, we made comprehensive 

overviews of the trajectories in order to assess whether the Expertise Center conducts ‘good enough’ 

decision-making. This study provided valuable feedback on the effectiveness of individual trajectories 

at the Expertise Center. It showed us a more complete picture how the assessment program impacts 

the lives of the families in addition to the results reported separately throughout this dissertation. 

In addition, we demonstrated that when outcomes are examined in isolation and on group level, 

the deeper meaning of those results cannot be fully understood. Since there is a common focus in 

research on FP-services on the prevention of out-of-home placements (Cash & Berry, 2003), our study 

can serve as an example on how to build a more comprehensive research design. 

In addition to these strengths, there are limitations to this study. Some of the data in the overview 

were retrieved from secondary sources. In cases of missing data on the consent of parents according 

to parents, we used information provided by the case manager. In case of missing information on 

the living environment of the child according to the case manager, we used information provided to 

us by parents. This method might have impacted the accuracy of the information. Furthermore, our 

color classification of outcomes and assessment method were based on decision rules and common 

sense. In order to validate this color classifications, studies with a longer follow-up period including 

assessment of the well- being of the child in the long run would be necessary.
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