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GROUNDED IN RICOEUR’S INTERPRETIVE FRAMEWORK 

Social work and juvenile justice play critical roles in supporting a shared 

vulnerable youth population between the ages of 13 and 18. Despite their shared focus, 

these fields continue to exhibit marked differences. The primary objective of the juvenile 

justice system is to administer justice and prevent youth from engaging in criminal 

behavior that may persist into adulthood. In contrast, social work is grounded in a holistic 

approach that emphasizes individuals' overall well-being and empowerment. Despite the 

critical role social workers play as practitioners in juvenile justice settings, their lived 

experiences have remained underexplored. This hermeneutic phenomenological study 

aimed to comprehensively explore the lived experiences of social workers who practice 

in carceral and custodial host settings using Paul Ricoeur's Theory of Interpretation and 

the Vancouver School of Doing Phenomenology for data collection and analysis. 

Through in-depth interviews with eleven practitioners and a multi-layered analysis 

process, the study examined how social workers made meaning of their roles and 

navigated ethical tensions in environments that often prioritize punitive approaches to 

care. Findings illuminated six core themes: ethics and advocacy in host settings, 

emotional labor, gaps in training, mentorship and peer support, role strain, and boundary-

setting. These insights highlight the complexity of social work within juvenile justice 

settings and underscore the importance of educational, institutional, and policy-level 

supports that sustain professional values and promote youth-centered, trauma-informed 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Social work and juvenile justice play critical roles in supporting a shared 

vulnerable youth population between the ages of 13 and 18. Despite their common focus, 

these fields have evolved along markedly different trajectories (Lambie & Randell, 2013; 

Reamer, 2004). The juvenile justice system is designed to administer justice and prevent 

youth from engaging in behaviors that may lead to adult criminal involvement (Ashford 

& Gallagher, 2019; Jannetta & Okeke, 2017; Mears et al., 2015). While the system 

acknowledges the individual needs of adolescent offenders, its primary emphasis remains 

on safety and control, prioritizing the protection of both justice-involved youth and the 

broader community (Abrams, 2013; Geurin et al., 2013; Pickens, 2016). In contrast, 

social work is grounded in a holistic framework that emphasizes empowerment and the 

overall well-being of individuals, families, and communities (Ashford & Gallagher, 

2019; Geurin et al., 2013). With deep roots in team-based care and client advocacy 

(Ambrose-Miller & Ashcroft, 2016; McNutt, 2017), the profession is guided by values 

that center on dignity, person-centered practice, and ethical responsiveness. Within 

juvenile justice settings, however, social workers are often positioned in a secondary role 

where institutional goals may conflict with their professional training and values. This 

tension can result in ethical dilemmas, professional isolation, and challenges in role 

clarity. 

Context of the Challenge 

The U.S. juvenile justice system, first established in the late 19th century, was 

initially grounded in rehabilitative principles that mirrored social work's emphasis on care 

and individual development (Skinner-Osei et al., 2019). Early juvenile courts aimed to 
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address youth behavior through moral development and educational reform (Mears et al., 

2015). However, by the late 20th century, a shift toward punitive approaches became 

evident, driven by rising incarceration costs, public concern about crime, and political 

pressures (Brogan et al., 2015; Matejkowski et al., 2018). Adopting more retributive 

models often placed social workers at odds with institutional priorities focused on control 

rather than care (Mears et al., 2010). 

In recent decades, particularly in the early 21st century, reforms such as trauma-

informed care, evidence-based practices, and positive youth development have gained 

visibility in juvenile justice policy (Branson et al., 2017), even as ethical tensions and 

institutional barriers persist (Reamer, 2004). Many systems now adopt the language of 

care and rehabilitation, often referencing social-emotional growth, trauma recovery, and 

risk reduction. Still, the foundational structure of these systems remains anchored in 

carceral logic, creating a host-setting dynamic in which social work is a guest discipline 

subject to competing institutional demands (Dane & Simon, 1991; Richter & 

Emprechtinger, 2021). In such environments, social workers often operate within "host 

settings," where their ethical frameworks and value commitments must contend with 

institutional priorities rooted in surveillance, control, and risk management. 

Despite these constraints, social workers continue to play critical roles in carceral 

settings, often bridging punitive systems and the client-centered values of their 

profession. Their lived experiences reveal both the opportunities and the constraints of 

practicing in environments that simultaneously demand control and care. These tensions 

between institutional expectations and professional ethics form the backdrop for 
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understanding how social workers construct meaning, set boundaries, and sustain their 

practice in complex juvenile justice settings. 

Significance of the Challenge 

Justice-involved youth frequently present with intersecting mental health, 

developmental, and social service needs (McCarty et al., 2022; Owen & Wallace, 2020). 

Addressing these challenges requires practitioners who can operate across micro, mezzo, 

and macro systems. Social workers are uniquely trained to do this work. However, their 

presence in juvenile justice settings remains disproportionately small. According to the 

Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) 's annual survey of social work programs in 

the United States, fewer than 1% of graduating MSW students reported plans to pursue 

careers in criminal justice or legal system settings (CSWE, 2023). This data reflects a 

continued underrepresentation of justice-focused training pathways, despite the 

profession's stated commitment to equity, advocacy, and systems change. The lack of 

adequately prepared practitioners in juvenile justice settings creates service fragmentation 

and unmet needs for justice-involved youth. Much-needed insight into ethical tensions, 

institutional dynamics, and practice challenges will continue to be historically 

underrepresented in research, policy, and system reform efforts if social workers continue 

this trajectory.  

Addressing these gaps requires more than rethinking social work curricula; it 

demands the expansion of specialized field placements, stronger interdisciplinary 

partnerships, and intentional leadership development opportunities. While some social 

work education programs may offer placement or concentrations in correctional or justice 

settings, these opportunities remain limited. Their scarcity suggests a continued 
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underrepresentation of justice-focused training within accredited programs. As a result, 

the ethical tensions, institutional dynamics, and complex practice challenges faced by 

social workers who practice in juvenile justice settings are often absent from research, 

policy, and system reform efforts. 

This lack of preparation is particularly troubling given the persistent racial and 

ethnic disparities within the juvenile justice system. For example, McCarter and Durant 

(2022) note that youth of color are significantly overrepresented in the juvenile justice 

system. Black youth, in particular, are referred to juvenile courts at nearly three times the 

rate of their white peers and are almost twice as likely to be detained or placed in secure 

confinement (Oglesby-Neal & Peterson, 2021). A 2021 report by The Sentencing Project 

further underscored these disparities, estimating that Black youth are nearly five times 

more likely to be committed or detained than white youth. These disparities have lasting 

effects, including lower educational attainment, untreated mental health conditions, 

diminished employment prospects, and increased risk of recidivism (Holman & 

Ziedenberg, 2006; Kakade et al., 2012). Social workers trained in advocacy and trauma-

informed care are well-positioned to intervene at these critical points. However, little is 

known about how they experience and navigate such work within these environments. 

Social workers play multifaceted roles in juvenile justice systems, including 

advocacy, counseling, case management, and education. While generalist education 

prepares them to work across various settings, research indicates that population-specific 

training enhances practitioner confidence and improves client outcomes. Social work 

education often emphasizes the needs of people in poverty, a critical focus given that 

socio-economic disadvantage is a major driver of juvenile delinquency (Oglesby-Neal & 



5  

Peterson, 2021; Skinner-Osei et al., 2019). Children from low-income families face 

disadvantages from early childhood (Birckhead, 2012) and, by adolescence, are 

disproportionately funneled into punitive systems. These systemic inequities necessitate 

responses that are grounded in both structural analysis and therapeutic engagement. 

Evans-Chase and Zhou (2014) note that "services to meet multiple needs" are far more 

effective than punitive approaches in reducing recidivism (p. 465). 

Despite their alignment with these best practices, social workers often report 

feeling underprepared or unsupported in carceral host settings where control, rather than 

care, is the institutional priority. The values of person-centered, relational, and justice-

oriented practice may conflict with institutional demands, contributing to role strain, 

ethical uncertainty, and emotional fatigue. Understanding how social workers interpret 

and respond to these tensions is essential for improving their well-being and service 

delivery to justice-involved youth. 

This study explored the lived experiences of social workers practicing in juvenile 

justice settings—both community-based and facility-based—to gain a deeper 

understanding of the occupational, ethical, and systemic complexities they encounter. 

Their narratives offer insight into the ethical tensions, emotional demands, and role-

related challenges of working in systems shaped by structural inequalities, including 

racial disparities that continue to define juvenile justice outcomes. For example, Black 

youth are nearly three times more likely to be referred to the juvenile justice system than 

white youth and face significantly higher rates of detention and confinement (Oglesby-

Neal & Peterson, 2021). 
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Definition of Terms 

The following terms are defined by their usage within the context of this research 

to ensure consistency and comprehension throughout the study. Where appropriate, 

definitions are supported by citations; definitions without citations are developed for 

clarity and alignment with the study's focus. 

Carceral Host Setting/Environment: Institutional environments where 

individuals are detained, supervised, or confined as part of legal or correctional 

processes. In this study, the term also reflected the host setting dynamic, where social 

work was not the dominant professional framework. 

Host setting: Environments where social work was not the dominant professional 

framework (Dane & Simon, 1991). 

Justice-Involved Youth: Individuals under 18 who encounter the juvenile justice 

system through arrest, court processing, adjudication, detention, or probation. (Owen & 

Wallace, 2020; McCarty et al., 2022). 

Juvenile Justice Settings: Environments where youth encounter the justice 

system through legal supervision, custody, or intervention. (Ford et al. 2012). 

Lived experience: How individuals experience, interpret, and assign meaning to 

the events of their lives.  

Hermeneutic phenomenology: A qualitative research approach that centers on 

interpretation. It recognizes that understanding is constructed through dialogue, 

reflection, and the interaction between the researcher and the participant.  
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Ricoeur's theory of interpretation: A three-stage and four-dimension, 

interpretive process developed by Paul Ricoeur, including naïve understanding, structural 

explanation, and in-depth interpretation.  

The Vancouver School of Doing Phenomenology: A methodological approach 

that blends phenomenology, hermeneutics, and constructivism.  
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW  

Social workers who practice in juvenile justice settings offer a unique perspective 

on the challenges faced by justice-involved youth. While existing literature provides 

valuable insights into the needs, disparities, and interventions related to justice-involved 

youth (Branson et al., 2017; Ellem et al., 2020), there remains a dearth of research 

regarding social workers lived experiences, specifically, their perspectives and practice 

experiences, in criminal justice settings. Furthermore, minimal exploration has been 

conducted on social work practice specific to juvenile justice settings (Young, 2014). 

Research has also been lacking in investigating the lived experiences of social workers 

practicing in these settings through phenomenological inquiry. 

Although few studies directly addressed social workers' experiences in juvenile 

justice settings, some research examined the perspectives of social workers facing similar 

challenges in secondary settings where social work was not the prevailing profession. 

Scholar et al. (2014) investigated the experiences of student social workers in England 

who were engaged with a national charity in an unconventional setting, with a focus on 

forming their professional identity. The researchers explored professional identity 

development in non-traditional settings through focus groups, telephone interviews, and 

electronic surveys. Data analysis involved thematic coding of qualitative data and 

statistical analysis of survey responses, providing a comprehensive view of how 

professional identity developed in these environments (Scholar et al., 2014). 

The study, which employed a mixed-methods approach and involved 171 student 

social workers, highlighted how such placements, although not explicitly designed for 

social work, contributed significantly to students' understanding of their professional 
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roles. Scholar and colleagues noted that non-traditional settings challenged students to 

apply their social work skills and values creatively and flexibly, fostering a robust 

professional identity despite the absence of traditional social work environments. This 

finding reinforced the need to explore social workers' experiences in juvenile justice 

settings, where similar challenges regarding role definitions and professional identity 

formation were also highlighted in this study's findings. 

Another pertinent study by Patterson (2023) examined the role of social workers 

in law enforcement settings, where they integrated clinical social work with social justice 

frameworks. This qualitative study, conducted through in-depth interviews with 30 social 

workers across various law enforcement agencies in the United States, explored how 

social workers navigated their roles in environments that often-hindered social justice. 

The study identified critical competencies for social workers in these settings, including 

assessing the impact of social injustices and racial disparities, as well as integrating social 

justice frameworks into clinical interventions. Patterson's study emphasized the 

complexities of providing social work services in police settings, including negotiating 

social justice principles alongside organizational demands. These insights provide 

important context for understanding the challenges social workers navigated in juvenile 

justice settings, where similar dynamics of secondary settings and organizational 

pressures were reflected in this study's findings. 

Additionally, recent research explored the ethical dilemmas and emotional labor 

of social workers practicing in carceral and custodial environments (Chatzifotiou & 

Papouli, 2022), further highlighting the strain of working within institutional systems that 

may conflict with social work values. These studies and Patterson's work underscored the 
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importance of exploring social workers lived experiences in juvenile justice settings, 

where tensions between institutional demands and professional ethics were a prominent 

theme in this study. 

Moreover, literature examining vicarious trauma and boundary-setting strategies 

among social workers in high-stress practice settings (Gregory & Clary, 2022; Mendez-

Fernandez et al., 2021) offers further insight into the emotional complexities described by 

participants in this study. Mendez-Fernandez et al. (2021) examined how trauma 

caseloads and heavy work demands contributed to vicarious trauma among social 

workers, while protective factors such as recovery experiences and organizational support 

promoted vicarious resilience. Their findings offer insight into how reflective supervision 

and institutional culture may buffer emotional strain, reinforcing participants' 

descriptions of boundary-setting and epigonal self-regulation in high-pressure settings.  

Complementing these findings, Burton and Van den Broek (2009) explored the 

experiences of social workers in healthcare settings where they often navigated their 

professional identity amidst dominant medical models. Through interviews with 20 

practitioners, they found that public management reforms and accountability systems 

shifted social workers’ focus away from professional values and toward bureaucratic 

demands. The researcher’s findings highlighted how workers maintained ethical clarity 

and asserted their professional roles while embedded in interdisciplinary environments.  

Social workers reported feeling deskilled and alienated due to the increased focus 

on bureaucratic processes and the use of technology for accountability, which often 

conflicted with their professional ethics and commitment to client-centered practice. The 

findings underscored the tensions and strategies used by social workers to maintain their 
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professional values and provide holistic care in a predominantly medical environment. 

The context of this study provided relevant insights into the practice experiences 

illuminated, particularly regarding how social workers navigated institutional demands 

and ethical tensions within juvenile justice settings. 

Shepherd et al. (2022) investigated social work practice in a global context by 

analyzing the experiences and viewpoints of community service providers of African 

Australian descent in Melbourne, Victoria, who worked with youth at risk and those 

involved in the justice system. The study gathered detailed insights through in-depth 

interviews with leaders of service providers who had direct experience working with 

young African Australians in the community, health, or justice sectors. The thematic 

analysis identified several key themes, including risk factors for youth justice 

involvement, limitations of mainstream institutions, advantages of community service 

providers, and effective strategies for service provision.  

Shepherd et al.'s (2022) findings offered a valuable perspective that illuminated 

the broader organizational and systemic challenges within which social workers operate. 

Although the study did not directly examine social workers' individual experiences, it 

provided context that informed the focus of this study on social workers practicing within 

juvenile justice settings. Kapp et al. (2013) similarly identified barriers to collaboration 

between juvenile justice and mental health systems, including conflicting agency goals, 

poor communication, and insufficient coordination, which often left frontline 

practitioners without the support or clarity needed to navigate these institutional 

demands.  
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Using thematic analysis, Kwan and Reupert (2019) examined how social workers' 

experiences influenced professional practice, revealing how personal histories and 

motivations significantly shaped their professional identities and practice approaches. 

Based on interviews with 20 social workers in Hong Kong, the study identified three 

primary themes: the motivations behind their choice of client groups, the influence of 

their personal experiences on their practice, and the connection between personal 

experiences and intervention objectives.  

According to Kwan and Reupert (2019), family-of-origin experiences often serve 

as significant motivators for social workers, guiding their selection of client groups and 

shaping their practice styles and objectives. Their study illustrated how social workers 

used personal experiences to inform their practice styles and set intervention goals. The 

study provided valuable insights into how social workers' narratives influenced their 

professional decisions and approaches, particularly in relation to their ethical dilemmas 

and client interactions. These insights were relevant to the exploration conducted in this 

study, as the findings highlighted personal dimensions influencing social workers 

practicing in juvenile justice settings. 

While the studies by Scholar et al. (2014), Patterson (2023), Burton and Van den 

Broek (2009), Shepherd et al. (2022), and Kwan and Reupert (2019) each focused on 

social work in secondary settings, their investigation into the lived experiences of nursing 

home social workers in the United States, Lee et al. (2016) revealed the depth of 

challenges and ethical dilemmas these professionals faced. Using hermeneutic 

phenomenology, the study by Lee and colleagues explored their day-to-day roles, 

emotional strain, and coping mechanisms. Semi-structured interviews with 15 social 
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workers revealed how institutional demands, ethical tensions, and struggles with 

professional identity shaped their experiences. The data were analyzed to understand how 

these workers made meaning of their roles within medicalized and bureaucratic 

environments.  

These findings collectively underscore the value of exploring social workers' 

lived experiences in host settings where their professional frameworks are challenged – a 

focus that remained central to the study's aims. According to Lee et al. (2016), 

participants derived a strong sense of belonging and accomplishment through advocacy 

despite systemic barriers and role misunderstandings. They often felt isolated or deskilled 

but continued to assert their ethical commitments. These findings reinforced the need to 

examine how social workers in juvenile justice settings similarly negotiate professional 

values in ethically and emotionally demanding environments.  

Shifting from peer-reviewed research on social workers' perspectives, the 

literature also revealed limited dissertation scholarship focused explicitly on social 

workers lived experiences in juvenile justice settings. Albert's (2018) dissertation 

research examined the difficulties encountered by social workers in forensic social work 

within criminal and juvenile justice systems, focusing on issues such as job satisfaction 

and stress. While Albert's study closely aligned with the systemic tensions illuminated in 

this study and provided valuable context, it primarily addressed forensic social work 

rather than centering the unique experiences of practitioners in juvenile justice contexts. 

Albert's quantitative study, which surveyed 120 forensic social workers, underscored a 

broader theme of systemic conflict, as participants described feeling 'set adrift,' grappling 

with the dual pressures of the justice system's demands and their professional ethical 
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commitments. This theme closely reflected the ethical labor, role strain, and boundary 

challenges that were central to the participants' narratives in this study. 

Similarly, Rapp's (2018) dissertation examined the secondary traumatic stress 

(STS) experienced by professionals caring for justice-involved youth, highlighting 

significant psychological impacts such as anxiety, depression, and burnout. The mixed-

methods study, which included 60 professionals (social workers, psychologists, and 

counselors), found that over 70% experienced STS symptoms, with 15% meeting PTSD 

criteria (Rapp, 2018). Qualitative interviews revealed themes of emotional exhaustion 

and reduced professional efficacy. Coping strategies identified included organizational 

support, peer supervision, self-care practices, and trauma-informed training. While 

Rapp's (2018) study offered profound insights into the emotional toll of working with 

justice-involved youth, its broad focus on various mental health professionals, rather than 

isolating social workers, further emphasized the need to explore the occupational, 

emotional, and systemic complexities experienced by social workers practicing within 

juvenile justice settings. Participants in this study described these experiences as bearing 

the weight of both system demands and ethical commitments, consistent with research 

highlighting the emotional labor and vicarious trauma experienced by social workers in 

correctional settings (Miller & Hayward, 2014). 

Reyes-Quilodran et al. (2023) investigated the prevalence of compassion fatigue 

among social workers working in Chile's juvenile justice systems. This mixed-methods 

study, involving surveys and interviews with 50 social workers, found high levels of 

emotional exhaustion and depersonalization among participants. The study employed the 

Professional Quality of Life Measure (ProQOL5) and open-ended questions to assess 
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compassion fatigue and organizational support. Data were collected using an online 

survey with a snowball sampling technique. Results indicated moderate levels of 

compassion fatigue and burnout, further highlighting the need for organizational support, 

reflective supervision, and professional development to mitigate these impacts. These 

findings also reflected the organizational and emotional strain described by participants 

in this study as they navigated competing institutional demands and ethical obligations 

within juvenile justice settings, echoing findings by Chatzifotiou and Papouli (2022) 

regarding the ethical tensions faced by social workers in carceral host settings. 

Bogo (2015) emphasized that field education serves as the signature pedagogy of 

social work, providing space for students to integrate classroom knowledge with practice 

realities under supervision. Ketner et al. (2017) further supported this view in a 

qualitative study involving both field students and instructors, finding that high-quality 

supervision, marked by feedback, guidance, and emotional processing, fostered student 

resilience and ethical competency in emotionally heightened settings. These two studies 

highlight the importance of intentional reflection and relational supervision in protecting 

against burnout and supporting ethical discernment. This insight is echoed by participants 

in this study, particularly when they describe how supervision, mentorship, and peer 

consultation helped them maintain professional values in carceral environments.  

Young (2014) conducted a qualitative study involving interviews with 17 

seasoned social workers from various criminal justice environments in the northwestern 

United States. The data were analyzed using a grounded theory approach to identify key 

themes and effective practices. Participants were from various criminal justice settings, 



16  

including adult prisons, juvenile rehabilitation, treatment courts, prosecution, and public 

defense.  

According to Young (2014), participants highlighted the challenges of working 

within carceral and custodial host settings where social work was not the prevailing 

profession, emphasizing the need to balance professional values with organizational 

demands and navigate the organizational culture (Boahem et al., 2021). They stressed the 

importance of maintaining credibility and advocating for clients effectively. This study 

reinforced the relevance of understanding social work practice within the unique context 

of juvenile justice settings, where participants described navigating similar ethical 

tensions, role ambiguity, and advocacy challenges. These challenges also reflect the 

broader calls in the literature for social workers to engage in values-driven advocacy 

despite institutional constraints (Carson, 2018). 

While the reviewed research did not exclusively focus on social workers in 

juvenile justice settings, the studies collectively contributed to understanding the layered 

complexities social workers faced within these systems. They provided valuable context 

and highlighted the importance of addressing secondary traumatic stress, compassion 

fatigue, and systemic barriers to support the well-being and effectiveness of social 

workers in these challenging environments. This information was essential to framing 

this study, which explored the lived experiences of social workers who practice in 

juvenile justice settings. These findings also reflected broader concerns raised in the 

literature regarding the strain of practicing in carceral host settings, including the 

emotional labor, ethical tensions, and advocacy challenges documented by Chatzifotiou 

and Papouli (2022). 
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Justice-Involved Youth and a Spectrum of Complex Needs 

The numerous challenges faced by justice-involved youth underscore the need for 

comprehensive support and services that address their complex needs. Over the past 

decade, there has been a growing focus on understanding the multifaceted challenges of 

justice-involved youth, with contemporary juvenile justice, social work, and other 

pertinent literature increasingly recognizing these complexities (Branson et al., 2017; 

Ford et al., 2012). According to Ellem et al. (2020), youth with complex support needs 

navigate various forms of disadvantage, including abuse and neglect, housing instability, 

or substance misuse, which contribute to a sense of chaos. 

Moreover, the social environments in which these youths lived played a 

significant role in shaping their behaviors and attitudes. In a study focused on gang 

desistance, Carson (2018) found that shifts in peer group composition, especially 

exposure to antisocial peers, were strongly linked to an increase in delinquent attitudes. 

While the study did not focus on social work, it underscored the broader challenges 

facing youth in justice settings. These adolescents, justice involved youth, often entered 

with adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) and presented with diverse mental, 

developmental, social, and legal needs (Owen & Wallace, 2020; Skinner-Osei et al., 

2019). Understanding this context, as explored in the literature, was critical to this study, 

providing insights into the environments in which social workers practiced and the 

systemic barriers they navigated in supporting justice-involved youth. 

Trauma, Delinquency, and Recidivism  

Engaging with justice-involved youth presented a nuanced challenge, as they 

often had a spectrum of complex needs. The literature on the complexity of their needs, 
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sheds light on existing gaps and areas requiring greater attention from service providers, 

including social workers operating in carceral settings. For example, a quantitative study 

by Skinner-Osei et al. (2019), using a large, nationally representative sample of justice-

involved youth in the United States, underscored the prevalence of trauma and mental 

health issues among these youth. The researchers advocated for a trauma-informed 

approach within juvenile justice systems. This perspective was further supported by 

Crosby (2016), who highlighted the necessity of incorporating trauma-informed care to 

address the psychological impacts and diverse needs of these youth. 

Similarly, Strassfeld (2022) discussed the overrepresentation of youth with 

emotional disturbances in juvenile justice settings and emphasized the need for 

comprehensive mental health services. Trauma-informed approaches were essential to 

effectively respond to the adverse experiences of justice-involved youth and enhance 

their rehabilitation outcomes. Understanding these complexities was crucial for social 

workers, who were vital in navigating the diverse mental, developmental, social, and 

legal needs of justice-involved youth. For example, across juvenile justice settings that 

offer substance use services to young offenders, the absence of uniform federal or state 

requirements has led to significant disparities in agency policies and procedures (Fisher et 

al., 2018). This often resulted in inconsistent, uncoordinated, and generally ineffective 

practices. Again, these variations highlighted the need for comprehensive, standardized 

approaches to support justice-involved youth effectively and address their complex 

needs. 

Yoder et al.'s (2017) research significantly contributed to understanding the 

relationship between trauma, mental health, and recidivism among incarcerated youth. 
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According to their findings, Yoder and colleagues (2017) concluded that trauma histories 

among juvenile justice-involved youth were two to three times higher than in the general 

population. Additionally, 50-70% of these youths had a diagnosable mental health 

condition compared to about 40% in the general youth population. Utilizing data from a 

nationally representative sample of 7,073 youth housed in correctional facilities, their 

research affirmed the high prevalence of trauma and mental health issues among 

incarcerated youth.  

This study provided valuable insights into the influence of mental health 

screening and services on youths' perceptions and future interactions with the criminal 

justice system (Branson et al., 2017; Ford et al., 2012). However, as with the study by 

Skinner-Osei and colleagues (2019), their study did not engage social workers to explore 

their lived experiences as service providers for justice-involved youth (Yoder et al., 

2017). This gap further supported the need for this study's focus on social workers' 

perspectives, particularly in navigating the ethical tensions and systemic challenges 

present in these settings (Chatzifotiou & Papouli, 2022). 

In another quantitative analysis, Ashford and Gallagher's (2019) research on 

probation interventions for older, high-risk juvenile delinquents underscored the 

complexities involved in working with this vulnerable population. The study utilized a 

mixed-methods approach, comparing the likelihood of reoffending among older, high-

risk juvenile probationers who either participated in or did not participate in a trial case-

management intervention. This intervention focused on addressing unmet basic needs 

both before and after the participants transitioned out of the juvenile justice system. The 

sample included 29 participants in the intervention group and 114 in the comparison 
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group, stratified by gender, race, and risk/needs. Data were collected over three years, 

and the findings indicated that while there were no significant effects on recidivism risks, 

there were statistically significant effects on the timing of recidivism for the intervention 

group. 

According to Ashford and Gallagher (2019), these findings suggested the need for 

more long-term, practical strategies for older, high-risk juveniles transitioning out of the 

juvenile justice system. While valuable for understanding interventions, their study did 

not explore the experiences of social workers implementing these strategies. Therefore, 

exploring the lived experiences of social workers who frequently implement such 

interventions could provide deeper insight into the practical challenges and successes of 

these programs (Evans-Chase & Zhou, 2014; Ford et al., 2012). 

Additionally, Carson (2018) has emphasized the importance of incorporating 

culturally responsive, advocacy-driven practices when supporting justice-involved youth, 

particularly youth of color—a theme reflected in this study's findings. 

In a complementary study, Thompson et al. (2015) explored the impact of adverse 

childhood experiences (ACEs) on youth health outcomes, shedding light on the long-term 

effects of ACEs. The study utilized data from the LONGSCAN project, which followed 

802 youth aged 4 to 18. Participants were placed into three trajectory-defined groups 

based on cumulative exposure to ACEs: chronic ACEs, early ACEs only, and limited 

ACEs. Health outcomes were evaluated through linear mixed models, with adjustments 

made for previous health status and demographic variables. Their findings suggested that 

chronic exposure to ACEs significantly affected health worries and medical care among 

youth by age 18, reinforcing the importance of early intervention strategies and trauma-
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informed approaches to care (Branson et al., 2017; Bethell et al., 2016). While Thompson 

et al. (2015) contributed to understanding the longitudinal effects of ACEs on health 

concerns and medical care in adolescence, their study did not explicitly examine the role 

of social workers in addressing these issues. This gap further supported the rationale for 

this study's focus on how social workers navigate these dynamics within juvenile justice 

settings, as described by the participants.  

While much of the existing research, including studies by Thompson et al. (2015), 

Ashford & Gallagher (2019), and Skinner-Osei et al. (2019), adopted a predominantly 

quantitative approach to studying justice-involved youth, there was also noteworthy 

qualitative literature, such as that by Branson et al. (2017), which explored systemic 

approaches within trauma-informed juvenile justice systems through a qualitative lens. 

Branson and colleagues' (2017) study was a comprehensive review of trauma-informed 

practices across various juvenile justice settings, incorporating a systematic literature 

review and qualitative interviews with 15 juvenile justice professionals.  

The findings were analyzed using a thematic approach to identify common 

practices and their impact on youth outcomes. The review highlighted several core 

components essential for a trauma-informed juvenile justice system, including staff 

training on trauma, creating a safe environment, and providing trauma-specific treatment. 

However, as in much of the literature, the perspectives of social workers implementing 

these practices remained underexplored, a gap addressed by this study's focus on frontline 

social workers' experiences navigating such systemic initiatives. 

Despite offering a holistic view of trauma-informed practices, the Branson et al. 

(2017) study, along with research from Sandu (2019) and Ellem et al. (2020), did not 
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delve into the day-to-day lived experiences of social workers within these systems. 

Exploring these practices and their implementation was crucial for social workers, who 

navigated the complexities of addressing the diverse mental, developmental, social, and 

legal needs of justice-involved youth within these settings. This context was vital for 

understanding the practical challenges and experiences of social workers and informed 

the development of more effective support strategies and interventions, as described by 

participants in this study. These gaps also aligned with concerns in the literature 

regarding the lack of frontline social work perspectives in carceral host settings 

(Chatzifotiou & Papouli, 2022). 

Additionally, several other studies have highlighted various aspects of working 

with justice-involved youth, but they have lacked a focus on the experiences of social 

workers. Sandu (2019) emphasized the importance of emotional connections and 

familial-like relationships for youth, while Ellem et al. (2020) investigated the complex 

support needs of adolescents, highlighting critical systemic issues and the need for 

personalized care. Although these studies provided salient and relevant context, they 

overlooked the specific roles and experiences of social workers in facilitating these 

connections and navigating the multifaceted challenges within juvenile justice settings. 

This omission further supported the focus of this study on understanding how social 

workers navigate these relational and systemic tensions while upholding their 

professional values. 

Finally, McCarter and Durant (2022) explored disproportionate minority contact 

(DMC) and the resulting racial and ethnic disparities (RED) in the juvenile justice 

system, highlighting systemic issues and proposing strategies to mitigate these disparities. 
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The study documented the overrepresentation of youth of color in the juvenile justice 

system and examined shifts in juvenile justice philosophy and policy changes over time. 

The researchers utilized data from various sources, including the Office of Juvenile 

Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) and state-level reports, to analyze trends in 

racial and ethnic disparities. They provided a historical overview and a detailed analysis 

of current practices supported by statistical data on juvenile justice outcomes for different 

racial and ethnic groups while affirming the need for comprehensive support and services 

tailored to the complex needs of justice-involved youth. However, as participants in this 

study noted, such systemic disparities were not only reflected in youth outcomes but also 

shaped the professional and ethical challenges faced by social workers as they strive to 

advocate for equity within these settings. 

Social Work Education and Training 

The complex needs of justice-involved youth and the dynamic landscape of 

juvenile justice require specialized knowledge and skills that current social work 

education and training programs often do not fully address. This literature review section 

examines social work education and training concerning the criminal justice system. By 

examining relevant literature, this review highlights critical studies that explore education 

and training for social workers who practice in carceral and custodial settings. 

Understanding this literature was essential for grasping how education and training 

intersect with the practical realities of social work in juvenile justice settings, as 

described by the participants in this study. Moreover, exploring this body of literature 

was essential for informing effective best practices and guiding future training initiatives. 
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Social Work Education 

Kheibari et al. (2021) highlighted the essential role of forensic social work within 

the criminal justice system, emphasizing the need for specialized education to prepare 

social workers for complex legal cases, such as capital defense mitigation. Despite the 

critical importance of such roles in addressing over-incarceration and the ethical 

challenges of capital punishment, Kheibari et al. (2021) identified a significant gap in 

social work education. They noted the need for more specialized courses in forensic 

social work, underscoring an unmet educational need that equips social workers with the 

specialized knowledge and skills required for diverse practice settings. 

Reflecting the necessity and significance of specialization, Copeland et al. (2022) 

examined the extent to which MSW programs in the United States incorporate criminal 

justice content. Their study involved a survey of 308 CSWE-accredited MSW programs, 

examining the presence of criminal justice-related courses, specializations, and dual 

degree programs. The findings indicated that while 24% of MSW programs offer at least 

one criminal justice-related course, only 5.5% have a specific focus on a concentration or 

specialization in a justice-related field. The study findings highlighted a significant gap in 

targeted training for social workers in criminal justice settings (Copeland et al., 2022). 

This study was built on the foundational work by Epperson et al. (2013), who emphasized 

the need for continuous updates in social work education to address evolving criminal 

justice issues. 

Sheehan (2016) conducted a case study of 15 forensic social workers in Victoria, 

Australia, focusing on their educational needs and experiences. This qualitative study 

used interviews and focus groups to gather insights into how post-qualifying education 
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influenced their practice, skill enhancement, and understanding of the intersection 

between the justice system and mental health. The study found that forensic social 

workers viewed their role as highly specialized, requiring a distinct set of skills and 

knowledge to address the complexities of working with offenders experiencing mental 

illness within legal contexts. Participants emphasized the importance of psychosocial 

assessment, risk assessment, and the need for advocacy skills to navigate both the legal 

and mental health systems. The findings underscored the necessity for specialized 

education to prepare social workers for effective practice in forensic settings, aligning 

with this study's focus on exploring the lived experiences and professional identity 

development of social workers in juvenile justice settings, where such ethical and 

systemic tensions were prominent. 

Travis et al. (2016) examined burnout and engagement among child welfare social 

workers, using a longitudinal model to track how systemic demands shaped practitioners' 

stress responses and professional well-being. The study found that inadequate preparation 

and institutional constraints significantly contributed to emotional exhaustion and 

disengagement. Although focused on child welfare, their findings apply to juvenile 

justice settings, where similar systemic pressures affect social workers' ability to sustain 

ethical and engaged practice. This aligns with participant reflections in this study, who 

described entering juvenile justice settings without adequate preparation for the 

emotional, institutional, and ethical demands.  

Similarly, Young et al. (2023) advocated for integrating smart decarceration 

content into social work education to effectively address mass incarceration, proposing a 

framework for embedding this content across various components of the social work 
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curriculum, including practice, policy, human behavior, research, and field education. 

Their study emphasized that "educational content that prepares social work students for 

meaningful engagement in smart decarceration efforts is essential" (Young et al., 2023, p. 

192). These studies highlighted a gap in targeted training and curriculum content that this 

study aimed to address by exploring social workers lived experiences as practitioners in 

juvenile justice settings. 

Maschi et al. (2019) further contributed to the discourse by highlighting the 

integration of justice and human rights within forensic social work education through a 

content analysis approach. Their emphasis on the need for education that develops 

competencies across diverse legal settings, including addressing personal biases and 

enhancing cultural competence, aligned with this study's focus, particularly in preparing 

social workers for the complexities of working within juvenile justice settings. They 

noted the importance of incorporating "strategies to eliminate oppression and structural 

barriers to ensure justice and equality" (Maschi et al., 2019, p. 2). Their emphasis on 

comprehensive education resonated with the need for equipping social workers to 

navigate the multifaceted challenges they faced in juvenile justice settings, including 

systemic bias, institutional barriers, and ethical tensions (Chatzifotiou & Papouli, 2022) 

Moorhead et al.'s (2019) investigation into this area within social work education 

was particularly salient to this study. Their qualitative study looked at how professional 

identity develops through education, aligning with the focus of this study, particularly in 

the context of juvenile justice settings. The insights from interviewing 17 graduates about 

their experiences provided a rich backdrop for understanding the complexities of 

professional identity in social work. This suggests that current educational models may 
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not fully prepare students for their nuanced roles, highlighting a need for more 

specialized training.  

Similarly, Spivak et al. (2021) conducted a quantitative study involving 311 social 

work students in Ukraine, focusing on the factors that influence their professional 

identity. Their findings highlighted how perceptions of the social work profession and its 

societal status impacted professional identity development. They found that the 

significance of the professional identity of social work students varied across different 

years of training, with first-year students influenced by societal views on the status and 

respect for social workers.  

In contrast, second-year students were more influenced by their attitudes towards 

the profession and its significance. By the third and fourth years, students' professional 

identities were shaped by their perceptions of their profession's future impact on their 

lives and the personal significance of their chosen field. Understanding these 

developmental stages helped to grasp the evolving nature of identity, as highlighted by 

Spivak et al.'s (2021) study, which underscored the broader societal and institutional 

forces shaping the identities of social workers in juvenile justice settings. This insight 

was particularly relevant, as participants in this study described how these forces 

influenced their effectiveness, advocacy, and role strain within juvenile justice settings. 

Finally, Snodgrass Rangel et al. (2020) proposed a collaborative framework to 

study youth reentry into school after juvenile justice involvement, emphasizing the 

limited understanding of effective school support for reentry. They suggested that 

schools, as part of a larger ecosystem, could reduce recidivism by providing a protective 

environment. Their framework addressed intrapersonal, interpersonal, instructional, and 
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systems levels within schools and introduced institutional complexity and embeddedness. 

Institutional complexity refers to "the multiple, competing demands from constituents to 

which organizations must respond," and institutional embeddedness describes "the 

interconnections between a population and its institutional environment" (Snodgrass 

Rangel et al., 2020, p. 214).  

They advocated for greater collaboration with practitioners to address challenges 

related to reentry. While not directly related to this study, this research highlights the 

importance of understanding how decentralized fields, such as social work and education, 

navigate complex institutional environments. Participants in this study similarly 

described how social workers in juvenile justice settings managed these complexities, 

their institutional connections, and the ethical tensions inherent in such environments 

(Chatzifotiou & Papouli, 2022). 

Social Workers and Training   

The research underscores the importance of specialized training programs for 

social workers to enhance their competencies and effectiveness in various professional 

settings. For example, Leung et al. (2022) examined the effectiveness of a training 

program designed to equip social workers with the skills to support children in Hong 

Kong with special education needs (SEN). The quasi-experimental study included 58 

social workers in the intervention group and 39 in the control group. The training 

program included workshops and sessions led by psychiatrists, clinical psychologists, and 

educational psychologists. The results indicated that individuals in the intervention group 

experienced significant reductions in negative attitudes toward children with special 

educational needs (SEN). They also reported enhanced confidence in inclusive teaching 
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practices and improved competencies in supporting children with conditions like autism 

spectrum disorder (ASD), dyslexia, and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD).  

This study revealed that social workers who participated in the training program 

demonstrated increased confidence in their abilities and improved professional skills, 

which are essential for effectively supporting children with special educational needs in 

community settings. The findings suggested that targeted training programs can 

significantly improve social workers' abilities to address the complex needs of their 

clients, thereby promoting more effective and inclusive practice. These findings are 

consistent with the need for specialized training reported by participants in this study, 

particularly as they navigated systemic and institutional challenges in juvenile justice 

settings. 

In a qualitative study, Franke et al. (2017) evaluated the Goldring Reentry 

Initiative (GRI), which aimed to train social work students in reentry. The GRI served as 

a service agency and a field placement for Master of Social Work (MSW) students, 

providing hands-on experience within the criminal justice system. Franke and colleagues 

(2017) suggested that the GRI successfully met its educational objectives by bridging 

classroom education with practical experience, effectively preparing students for careers 

in the criminal justice system. However, the program also faced challenges in providing 

adequate supervision and maintaining the quality of education.  

The study's findings highlighted the importance and effectiveness of specialized 

training programs in preparing social workers for criminal justice settings, particularly in 

reentry work. Although Franke et al. (2017) discussed the GRI's success in bridging 

classroom education with practical reentry work experience, the study's focus on adult 
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reentry preparation left unexplored specialized training and field experiences directly 

applicable to juvenile justice settings—a gap this study sought to address by centering 

social workers' lived experiences in juvenile justice environments where they navigated 

complex institutional and ethical landscapes (Chatzifotiou & Papouli, 2022). 

Matthew and Lough (2017) assessed the difficulties encountered by social work 

students during international field placements and suggested strategies for addressing 

these challenges more effectively. Their research identified personal and institutional 

obstacles during placements, including inadequate pre-departure training, language 

barriers, cultural value disparities, inadequate support and supervision, and challenges 

with identity development. In their findings, the researchers emphasized the importance 

of organized collaboration, effective communication, and strategic planning among 

schools, students, and international organizations to optimize placement effectiveness and 

improve student outcomes. Understanding these factors was crucial for informing 

strategies to support social workers in complex environments, such as juvenile justice, 

where participants in this study described similar barriers and strains on professional 

identity development. 

Kwan and Chui (2022) investigated how personal experience, professional 

training, and the practice environment shape social workers' professional judgments. This 

qualitative case study of 20 social workers from Hong Kong used in-depth interviews to 

explore the intricate interplay of these factors. The findings suggested that professional 

training significantly impacts social workers' ability to integrate personal experiences 

with their practice, highlighting the need for cohesive training programs that address 

these three dimensions. Participants in this study echoed these findings, describing the 
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complex ways their life experiences, training gaps, and challenging practice 

environments intersected to shape their professional identities within juvenile justice 

settings. 

Gagnon et al. (2018) highlighted the challenges and essential requirements for 

implementing Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS) within juvenile 

justice schools, emphasizing the critical importance of adhering to core processes to 

ensure effective behavioral support. Their study highlighted the need for comprehensive 

training for staff to understand and consistently apply PBIS strategies, noting that 

inconsistent implementation can undermine the effectiveness of these interventions. 

Additionally, they noted that successful PBIS implementation necessitates ongoing 

support, resources, and collaboration among educators, administrators, and juvenile 

justice professionals to tailor the interventions to the unique needs of justice-involved 

youth. While the study did not focus on social workers specifically, participants in this 

study described similar frustrations with inconsistent implementation of interventions and 

a lack of systemic support in their juvenile justice settings. 

Myers (2013) discussed the accountability movement within juvenile justice, 

emphasizing the importance of evidence-based practices and identifying gaps in 

performance measurement. This literature highlights that, despite the push for evidence-

based programs, many juvenile justice agencies struggle with implementing these 

practices effectively due to a lack of training, resources, and proper evaluation 

mechanisms. Myers (2013) also pointed out that performance measurement was often 

inconsistent and failed to provide a comprehensive picture of program effectiveness, 

which hindered the ability to make data-driven decisions for improvement. Participants in 
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this study reflected similar concerns regarding the disconnect between institutional 

priorities and frontline realities, where social workers were often left to navigate 

accountability pressures without adequate support or resources.  

Together, these studies underscored the critical need for research on specialized 

training programs that focus on individual competencies and enhance systemic 

collaboration and adherence to evidence-based practices. While this literature highlighted 

the significance of specialized training, this study explored the lived experiences of social 

workers practicing in juvenile justice settings, revealing the necessity for such training as 

part of a broader understanding of their professional challenges, ethical tensions, and 

systemic navigation. 

Gap Analysis 

 Despite the extensive research on the needs and challenges faced by justice-

involved youth, there appears to be a noticeable gap in understanding the lived 

experiences of social workers practicing in juvenile justice settings. The existing 

literature provides valuable insights into the multifaceted issues these youth encounter, 

including trauma, mental health issues, and the impact of adverse childhood experiences 

(Branson et al., 2017; Ellem et al., 2020; Thompson et al., 2015). However, the specific 

perspectives and lived experiences of social workers within these settings have been 

minimally explored. Several studies have examined social work in secondary settings 

where social work is not the dominant profession, such as healthcare and law 

enforcement (Burton & Van Den Broek, 2009; Patterson, 2023; Scholar et al., 2014). 

These studies highlight the challenges social workers face in maintaining their 

professional identity and integrating social work principles in multidisciplinary 
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environments. However, there is a lack of focused research on how these dynamics play 

out specifically within juvenile justice settings. 

 While the current literature offers critical insights into justice-involved youth and 

adjacent fields of practice, a distinct gap remains in understanding the lived experiences 

of social workers within juvenile justice settings. Existing studies have primarily focused 

on program outcomes, implementation models, or broader system challenges. However, 

they often overlook how social workers make meaning of their roles amid ethical 

dissonance, emotional labor, and conflicting institutional demands. This study addresses 

that gap by centering the narratives of social workers across diverse juvenile justice 

settings and competing system demands. It contributes to knowledge about professional 

identity, ethical sustainability, and values-aligned practice in carceral host settings. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODS 

Study Purpose 

 This hermeneutic phenomenological study explored the lived experiences of 

social workers who practice in juvenile justice settings to contribute to academic 

knowledge and inform professional development in the field of social work. The study 

examined how social workers navigated their roles and engaged with carceral and 

custodial host settings to deepen understanding of social work practice within these 

environments. By elevating participants' narratives, the study aimed to contribute to 

developing more effective support systems and interventions for both social workers and 

the justice-involved youth they serve. 

 In juvenile justice settings, social workers collaborate with professionals such as 

nurses, teachers, and probation officers to support justice-involved youth. This 

collaboration highlights their critical role in mobilizing non-social work professionals 

within adversarial host environments (Ashford & Lateef, 2021; Dane & Simon, 1991; 

Gagnon & Swank, 2021). Given the pivotal role that social workers play in the lives of 

justice-involved youth, this study illuminated the distinct experiences, challenges, and 

best practices they encountered in juvenile justice settings (Dane & Simon, 1991; Young, 

2015). 

 Progress toward implementing practice and policy reforms to foster equitable 

outcomes for justice-involved youth across micro, mezzo, and macro levels remains 

hindered without research that prioritizes social workers' insights, experiences, and 

voices (Senreich et al., 2020). Obtaining a holistic understanding of their lived 

experiences was paramount in this study, which sought to elucidate factors that influence 
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social work practice in juvenile justice settings. The firsthand social workers' accounts 

provided critical insights into how their perspectives, shaped by practice experiences, can 

inform and advance social work practice and advocacy. By examining their narratives, 

this study empowers social workers to more effectively apply their training to mitigate 

harm and promote the well-being of justice-involved youth. 

Research Question 

 Drawing on Paul Ricoeur's theory of interpretation (Larsen & Adu, 2021; 

Ricoeur, 1976, 1981; Tan et al., 2009), which emphasizes the interpretive process in 

understanding human experience, this inquiry recognized that meaning is not fixed or 

absolute. Instead, it is deeply situated within cultural, social, historical, and personal 

contexts and emerges through the interplay of language, interpretation, and experience in 

the lived world. Individuals may not always be consciously aware of their intentions; 

therefore, analyzing narratives and actions can provide valuable insights into underlying 

meanings and motivations.  

 Considering this, this study's primary question was: What is the lived experience 

of social workers who practice in juvenile justice settings? Participants' narratives and 

storytelling conveyed and interpreted their lived experiences, allowing for a deeper 

understanding of the phenomena under study (Ricoeur, 1988). The following sub-

questions supported the main research question: 

• How do social workers practicing in juvenile justice settings understand and 

navigate their professional roles and responsibilities? 

• In what ways do their interactions with justice-involved youth and colleagues 

influence practice? 
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• What challenges do social workers face when working with justice-involved 

youth? 

• How do they interpret the impact of policies and regulations on their practice in 

juvenile justice settings? 

• What factors contribute to the professional growth and resilience? 

• What resources and support systems were available to social workers in juvenile 

justice settings, and how do these influence development and practice? 

These sub-questions established the research parameters for the study (Ritchie et al., 

2014). They supported the study's aim to explore social workers lived experiences and 

gain a deeper contextually situated understanding of their practice in custodial and 

carceral host settings. 

Research Design and Rationale 

 This hermeneutic phenomenological study was designed to explore and interpret 

the lived experiences of social workers practicing in juvenile justice settings. Grounded 

in a qualitative, interpretive approach, the study examined how participants made 

meaning of their work and relationships within complex, often adversarial institutional 

environments. 

 A critical early step in qualitative research involves evaluating one's worldview—

a collection of beliefs and values that guide actions and shape the research process 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1990). Also referred to as a paradigm (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; 

Lincoln, 2010; Mertens, 2012), a worldview informs decisions regarding study design, 

methodology, and interpretation (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). For this study, I engaged 

in a reflexive assessment of my philosophical assumptions, recognizing that such 
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reflections provide an essential framework for meaningful and rigorous qualitative 

inquiry. However, this process was balanced with openness to multiple perspectives, 

acknowledging critiques that caution against rigid adherence to fixed paradigm 

(Hammersley, 2007; Ritchie et al., 2014). 

 This study was grounded in a constructivist/interpretivist worldview, recognizing 

the active construction of knowledge and understanding through subjective experiences 

and interactions with the world. Constructivist and interpretivist paradigms challenge the 

notion of value-neutral observations and universal laws, instead emphasizing the 

importance of understanding lived experience through multiple perspectives (Ritchie et 

al., 2014).  

Constructivism acknowledges that individuals actively construct meaning in their 

lives, shaped by social and historical contexts (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). In alignment 

with this worldview, the study sought to spotlight the specific contexts of participants' 

lives, exploring how systemic, institutional, and historical settings shaped their 

experiences and professional narratives. Simultaneously, the interpretivist paradigm 

informed the study's orientation toward exploring diverse interpretations of the same 

phenomenon. Rooted in the work of Wilhelm Dilthey, who argued for understanding 

lived experience through historical and social contexts (Ritchie et al., 2014), this 

approach values empathetic understanding and interpretation over purely causal 

explanations (Makkreel, 2021). Dilthey's call for a Critique of Historical Reason 

(Makkreel, 2021) guided the study's focus on examining how social workers made 

meaning of their experiences within juvenile justice systems, where institutional priorities 

often conflicted with their professional ethics. 
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 Building on Dilthey's foundation, Max Weber further emphasized the need to 

understand social actions within their broader material and contextual conditions, 

advocating for an interpretive method that explored subjective meanings alongside 

structural realities (Ritchie et al., 2014). Together, the constructivist and interpretivist 

paradigms provided the philosophical foundation for this study, aligning with its 

emphasis on exploring the nuanced, subjective, and meaning-laden experiences of social 

workers navigating carceral and custodial host settings. 

 While Kant's early writings emphasized reason, logic, and systematic inquiry, 

Dilthey expanded these ideas by introducing the Critique of Historical Reason, which 

acknowledged the complexities of human cultural and social experience (Makkreel, 2021, 

para. 1. This shift laid the foundation for interpretive approaches in qualitative research, 

including the present study's focus on lived experience and meaning making.  

 In his essay, The Rise of Hermeneutics, published at the turn of the twentieth 

century, Dilthey connected history and philosophy, arguing that understanding human 

experiences required interpretive methods that embraced the influence of history and 

culture. This pursuit of alternative perspectives influenced thinkers such as Max Weber, 

who sought to narrow the gap between positivist and interpretivist paradigms (Ritchie et 

al., 2014). Weber emphasized the need to understand social actions within their broader 

contextual and material conditions, advocating for an interpretive approach that explored 

subjective meanings alongside material realities (Ritchie et al., 2014). By embracing 

empathetic understanding and interpretation of social actions, Weber helped bridge the 

gap between constructivism and interpretivism, forming the paradigmatic foundation for 

this study. 
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Research Methodology 

 Qualitative research involves a series of interpretive activities designed to explore 

and comprehend the perspectives and experiences of individuals, focusing on the 

meanings they assign to their world (Denzin et al., 2023). As Denzin and colleagues 

(2023) explain, qualitative inquiry transforms the world into representations such as 

"fieldnotes, interviews, conversations, photographs, recordings, and performances" (p. 

14). These representations allow researchers to explore phenomena in their natural 

contexts and interpret them based on the meanings ascribed by research participants 

(Ritchie et al., 2014).  

 Qualitative research prioritizes understanding phenomena by asking questions 

such as "what," "why," and "how. These questions guide a deeper comprehension of how 

individuals perceive and interpret their experiences within the context of their lived 

reality (Ravitch & Riggan, 2016; Ritchie et al., 2014). In contrast, quantitative research 

involves testing objective theories through measurable data to generate statistical 

inferences and generalizable conclusions (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). Rooted in a 

positivist or postpositivist paradigm, it emphasizes deductive reasoning and observation-

based knowledge to answer, "how many" (Ritchie et al., 2014, p. 10). Researchers 

develop hypotheses, analyze numerical patterns, and assess statistical significance to 

extend findings beyond the sample population.  

 Scholars caution against oversimplification of the distinction between quantitative 

and qualitative research, noting that qualitative methods encompass a broad range of 

philosophical and methodological traditions (Qutoshi, 2018). These approaches support 

detailed investigations of complex phenomena, capturing the richness and depth of 
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human experiences (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Qualitative researchers employ tools such 

as interviews, observations, and document analysis to produce in-depth, contextually 

grounded insights. 

 While quantitative methods offer systematic approaches for analyzing numerical 

data, qualitative and quantitative research should not be viewed as opposing paradigms; 

instead, they represent complementary strategies, often integrated in mixed methods 

research to provide a more holistic understanding of complex questions (Dawadi et al., 

2021). However, for this study, a qualitative design was most appropriate. 

 As in mixed methods research, the research question determines whether to use 

either approach or an integration of both (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). Researchers must 

carefully consider the nature of their research objectives, the depth of understanding 

required, and the practical constraints they face. For this study, the qualitative approach 

was most appropriate, offering the depth needed to explore subjective meanings and lived 

experiences. This design enabled the study to capture the complex, nuanced perspectives 

of social workers practicing in juvenile justice settings. 

 Ultimately, selecting a research approach should be guided by the research 

question's requirements, study context, and intended goals. For this study, qualitative 

research, described as "a legitimate mode of social and human science exploration" 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2017, p. 11), was best situated to explore social workers' lived 

experiences. This approach allowed for Qualitative inquiry, which allowed for the 

collection of rich, layered data that went beyond surface-level description and enabled a 

deeper understanding of social worker practice in juvenile justice settings. 
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Methodological Framework 

 This hermeneutic phenomenological study examined the lived experiences of 

social workers practicing in juvenile justice settings. While various forms of qualitative 

inquiry were considered, including grounded theory—a widely recognized and frequently 

employed methodological approach (Patton, 2014)—phenomenology provided the most 

fitting framework for this exploration. Grounded theory and phenomenology are the most 

commonly employed qualitative research methods (Urcia, 2021). Conceptualized by 

Glaser and Strauss (1967), grounded theory involves cyclical and iterative data collection 

processes and conceptual analysis to construct theory (Denzin et al., 2023; Urcia, 2021). 

Its reputation for rigor has contributed to its widespread acceptance and appeal in 

qualitative research, despite critiques highlighting its occasional incongruence with 

certain qualitative methodological principles (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007). 

 While various adaptations of grounded theory have emerged over time, this study 

considered but ultimately did not select a constructivist grounded theory approach. 

Constructivist grounded theory, developed by Charmaz (2008, 2014), posits that reality is 

"multiple, processual, and constructed" (p. 13). As an amalgamation of traditional 

approaches to grounded theory, it is a bottom-up, inductive methodology that 

acknowledges that no objective observers exist. Researchers actively collaborate with 

participants in this approach, resulting in a co-created understanding incorporating the 

researchers' and participants' perspectives.  

 Although constructivist grounded theory could have provided a nuanced 

understanding of social workers' challenges, dilemmas, and strategies within juvenile 

justice settings, this study intentionally sought to create an open space where the essence 
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of participants' experiences and individual meanings could naturally unfold. The aim was 

not to identify or solve a specific problem or uncover best practices, but to better 

understand a phenomenon (van Manen, 1990). As a suitable methodological approach for 

this inquiry, phenomenology was selected to explore the lived experiences of social 

workers. By adopting a phenomenological approach, the study examined the unique 

perspectives and meanings that social workers attributed to their work within the context 

of juvenile justice settings. 

Phenomenology: Historical Roots and Evolution 

 Phenomenology, with intellectual roots in European philosophical texts of the late 

19th century, represents both a philosophical approach and research method focused on 

exploring the "essence of lived experiences" (Laverty, 2003, p. 4). It emerged as a 

response to the limitations of positivist paradigms that emphasized objectivity and 

detached observation, instead turning toward subjective experience and the layered 

dimensions of human consciousness. Broadly defined, phenomenology is the study of 

phenomena consciously experienced from the first-person perspective, concerned with 

how experiences are perceived and their meanings (Smith, 2018). Phenomenology is 

deeply interconnected with ontology and epistemology, forming a cohesive philosophical 

framework. Ontologically, it addressed the nature of reality by examining the essence of 

things as they are experienced (Pryce et al., 2014). Epistemologically, it explores how 

knowledge is acquired, considering how knowledge is shaped through subjective 

experience, perception, and understanding (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). 

 As a philosophy, phenomenology seeks to explore and describe phenomena as 

experienced by individuals, striving to uncover the fundamental structures and meanings 
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underlying those experiences (Laverty, 2003; van Manen, 1990). Phenomenology offers a 

framework for understanding the complexities of human experiences and how individuals 

make sense of their realities. According to van Manen (2016), the objective of 

phenomenology is not to produce determinate conclusions; rather, it serves as a 

"philosophic method of questioning" that opens space for exploration and insight into a 

phenomenon (p. 29). 

Key Figures in Phenomenology 

  In the early 20th century, influential philosophers such as Edmund Husserl, 

Martin Heidegger, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, and Jean-Paul Sartre laid the foundations for 

phenomenology as a philosophical tradition. The work of Husserl (1859–1938), widely 

recognized as the father of phenomenology, established phenomenology as both a 

philosophical discipline and a research method (Moran, 2000). Husserl introduced key 

concepts such as intentionality, epoché (bracketing), and reduction (Moran, 2000; van 

Manen, 2016). By employing these concepts, he asserted that researchers could approach 

phenomena with a fresh perspective, setting aside preconceptions to explore the essence 

of experiences in their purest form. 

 According to Husserl (Patton, 2014), phenomenology is concerned with 

constructing a coherent understanding of phenomena as they are encountered, shaping 

one's worldview. He sought to define phenomenology as a descriptive account of the 

fundamental essence of unadulterated experiences, aiming to grasp the primal origin of 

experience without engaging in thought, explanation, or theoretical constructs. In 

rejecting speculative information disconnected from concrete observations, Husserl 

wrote: 
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It is plain that I, as someone beginning philosophically, since I am striving 
towards the presumptive end, genuine science, must neither make nor go 
on accepting any judgment as scientific that I have not derived from 
evidence, from "experiences" in which the affairs and affair-complexes in 
question are present to me as "they themselves". (Husserl, 2013, p. 13). 

 Husserl emphasized the importance of bracketing (epoché), a process in which 

researchers set aside their biases, preconceptions, and assumptions to approach 

phenomena with an open and unbiased perspective (Creswell & Poth, 2018; van Manen, 

2016). By employing bracketing, researchers aim to achieve a more authentic and 

unfiltered understanding of the essence of lived experiences (Laverty, 2003; van Manen, 

1990). However, later phenomenologists, particularly those in the hermeneutic tradition, 

questioned the feasibility of complete bracketing, arguing that all understanding is shaped 

by interpretation. 

Existential and Hermeneutic Phenomenology  

 Martin Heidegger (1889–1976) further developed the phenomenological tradition 

with his seminal work Being and Time (Heidegger, 1962). He introduced the concept of 

"Dasein," or "being-in-the-world," which highlights the interconnectedness of individuals 

from their context and the importance of situated experiences (Heidegger, 1962; van 

Manen, 1990). Heidegger's existential phenomenology marked a shift from describing the 

essence of experience to interpreting meaning within their existential, historical, and 

cultural frameworks (Finlay, 2009; Laverty, 2003; van Manen, 1990). 

 In contrast to Husserl's methodological reduction and bracketing of personal and 

theoretical biases, Heidegger asserted that our perception of the world is always already 

shaped by existing interpretations and the contexts in which we live (Dibley et al., 2020; 

Peoples, 2020). He posited that understanding is intrinsically linked to language, cultural 

structures, and historical situatedness (Gadamer, 1989; Warnke, 1987). Therefore, a 
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thorough understanding of existence requires attending to both the individual parts and 

the overarching whole, affirming that human existence is fundamentally hermeneutical 

(Schmidt, 2006). 

 Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1908–1961) significantly advanced phenomenology by 

emphasizing the embodied nature of experience and the role of perception in shaping our 

understanding of the world. In his work Phenomenology of Perception, he argued that 

perception is foundational to our world experience and that the body is the primary 

medium through which we engage with and make sense of our environment. He states, 

"the body is our general medium for having a world" (Merleau-Ponty, 2002, p. 146). For 

Merleau-Ponty, bodily experience is not separate from consciousness; it is integral to 

perceiving and understanding phenomena. 

Hermeneutic Phenomenology as a Methodology 

 Hermeneutics, "the art of understanding and the theory of interpretation," is a 

branch of phenomenology (Alsaigh & Coyne, 2021, p. 2). Hermeneutic phenomenology 

extends phenomenology from a purely philosophical framework into a methodological 

approach by emphasizing interpretation in the study of lived experience (Sloan & Bowe, 

2014). Heidegger (1962) contributed to this methodological development by 

conceptualizing the hermeneutic circle, a process of continually moving between parts 

and the whole to revise and deepen understanding. This interpretive approach rejects 

bracketing, instead embracing the influence of the researcher's background and prior 

understanding.  

 Despite Heidegger's substantial contributions to phenomenology by incorporating 

hermeneutics, his interpretive approach has sparked debate within the field (van Manen, 
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1990). Some scholars have raised concerns regarding the possible implications for 

interpretation to introduce bias and the challenges of reconciling Heidegger's 

philosophical framework with empirical research methods (Dibley et al., 2020; van 

Manen, 1990). Despite these critiques, hermeneutic phenomenology served as the 

guiding framework for this study. It provided a rigorous yet flexible lens to explore the 

contextual, cultural, and linguistic influences shaping social workers lived experiences in 

juvenile justice settings (Sloan & Bowe, 2014). 

 Building upon Heidegger's legacy, Hans-Georg Gadamer (1900–2002) further 

advanced hermeneutic phenomenology by emphasizing the dialogical nature of 

understanding and the historical consciousness individuals bring to interpretation 

(Gadamer, 1989; Warnke, 1987). Working closely with Heidegger, Gadamer argued that 

understanding is shaped by preconceptions that stem from individuals' unique 

experiences with language (Alsaigh & Coyne, 2021; Malpas, 2022). He further posited 

that a shared human consciousness bridges the acts of expression and comprehension 

between individuals, an intermingling he described as a "fusion of horizons," which 

makes understanding possible (Alsaigh & Coyne, 2021, p. 2). 

 According to Gadamer, discourse remains constant in the interaction between 

researcher and participant, or reader and text, because interpretation is inherently a 

collaborative process rather than a standalone endeavor (Tan et al., 2009). He placed 

particular emphasis on the text, viewing it as a "thou with whom we are engaged in 

conversation" (Silverman, 1991, p. 63). Moreover, Gadamer asserted that understanding 

the present and future is inextricably linked to the past, with cultural heritage critically 

influencing interpretation (Gadamer, 1989). 
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Paul Ricoeur and Hermeneutic Phenomenology 

 Building on the work of Heidegger and Gadamer, Paul Ricoeur (1913–2005) 

made significant contributions to hermeneutic phenomenology by integrating a more 

structured and comprehensive framework for interpreting and understanding the meaning 

of lived experiences. Ricoeur's (1976) theory of interpretation includes four interpretive 

dimensions: distanciation, explanation, understanding, and appropriation which describe 

the recursive movement between text and meaning. He also proposed three levels of 

analysis—naïve understanding, explanation, and in-depth understanding—to represent 

the evolving depth of interpretive engagement. Although language overlaps such as the 

term explanation appearing in both aspects of the framework, the dimensions describe 

interpretive movement, while the levels reflect stages of insight. This framework was 

particularly well suited for the present study, which explored the nuanced experiences of 

social workers in juvenile justice settings. Ricoeur's contributions, as detailed by Tan and 

colleagues (2009), support a recursive and engaged interpretive process that formed the 

analytic backbone of this research study.  

 Distanciation, one of the four critical dimensions, involves creating a critical 

distance between the reader and the text, allowing for objective engagement and a deeper 

understanding beyond the apparent context (Tan et al., 2009). Explanation focuses on 

revealing the text's structures, such as symbols, cultural contexts, and narrative elements, 

enabling a more profound interpretation beyond surface-level understanding (Tan et al., 

2009). interpretation represents an engaged progression through the text, drawing on its 

uncovered elements to foster new and novel insights that deepen understanding within a 

broader context (Tan et al., 2009). Appropriation has the reader actively immersing 
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themselves in the text, integrating its ideas, themes, and narratives with their personal 

experiences to discern self and the world and according to Ricoeur, "to appropriate is to 

make one's own what was alien" (Ricoeur, 1976, p. 43; Tan et al., 2009).  Ricoeur's 

theory of interpretation was particularly relevant to this study because it facilitated a 

comprehensive understanding of how social workers constructed meaning within their 

professional roles, influenced by their social identities and the broader socio-cultural 

context. This structured approach to interpretation helped uncover the layers of meaning 

embedded in the lived experiences of social workers, providing insights into the 

complexities of their practice within juvenile justice settings. By guiding the analysis 

through these interpretive steps, Ricoeur's framework ensured a rigorous and nuanced 

exploration of participants' narratives, supporting a deep understanding of the ethical, 

emotional, and systemic tensions within their professional experiences. 

 With the theoretical and methodological foundations established, the following 

sections detail the study's procedures, beginning with a description of the participant 

sample, recruitment strategy, and ethical safeguards. These components ensured that the 

data collection and analysis aligned with the philosophical underpinnings of hermeneutic 

phenomenology and honored the participants lived experiences.  

Phenomenology and Theory 

 Having established the interpretive framework guiding this study, it is important 

to consider the broader role of theory in qualitative research briefly. Theories connect 

relationships and offer systematic ways of understanding phenomena (Payne, 2021). 

They combine ideas, concepts, and themes to form a cohesive framework of interrelated 

propositions that explain and predict phenomena in social work. Theory aids 
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practitioners' knowledge comprehension, providing tools to conceive and structure 

interventions effectively. Creswell and Creswell (2017) emphasize that theory application 

requires critical thinking, essential for interpreting phenomena and guiding research 

decisions. Both quantitative and qualitative research recognize the critical role of theory 

in advancing understanding and providing a conceptual framework for inquiry. In 

quantitative research, theory is defined as "a set of interrelated constructs (variables), 

definitions, and propositions that present a systematic view of phenomena by specifying 

relations among variables to explain natural phenomena" (Creswell & Creswell, 2017, p. 

52). In contrast, qualitative research typically follows an inductive approach, beginning 

with data and leading to developing a generalized model or theory. Within qualitative 

inquiry, theory may serve multiple purposes, functioning as a theoretical standpoint, an 

orienting lens, or in grounded theory approaches, as a theoretical endpoint (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2017; Punch, 2014). Nevertheless, not all research methodological approaches 

support the integration of theory. Husserl's transcendental phenomenology emphasizes 

allowing phenomena to reveal themselves without the influence of pre-existing 

theoretical frameworks (Peoples, 2020). In contrast, Heideggerian phenomenology 

cautiously allows for a secondary theoretical framework to support interpretation (van 

Manen, 2016). While debate continues regarding the appropriate role of theory in 

phenomenological research, scholars increasingly support the idea that theory, when 

reflexively applied, can enrich interpretation without overriding participants' voices. This 

position informed the present study's use of Paul Ricoeur's theory of interpretation as a 

flexible but structured analytic tool.  
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While traditional phenomenological research has often been guided by Husserl's 

concept of epoché—encouraging researchers to set aside preconceptions to view 

phenomena afresh—many scholars argue that a purely theory-free stance is unrealistic in 

contemporary research. Collins and Stockton (2018) contend that theory is inevitably 

present in qualitative inquiry, whether clarifying the researcher's worldview, shaping the 

design, or guiding analysis.  

Similarly, Grant and Osanloo (2014) emphasize that a well-chosen theoretical 

framework ensures alignment between a study's conceptual foundation, methodology, 

and interpretation. These perspectives reinforced the study's use of Paul Ricoeur's theory 

of interpretation as a reflexive analytic framework, one that allowed meaning to emerge 

from participants' narratives while maintaining analytic coherence. At the same time, 

using theory in phenomenological research requires thoughtful application to avoid 

potential pitfalls.  

While some scholars advocate for including theory, caution is warranted when 

applying theoretical frameworks in phenomenological studies. Larsen and Adu (2021) 

emphasize the risk of "theoretical hegemony," wherein predetermined categories may 

obscure or distort data findings (p. 19). Such distortion is a significant concern, as 

introducing deductive perspectives into inductive research can lead to outcomes driven 

by the researcher's assumptions rather than emerging from participants' genuine insights. 

Pham (2022) reinforces this caution, citing Husserl's assertion that theories must remain 

aligned with the data to preserve authenticity and ensure meaning is rooted in participants 

lived experiences.  
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 This study selected Paul Ricoeur's theory of interpretation as a guiding framework 

for analysis. Ricoeur's interpretive lens supports a layered, reflective engagement with 

participants' narratives, exploring both what was said and the deeper, often unspoken 

meanings beneath the surface. This approach aligned with the study's hermeneutic 

phenomenological design, enabling me to move beyond description and engage in an 

interpretive dialogue with the data. 

Integration of a Theoretical Framework 

 According to Ricoeur (Pellauer, 2007), lived experience transcends the 

boundaries of any single theoretical framework. However, theories can provide a surplus 

of meaning and a structured approach to interpreting experiences. Phenomenological 

descriptions are seen as interpretations that depend on the richness of language and 

acknowledge the limitations of our understanding. Ricoeur argued that a viable theory of 

knowledge should not start with the notion of an isolated individual, as self-

consciousness arises from the lifeworld from which our philosophical inquiries originate 

(Ricoeur, 1976).  

 This perspective supported the use of hermeneutic phenomenology, specifically 

Ricoeur's theory of interpretation, as the guiding framework for this study. It allowed for 

exploring the interconnectedness between social workers lived experiences and the 

contextual factors that shaped their understanding within juvenile justice settings. 

Embracing the complexity of individual experiences and social dynamics, this study 

aimed to shed light on the realities of social work practice in juvenile justice settings, 

enhancing understanding of the challenges and strengths social workers described 

encountering. ￼  
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 This foundational understanding of the research design and rationale established 

the groundwork for data collection and analysis procedures aligned with the 

constructivist and interpretivist paradigms. The following section outlines the specific 

methods and instruments used to explore the lived experiences of social workers who 

practiced in juvenile justice settings. 

Study Components 

Sample Population 

 This hermeneutic phenomenological study established specific inclusion criteria 

to determine participant eligibility (Peoples, 2020). Participants were required to hold a 

professional degree in social work, including a BSW, MSW, Ph.D., DSW, or any 

combination thereof. While the "social worker" title is generally protected and requires 

licensure in most jurisdictions, state statutes vary. In some regions, individuals with a 

social work degree may practice under the title of a licensed social worker. Therefore, 

this study included participants who held at least one social work degree and were 

considered social work practitioners in their geographic or institutional contexts.  

 The sample population represented diverse occupational titles, acknowledging the 

variation in responsibilities within juvenile justice settings. By including participants who 

met the professional criteria for social work practice, even if they did not hold the title of 

"social worker," the study captured a broad and representative view of practice realities 

within this system. Table 1 provides demographics, a summary of names (pseudonyms), 

age range, gender, race, education, geographic location, and years of experience in a 

juvenile justice setting to contextualize the professional diversity represented in the study. 
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Table 1. Participant Demographics and Professional Background 

Name Age 
Range Gender Race Education Geographic 

Location 

Years of Experience 
in Juvenile Justice 

Settings 
Anna 45-54 Female Black LCSW South 10-15 
Austin 25-34 Male Black MSW South 5-10 

Charlene 25-34 Female Black BSW West 5-10 
Effie 25-34 Female Black BSW South 5-10 
Ilese 35-44 Female Black BSW West 1-4 
Jenny 25-34 Female Black LCSW Midwest 5-10 
Lori 25-34 Female White LCSW Midwest 10-15 

Mildred 35-44 Female Black LCSW West 5-10 
Nellie 35-44 Female White LCSW Midwest 1-4 
Olive 35-44 Female White LCSW West 5-10 

Samuel 25-34 Male White MSW South 5-10 
Note. BSW=Bachelor of Social Work; MSW=Master of Social Work; LCSW=Licensed Clinical 
Social Worker. Age ranges and locations were generalized to protect participant confidentiality. 

 
Sampling Strategy 
 
 This study employed purposive sampling to intentionally recruit individuals with 

lived experience practicing social work in juvenile justice settings (Ramsook, 2018). In 

qualitative research, purposive sampling allows researchers to select participants with 

rich knowledge, experience, or role (Padilla-Diaz, 2015; Palinkas et al., 2015). This 

strategy aligned with the constructivist and interpretivist paradigms that guided this 

study. Consistent with Rubin and Rubin's (2012) assertion that interviews bring unique 

perspectives and narratives, the study targeted social workers with at least one year of 

direct practice within these settings, which was invaluable to understanding this context.  

 While convenience sampling was considered a secondary option, purposive 

sampling remained the primary strategy to ensure a more rigorous and representative data 

collection aligned with the research question (Richie et al., 2014). Various recruitment 

strategies were utilized to ensure a diverse and representative sample, including: 

• Announcements on social work listservs and professional organization networks. 

• Outreach to colleagues in criminal justice and youth services organizations. 
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• Leveraging professional networks as a university lecturer at the Paul H. O'Neill 

School at Indiana University Indianapolis, informing colleagues within the 

department, school, and university. 

• Disseminating recruitment materials through the dissertation committee members’ 

academic and professional contacts (See Appendices A and B).  

Sample Size 

 Data collection in this study aimed to achieve an equilibrium of data aligned with 

phenomenology and qualitative research (Patton, 2014; Richie et al., 2014). Following 

recommendations by Skúladóttir et al. (2020), using the Vancouver School, a sample size 

of 10-12 participants with 1-2 interviews per participant was targeted. Ultimately, 11 

participants were interviewed, with three social workers completing a follow-up 

interview. This sample size was appropriate for hermeneutic phenomenological research 

using the Vancouver School for data collection and analysis. 

 Determining sample size in qualitative research, particularly in phenomenological 

studies, lacks a rigid standard and is contingent on the specific research context 

(Bartholomew et al., 2021). As Peoples (2020) emphasizes, the focus should be on 

saturation rather than adherence to rigid thresholds. Qualitative researchers often focus on 

reaching thematic saturation, the point at which no new codes or themes emerge. In this 

study, saturation was achieved by the final two interviews, ensuring that the narratives 

collected and the stories participants shared were sufficiently robust to support 

meaningful interpretation and insight. The final sample size reflects the richness and 

depth of participants’ experiences, which is essential for hermeneutic phenomenological 

research (Charmaz, 2008; Creswell & Creswell, 2017; Peoples, 2020). 
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Ethical Considerations 

Code of Ethics 

 In social work, consulting the profession's code of ethics was essential throughout 

this study to guide ethical decision-making and address any challenges (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2017). The NASW Code of Ethics (2021) provided a comprehensive 

framework for responsible research behavior, aligning with the social work profession's 

mission to enhance human well-being and meet the basic needs of all people. Given the 

nature of this study and its focus on exploring the lived experiences of social workers 

practicing in juvenile justice settings, several core values from the Code of Ethics were 

particularly relevant, including service, social justice, and dignity and worth of the 

person. 

 The value of social justice centers on promoting equitable access to resources and 

advocating for meaningful and sustainable social change (NASW, 2021). Exploring the 

lived experiences of social workers in juvenile justice settings aligned with this goal by 

highlighting their role in advocating for vulnerable, justice-involved youth. By examining 

these lived experiences, the study contributed to a more comprehensive understanding of 

how social workers engage in justice reform and pursue equity within carceral systems. 

Understanding the unique challenges faced by justice-involved youth and the role of 

social workers in addressing disparities and inequities supports fair and equitable 

treatment within the juvenile justice system. 

 This value of dignity and worth of the person emphasizes the importance of 

recognizing everyone's inherent value (NASW, 2021). By elevating social workers' 

voices and capturing their lived experiences, this study affirmed the significance of their 
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professional experiences in carceral host settings. These insights are critical to ensuring a 

more respectful, ethical, and empowering approach to practice within juvenile justice 

contexts, experiences, challenges, and strengths that contribute to promoting respectful 

and empowering practices within juvenile justice settings. 

 Throughout all phases of the research process, I remained committed to respecting 

the profession's core values. The study was designed not only to meet academic standards 

but also to honor the lived experiences of practitioners and contribute meaningfully to the 

field. The study aimed to contribute to the well-being of social workers by shedding light 

on the challenges and opportunities they face in juvenile justice settings as they promote 

equitable treatment and social change. While I do not have direct professional experience 

as a practicing social worker, I approached the research with a deep respect for the 

NASW Code of Ethics and a commitment to ethical rigor as a doctoral candidate in social 

work. Although I do not hold a BSW or MSW, my academic training in public 

administration and criminal justice has shaped my understanding of policy, systems, and 

macro-level dynamics—perspectives that further deepened my appreciation for the role 

of social workers in carceral environments.  

Specific Ethical Procedures Followed 

1.02 Self-Determination 

 Participants were supported in making informed decisions about participation, and 

an emphasis was placed on their autonomy and well-being throughout the study process 

(NASW, 2021). 
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1.03 Informed Consent 

 Participants received clear information about the purpose of the study, risks, 

benefits, compensation, and their right to withdraw at any time without penalty. For 

Zoom interviews, participants' comfort with technology was assessed, and alternative 

options were offered when necessary. Informed consent was obtained prior to any 

recording or data collection. 

1.06 Conflicts of Interest 

 As the researcher, I remained vigilant of potential conflicts of interest throughout 

the study. Any such conflicts were disclosed and addressed transparently, ensuring 

participants' interests were prioritized. 

1.07 Privacy and Confidentiality 

 Pseudonyms were used throughout the study to protect participants' identity. Data 

was stored securely following IU's protocols, including secure servers and encrypted 

storage. Audio and video recordings and transcripts were accessed only by me, the 

researcher.  

1.08 Access to Data 

 Participants were informed of their right to access their transcripts or records and 

were given opportunities to review their contributions during the analysis phase, 

including through second interviews where applicable. 

1.13 Payment for Services 

 Participants received $40.00 for the initial interview and $10.00 for follow-up 

interviews. This compensation reflected appreciation for their time and effort, following 

university policies and social work ethics. 
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2.05 Consultation 

 I consulted regularly with the dissertation committee and co-chair throughout the 

study, who guided me on ethical and methodological issues. Minimal identifying 

information was shared during consultations, and participant privacy was respected. 

5.02 Evaluation and Research 

 This study adhered to all IU IRB requirements, ensuring informed consent, 

voluntary participation, avoidance of undue inducement, and protection of participants' 

well-being, privacy, and dignity.  

Data Collection and Analysis 

 Qualitative inquiry informs various methodological approaches and tools for data 

collection and analysis, with the choice often dependent on the study's context (Creswell 

& Creswell, 2017; Laverty, 2003; Sloan & Bowe, 2014). According to Marshall and 

colleagues (2022), qualitative methodology necessitates an interpretive approach that 

honors the complex, evolving nature of the human experience. For this study, an 

exploration of the lived experience through a hermeneutic phenomenological lens was 

most appropriate, as the primary aim of hermeneutic phenomenological research is to 

understand participants lived experiences. 

 According to Crowther and Thomson (2020), hermeneutic phenomenology, as a 

research method, can uncover what lies beneath the surface of existing knowledge. When 

hermeneutic phenomenology is done correctly, they posit that a researcher can "come to 

feel" the phenomena under study without having had that experience (p. 9). Through 

hermeneutic phenomenology, a connection between the researcher and participant 
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narratives became possible. I engaged with the participants' experiences by interpreting 

the narratives they shared.  

 Hermeneutic phenomenology, as a research method with an ontological stance, 

created space for participants to trust the process, because "each subject matter will lead 

to a way of its own" (Crowther & Thomson, 2020, p. 9). In this study, lived experiences 

were defined as the unique, subjective narratives of social workers who practice in 

juvenile justice settings, encompassing the emotions, and the psychological and 

sociological intricacies of their professional lives. 

 In hermeneutic phenomenological studies, data collection is a delicate journey of 

collaborative sense-making, exploring the “texts” of life—the places, situations, and 

narratives where people exist. As a research methodology, hermeneutic phenomenology 

informs various approaches and tools for data collection and analysis, with the choice 

dependent on the study's context (Creswell & Creswell, 2017; Laverty, 2003; Sloan & 

Bowe, 2014).  

 For this exploration, Ricoeur's theory of interpretation, as elaborated in the 

Interpretation Theory: Discourse and The Surplus of Meaning was used as the primary 

framework to uncover how social workers in juvenile justice settings made meaning of 

their experiences (Ricoeur, 1976). Ricoeur’s theory of interpretation (Ricoeur, 1976; Tan 

et al., 2009) provided a structured approach to analyzing the narrative data, focusing on 

key concepts such as the three levels of analysis and the four dimensions: distanciation, 

explanation, interpretation, and appropriation. This framework ensured a rigorous and 

thorough exploration of the participants' narratives, facilitating a deep understanding of 

the complexities of their professional experiences. 
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Procedure for Data Collection 

 The Vancouver School of Doing Phenomenology (the Vancouver School) was 

used to guide the structured approach to exploring and interpreting the study participants' 

complex narratives and lived experiences. The Vancouver School is a research 

methodology for gathering and analyzing data, drawing from Spiegelberg's 

phenomenology (1994), Ricoeur's hermeneutic phenomenology (1981), and Schwandt's 

constructivism (1994). This approach is rooted in holism and existential psychology, 

which posits that reality is uniquely constructed through personal lived experience, 

making it an appropriate methodological approach for this exploration (Skúladóttir et al., 

2020). 

 Ricoeur's theory of interpretation was integrated within this methodological 

approach, providing a framework for analyzing the narratives collected through the data 

collection process that employed the Vancouver School. With clear stages and steps, the 

Vancouver School extended beyond structured data analysis, emphasizing deep 

engagement with participants' narratives. Within this methodological approach, these 

narratives were viewed as shared by participants, or "truth-telling co-researchers," as rich 

sources of meaning (Halldorsdottir, 2000, p. 54). In this way, interviews, as the primary 

instrument for data collection, were not treated as simple question-and-answer sessions. 

Instead, they constituted in-depth conversations that formed a shared journey through the 

landscapes of lived experience.  

Planning and Structuring Interviews  

 In-depth interviews are a cornerstone of qualitative research, facilitating a deep 

exploration of participants' experiences and perspectives (Marshall et al., 2022; Ritchie et 
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al., 2014). Within phenomenological research, interviews are often the primary strategy 

for data collection (Larsen & Adu, 2021). This is particularly true in hermeneutic 

phenomenology, where interviews enable participants to narrate their experiences in a co-

creative process with the researcher, characterized by deep listening and openness. As 

Larsen and Adu (2021) note, interviews are the most effective way to elicit firsthand 

accounts of participants lived experiences. Accordingly, in-depth interviews served as the 

primary data collection method in this study, supporting both the elicitation of participant 

narratives and the co-construction of meaning. This approach aligned with the 

interpretive core of hermeneutic phenomenology and the collaborative narrative 

exploration emphasized by the Vancouver School. 

Follow-Up Interviews 

 Given the limitations of initial interviews, follow-up discussions were conducted 

as needed to achieve a more comprehensive understanding. The follow-up interviews 

with Lori, Samuel, and Jenny allowed for the refinement and expansion of data. In 

conducting follow-up interviews, I was able to fill in gaps and clarify themes to ensure 

that all relevant aspects were explored (Charmaz, 2008, 2014). This iterative process was 

critical, enabling me to delve deeper into participants' experiences and perspectives. The 

process allowed for a richer and more nuanced understanding of social workers lived 

experiences and subject matter (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). Data from these interviews were 

analyzed through an iterative process to understand the subject matter thoroughly. 

Guiding the Interviews 

 The study’s primary data collection instrument was an in-depth, semi-structured 

interview guide informed by Ricoeur’s interpretive framework, which was designed to 
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explore the complex dynamics faced by social workers practicing in juvenile justice 

settings. The interview questions were derived from the main research question and its 

sub-questions and were designed to allow participants to reflect deeply on their 

experiences and perceptions.  

 These questions explored how social workers navigated their roles as practitioners 

in juvenile justice settings and how their experiences influenced their views of the 

benefits and challenges of practice in custodial or carceral host environments. The 

inquiry sought to reveal the complex interactions between professional practice and the 

broader socio-cultural and political elements within the juvenile justice system. 

 In line with the primary research question and the sub-questions, the data 

collection method was specifically chosen as it designed to delve into the complexities of 

social workers lived experiences in juvenile justice settings (Marshall et al., 2022). The 

in-depth interview questions reflected the tenets of hermeneutic phenomenology and 

directly related to the thematic areas identified by the sub-questions (Smith et al., 2022). 

The application of the Vancouver School for data collection, ensured that each interview 

deeply explored the intricate narratives and meanings that social workers constructed 

about their practice experiences within juvenile  

justice settings. 

 The interview guide was meticulously designed to align with the study’s sub-

questions, to facilitate a focused examination of the specific themes they addressed, as 

guided by Brinkmann and Kvale (2015). After the questions were formulated, the 

dissertation committee co-chairs, both of whom possessed expertise in phenomenological 

research, provided their insights. Their feedback helped ensure that the questions were 
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contextually appropriate and sensitive to the complexities of social work practice within 

juvenile justice environments, aligning with best practices in qualitative research (Rubin 

& Rubin, 2012). Table 2 illustrates the alignment between the study’s sub-questions and 

the corresponding interview questions used during data collection. 

Table 2. Linkage Between Sub Questions and Interview Questions 

  
Interview Prompts and Probes  

 In addition to the corresponding interview questions, prompts were created to 

support a conversational tone throughout the interviews. In keeping with hermeneutic 

phenomenological principles, semi-structured interviews were guided by open-ended 

questions designed to elicit participants lived experiences. To support depth and clarity, 

follow-up prompts and probes were used to encourage elaboration, clarify meaning, and 

explore emerging insights. Some examples of prompts included: “Can you tell me more 

about that?”, “How did you respond?”, and “Was that typical of your experience?”. These 

prompts allowed participants to guide the direction of the dialogue while ensuring 

Sub-Question Corresponding Interview Question 
How do social workers practicing in juvenile 
justice settings understand and navigate their 
professional roles and responsibilities? 

Can you walk me through a typical day working with both 
justice-involved youth and colleagues in the juvenile justice 
system? 

In what ways do social workers' interactions with 
justice-involved youth and colleagues influence 
their practice within a juvenile justice setting? 

Can you describe your relationships with the justice-involved 
youth you support in these settings? 
Can you describe your relationships with colleagues and 
juvenile justice professionals working in these settings?  

How do social workers describe the challenges they 
face when working with justice-involved youth in 
juvenile justice settings? 

Can you describe any challenging situations you have 
encountered and explain how you handled it?  

What strategies do social workers employ to 
overcome barriers in providing support to youth in 
juvenile justice settings? 

Can you describe specific strategies or methods you have 
found effective in overcoming barriers when providing 
support to justice-involved youth? 

How do social workers make meaning of the 
impact of policies and regulations on their practice 
in juvenile justice settings? 

Can you describe the role of policies or regulations regarding 
your work in juvenile justice settings? 

What factors contribute to the professional growth 
and resilience of social workers in this field? 

Can you share a time when you felt the impact of your work? 
Can you describe, if at all, how your experience working in 
juvenile justice settings has changed over time? 

What resources and support systems are available 
to social workers in juvenile justice settings, and 
how do these influence their professional 
development and ability to address challenges? 

Can you describe the supports and resources available to you, 
and from whom? 
Can you describe your training and education in the context 
of your work in juvenile justice settings? 
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alignment with the study’s main research question. I remained open and responsive, 

allowing for co-constructed meaning and the emergence of unanticipated yet relevant 

themes. 

Interview Process 

 Each participant completed at least one interview. While the goal was to have a 

45–60-minute interview, they ranged from 20 to 75 minutes, reflecting the different ways 

participants made meaning of their experiences. Three participants—Lori, Jenny, and 

Samuel—completed follow-up interviews to clarify or expand on key themes, and each 

follow-up interview was roughly 30 minutes. For the second interview with Samuel, the 

follow-up interview was a conversation via email, which is difficult to quantify in terms 

of time. However, it consisted of several back-and-forth emails, and a level of 

engagement mirrored the initial interview. All other initial and follow-up interviews were 

conducted via Zoom, allowing participants to use video or audio only, depending on their 

comfort level. Three participants opted for video, which allowed observations of some 

nonverbal cues. Of the three follow-up interviews, two of the participants also used 

video. 

 These variations in interview length, follow-up format, and video use were 

considered during data analysis. Shorter interviews yielded fewer initial codes, while 

follow-up interviews allowed for deeper thematic clarification. Nonverbal cues from 

video interviews also enriched interpretive insight, supporting a more nuanced 

understanding of participants' experiences within the phenomenological framework.  
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Location and Platform 

 The flexible nature of in-depth and semi-structured interviews allows for 

adaptability, facilitating the exploration of emergent and deeper insights into participants' 

perspectives. Interviews were conducted in locations most convenient for the participants. 

Given that the sample population was geographically dispersed across three regions of 

the country, all initial interviews, as noted above, were conducted via Zoom, a 

telecommunication platform with security features integrated into Indiana University's 

data system. While in-person interviews would have allowed for additional engagement, I 

could observe nonverbal cues when interviewing participants who chose to keep their 

Zoom camera on.  

 The objective was to ensure a comfortable environment or platform for 

interviews, and participants–whether using video or audio only– indicated that they were 

comfortable with the chosen format (Deakin & Wakefield, 2014). The use of Zoom 

provided the added benefit of reaching participants regardless of geographical limitations, 

thus broadening the diversity of the sample. This approach aligned with the 

methodological flexibility of qualitative research, ensuring that each participant's context 

and convenience were prioritized, enhancing the richness and authenticity of the collected 

data (Opdenakker, 2006). 

Data Management and Security  

 According to Joshi and Krag (2010), universities should have robust data 

management policies and procedures for their faculty, students, and staff to ensure data 

collection, handling, and storage compliance. Responsible data management should 

encompass reliable protection, retention, and sharing methods if a researcher works with 
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others. Understanding that integrity is critical in data security and management, the 

management and security of all data for this study adhered to the policies and procedures 

outlined by the University's Institutional Review Board (Indiana, 2021). Data from the 

initial and subsequent follow-up interviews were securely recorded through Zoom using a 

dedicated laptop. Immediately after each interview, files were uploaded to OneDrive— a 

secure, university-approved cloud platform. This system employed multi-factor 

authentication and encryption to ensure only I could access the data (Smith et al., 2017).  

Transcription and Pre-Analysis Review 

 Zoom was also used to generate automated transcripts immediately following 

each interview. Before reviewing the automated transcripts, I documented personal 

reflections to capture my initial reactions during the post-interview memoing process. 

This was especially important when specific topics or questions evoked strong emotional 

responses. These notes helped preserve my interpretive impressions before engaging 

directly, aligning with Ricoeur's emphasis on "sitting with the text." This reflective 

journaling step preceded a close transcript review and formal coding.  

 Upon receiving the Zoom-generated transcripts, I conducted an initial read-

through to assess flow and identify inconsistencies. I then submitted the interview audio 

files to Indiana University's Automated Transcription Service (ATS), which operates 

through the Social Science Research Commons (SSRC) in partnership with University 

Information Technology Services (UITS) and the Center for Applied Cybersecurity 

Research. Transcripts were returned in Word document form, including time stamps, 

speaker recognition, and confidence-based word scoring to support a detailed review.  
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 IU's ATS service provided a secure, university-supported platform that met the 

standards for quality and compliance with institutional policies. However, because the 

ATS system does not remove filler words or make editorial changes, I conducted final 

manual reviews of each transcript while listening to the audio and/or reviewing video 

recordings when available. This additional step ensured the transcript remained faithful to 

participants' language, tone, and narrative flow; nonverbal cues were noted when 

applicable. Combined with reflective memoing and audio/video review, these steps 

produced a rigorous and trustworthy set of transcripts for analysis. 

Data Analysis Procedures 

 Building upon a comprehensive data collection process, the data analysis phase 

employed a rich, multi-layered approach. The study explored the complexities of social 

work practice through the lens of Paul Ricoeur's theory of interpretation, operationalized 

using the structured steps of the Vancouver School of Doing Phenomenology. 

 As previously described, Ricoeur's interpretive framework offered a rigorous, 

reflective method for analyzing lived experience. The theory of interpretation included 

three levels of analysis and four key dimensions that guided data interpretation (Ricoeur, 

1976; Tan et al., 2009): 

1. Naive Understanding: Capturing the participant's immediate and apparent 

meanings, the surface-level meaning prior to deep interpretation  

2. Explanation: Engaging with the text's internal structure and literal meaning.  

3. In-depth Understanding: Moving between parts and whole to uncover deeper 

insights.  

The following four hermeneutic aspects informed this process:  
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1. Distanciation: Creating a critical distance between the text and the reader, 

allowing for objective engagement. 

2. Explanation: The interpreter analyzes the structure, language, and internal 

logic of the text.  

3. Understanding: The interpreter grasps that whole meaning of the text. 

4. Appropriation: The culmination of interpretation, the interpreter “makes the 

meaning their own”.  

 Ricoeur's theory of interpretation provided a flexible but structured analytic 

pathway, consistent with hermeneutic phenomenology. It allowed meaning to be drawn 

through successive interpretation rather than immediate classification. Table 3 illustrates 

the process by which the analysis was conducted.
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Table 3. Process of Integration of the Vancouver School's Methodology and Ricoeur’s Theory of Interpretation 
The Vancouver 

School Stages (1-
7) 

The Vancouver 
School Steps (1-

12) 
Proposed Activity 

Ricoeur’s 
Dimensions 
and Levels   

Study Implementation 

1. Silence 
 

1. Selection of 
dialogue partners  

Identify and recruit social 
workers practice in juvenile 
justice settings. 

Distanciation 
 

Recruited participants with at least one year of juvenile justice practice 
experience through purposive sampling using listservs, networks, and 
agencies.  

2. Preparation of 
the mind before 
the dialogues 

Reflect on personal biases and 
preconceptions. Maintain 
reflective journal os. 

Distanciation/ 
Naïve 
Understanding 
 

Wrote pre-interview memos were for each participant to identify 
assumptions and potential biases. 

3. Data collection  Conduct in-depth interviews. 
Record for transcription. 

Distanciation/ 
Naïve 
Understanding 

Conducted Zoom interviews using a semi-structured, open-ended guide. 
Wrote post-interview memos to capture immediate thoughts and 
reactions. 

2. Reflection 4. Beginning of 
data analysis  

Transcribe interviews and begin 
coding. Continue data collection.  

Explanation/  
Explanation 

Transcripts were reviewed while listening to recordings. NVivo was used 
for initial coding and memo-linked reflections.  

3. Identification 5. Individual 
theme analysis  

Read transcripts repeatedly to 
construct themes. 

Explanation/ 
Explanation 

Transcripts were coded thematically; Participant language shaped initial 
themes.  

6. Case 
construction  

Develop coherent narratives for 
each participant 

Understanding/ 
Explanation 

Synthesized into coherent case narratives integrating lived experience 
with interpretive themes.  

4. Selection 
 

7. Initial 
verification  

Share early findings with 
participants for feedback. 

Understanding/ 
Explanation  

Shared early findings with Lori, Jenny, and Samuel during follow-up 
interviews to confirm resonance and accuracy. 

8. Cross-case 
analysis  

Compare themes across 
participants to identify patterns. 

Explanation/ 
Explanation  

Used NVivo to compare themes and content across transcripts.  

9. Verification II Reassess findings for coherence 
and accuracy. 

Understanding/ 
Explanation  

Reviewed themes and memos to ensure alignment with methodology and 
participant language.  

5. Interpretation 10. Identifying 
essence of the 
phenomenon  

Synthesize the findings to 
capture core meanings. 

Appropriation/ 
In-depth 
Understanding 

Synthesized themes and contextualized experiences across participants.  

6. Construction 11. Verification III  Present essence to participants 
for final feedback 

Appropriation/ 
In-depth 
Understanding 

Presented synthesized findings for feedback to confirm thematic accuracy 
and interpretive resonance.  

7. Verification 12. Writing the 
results 

Write findings grounded in data 
and theoretical framework 

Appropriation/ 
In-depth 
Understanding 

Final themes were written with embedded participant quotes and analytic 
insights to support layered interpretation. 

Note. Table summarizes how the Vancouver School’s analytic stages were integrated with Ricoeur’s interpretive dimensions and applied in this study.  
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Integration and Reflexivity  

Throughout the analysis, I practiced reflexivity by attending to my assumptions, 

background, and interpretive stance. In line with Ricoeur and the Vancouver School, I 

documented thoughts, emotions, and emerging insights during transcript review, coding, 

and analysis. These reflective memos were reviewed alongside data during theme 

development. This reflexive engagement helped ensure interpretations remained 

grounded in participants' narratives, while acknowledging my role as interpreter 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2017; van Manen, 2016). It was critical for navigating the parts 

and whole, ensuring the research was rigorous and authentic to participants lived 

experiences (Finlay, 2009).  

This integrative approach to data analysis, drawing upon Ricoeur's theory of 

interpretation and the practical stages of the Vancouver School, ensured a transparent and 

layered analysis that prioritized both descriptive accuracy and interpretive depth. The 

combination allowed this study to move from participant language to conceptual themes 

while honoring hermeneutic analysis's iterative, circular nature (Halldorsottir, 2000; 

Sloan & Bowe, 2014; van Manen, 2016).  

Through this process, the study contributed meaningful insights to the field of 

social work practice within juvenile justice settings. Table 4 synthesizes participant 

quotes and corresponding initial codes, parent nodes, transcript-level, and cross-case 

themes. These selections illustrate how meaning units were analyzed and clustered across 

participants during the thematic interpretation process.  
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Table 4. Illustrative Participant Quotes with Initial Codes, Parent Nodes, and Cross-
Case Themes 

Sample Quote Initial Code Parent Node 
Transcript Level 
Theme 

Cross-Case 
Theme 

“I would say I was not that 
prepared to work in that 
setting.” 

Lack of 
preparation 

Role and 
Practice 
Confusion  

Ethical Pressure in 
Early Practice 

Theme 1 

“We were the ones holding 
all of it together 
emotionally, even when we 
didn’t get support 
ourselves.” 

Emotional 
burden 

Emotional 
Labor and Peer 
Support 

Holding it Together Theme 2 

“I just had to figure it out on 
the fly.” 

Learning by 
doing 

Training and 
On the Job 
Learning 

Thrown in Without 
Training 

Theme 3 

“I was lucky to have a 
mentor. Not everyone did. 
Some people were just 
thrown in with no 
guidance.” 

Mentorship 
disparity 

Mentorship and 
Supervision 

Guided by Others Theme 4 

“Some of the cases were 
bulky. I just had to figure 
out how to manage 
everything to make sure I 
could handle it all.” 

Heavy 
caseloads 

Role strain and 
Boundaries 

Too Much 
Responsibility 

Theme 5 

“I still try to connect with 
them on a human level.” 

Self-defined 
limits 

Boundaries and 
Self-Care 

Learning to Protect 
Yourself 

Theme 6 

 
Use of NVivo Software 

 The cleaned transcripts were uploaded into NVivo for Mac, a qualitative data 

analysis software developed by QSR International (2020), to support the formal coding 

process. NVivo was used to organize, manage, and analyze contextual data, allowing for 

efficient retrieval of codes, quotes, and categories during analysis. The use of this 

software aligned with interpretive goals of this study, supporting the iterative, layered 

process of hermeneutic phenomenology.  

After the final transcript reviews and memoing, I imported the annotated 

documents into NVivo. Initial codes were created inductively from participant language, 

with a focus on preserving the richness of the original narratives. The coding process 

began with a line-by-line reading of each transcript, during which I highlighted quotes or 
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phrases that resonated with the lived experience and aligned with the study’s 

phenomenological framework. Once highlighted, I assigned each an initial code that 

captured core emotion, observation, or insight conveyed by the participant. These codes 

were descriptive in nature and closely followed the participants’ language (Saldaña, 

2016; van Manen, 2016). For example, a participant’s comment, “I just had to figure it 

out on the fly,” was coded as ‘learning by doing.’ This granular ensured that codes 

emerged from the data itself rather than being imposed from preconceived categories.  

After developing the initial codes for each transcript, I grouped conceptually 

similar codes into broader parent nodes. This stage involved synthesizing individual 

phrases into higher-order categories based on conceptual overlap; relationships amongst 

the initial codes. For example, initial codes such as “feeling unprepared,” “learning by 

doing,” and “relying on peers for guidance” were grouped under the parent node 

“Training and On-the-Job Learning.”  

Using NVivo, I then revisited each transcript individually and examined how the 

participant coded data clustered under broader nodes. Next, I synthesized these clusters 

into individual transcript-level themes, reflecting the core meanings within each 

participant’s narrative. These themes served as the foundation for cross-case analysis, 

during which patterns and shared insights development were identified across 

participants.  

Figure 1 illustrates this interpretive process; from participant quote to initial code, 

to parent node, to transcript theme, and ultimately to cross-case themes presented Chapter 

4. This process mirrored the layered, hermeneutic interpretive approach and structured 

methodology of the Vancouver School.  
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Figure 1. Flow of Interpretive Process 

 

Summary of Data Analysis  

 This section outlined the integration of the theoretical frameworks and 

methodologies discussed in the research design and rationale section. The research 

process, data collection. and analysis combined the Vancouver School's stages and steps 

with Ricoeur's levels and dimensions of his theory of interpretation as a framework. This 

structured approach ensured a rigorous and nuanced analysis of the data. The study used 

a modified version of Halldorsdottir's (2000) Vancouver School methodological 

approach, adapted from Skúladóttir and colleagues (2020). After reviewing several 

sources, it was determined that their conceptualization of the stages and steps most 

closely aligned with this study. 

 To further illustrate the process of thematic analysis, Table 3 provides a grounded 

example of how participant narratives were transformed into initial codes, grouped into 

parent nodes, and synthesized into individual transcript-level themes. This table 

Participant 
Quote

• "I just had to figure it out on the fly."-
Anna

Initial Code
• Learning By Doing

Parent 
Node

• Training and On-the-Job Learning

Transcript 
Level 

Theme

• Thrown In Without Training

Cross-Case 
Theme

• Gaps In Training & Preparation (Theme 3)
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complements the visual flow diagram by offering concrete data from three participants, 

highlighting how distinct quotes were systematically analyzed and organized. They 

support methodological transparency and align with recommendations for audit trails in 

phenomenological research (Saldaña, 2016; van Manen, 2016). Together, they 

demonstrate the interpretive depth and structured rigor that guided the development of 

cross-case themes in the Findings chapter. 

This cross-case analysis was grounded in the Vancouver School's iterative 

approach and guided by Ricoeur's interpretive framework, enabling movement from 

naïve understanding to deeper insight. The process ensured that final themes in the 

Findings chapter reflected individual meaning and collective experience, while remaining 

grounded in participants' narratives. By the final two interviews, no substantially new 

codes or concepts emerged, indicating that thematic saturation had been achieved. Over 

400 initial codes were generated and grouped into parent nodes. No new nodes were 

created after the ninth interview, suggesting that conceptual saturation had been reached.  

 While formal member checking with the full participant sample was not feasible 

due to time constraints and follow-up limitations, a form of interpretive validation 

occurred with the three participants who completed second interviews: Lori, Jenny, and 

Samuel. Before inviting them for a second interview, I shared preliminary thematic 

insights drawn from their first interviews, including examples of emerging patterns and 

conceptual groupings. These participants agreed to revisit their narratives in light of those 

findings and provided feedback that affirmed the developing themes. This iterative, 

dialogical approach aligns with the hermeneutic emphasis on co-construction of meaning 

and is consistent with recommendations for enhancing credibility in interpretive research 
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(Birt et al., 2016; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; van Manen, 2016). Although limited in scope, 

these follow-up conversations contributed to refining the thematic structure and 

strengthened the trustworthiness of the findings presented in the following chapter. 

 After cross-case analysis, six overarching themes were finalized based on 

recurrence, relevance, and resonance with participants' narratives. One of the dissertation 

committee co-chairs reviewed these themes and refined them to ensure clarity, 

distinctiveness, and alignment with the study's interpretive framework. 

Evaluation Criteria 

Researcher Reflexivity and Positionality 

Throughout the study, I remained reflexively aware of how my background, 

including education and career, worldview, and “outsider” status, shaped the interview 

process and data interpretation. Although I am not a practicing social worker, my 

academic training in public administration and criminal justice informed my 

understanding of carceral systems and policy frameworks. In teaching a juvenile justice 

course, I am profoundly aware of the complex needs of this vulnerable population and the 

role that social workers play in providing evidence-based services, even in the absence of 

practitioner qualifications. This positionality required clarification of clinical language at 

times but also created opportunities for participants to slow down, reflect, and articulate 

their experiences in new ways. 

Consistent with the Vancouver School and Ricoeur’s theory of interpretation, I 

used reflexive memoing before and after interviews, during transcript review and coding, 

and throughout analysis. These memos captured emerging insights, emotional reactions, 

and ethical tensions that arose during analysis. Reflexivity was essential for navigating 
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the hermeneutic circle and ensuring that my interpretations remained grounded in 

participants lived experiences while acknowledging my role as interpreter. 

Triangulation 

 This study incorporated elements of triangulation to enhance the credibility and 

depth of interpretation. Although all data were collected through interviews, 

methodological rigor was supported through theoretical triangulation, integrating the 

Vancouver School as a methodological approach with Ricoeur’s theory of interpretation 

as a framework. This allowed for layered analysis across philosophical and 

methodological perspectives. Additionally, triangulation occurred through periodic 

consultation with my dissertation committee co-chairs. Transcripts and emerging themes 

were discussed in these regular meetings, particularly when interpretive dilemmas or 

other salient questions arose. In this way, multiple lenses were used, and perspectives 

were shared to examine meaning without compromising the central voice of participants.  

Audit Trail 

 A transparent and trackable audit trail was maintained throughout the research 

process to support confirmability and analytic integrity. The audit trail included 

timestamped interview transcripts, annotated documents, reflexive and analytic memos 

(see Appendices C and D), evolving codebooks in NVivo, and theme tables (See 

Appendix E). These materials documented the collection of data, decision-making 

processes, theoretical shifts, and emergent insights. Visuals such as Figure 1 and Table 3 

were included to demonstrate analytic transparency and align with best practices in 

phenomenological research in the context of audit trail documentation. 
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Trustworthiness, Reflexivity, and Rigor 

 Although qualitative research does not pursue validity and reliability like 

quantitative approaches, this study addressed parallel concerns through strategies that 

ensured rigor, consistency, and depth of interpretation. Establishing trustworthiness was 

essential given the interpretive nature of this study and the focus on lived experiences 

impacted by ethical dilemmas in carceral host settings. Trustworthiness in qualitative 

research is often assessed through credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). This study incorporated several strategies, 

including some to address reflexivity.  

 Reflexivity was maintained through ongoing memoing and analytic journaling. 

These reflective practices, which were continuously used throughout the research 

process, helped surface my assumptions, monitor interpretive bias, and remain in 

alignment with social work ethics and values. Credibility was enhanced through member 

checking with select participants during follow-up interviews and through prolonged 

engagement with the data. Rich descriptions of participants’ backgrounds, work settings, 

and professional contexts supported transferability. Dependability was ensured through a 

structured audit trail that included several reviews of transcripts, audio, and video 

listening sessions, co-chair consultations, and iterative memoing. Confirmability was 

addressed through reflective journaling and layered documentation of the analytic 

process, allowing the ability to trace findings back to raw data. Combined, these 

strategies helped ensure that interpretations remained grounded in participant narratives 

while acknowledging my interpretive lens as the researcher. Credibility and 

transferability were supported through memoing, member checking, and layered 
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interpretation, an approach aligned with best practices in qualitative research (Yin, 2018). 

Although qualitative research does not pursue validity and reliability like quantitative 

approaches, this study addressed parallel concerns through strategies that endured rigor, 

consistency, and depth of interpretation. 
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 

 The preceding chapter detailed the research design, methodological rationale, and 

analytic procedures that guided this hermeneutic phenomenological study. The study 

facilitated a layered and reflexive engagement with participants' narratives by integrating 

Ricoeur's theory of interpretation with the Vancouver School's structured approach. 

These analytic stops allowed meaning to emerge from initial codes to conceptual 

groupings while honoring participants lived experiences. With this foundation 

established, the following chapter presents the study's findings, organized into six 

overarching themes that reflect the ethical, emotional, and systemic dimensions of social 

work practice in juvenile justice settings.  

  Social workers who practice across juvenile justice settings in the Western, 

Midwestern, and Southern United States. Participants represented diverse roles—

including therapists, case managers, court advocates, and staff in residential and 

community-based settings with experience ranging from early career to veteran 

practitioners. This diversity enriched the analytic process, which was grounded in the 

Vancouver School and deepened through Paul Ricoeur's theory of interpretation. Moving 

beyond description, the analysis engaged recursive memoing, coding, and cross-case 

reflection to surface not only what participants experienced, but how they constructed 

meaning around their roles, ethics, and identities within complex, and often punitive, 

carceral systems known to reproduce systemic inequities (Malvaso et al., 2024; 

Washington et al., 2021). The findings highlight the emotional weight, ethical tensions, 

and adaptive strategies participants used to sustain practice in ethically fraught 

environments. 
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 The following sections present the voices of eleven social workers who brought 

diverse experiences, roles, and practice contexts to this study. As shown in Table 1, 

participants varied in licensure, years of experience, and settings, offering a rich tapestry 

of perspectives across juvenile justice environments. Their reflections provide critical 

insight into the emotional, ethical, and systemic challenges of working within carceral 

and community-based juvenile justice systems. From this diversity, six overarching 

themes emerged, illuminating participants' meaning-making processes in ethically fraught 

and emotionally demanding settings. Though presented individually, these themes are 

deeply interconnected. Table 3 summarizes these six themes, offering a brief description 

and an illustrative participant quote to orient the reader to the following analytic 

structure. 

 The following sections present each of the six themes in detail (See Figure 2). 

Each theme includes an interpretive introduction that contextualizes participants' meaning 

making within their personal, professional, and systemic experiences, followed by 

supporting participant narratives. While the themes are presented sequentially, they often 

overlapped in participants' accounts, reflecting the entangled nature of emotional labor, 

advocacy, role strain, and self-preservation within juvenile justice settings. These themes 

are not presented as static or universal truths but as evolving narratives shaped through 

participants' interactions with youth, systems, and their own identities, as interpreted 

through the Vancouver School's iterative methodological process and Ricoeur's theory of 

interpretation. 
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Figure 2. Core Themes and Subthemes From Participant Interviews 
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Theme 1: Speaking Up, Being Silenced – Ethics and Advocacy in Host Settings 

 Advocacy was a defining feature of how participants understood their role as 

social workers, but it was not always welcomed in their workplaces. The first theme, 

"Speaking Up, Being Silenced: Advocacy and Ethics in Host Settings," captures how 

participants navigated advocacy in environments often met with resistance or silencing. 

While many entered juvenile justice settings eager to speak up for vulnerable youth, they 

quickly learned that voicing concerns, especially when tied to trauma-informed or equity-

based practice, was not always welcomed. Over time, some learned to self-censor, while 

others continued advocating despite institutional resistance. Their narratives reflect 

personal courage and systemic suppression, revealing how ethics and advocacy often 

conflict with carceral norms. These tensions echo Crosby's (2016) findings that 

institutions often reframed advocacy in carceral settings as insubordination, placing 

social workers at risk of professional marginalization. 

Direct Advocacy and Institutional Pushback 

 Anna described how her commitment to ethical care clashed with the punitive 

structure she encountered: "The grant proposal said this was supposed to be a therapeutic 

environment, but because [the program director] is running it with that correctional 

mindset, everything is punitive and restrictive." She recounted times when she raised 

concerns about practices, she believed were harmful: "I know what this work is supposed 

to look like, and when I see otherwise, I say something… but they told me, 'You can't 

keep going to the program director and telling her about herself." Her comments reflect 

institutional resistance and the emotional toll of speaking up repeatedly in an unreceptive 

environment. 
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 Lori similarly described the consequences of direct advocacy. In one case, she 

intervened on behalf of a highly distressed teenage client: 

This teenager came to court shackled at the hands and feet, sobbing 
uncontrollably, unable to wipe her face because she could not move her 
hands…There was no therapist there, just someone who came once a week 
to do therapeutic games. It was completely inappropriate. This child 
needed support, not prosecution. 

Despite speaking calmly and clearly, she shared: "I was not rude. I just said, 'This kid's 

life is in your hands.' But I was blacklisted from the hospital. I had pushed too hard." 

Strategic Silence and Relationship Management 

 Other participants learned to advocate more selectively. Jenny described how she 

began approaching advocacy with strategic discretion: "Sometimes I speak up in the 

moment, but sometimes I wait until I am with someone I trust. You learn quickly who 

listens and who doesn't." This reflection illustrates how advocacy was not abandoned but 

reimagined, performed with attention to power dynamics and emotional cost. This shift 

toward discretion highlights how participants adapted their advocacy styles to protect 

themselves within unsupportive organizational cultures. 

Disempowerment and Emotional Withdrawal 

For others, the environment made advocacy nearly impossible. Reflecting on her 

early experiences in a residential setting, Nellie said: "We just did not really have the 

skills to do the job… We were undereducated for that role. It felt like we were just there 

to keep kids in line, not help them heal." She also described persistent emotional distress 

and trauma symptoms from her job: "I had nightmares every night about getting beat up." 

These reflections suggest that even when participants recognized ethical misalignment, 

they did not always feel equipped or safe enough to intervene. 
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 Across cases, participants described advocacy as a role expectation shaped and 

often constrained by institutional norms. Some participants spoke boldly and faced 

pushback; others adopted quieter approaches and were too overwhelmed or unsupported 

to act. These accounts reflect a range of approaches to advocacy, shaped by participants' 

positions, experiences, and institutional environments. Whether through direct challenge, 

strategic restraint, or silent discomfort, participants revealed how advocacy was expected 

and constrained across juvenile justice contexts and settings. These decisions were 

shaped by institutional culture and each participant's sense of safety, role, and available 

support.  

Theme 2: Bearing the Weight – Emotional Labor and Vicarious Trauma 

 The theme, "Bearing the Weight: Emotional Labor and Vicarious Trauma," 

captures how participants navigated the profound emotional toll of working in juvenile 

justice settings, where they absorbed youth trauma, moral distress, and systemic neglect. 

Participants spoke of the intense, cumulative, and often invisible emotional demands of 

practice in juvenile justice settings. They described managing their responses to trauma 

while supporting youth through complex crises, aggression, grief, and harm. The social 

workers shared stories of emotional containment, knowing when and how to express 

emotion, as both a skill and a survival strategy. Participants clarified that the job required 

far more than professional competence, whether they set strict boundaries, turned to 

spiritual practices, or quietly carried distress outside the workplace. It required emotional 

endurance.  
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Emotional Boundaries and Burnout 

 Jenny described the emotional toll of witnessing aggressive staff behavior toward 

youth in crisis. She recalled an incident where multiple guards screamed at a young girl 

who had been locked in a cell, possibly pregnant, during a period of escalation: "They'd 

respond to inmates with yelling and aggression, especially if the inmates were already 

escalated… Escalating with them just creates more chaos. And unfortunately, it happened 

a lot." Jenny's reflections reflect Crosby's (2016) assertion that emotional labor in 

carceral host settings often remains invisible, leaving workers to self-manage the 

psychological toll in isolation. 

 Later, she shared how she began to set boundaries between work and home life to 

cope with the emotional residue of these moments: "I used to carry everything home, 

worrying about clients, playing conversations over in my head. Now, I try to leave it at 

work. I still care deeply, but I've learned how to let go when I walk out the door. If I 

don't, I burn out fast." 

Witnessing Harm and Ethical Helplessness 

 Anna not only spoke about ethical frustration but also direct exposure to 

traumatizing incidents. She described how institutional failures led to re-traumatization, 

not recovery: "These kids are being detained, not helped… We're holding them down, 

giving them no skills… DFCS took them from their parents, but they're not even teaching 

them what they're entitled to… You're creating criminals." She continued: "They were 

being placed in this program to help them, but I could see it doing more harm than good. 

And that wears on you. When you care and can't fix it, it's a helpless feeling." Anna's 
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account captures the profound emotional toll of witnessing systemic harm without the 

power to intervene—a helplessness that weighed heavily across participants' narratives. 

Setting Limits for Self-Preservation  

 Mildred reflected on the importance of setting limits to preserve her emotional 

capacity. In her words: "I'm not supposed to be all things to all people. Sometimes I have 

to remind myself of that." For Effie, emotional preparation was spiritual as much as 

practical. She described a morning practice that helped her feel emotionally grounded: 

"First, when I entered my office, I made sure to pray and cover the space spiritually. I 

checked the files to review the schedule for the day." In contrast, Nellie spoke of 

emotional distress that became physically and psychologically overwhelming. She 

recalled ongoing fear and trauma during her time working in residential care with justice-

involved male youth: “But mostly I would, I would have nightmares every night about 

getting beat up. It was awful.” 

Trauma Exposure in High-Risk Facilities 

 Samuel described the overwhelming emotional toll of working in a high-level, 

secure juvenile facility—the state's highest security classification. He recalled being 

asked during the hiring process if he had a family, a question he initially did not 

understand. Only later did he realize it was tied to safety concerns, as youth frequently 

threatened staff and their loved ones: "These kids, when you're new, try to get under your 

skin. They would say things like, 'I'm gonna kill you, I'm gonna kill your family." "At the 

time, I didn't have a family, and I said no. Later, I realized… it was probably for a 

reason." He described the environment as so intense that even years later, speaking about 
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it felt like emotional release: "I don't talk about this very often. Honestly, it's like a form 

of therapy." 

 These accounts reveal the emotional demands that shaped daily practice for social 

workers in juvenile justice environments. Participants absorbed grief, fear, helplessness, 

and moral tension—often in silence, and without institutional support. For some, faith or 

reflection created enough distance to continue. For others, the emotional cost led to 

burnout or withdrawal. Emotional labor, though rarely acknowledged, emerged as a 

defining condition of practice—one that left participants carrying far more than what 

their job descriptions implied. These findings align with Malvaso et al.'s (2024) 

observation that emotional labor in justice settings is systemically overlooked, leaving 

staff to shoulder the psychological burdens without adequate organizational recognition 

or support. 

 These accounts collectively underscore that emotional labor in juvenile justice 

settings is not incidental or something that passes by; it is structural, cumulative, and 

often unacknowledged. The cumulative impact, as this labor festers, can have far 

reaching consequences. Participants navigated the daily burden of carrying youth trauma 

while managing their own distress in environments that prioritized control over care. The 

narratives reveal that emotional endurance — the ability to keep “showing up”— was not 

a personal trait to be applauded. Rather, it was a survival strategy forged under pressure 

that precluded participants from thriving in such a host setting. Whether through spiritual 

grounding, compartmentalizing, or silent resilience, participants described carrying these 

loads without support. This theme highlights the ethical and emotional complexity of 

practicing in carceral host settings, and it sets the stage for understanding how social 
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workers seek meaning, protection, and connection through supervision, mentorship, and 

peer support.  

Theme 3: Learning Through Crisis – Gaps in Training and Professional 

Preparation 

 The theme, "Learning Through Crisis: Gaps in Training and Professional 

Preparation," reflects participants' accounts of being unprepared for the complex, 

emotionally charged, and ethically fraught realities of juvenile justice work. Many 

participants described entering the juvenile justice system without adequate preparation 

for the realities they would face. While some had completed field placements or received 

classroom instruction on child welfare or trauma, most found that nothing in their training 

addressed the unique demands of working in detention, probation, or residential settings. 

From institutional culture to court procedures to safety protocols, they recalled learning 

through experience, often under pressure, and sometimes at risk. These participant 

reflections align with broader concerns in social work education. Bogo (2015) observed 

that structural inconsistencies in field instruction and supervision often prevent students 

from effectively translating classroom learning into practice in settings that present 

challenges.  

 These gaps left participants to navigate complex ethical terrain, legal 

expectations, and the work's emotional intensity without a clear roadmap—a gap 

similarly identified by Corley and Young (2018) in their critique of social work's 

inadequate preparation for justice-involved practice. Ilese described feeling unprepared 

when she started in detention, explaining that her real training came through direct 

exposure: "I was not that prepared to work in that setting. It was really just about what I 
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came across and needing the ability and confidence that I would make it and get 

through." Her comments reflected how quickly she had to adapt to unpredictable 

environments with little structural support or guidance. 

 Nellie, who entered juvenile justice work after completing a BSW, said her 

undergraduate education had done little to prepare her: "Oh, I was 0% prepared… I had 

no clue what I was expecting to do." She elaborated that her training was largely macro-

focused and lacked conflict-resolution or crisis management content. In practice, she 

found herself restraining youth using methods she later believed were unsafe: "With more 

training, I think a ton of those restraints could have been absolutely not needed." 

Training that Could not Match Reality 

 Samuel, who worked in a high-level, maximum-security juvenile facility, 

described a sense of disbelief that any training could fully prepare someone for the 

environment: “I don’t think there’s training that exists or a program that exists that 100% 

prepares you for the like monstrosity you’re gonna have to deal with in a level 10 

juvenile detention center.” Even when refreshers were provided, he found them lacking in 

depth and relevance: “It was not new and engaging. It was not state-of-the-art. It was not 

the most recent research… it was the band-aid.” 

Credentials and Ethical Tension 

 Anna expressed deep concern about the training gaps she observed among newer 

colleagues in juvenile justice settings. She emphasized that academic knowledge often 

failed to prepare them for the emotional and ethical demands of the work: “In the 

beginning, everyone thinks they're ready. They've studied the DSM-5, 6, 7, and they've 

been told to go change the world. They're motivated, until they get into the field and 
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reality hits. Now they're scared, having panic attacks, and overwhelmed.” She recalled 

that some staff relied too heavily on formal scripts and "sounded like they were reading 

from a manual." Anna described how this disconnect undermined therapeutic rapport, 

especially when youth needed authenticity more than textbook language. She cautioned 

against placing recent graduates in high-intensity settings without proper support, noting, 

"You can't give what you don't have." 

 These accounts reflect how training gaps left social workers underprepared for the 

realities of juvenile justice practice. Participants described being launched into settings 

that demanded emotional resilience, ethical clarity, and procedural knowledge without 

sufficient preparation. As they reflected, they revealed a very clear gap between academic 

foundations and the lived experience of working in high-intensity, carceral 

environments—gaps that participants often filled with trial, error, and emotional cost. 

Theme 4: Anchored by Others – Mentorship, Supervision, and Peer Support 

 Supportive relationships were critical in helping social workers stay grounded in 

unpredictable environments and ethical tension. The theme, "Anchored by Others: 

Mentorship, Supervision, and Peer Support," captures participants' reflections on how 

these connections became critical for sustaining practice in ethically challenging 

environments. Participants described mentorship, clinical supervision, and peer support 

as lifelines, especially in settings where formal structures were weak or punitive. These 

relationships offered more than technical guidance. They created spaces for reflection, 

emotional validation, and ethical discernment. Whether through seasoned mentors, 

trusted colleagues, or weekly supervision sessions, participants recalled how being 

anchored by others allowed them to endure, adapt, and grow. These findings echo 
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Crosby's (2016) assertion that informal peer support is often the most accessible and 

impactful source of emotional sustainability in carceral host settings. 

Mentorship and Early Practice 

 Austin spoke about the impact of his mentor, Bernie, a senior colleague who 

introduced him to the field and offered ongoing guidance: "He was the one who 

introduced me to the job. I would explain my encounters to him, and he helped me figure 

out the best course of action… I had confidence in him. He always told me, 'Whenever 

you face challenges, you can always call me. "This relationship helped Austin navigate 

new and uncertain situations with confidence. Bernie's accessibility and encouragement 

strengthened her, especially in moments of uncertainty or emotional strain. 

Supervision and Peer Support as Lifelines 

 Effie described how supervision and peer support provided the structure she 

needed to stay afloat during periods of intense overwhelm. At one point, she managed 45 

cases without formal case management support: “It was overwhelming, but I had a good 

supervisor. She was always open to me coming to her. She really encouraged me to take 

care of myself.” In addition to supervision, Effie also relied on her peer group for 

emotional processing and practical support: “We had this small peer group that met 

weekly. We vented, we problem solved. Honestly, that space saved me from burnout 

more than anything else. “These supportive relationships allowed her to reflect and 

recalibrate, especially when institutional demands became emotionally unsustainable. For 

Effie, these relationships offered the only consistent buffer against the overwhelming 

demands of her role. 



 

92 

Building a Support Network  

 Olive described how she came to rely on trusted colleagues and former 

supervisors as she transitioned into private practice. Early in her career, she learned the 

value of team-based learning and stayed connected to people she could consult for 

emotional and ethical clarity: "It is really hard to do this work alone. I've always had 

people I can call—colleagues, former supervisors, mentors. Even now, in private 

practice, I lean on those relationships. They help me feel less isolated." Her comments 

reflected how support systems are not always built into agencies. Sometimes, they must 

be cultivated intentionally to preserve a sense of balance and reflection. Olive's 

experience reflects how some participants created informal support ecosystems when 

agencies failed to provide structured guidance.  

 Lori emphasized that working with colleagues with similar values and 

experiences helped her endure emotionally intense environments. She recalled turning to 

coworkers who "understood the system" and "spoke the same language" when things 

became overwhelming: "Having peers I trusted made a huge difference. We didn't always 

agree, but I didn't have to explain myself. That helped me stay grounded." She described 

these peer interactions as a space for "informal supervision" where she could process 

emotional reactions without judgment or performative professionalism. For Lori, these 

peer interactions became critical spaces of solidarity and validation, offering a rare space 

where she felt understood and emotionally grounded. 

 These accounts illustrate how relational support became a form of professional 

sustainability. Whether through formal mentorship, clinical supervision, or peer 

connections, participants consistently pointed to human relationships as their most 
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reliable buffer against burnout and ethical isolation. In systems where supervision was 

inconsistent or absent, these interpersonal anchors helped participants stay ethically 

engaged and emotionally intact. These findings align with Malvaso et al. (2024), who 

emphasize the critical role of informal support networks in sustaining practitioners' 

emotional well-being and ethical engagement in carceral and justice settings. 

Theme 5: Wearing Too Many Hats – Role Strain and System Expectations 

 Participants described their work in juvenile justice as a fluid and often undefined 

set of responsibilities. While some were hired as therapists or caseworkers, several social 

workers frequently stepped into roles that included security, parenting, transportation, 

crisis intervention, and informal emotional support. The theme, "Wearing Too Many 

Hats: Role Strain and System Expectations," captures participants' reflections on how 

these overlapping roles created ethical strain, emotional exhaustion, and a sense of 

professional fragmentation. The shifting expectations came from institutional design and 

staffing or training gaps. This constant blending of roles created logistical and ethical 

tension, raising questions about qualifications, boundaries, and how to provide 

meaningful care in environments that often expected too much from too few. 

 Anna explained how she was repeatedly placed in dual roles across organizations, 

expected to bridge institutional gaps without the support or clarity needed to do so: 

"At my last facility, the high school was contracted in, they wanted me to be the bridge 

between the school and another agency… But I spent most of my time at the high school. 

I didn't work with [the agency] directly, just for them. I hated it. You can't do both." 

Rather than focusing on therapy or clinical care, she was constantly negotiating 

institutional tensions that made her role unclear and unsustainable. 
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 Charlene explained that while her title was social worker or youth counselor, her 

day-to-day responsibilities shifted based on staffing, youth needs, and organizational 

demands: "My typical day was fifty-fifty… I might be stressed out, or I might not have 

enough responsibility there to do. I was supposed to collaborate with staff and 

communicate with the detained youths and other stakeholders." Her description reveals 

how unclear and fluctuating responsibilities were part of the norm, often requiring 

improvisation, coordination, and emotional presence even when guidance was minimal. 

 Jenny, an LCSW, shared that in addition to her formal role as a clinician, she 

often offered informal therapy to coworkers, especially correctional staff who lacked 

access to meaningful mental health resources: "It wasn't formal therapy, but it was 

definitely therapeutic. They just needed someone to listen—someone safe to vent to." She 

explained that many guards approached her for support, especially after personal crises or 

inpatient stays. While deeply human and valuable, these interactions were not part of her 

official duties. Over time, she became the person the staff relied on when no formal 

support systems existed. 

 Samuel, who worked in a high-level secure facility, described how his role 

expanded beyond traditional duties. In addition to therapy, he was tasked with running 

psychoeducational groups, helping other clinicians, and eventually transitioning into a 

more teaching-oriented role: "I ended up switching to teaching later on, but I spent a 

good year and a half doing therapy in there... we'd do like psychosocial groups... just 

educating these kids as much as possible." The work, he explained, became a blend of 

group facilitation, informal education, and peer training—reflecting the blurred lines and 

system gaps many social workers navigated in carceral spaces. 
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 Across interviews, participants described role strain as a defining aspect of their 

work in juvenile justice. Whether stepping in to provide therapy, crisis response, 

education, or emotional support to staff, they carried responsibilities that far exceeded 

formal job descriptions. This theme underscores how systemic fragmentation and staffing 

limitations led to overlapping duties that challenged boundaries, ethics, and emotional 

sustainability. These reflections align with Malvaso et al. (2024), who emphasize that 

role ambiguity and institutional gaps often undermine trauma-informed practice and place 

staff at risk of burnout and ethical dissonance. 

Theme 6: Holding the Line – Boundaries and Self-Preservation 

 The theme, "Holding the Line: Boundaries and Self-Preservation," reflects how 

participants used intentional boundaries to maintain emotional integrity, ethical 

alignment, and personal well-being in environments that often pushed them toward 

exhaustion or detachment. Faced with relentless demands, blurred roles, and emotional 

exposure, many participants emphasized the importance of holding boundaries to protect 

themselves and preserve their ability to do the work. These boundaries were not static, 

but tested, negotiated, and redefined over time. Some described the process of learning 

what to say no to, when to step back, when to speak up, and when to prioritize their own 

safety or mental health. In carceral settings where needs were constant and resources 

scarce, holding the line became an act of survival. 

Knowing What is Yours to Carry 

 Olive reflected on how she had to learn over time not to get emotionally pulled 

into the system's failures or take responsibility for outcomes beyond her control: "You 

have to know what's yours to carry. You can't fix every system, you can't save every kid, 
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and if you try, you'll burn out fast." Her insight echoed across interviews: to stay present 

and effective, social workers had to maintain clarity about what was within their 

control—and what was not. 

Ilese, who worked in a detention setting, emphasized how intentional emotional 

boundaries helped her stay balanced in a highly stressful environment: "I managed my 

own emotional stress, too, since the work can be emotionally demanding." She described 

mindfulness practices and talking to trusted peers as essential strategies for preserving her 

well-being, especially when working with high-risk youth exposed to trauma, violence, 

and instability. 

 Mildred emphasized her commitment to maintaining boundaries not just with 

youth, but with coworkers. She described how she limited conversations with colleagues 

to strictly professional matters: "My relationship with them was ok because I only 

discussed anything that had to do with business. I don't exceed my boundaries in 

discussing anything that has to do with my personal life. "This line held, even in 

emotionally charged environments. She was intentional about protecting herself from 

emotional overexposure. 

 Effie shared that spiritual preparation helped her create a boundary between her 

role and the emotional chaos that often surrounded it: "First, when I entered my office, I 

made sure to pray and cover the space spiritually. I checked the files to review the 

schedule for the day. "Effie's structured morning gave her a sense of clarity and calm 

before engaging with the difficult work of supporting traumatized youth. 

 Jenny described how her upbringing and professional experience taught her the 

importance of setting boundaries rooted in purpose, not detachment. She reflected on how 
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boundaries helped her remain emotionally present: They influence how I interpret 

behavior, respond to people, and set boundaries. I'm not here to judge but to help people 

move forward. That mindset has helped me keep going, even when the work is 

emotionally exhausting. Rather than disengage or "numb out," she learned to set limits 

while staying aligned with her core belief in compassion and second chances. 

 Across these accounts, boundary-setting emerged as a necessary practice shaped 

by values, experience, and self-awareness. Whether through spiritual grounding, 

relational limits, or learning when to let go, participants described holding the line not as 

detachment but as an intentional strategy for survival. These boundaries helped them 

remain emotionally present in systems that might otherwise consume them. These 

findings echo Crosby's (2016) assertion that in carceral host settings, boundary-setting 

becomes not merely a coping mechanism, but a form of ethical resistance that enables 

practitioners to sustain their values amid systemic pressures. 

 This theme highlights how boundaries were not only professional tools, but also 

personal ones. Many participants drew a line in the sand when working in settings that 

pushed back against social work values. They did so to preserve themselves emotionally, 

physically, and ethically to continue to “show up.” For many, boundary setting was an act 

of resistance and self-care. In sharing this, they reveal how survival in juvenile justice 

settings requires intentional values-driven enforcement of boundaries as much as active 

engagement.  

 The six themes presented in this chapter reflect the emotional depth, ethical 

conflict, and relational resilience that characterize social work in juvenile justice settings. 

Across diverse roles and institutions, participants described a practice landscape shaped 
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by system gaps, carceral norms, and constant negotiation. Their stories revealed shared 

burdens such as emotional labor, role strain, and ethical tension—and shared strategies, 

including boundary-setting, peer support, and value-driven advocacy. 

 Rather than offering linear or uniform accounts, the findings reflect layered 

meaning-making. Participants made sense of their work through roles or tasks and the 

ongoing navigation of pressure, principles, and purpose. These findings lay the 

foundation for the interpretive insights explored in the next chapter, the Discussion, 

where the themes are situated about the research question, theoretical frameworks, and 

existing literature, extending prior work on emotional labor and ethical tensions in 

carceral systems (Crosby, 2016; Malvaso et al., 2024). 
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 

 The final chapter of this hermeneutic phenomenological exploration returns to 

participants lived experiences, not simply to describe what was shared, but to interpret 

what their narratives reveal about social work practice in juvenile justice settings. 

Drawing on Paul Ricoeur's theory of interpretation (Ricoeur, 1976; Tan et al., 2009), the 

discussion moves beyond the thematic structure of Chapter Four to explore how meaning 

is constructed, appropriated, and reconfigured through discourse and reflection. Ricoeur's 

theory of interpretation invites a multi-level approach to understanding, using narrative 

stories of the lived experience, to illuminate what is said, how it is said, and what remains 

beneath the surface for further exploration.  

 Building on this framework, Ricoeur identifies three levels of interpretation: naïve 

understanding, explanation, and in-depth understanding (Ricoeur, 1976). These levels 

provided a foundation for engaging more reflectively with participants' narratives and 

making meaning of the lived experiences across both transcripts and researcher memos. 

While these levels and dimensions offer distinct interpretive lenses, some overlap in 

language, particularly the term “explanation”, may appear. For clarity, the three levels of 

interpretation (naïve understanding, explanation, and in-depth understanding) represent 

stages of interpretive depth, while four hermeneutic dimensions (distanciation, 

explanation understanding, appropriate)) represent textual and analytical movements. 

Additionally, although Ricoeur’s theory suggests a progression from naïve understanding 

to appropriation, the interpretive process in this study did not follow a strict linear path. 

These dimensions surfaced recursively across themes; participants often shifted between 

understanding and appropriation or experienced moments of distanciation while 
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recounting lived experiences. This chapter reflects that fluidity while preserving the 

integrity of Ricoeur’s framework and helping to illuminate both the content of 

participants lived experiences and the deeper ethical and moral complexities embedded 

within them.  

 In alignment with the Vancouver School as a methodological approach, memoing 

also served as a critical bridge between hearing and understanding (Birks et al., 2008; 

Halldorsdottir, 2000). As a tool for processing and analysis, memoing created space for 

ethical insight and theoretical reflection, allowing me to understand how participants 

interpreted their lived experiences as practitioners in juvenile justice settings. 

Interpretive Themes 

 The Findings chapter presented what participants shared about their practice 

realities in carceral host settings; this chapter explores how those realities were made 

meaningful—how individuals navigated emotional and ethical burdens, reclaimed 

agency, resisted institutional pressures, and examined and redefined their identities within 

host settings that often conflicted with their professional values and sometimes, personal 

values. These interpretive processes are explored through six themes: (1) Speaking Up, 

Being Silenced: Advocacy and Ethics in Host Settings, (2) Bearing the Weight: 

Emotional Labor and Vicarious Trauma, (3) Learning Through Crisis: Gaps in Training 

and Professional Preparation, (4) Anchored by Others: Mentorship, Supervision, and Peer 

Support, (5) Wearing Too Many Hats: Role Strain and System Expectations, and (6) 

Holding the Line: Boundaries and Self-Preservation. Across the six themes, participants 

engaged in acts of interpretation that had them grappling with contradiction, drawing 
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moral boundaries, and making sense of dissonance in ways that often-challenged 

dominant narratives of care and control. 

 The following discussion reveals that participants' narratives do more than 

recount lived experiences; they generate meaning shaped by resistance, context, and 

professional conviction. By weaving participant voices with interpretive analysis as an 

engaged observer and relevant scholarship, this chapter aims to illuminate the profound 

complexity of social work practice in juvenile justice settings. 

Figure 3. Core Themes Illuminating the Experiences of Social Workers in Juvenile 
Justice Settings 

 

As illustrated in Figure 3, six core themes emerged from the interpretive analysis 

of interviews with social workers who practice in juvenile justice settings. These themes 

represent shared patterns of experiences constructed through a process of reflection, 

coding, and synthesis using the Vancouver School of Doing Phenomenology and 

Ricoeur's theory of interpretation. Each theme captures a critical dimension of their roles, 

identities, and the ethical tensions they face within custodial or carceral settings.  
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Theme 1: Speaking Up, Being Silenced – Advocacy and Ethics in Host Settings 

 The first theme, "Speaking Up, Being Silenced: Advocacy and Ethics in Host 

Settings," captures how participants navigated advocacy in environments often met with 

institutional resistance or silencing. While many entered juvenile justice settings eager to 

speak up for vulnerable youth, they quickly learned that voicing concerns, especially 

when tied to trauma-informed or equity-based practice, was not always welcomed. Over 

time, some learned to self-censor, while others continued advocating despite institutional 

resistance. Their narratives reflect personal courage and systemic suppression, revealing 

how ethics and advocacy often conflict with carceral norms. 

 When describing their work with justice-involved youth, several participants 

connected advocacy to their sense of professional identity and moral purpose. At first, 

many described speaking up as instinctive, natural, or simply "part of the job." They 

talked about advocating for youth, pushing back against unfair treatment, and raising 

concerns in daily practice. However, as participants reflected more deeply, their accounts 

took on new layers. This process reflects what Berger and Luckmann (1967) describe as 

social construction or professional identity, shaped through institutional expectations and 

ongoing interactions that define acceptable behavior within a given context. In this 

framework, advocacy began to appear not as a routine task, but as a difficult and often 

risky stance that put them at odds with the values and structures of the carceral or 

custodial host settings in which they worked  

 One participant, Samuel, described a situation that initially seemed like emotional 

exhaustion or burnout. He recalled raising concerns about a youth who had previously 

triggered emotional distress: "I went to my supervisor, the social worker, and I was like, 
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look, I cannot work with this kid… and I was told, you know, sometimes you need to 

face these hard things in order to become a better therapist or a better social worker. And 

pretty much at that moment, I realized that I no longer want to be a social worker, at least 

in this facility." Samuel's voice captured frustration, disillusionment, and the absence of 

care. Initially, I read his experience as a standard departure narrative of fatigue. In 

analytic memoing, I reflected, "This is not just burnout. It is refusal. He's prioritizing his 

ethical obligations." Re-reading his words helped me recognize the deeper ethical stance 

embedded within his narrative. In addition to Samuel, other participants spoke of a 

deeper awareness of the harm youth endured, not just behavioral issues, but these 

profound moral violations. The youth were scarred in ways that may never be healed due 

to the persistent trauma they experienced within these settings.  

 This interpretive shift reflects Ricoeur's distanciation: the idea that stepping back 

from a lived experience through narration enables deeper ethical and emotional insight. 

As one participant reflected, "Saying it out loud made me realize I wasn't wrong to feel 

the way I did. I just didn't have anyone to validate it back then." For this participant, 

telling the story made it real. Speaking became a form of reclaiming, not just the 

memory, but the ethical stance embedded in it. 

 Advocacy, for many, was not a matter of raising one's voice loudly. It was often 

an act of quiet resistance pushing against the grain while trying not to be crushed by it. 

Samuel joked, "We would joke about needing a therapist for the therapist… that 

environment was very much like, throw you out to the wolves and hope you make it." I 

initially underlined that line without notes. Later, I returned to it in my memo and noted, 

"Even humor can be a form of protest. Samuel was naming what he experienced using 
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the only language that felt safe." This is where appropriation begins to surface. Ricoeur’s 

concept of appropriation helped me understand how participants approached advocacy, 

how they adapted their ethical commitments in systems that did not always welcome 

them. They reinterpreted their experiences and reclaimed meaning through peer support, 

humor, and validation. Even when institutions were indifferent to or ignored ethical 

obligations, they found ways to resist and avoid becoming complicit. These everyday acts 

of reinterpretation served as ethical survival strategies and ways of preserving 

professional integrity in settings that often worked against it. 

 Jenny, a Black clinician working in a juvenile detention setting, described how 

her presence and advocacy often provoked subtle and overt resistance. Despite her 

qualifications and clinical experience, she was told early on that her intersecting 

identities—being young, Black, and a woman—would invite scrutiny and challenge. Her 

reflections echoed a broader structural pattern observed by Shepherd et al. (2022), who 

noted that Black professionals working in justice and community settings often face 

resistance from the institution and colleagues whose authority is threatened by care-

based, trauma-informed practices. Jenny's assertion that "some didn't want to cooperate, 

especially when I needed to do rounds or get support" reveals how race, gender, and 

professionalism can converge into ethical isolation. As Shepherd et al. (2022) described, 

this dynamic reflects forms of institutional gatekeeping, rather than interpersonal 

misunderstanding.  

 Olive, who practiced trauma-informed care with a young gay male client, also 

found herself undermined by colleagues who misread her empathy as weakness. She 

described how a probation officer dismissed her approach, creating a "us versus them" 
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dynamic. In my memo, I wrote: "Insight is perceived as a threat and care is misread as 

naivete." Olive's experience, while not explicitly racialized, reinforces how care-centered 

advocacy is often devalued in punitive settings. Like Jenny, she spoke up not with 

confrontation but with clinical clarity—an act that nonetheless placed her in tension with 

institutional norms. 

 In both accounts, speaking up is considered ethically necessary but institutionally 

risky. These narratives expose a profound tension: that the core values of social work—

empathy, advocacy, and care—can be seen as threats within carceral systems. The 

participants were not simply describing burnout or frustration. They were testifying to the 

moral dissonance of working in systems where ethical practice is met with resistance or 

dismissal. Moreover, they resisted naming that tension. As I reflected during analytic 

memoing, I was able shift from a naïve understanding of the ethical tension, silencing, 

and resistance participants discussed towards explanation, an ability to synthesize and 

analyze narratives beyond participants' immediate descriptions. 

Theme 2: Bearing the Weight – Emotional Labor and Vicarious Trauma 

 The second theme, "Bearing the Weight: Emotional Labor and Vicarious 

Trauma," explores the emotional toll of social work in juvenile justice settings. 

Participants across roles and credential levels described a deep, often unspoken labor 

involved in absorbing the stress, trauma, behavioral volatility, and systemic neglect 

experienced by the youth they served. At a naïve level, many initially framed this as 

burnout. It is something that "comes with the job." However, their narratives point to 

something more complex. This emotional labor resulted in physical exhaustion, moral 
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and systemic frustration, and psychological strain, often intensified by insufficient 

support or training. 

 Nellie spoke of persistent nightmares and physical pain from her participation in 

repeated restraint situations: "I would have nightmares every night about getting beat up. 

It was awful… and that's really what made me leave." She described the physical toll: "If 

you've never restrained up like a big human before… it is the most physically taxing 

thing." These statements reflect the immediate exhaustion and trauma that participants 

associated with their roles, visceral experiences often framed as personal endurance. 

 However, through a lens of explanation, these narratives began to shift. While 

listening to Nellie's interview for a second time, my analytic memo reflected: "This is not 

just burnout. It feels like fear, grief, and betrayal." Her departure was not simply the 

result of exhaustion; it was a response to being placed in ethically compromised 

situations, where physical danger was normalized, and emotional support was absent. 

Nellie's reflections suggest she experienced moral injury, defined as the psychological 

distress that arises when one's moral or ethical code is transgressed by institutional 

demands or constraints (Litz et al., 2009). 

 Through Ricoeur’s lens, this aligns with the explanation dimension—where 

participants begin to recognize the deeper structures underneath their daily experiences: 

the silence around burnout, the normalization of emotional suppression, and the absence 

of institutional safeguards. In analytic memoing, I reflected: "Telling this aloud made it 

really different." This reflection emerged not from a single quote, but from observing 

how several participants gained clarity and understanding through narration. When 

participants revisited moments of emotional strain, narrating those experiences allowed 
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them to see and understand their actions and decisions from a new vantage point. This 

reflective process opened the door for in-depth understanding. Some participants were 

able to reframe their experiences not as personal failures, but as ethical crises that 

demanded moral clarity. Through this lens, emotional labor in juvenile justice work 

becomes visible, not because it is hidden, but because it is expected.  

 Participants like Nellie bore the emotional pain of others and the institutional 

refusal to acknowledge it. They became, in effect, silent stewards of trauma. As I noted in 

another memo, "They carried pain that was not theirs, without the power to stop it, and 

were expected to say thank you for the privilege." Evans-Chase and Zhou (2014) 

similarly found that when carceral environments neglect trauma-informed practices, the 

emotional strain on workers intensifies, turning daily interactions into spaces of 

secondary trauma and moral ambiguity. Their findings reinforce the need to frame 

emotional labor not as a weakness, but as a sustained ethical response to a system 

designed to ignore care. 

 Other participants described strategies for endurance. For Mildred, self-care 

became essential: "I do [some] exercises, some sleep, some mindfulness… deep 

breathing… progressive muscles." These were not indulgences; they were ethical 

calibrations. They reflect a form of appropriation, where meaning is remade through 

deliberate self-preservation. Existing research provides context for these findings. Reyes-

Quilodran et al. (2023) highlight how compassion fatigue and burnout are worsened 

when institutions do not offer enough support. Similarly, Rapp (2018) observed that 

secondary traumatic stress was intensified in environments where professionals felt 

ethically unsupported and emotionally isolated.  
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 This study builds on that work by showing that emotional labor is not just 

something social workers experience; it is the space where they try to maintain their 

ethics while working in complex settings. This theme shows that emotional labor in 

juvenile justice work is a form of care and a moral challenge. Through reflection, 

participants began to see their emotional exhaustion not as a weakness, but as proof of 

their commitment to doing what is right in a system that often ignores those values. 

Theme 3: Learning Through Crisis – Gaps in Training and Professional 

Preparation 

 The third theme, "Learning Through Crisis: Gaps in Training and Professional 

Preparation," explores how participants entered juvenile justice settings underprepared 

for the emotional, ethical, and practical demands of their roles. Regardless of education 

level or credentialing, many social workers described acquiring essential knowledge 

through lived crisis rather than structured coursework. While some initially framed this 

gap as a personal shortcoming, further reflection revealed a more systemic critique of 

social work education and its limitations in preparing professionals for the realities of 

carceral environments. Their accounts indicate the need for deeper integration of 

interdisciplinary, trauma-informed, and justice-specific competencies in classroom and 

field settings. 

 Participants frequently described being unprepared for the realities of their roles, 

despite having completed formal training. Most entered the field with BSW or MSW 

degrees, but few had practical experience in juvenile justice settings. As a result, many 

were unprepared for the emotional, institutional, and ethical strain embedded in the work. 

Nellie’s candid admission that she was “0% prepared” (see Theme 3, Chapter 4) echoed 
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across multiple interviews. This statement illustrated a moment of professional 

disorientation. Her shock and disorientation were not isolated; rather, they echoed a 

recurring theme of professional under preparedness across participants. Viewed through 

Ricoeur’s lens, this reflection underscores the emotional distance between who the 

participants were when they entered the field and the professionals they were expected to 

be. That gap, once named, reaffirmed the importance of preparation and structured 

support. This disconnect reaffirms the importance of preparedness and highlights 

Copeland and colleagues (2022), finding that few MSW programs offer justice-specific 

preparation, leaving graduates feeling disoriented and ethically unprepared. Scheyett et 

al. (2012) similarly underscored the need for more intentional integration between 

classroom learning and the realities of social work practice within criminal justice 

settings, noting a persistent gap in social work education.  

 This is where I saw Ricoeur’s distanciation at work—participants reflected on 

their earlier selves, often with disbelief. They recognized the gap between who they were 

then and what they needed to be. That reflective distance allowed them to name what was 

not working, and what they were forced to compensate for. While unsettling, this initial 

disorientation prompted a deeper interpretive process as participants began to make sense 

of their professional unpreparedness. Several described having to "learn the hard way" 

and often through ethically complex moments. One participant reflected on the first time 

she saw a youth who had attempted suicide and noted that while her training included 

coursework in policy and human behavior, it offered little practical guidance for 

responding to acute crisis.  
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 Others expressed frustration with how intervention was taught. As Nellie recalled, 

"We were just told to deep breathe," even in situations where staff were physically 

unsafe. While some participants eventually gained confidence through experience, many 

were forced to develop coping mechanisms on the job, without structured guidance. In an 

analytic memo, I reflected: "They were prepared to write case notes, but not to witness 

crisis. "This reflection emerged after listening to participants describe how they entered 

the field with a sense of ethical commitment, only to realize that theoretical training had 

not equipped them to navigate the raw emotional labor of juvenile justice settings. 

Participants like Nellie described being expected to restrain youth with minimal guidance 

or physical preparation. She said, "If you've never restrained a big human before… it is 

the most physically taxing thing." These were not isolated events. Instead, they were 

evidence of a systemic failure to prepare social workers to respond to trauma with skill, 

not just instinct.  

 As Kapp et al. (2013), also observed, juvenile justice staff navigating overlapping 

mental health systems often faced role conflict, institutional misalignment, and 

insufficient support for integrated service delivery. These systemic shortcomings 

reinforce the reality that workers were not simply underprepared; they were unsupported 

in applying their training to ethically complex, trauma-laden situations. This aligns with 

Branson et al. (2017), who emphasize that trauma-informed interventions in juvenile 

justice require more than theoretical understanding—they demand comprehensive 

training for staff across all levels, including practical strategies for managing trauma-

exposed youth in ethically sound ways. Rather than reject their profession, many leaned 

further into it, adapting their responses through self-directed learning, mentorship, and 
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critical reflection. However, this process came at a cost. One participant noted, "I figured 

it out because I had to. But no one should have to figure this out alone." Without 

structural support, this sense of solitary learning speaks to the emotional labor embedded 

in justice-based social work. Their narratives suggest that crisis became the curriculum, 

and their own resilience, the hidden requirement. 

 This theme reframes crisis-based learning not as a rite of passage but as a 

consequence of structural neglect. Participants learned, not because their programs 

equipped them, but because the realities of the work demanded adaptation. Their learning 

was reactive, not developmental. What they asked for was simple: justice-specific 

training, clinical supervision, trauma-informed preparation, and time to reflect. Their 

insights reveal that unpreparedness is not merely a pedagogical flaw, but an ethical 

failure of the systems that train and employ social workers in juvenile justice settings. 

Theme 4: Anchored by Others – Mentorship, Supervision, and Peer Support 

 The fourth theme, "Anchored by Others: Mentorship, Supervision, and Peer 

Support," explores the central role of relationships in sustaining social workers across 

juvenile justice settings. In settings marked by ethical tension and emotional labor, 

several participants credited mentors, peers, and supervisors with helping them process 

and interpret challenges and stay true to their values. These formal and informal 

relationships acted as grounding forces in their professional lives, offering support that 

institutional policies and training modules often failed to provide. 

 When formal systems failed to provide grounding, participants relied on mentors, 

supervisors, and peers to stay ethically and emotionally anchored. These relationships did 

more than offer technical guidance; they created space for reflection, reassurance, and 
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resilience. At a naïve level, participants described these connections as helpful or 

supportive. Through explanation, their stories revealed how these relationships allowed 

them to process trauma, reframe ethical dilemmas, and re-commit to their values. For 

many, peer and mentor support became a vital part of how they sustained themselves 

within emotionally taxing systems. One participant, Lori, said, "Most helpful has 

probably been my peers… Long term, peer support has been the most valuable." While 

others noted that credentialing and training helped them get in the door, it was 

relationships—with people who had "been there"—that helped them stay.  

 Reflective supervision also played a role. One participant described it as a space 

to "sort out what I was feeling and what I could actually do." For her, narrating moral 

complexity in a supportive environment transformed confusion into clarity. Ricoeur's 

notion of text as discourse is relevant here; telling the story aloud enabled her to hear it 

differently and understand her decisions as part of an ongoing ethical narrative rather 

than isolated emotional responses. 

Mentorship also helped participants embody ethical boundaries and professional identity. 

As Anna reflected, "You have to know yourself and be comfortable with who you are. 

When you're comfortable, it becomes natural." Her insight reflected a broader truth 

across interviews: identity in this work was not something taught—it was something that 

evolved, shaped by reflection, struggle, and community. One participant described how 

observing a trusted mentor gave her the confidence to set boundaries, saying his guidance 

gave her strength when facing challenges. In an analytic memo, I reflected: "They were 

learning who they were by watching who others were allowed to be." 
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 Participants who lacked strong supervision or early mentorship often wanted to be 

a resource for others. One participant shared that she now made herself available to 

newer colleagues and interns, recalling, "I didn't have that when I started." Motivated by 

that gap, she saw mentorship as a form of restorative practice for herself and those she 

supported. One participant said, "Peer support doesn't just keep you grounded. It keeps 

you from giving up."  

Kwan and Chui (2022) found that informal mentorship helps juvenile justice 

workers navigate ethical ambiguity and occupational stress, particularly in carceral 

settings where institutional norms conflict with social work values.  

 Similarly, Strand et al. (2022) emphasized the role of peer consultation in helping 

practitioners process trauma exposure and reduce burnout. Through these relationships, 

participants reclaimed a sense of agency. They were no longer working alone; they were 

part of a web of meaning, affirmation, and accountability. Ricoeur's concept of 

appropriation is especially relevant here. Through others, participants reclaimed their 

values, realigned with their purpose, and discovered new ways to sustain themselves 

emotionally while staying ethically grounded. Participants did not just receive support, 

they absorbed it. They integrated that wisdom into how they practiced, how they made 

decisions, and how they stayed emotionally available to the youth they served. It was a 

kind of internalization that sustained their ethical and emotional balance. 

Theme 5: Wearing Too Many Hats – Role Strain and System Expectations 

 The fifth theme, "Wearing Too Many Hats: Role Strain and System 

Expectations," explores the cumulative impact of fragmented role expectations on social 

workers in juvenile justice settings. Participants described managing casework, clinical 
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responsibilities, safety concerns, and emotional caregiving simultaneously, often without 

clear boundaries or institutional support. While many initially accepted this juggling as 

part of the job, their reflections revealed a deeper ethical tension: being asked to perform 

everything for everyone, without the authority or space to protect their professional 

integrity. Their narratives suggest that role strain was not merely logistical but 

emotionally disorienting and ethically destabilizing. 

 Participants described their work in juvenile justice settings as constantly 

negotiating roles. They moved between being caseworkers, counselors, security monitors, 

crisis responders, and informal therapists, often within a single interaction. At the naïve 

level of understanding, this juggling was accepted as "part of the job." Initially, 

participants explained their exhaustion as the natural result of wearing many hats. 

However, upon closer examination, their narratives revealed a profound ethical 

dissonance between what they were asked to do and what their professional values 

allowed. 

 One participant reflected, "They wanted us to be therapists, case managers, 

security… it was just too much." Initially, I categorized this as role overload, a structural 

problem. However, in an analytic memo, I reflected: "This isn't just logistical strain, it is 

ethical confusion. He was not exhausted from doing too much. He was exhausted from 

being all things to everyone." Memoing helped clarify that the stress felt was not about 

multitasking. It was about the fragmentation of the self. 

 This is where I saw Ricoeur's explanation dimension most clearly. On the surface, 

participants' roles could be understood as flexible, even admirable, doing whatever it 

takes. However, upon analysis, the layering of expectations without clarity created 
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disorientation and moral fatigue. Samuel described how institutional instability forced 

role changes: "You were not always in the role of social worker… it was kind of like 

what the day would dictate." In analytic memoing, I reflected: "Their work exists in the 

background: essential but unnoticed. They are there, but often go unseen, even when they 

are right before us." By stepping back from individual stories, I could see the larger 

structure creating these tensions: unclear job descriptions, siloed agencies, a lack of 

formal supervision. 

 What their reflections revealed was not resistance to flexibility but resistance to 

the assumption that flexibility comes without cost. Participants were stretched thin, and 

when the setting failed to define its boundaries, they became the boundaries. They were 

not tasked with holding the system together, but they did until the cost became too high. 

One participant, Jenny, shared, "I found myself offering support not just to youth, but to 

staff too, and I didn't mind it." While spoken with compassion, this insight revealed how 

unclear boundaries and role ambiguity shaped everyday practice and emotional labor.  

 Ricoeur's interpretive framework reminds us that interpretation is not just about 

understanding the text but also about understanding what remains unsaid. In these 

narratives, what was often left unspoken until prompted was the emotional weight of 

playing roles that contradicted one another. Participants described being the only one on a 

team who brought a trauma-informed lens, or the only person of color in a space where 

cultural dynamics went unspoken. The emotional hazard of being "the only one" was 

compounded by the expectation that they still had to perform every role flawlessly. 

 These findings align with Young (2014), who found that social workers in 

custodial settings often experience role conflict and a mismatch between professional 



 

116 

values and institutional demands. Similarly, Emprechtinger and Richter (2023) described 

how prison social workers faced growing pressure to act as risk managers under forensic 

frameworks, leading to emotional and ethical strain. These findings resonate with a study 

by Dir et al. (2019), who studied juvenile probation officers and identified how burnout 

and associated stigma were exacerbated by rigid expectations and inadequate 

organizational support but significantly lessened when officers reported a more 

participatory work climate. What struck me most in reviewing these interviews was how 

often participants described being "in the room" but not "at the table." They were asked 

to mediate, de-escalate, intervene, and console, but not to decide, not to shape policy, and 

not to draw the line. In analytic memoing, I reflected: "Too much responsibility, not 

enough power." That asymmetry was a key source of emotional strain. It was not just the 

hats they wore; it was the invisibility of the head underneath. 

 Role strain was not just a logistical challenge; it was existential. Participants were 

not simply juggling too many tasks; they were trying to hold onto a sense of self within 

systems that expected them to be everything, while rarely being fully seen. Through 

memoing and layered analysis, it became clear that wearing many hats was not a sign of 

flexibility. It was a strategy for survival that often came at a steep emotional and ethical 

cost. 

Theme 6: Holding the Line – Boundaries and Self-Preservation 

 The sixth and final theme, "Holding the Line: Boundaries and Self-Preservation," 

explores how participants developed personal and professional boundaries as essential 

tools for surviving emotionally taxing and ethically complex work. While many began 

with a limited understanding of boundary-setting, their experiences revealed how these 
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boundaries functioned not as barriers to care, but as necessary safeguards for ethical 

clarity, resilience, and professional identity. Through reflection and reinterpretation, 

participants described how emotional sustainability required intentional acts of 

preservation, practices often learned through crisis rather than formal training. 

 Participants described coping with emotional, ethical, and relational challenges by 

setting personal and professional boundaries. These boundaries were not acts of 

withdrawal or indifference, but necessary tools for ethical engagement. They allowed 

participants to remain present in carceral environments while protecting themselves from 

being emotionally overtaken. Rather than checking out, they were choosing how to stay 

in. At the naïve level, boundary-setting was often described as something "learned the 

hard way." Anna shared, "I used to carry everything home, worrying about clients, 

playing conversations over in my head. Now, I try to leave it at work. I still care deeply, 

but I've learned to let go when I walk out the door." Initially, I interpreted this as a coping 

strategy. In analytic memoing, I reflected: "Walking out the door is not an exit, it's 

resistance." She was not disengaging; she was preserving her ability to return. 

Participants were not distancing themselves from their work but were ensuring they could 

continue showing up. 

 This is where Ricoeur’s appropriation became most apparent. Participants shaped 

these boundaries into something deeply personal, deciding for themselves where their 

ethical responsibility began and ended. They were not simply following agency policies; 

they were setting their own thresholds for emotional survival. 

 Anna shared, "You can't help everyone. Some people aren't ready… You have to 

focus on what's in your control. It is about how you show up, how you treat people, and 
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how you manage your energy.” In analytic memoing, I reflected: "This is the difference 

between sacrifice and stewardship. She is choosing what she can carry." Others echoed 

this. Effie, for instance, grounded herself before work, stating, "I made sure to pray and 

cover the space spiritually." Her words revealed that self-preservation was not avoidance; 

it was preparation. I reflected: "Prayer was not detachment. It was protection." 

 Participants also described learning boundaries through modeling. One shared, "I 

had a mentor who modeled really healthy boundaries. She was warm and empathetic, but 

she didn't take on more than she could handle." In analytic memoing, I reflected: "This is 

value transmission, not through theory, but through modeling." Ilese underscored this 

reflective process: "No one trained you to be who you are… You eventually learn who 

you are." Her insight showed how identity and ethics are co-constructed, not just in 

classrooms, but in practice. 

 For many, setting boundaries was a gradual and often painful process. It required 

releasing guilt and recognizing that emotional overextension would not fix broken 

systems. One participant stated, "I realized that caring too much without limits is not 

compassion, it's collapse." In memoing, I wrote: "Boundaries are ethics in motion. They 

are not barriers to care, they are care." Participants engaged in self-preservation not by 

detaching, but by discerning. As Effie's ritual and Ilese's identity work illustrated, ethical 

clarity came through internal reflection and boundary-setting. These findings echo Reyes-

Quilodran et al. (2023), who emphasized mindfulness and reflection as buffers against 

compassion fatigue. This study's boundaries became the bridge between ethical survival 

and emotional continuity. 
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 This chapter has offered an interpretive re-engagement with the lived experiences 

of social workers practicing in juvenile justice settings. Through the lens of Ricoeur's 

theory of interpretation and using the structured yet reflective methodology of the 

Vancouver School, six themes were explored not simply as findings, but as meanings, 

shaped by conflict, context, and identity. Each narrative revealed how participants made 

sense of their roles, challenges, and values in systems that can demand silence, sacrifice, 

or involuntary adaptation. 

What emerged was not just a portrait of stress or resilience, but a deeper 

understanding of how social workers interpret their work when formal training, 

institutional support, and ethical clarity are strained. Participants did not speak only of 

burnout; they spoke of boundaries. They did not merely recount conflict; they narrated 

ethical discernment. Across all themes, meaning was not found in abstract principles but 

in situated, emotional, and often contradictory experiences. These insights deepen our 

understanding of social work practice in carceral host settings and reveal the ongoing 

interpretive labor involved in staying grounded in one’s values. The findings also suggest 

that professional identity, ethical clarity, and emotional sustainability are not static traits 

but are negotiated, often daily, through relationships, reflection, and resistance. 

 Of course, it is also important to recognize that many social workers in juvenile 

justice systems are not embedded in those systems. They are often external, working 

through agencies, sharing space but not supervision or authority. Because of this, ethical 

reform is not as simple as changing internal policies. It requires a shift in how we 

understand responsibility, support, and access to care across institutional boundaries.  
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The remaining sections of this chapter will examine the implications of these 

study findings for social work education, supervision, and systems-level policy. The 

following implications and recommendations, reflexive discoveries, and limitations, draw 

from the six thematic findings and their interpretive discussion, offering direction for 

practitioners, policy makers, educators, and researchers seeking to strengthen social 

work’s role in carceral environments. 

Implications and Recommendations 

 This study highlights the critical need for reflective supervision and peer support 

as protective mechanisms for social workers practicing in juvenile justice settings. 

Participants emphasized that supervision must go beyond administrative oversight and 

provide consistent spaces for ethical reflection, emotional processing, and value 

alignment. When such support was available, it served as a grounding force, particularly 

for early-career practitioners or those operating in ethically complex environments. 

Agencies should prioritize relational, trauma-informed supervision practices and facilitate 

peer consultation opportunities to mitigate emotional exhaustion, isolation, and ethical 

dissonance. 

 Additionally, this study underscores the importance of normalizing boundary-

setting and self-preservation as professional competencies. Participants described 

experiencing emotional exhaustion, blurred roles, and internalized pressure to exceed 

their job responsibilities, often without validation or institutional safeguards. Practice 

models should explicitly encourage sustainable boundaries, validate the refusal of 

ethically misaligned tasks, and recognize self-preservation as an ethical and necessary 

strategy for sustaining professional integrity. Finally, participants' narratives revealed 
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how advocacy was frequently marginalized within carceral host settings. Ethical dissent 

and value-based resistance must be recognized as core components of social work 

identity, and practitioners must be supported to engage in these acts without fear of 

institutional reprisal. 

Policy Recommendations 

 The findings also point to critical gaps that require macro policy-level 

interventions. Participants reported being routinely tasked with responsibilities beyond 

their formal roles, including acting as therapists, security staff, crisis responders, and 

informal support systems, without corresponding training, compensation, or institutional 

support. With input from juvenile justice professionals, social work agencies should 

revise job descriptions and role expectations to reflect social work competencies and 

ensure that appropriate support structures, including adequate training, supervision, and 

compensation, accompany any multi-role demands. 

 Moreover, institutions must develop policies that protect ethical dissent by 

creating formal, transparent mechanisms for raising ethical concerns without fear of 

retaliation. This includes implementing anti-retaliation protections and transparent 

processes for reviewing value-based conflicts. Several narratives also revealed how race 

and gender shaped how workers were perceived and treated within their organizations. 

Policies must be critically evaluated for implicit bias and redesigned to reduce mistrust, 

tokenization, and the silencing of marginalized voices in juvenile justice settings. 

Addressing these dynamics is essential for ethical practice and cultivating organizational 

cultures that support equity, inclusion, and psychological safety for all social workers. 
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Education and Training Recommendations 

 This study suggests several areas where social work education and training can be 

strengthened to prepare practitioners for justice-involved settings better. Participants 

described entering the field feeling unprepared for the emotional, ethical, and institutional 

challenges they encountered, with many reflecting that their education lacked critical 

content on systems work, dual loyalty, ethical tensions, and institutional resistance. 

Social work programs should integrate coursework that critically examines the 

intersections of carceral settings, social work values, and system power dynamics, 

equipping students to navigate these complex settings. 

 Field education also requires attention. Participants described "learning through 

crisis" due to inadequate practicum preparation and supervision. Programs should ensure 

that practicum placements include robust orientation, trauma-informed supervision, and 

structured reflection, particularly in settings that mirror the complexities of juvenile 

justice environments. Finally, social work curricula must foster skills in advocacy, 

systems-level thinking, and values-driven leadership, preparing students to adapt to 

challenging environments, engage in ethical resistance, and challenge injustice, even 

when facing institutional pressures. 

Future Research Recommendations 

 This study also illuminates important areas for further research. Given social 

workers' diverse roles in juvenile justice settings, future studies should examine 

distinctions between BSW, MSW, and LCSW roles, particularly regarding role strain, 

ethical authority, and professional agency. Additionally, several participants described 

the protective value of mentorship and informal support networks. Research exploring 
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how these support systems function and buffer against burnout in high-stress 

environments would further inform practice and supervision models. 

 Another area of inquiry to explore is the organizational culture of silencing and 

retaliation. Further research should explore how social workers experience retaliation or 

marginalization when challenging systemic injustices, especially when such acts are 

compounded by race, gender, or professional rank. Finally, longitudinal research is 

needed to assess how emotional labor, ethical conflict, and role misalignment affect 

social workers' long-term professional commitment, mental health, and retention within 

juvenile justice and other carceral host settings. 

Limitations 

 This study offers in-depth insights into the lived experiences of social workers 

who practice in juvenile justice settings. However, several limitations must be 

acknowledged when considering these findings' scope, interpretation, and applicability. 

As a qualitative hermeneutic phenomenological study with eleven participants, this 

research study intentionally prioritized depth over breadth and does not aim to produce 

statistically generalizable findings. The narratives shared are rich and layered, yet they 

reflect a particular set of experiences within a bound sample and should be understood as 

situated within those contexts.  

 The findings were shaped in part by regional and system-level variation among 

participants. Some were based in urban areas, while others worked in rural or suburban 

communities across the South, Midwest, and Western regions in the United States. 

Although this diversity offers valuable insight into broader patterns of practice 

experiences, the sample size was too limited to support direct regional comparisons. 
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Additionally, participants worked in a variety of settings, such as community-based and 

facility-based juvenile justice settings. These settings influenced how they described 

access, power dynamics, supervision, and community engagement. Therefore, the 

findings did not capture all institutional variations or experiences in juvenile justice 

settings, and caution should be taken when considering broader applicability. 

 In addition, not all participants were clinically licensed; the sample included 

social workers with a range of credentials and roles, including BSW-level case managers, 

MSW-level therapists, and LCSWs. While these variations enriched the study by 

capturing diverse perspectives, they may have influenced how participants framed 

clinical concepts, supervision, and ethical decision-making, particularly in discussions of 

trauma and role boundaries. The range of credentials coupled with the diversity in years 

of experience yields somewhat nuanced experiences that are not generalizable, but still 

incredibly valuable in information social work education, training, and support.  

Reflexive Discoveries 

 The compensation dynamics also warrant reflection (Grady, 2019; Head, 2009). 

Participants received two gift cards totaling $40 as a token of appreciation for their time 

and insights. While this amount was selected to acknowledge and appreciate participants' 

contributions, a few interviewees expressed strong interest in the compensation. This 

influenced the engagement level or depth of reflection in a few cases. Future researchers 

might consider how compensation levels and motivations intersect with data richness and 

participant engagement in qualitative interviews. 

Additionally, my positionality as a non-social worker shaped both the questioning 

process and interpretive lens. While my outsider's perspective sometimes required 
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clarification of clinical language, particularly when interviewing licensed clinicians, it 

also created space for participants to slow down and reflect on their language. In doing 

so, participants may have shared more intentional descriptions of their roles and values. 

Nonetheless, my interpretations were shaped by my own academic and personal 

experiences. I engaged in ongoing analytic memoing throughout the study to reflexively 

account for these influences. I did this to examine how my positionality shaped the 

meaning-making process. 

Like many qualitative studies, this exploration is also subject to self-selection 

bias. Participants who volunteered for the study may have been those with particularly 

strong opinions, emotionally charged experiences, or unresolved tensions, which could 

have shaped the tone and focus of the narratives. Finally, it is important to note that some 

participants reflected on earlier stages of their careers or on past roles, and their 

narratives may blend memory, meaning making, and hindsight. Their reflections were 

likely shaped by subsequent personal growth, professional shifts, or changes in 

institutional context, and these temporal dynamics must be considered in the 

interpretation of the data. 

Conclusion 

This study explored the lived experiences of social workers who practice in 

juvenile justice settings. Using Ricoeur's theory of interpretation as a framework and the 

Vancouver School as a methodological process, the study revealed how participants made 

meaning of their work in environments that often demand silence, sacrifice, and 

involuntary adaptation. Their narratives exposed the profound dissonance between 

professional values and institutional expectations in juvenile justice settings, while also 
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highlighting the interpretive labor involved in maintaining ethical clarity, relational 

resilience, and personal sustainability. 

These findings contribute to a deeper understanding of social work practice within 

carceral host settings, offering insight into the ways practitioners resist, reinterpret, and 

reclaim their professional identities amid systemic pressures. By centering the lived 

experiences and meaning-making processes of social workers, this study adds to the 

growing body of scholarship that challenges the invisibility of emotional labor, role 

strain, and ethical silencing in justice settings. Ultimately, the study underscores that 

professional identity, ethical clarity, and emotional sustainability are not fixed traits but 

are continuously negotiated through reflection, relationships, and acts of resistance. This 

work invites ongoing dialogue within social work education, practice, and policy to 

create more supportive, ethically aligned, and emotionally sustainable pathways for 

practitioners in juvenile justice systems. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A. Recruitment Flyer 

 
Are you a social worker with practice experience in a juvenile justice setting? If so, I invite you to 
share your valuable insights and experiences. Your perspective will contribute to a deeper 
understanding of social work practice in host settings to help inform future education and 
training.  
 
Study Purpose 
The purpose of this study is to gain invaluable insight to help shape support systems and 
resources for social workers who practice in juvenile justice settings, ultimately impacting the 
quality of care and interventions. This research study is being conducted by Tamra Wright, a 
doctoral student in the Indiana University School of Social Work (IUSSW) under the supervision 
of Dr. Carol Hostetter and Dr. Margaret Adamek.  
 
Eligibility 
To participate in this study, individuals must meet the following criteria: 

• Social worker (BSW or MSW) 
• Have current or former employment as a social worker in a juvenile justice 

setting, including detention centers, long term secure facilities, residential 
treatment centers, or similar settings. 

• Have at least one year of professional experience in these settings. 
 

Key Details 
Participation: Interviews will take approximately 45 to 60 minutes, during which you 
will have the opportunity to share your experiences and insights as a social worker with 
practice experience in a juvenile justice setting. 
 
Location: Interviews can be scheduled at your convenience, either in-person or via a secure 
online platform such as Zoom, to accommodate your availability and preference. 
 
Compensation: Participants will receive a $40.00 gift card for completing the interview. Should 
a second interview be necessary, additional compensation of a $10.00 gift card will be provided. 
 
If you are interested in participating, please feel free to contact xxx-xxx-xxxx or email 
tamwrigh@iu.edu. Alternatively, you can scan the QR code or use this link to complete a 
short eligibility survey. Once you have completed the survey, a member of the research 
team will contact you via email to discuss the next steps. 

IRB: 25123     |     Approved Date: 12/3/2024     |      Expiration Date: 12/3/2025 
 

https://iu.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_9WR41E3RTSIIhCu
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Appendix B. IRB Informed Consent 

Exploring the Lived Experiences of Social Workers in Juvenile Justice Settings: A Hermeneutic 
Phenomenological Study Grounded in Ricoeur’s Theory of Interpretation 
 
Dear potential research participant: 
 
My name is Tamra O. Wright, a doctoral candidate at the IU School of Social Work 
(Indianapolis). I invite you to participate in a research study aimed at exploring the professional 
experiences of social workers practicing in juvenile justice settings. This document will give you 
information about the study to help you decide whether you want to participate. You are 
encouraged to read this document carefully and ask any questions you might have before agreeing 
to take part. 
 
STUDY PURPOSE 
The purpose of this study is to explore the lived experiences of social workers in juvenile justice 
settings. Participants will be interviewed to understand their lived experiences as practitioners in 
these host settings.  
 
STUDY PARTICIPANTS  
To participate in this study, individuals must meet the following criteria: 

1. Be a social worker (BSW, MSW) 
2. Have current or former employment as social worker (within the last five years) in a 

juvenile justice setting, such as a long-term secure facility, detention center, residential 
treatment center, or similar setting.  

3. Have at least one year of experience in these settings. 
 

PARTICIPATION REQUIREMENTS 
If you agree to participate, you will: 

• Participate in an approximately 60-minute interview to share your experiences and 
insights as a social worker in a juvenile justice setting.  

• Engage in a possible second follow-up interview to ensure there is a comprehensive 
understanding of your experiences. 

 
LOCATION 
Interviews will be scheduled at your convenience, either in-person or via a secure online platform 
such as Zoom, to accommodate your availability and preference.  
 
RISKS AND BENEFITS 
Participants may experience discomfort discussing sensitive or challenging professional 
experiences. Measures will be taken to ensure they can skip questions or pause the interview at 
any time. Participants will contribute to a deeper understanding of social work practice in juvenile 
justice settings, which can inform future policies and practices.  
 
COMPENSATION 
Participants will receive a $40.00 payment their time and input upon completion of the interview. 
Should a second short interview be necessary, additional compensation of $10.00 will be 
provided. Compensation will be in the form of a gift card. 
 
VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION 
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Participation is entirely voluntary. Participants can withdraw at any time without any 
consequences. Their decision to participate or not will not affect their current or future 
professional standing or relationships with Indiana University or any other institution that might 
be associated with this study. 
 
CONFIDENTIALITY 
Efforts will be made to protect your personal information and maintain confidentiality; however, 
absolute confidentiality cannot be guaranteed. All interview data will be coded and anonymized, 
ensuring no personal identifiers are used in any reports or publications. Additionally, this data 
will be stored securely and accessible only to me, the principal investigator. 
 
Your personal information may be shared outside the research study if required by law. We also 
may need to share your research records with other groups for quality assurance or data analysis. 
These groups include the Indiana University Institutional Review Board or its designees, and state 
or federal agencies who may need to access the research records (as allowed by law). 
 
For questions or more information about the study, please contact me at twright@iu.edu or call 
xxx-xxx-xxx. If there are questions about your rights as a research participant, to discuss 
problems, complaints, or concerns about a research study, or to obtain information or to offer 
input, please contact the IU Human Research Protection Program office at 800-696-2949 or at 
irb@iu.edu. 
 

  

mailto:irb@iu.edu
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Appendix C. Interpretive Analytic Memo Example 

Ethical Tension with Limited Power 
The participant repeatedly talks about systems that marginalize her voice, especially in 
high-stakes situations. Despite being ethically compelled to act, she’s often ignored, 
overridden, or excluded. Her narrative reflects a moral dissonance, knowing what’s right 
while lacking the power to ensure it happens. 
 
Internalized Values and Moral Clarity 
Her social work practice is deeply rooted in personal experience, survivor identity, and 
moral conviction. She does not separate who she is from how she practices. Speaking up, 
even when risky, is not a tactic but a reflection of her core self. 
 
Mentorship and Collaboration 
Rather than relying on formal structures, this participant seeks guidance through peer-
based relationships and hands-on experience. Growth happens in real-world contexts—
internships, supervision, collaboration—not classrooms. Learning is relational and 
ethical, not procedural. 
 
Systemic and Structural Constraints 
She navigates a fragmented landscape of credentialing laws, institutional politics, and 
under-resourced programs. These structures limit her reach, dilute her expertise, and 
hinder consistent care, but she works within them anyway, adapting as needed. 
 
Trust and Therapeutic Alliances 
This participant emphasizes trust, whether with clients, defenders, or even judges. Her 
credibility is earned through consistency and preparedness. Relationships are tools that 
support advocacy, helping her navigate and bypass structural roadblocks to reach youth 
more effectively. 
 
Preparing for High-Stakes Work 
She treats her role with seriousness and emotional foresight, knowing that missteps in her 
field carry consequences. Emotional regulation, research, and colleague support feel core 
to how she prepares and stays the course under demanding constraints 
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Appendix D. Intra Thematic Memo Example 

Participant Overview 
Participant has extensive experience working with justice-involved youth, particularly 
those displaying xxxxxxxxx. Their work involves certification as a xxxxx and 
participation in specialized treatment programs. They emphasized challenges around 
stigma, systems support, and self-care through physical activity. 
 
Reflection on Post-Interview Memo 
Post-interview notes describe this participant as focused, organized, and emotionally 
invested. The conversation included strong reflections on under-resourcing and the 
emotional labor involved in work with justice-involved youth. Tone was thoughtful and 
steady, even during intense disclosures. 
 
Hand-Coding Notes 
While listening, the participant’s voice became more animated when talking about 
professional training and support, and slightly emotional when recounting moments of 
client trauma. I highlighted quotes/transcript sections related to burnout and support-
seeking. 
 
Initial Codes and Supporting Quote 
Initial Code: Coping through physical identity 
Quote: “Roller derby is my sanctuary. That’s where I remember who I am.” 
 
Emerging Themes 
Burnout and Informal Coping 
Systemic Gaps in Specialized Training 
Clinical Role Identity versus Institutional Constraints 
 
Integration of Ricoeur 
From a Ricoeurian lens, this participant constructs meaning by juxtaposing professional 
identity with personal grounding. Their reflection on roller derby is a symbolic act of 
reclaiming a sense of autonomy and identity, contrasts to their constrained clinical roles.  
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Appendix E. Cross-Theme Summary Table Template 

Theme Title 
Naïve 

Understanding Explanation 
In-depth 

Understanding 
Ricoeur 

Dimension 
Memo Quotes/ 

Highlight 
Speaking Up, 
Being Silenced 
 
 

     

Bearing the 
Weight 
 
 

     

Learning 
Through Crisis 
 
 

     

Anchored by 
Others 
 
 

     

Wearing Too 
Many Hats 
 
 

     

Holding the 
Line 
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