
 1 

                                

 

SEALS (Social and Economic Analysis of Legal Services) 

Project Briefing - February 2017 

 

SEALS Research Team, University College Cork: Dr. Carmel Halton (Principal 

Investigator, School of Applied Social Studies), Dr. Edel Walsh, Dr. Aileen Murphy 

(both School of Economics), Dr. Gill Harold (Project Researcher, School of Applied 

Social  Studies).  

 

Rationale 

Social work increasingly brings practitioners into contact with the legal system. Child 

welfare practice, in particular, is viewed as the most legally intensive speciality 

within the social work profession. Over the last 25 years, the legal profession and the 

courts have come to play an increasingly prominent role in the handling of child 

welfare cases in Ireland. Despite this, very little research has been carried out on the 

interface between social services and the legal system.  

 

Research methods, aims and objectives 

Taking a multidisciplinary socio-economic perspective, this project will explore 

Tusla’s engagement with legal services, particularly in the contexts of child 

protection and welfare, and educational welfare services. The project will employ a 

multi-methods approach, combining new data generation (using an online survey 

and interviews with social workers, educational welfare professionals, guardians ad 

litem and legal professionals) with a systematic analysis of data from Tusla and the 

Courts Service. The research sets out to: 

 

1. Examine the factors which influence Tusla staff to access legal services. 
2. Conduct a cost-benefit analysis of the factors associated with the use of 
legal services. 
3. Investigate regional variations in the use of legal services by Tusla. 
4. Examine regional variations in Court practice and how this impacts on the 
cost of legal services. 
5. Conduct a review of relevant policy and practice in an international context.  
 

The project seeks not only to produce an evidence-base to support policy making 

and practice, but also to inform the development of social work education, 

particularly in relation to legal matters.  
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Current Activity: 

Analysis of 
SEALS survey 
data 

Two versions of the SEALS survey exploring practitioners’ engagement 

with legal services were distributed to Tusla social work and 

educational welfare professionals in October 2016 and remained live 

for six weeks.  The response rate was 27% for the social worker survey 

(384 responses) and 97% for the EWS survey (88 responses). The 

research team is currently analysing the data collected towards 

informing the qualitative phase of the research programme.  

 

Economic 
Analysis 
 

Financial data relating to legal expenditure by Tusla has been made 

available to the SEALS team. This data was then coded and organised 

towards being fit for the purpose of econometric analysis. This analysis  

is underway, and the patterns which emerge from the disaggregation 

of data will inform the topic guides intended for use in qualitative 

interviews with social work personnel and solicitors. It is anticipated 

that financial data related to a pilot study of Tusla’s use of in-house 

legal services over the preceding 12 months is to be made available to  

the SEALS team in April 2017.  

 

Court 
Observations 
 

Dr. Carmel Halton (Principal investigator) and Dr. Gill Harold (Project 

researcher) have been granted approval by the Minister for Justice to 

attend and observe child welfare proceedings under the terms of the 

Child Care Act 1991 (Section 29(7)) Regulations 2012. Court 

observations will commence in Cork on Monday 27th February 2017. It 

is anticipated that the researchers will spend a period of six months in 

total conducting observations.  

 

 
Ethical Approval 

This research has been reviewed and granted ethical approval by the Social Research 

Ethics Committee at University College Cork, and by Tusla’s Ethics Review Group.   

 

Timeframe:  

The SEALS project commenced in March 2016 and will be conducted over two years. 

Primary data collection commenced during Autumn 2016 with the distribution of the 

SEALS surveys. The econometric analysis commenced in January 2017. The court 

observations will commence late February 2017, while qualitative interviews with 

relevant stakeholders will be conducted from March 2017 onwards. It is expected 

that all research activity will be completed by September 2017, with the final quarter 

of the overall work schedule dedicated to the preparation of the final research 

report.  


