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Abstract 

Through the small-scale and imaginative application of a Speculative Institutional 

Ethnographical study, fictionalised stories have been created based upon observations in 

the field at three different Youth Care Home Facilities in Sweden. The locations and 

characters in these stories are composite narratives comprised of actual details from 

multiple real life places and people, amalgamated to form fictionalised narratives so as to 

protect the anonymity of real life people. The researcher’s primary motivation with the 

research is to develop a better understanding of the way in which individual differences 

between staff members working at these facilities impact their decision making in an 

environment which is supposedly value-neutral. It is argued that a multitude of factors will 

influence staff members perceptions of youths at these homes and that a degree of bias or 

partiality is unavoidable. An awareness of this and a development of critical reflexivity is 

encouraged. Through drawing data from real life observations in the field to create 

credible, realistic fictionalised stories, the research project is combining academic and 

creative writing processes in an innovative and progressive way. The goal of the research 

is not to prove or disprove a specific hypothesis but rather to explore an issue and develop 

a better understanding of the complexity and nuances of working at a Youth Care Home 

facility in view of Intersectional Gender Studies.  

Keywords 

youth work, HVB, youth residential care, social work, speculative ethnography, institutional 

ethnography, fictionalised stories, composite narratives, critical reflexivity 
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Prologue 

Kalle mår skit 

“I just feel shit” repeated Kalle, staring down into his lap where his hands slump, fingers 

loosely interlocked, his right knee frantically bobbing up and down, as if he was using his 

heel to tap out a message in morse code on the floor. Ingemar has tried without success to 

encourage the 17 year old to elaborate in further detail on what precisely he means by 

this, but as usual, he can’t find the words. Obviously he feels like shit. Anyone would feel 

like shit in his situation. Awake all night due to drug abstinence, he has then overslept in 

the morning and not turned up to his apprenticeship placement, the attendance of which is 

a mandatory component of his care plan if Social Services are going to move him to his 

own apartment. Ingemar knows why Kalle feels shit, but it’s important to try and help him 

to put it into words himself. “Everything is just shit” explains Kalle once more. 

Introduction 

This research project is focussed on the working practices that take place at residential 

youth care homes in Sweden. The primary aim of the research is to encourage staff 

members working at these homes to develop a better sense of critical self reflection and 

awareness of how their own personal values and individual differences may influence their 

work and therefore impact the care that the youths receive. I believe that an increased 

awareness of how one’s personal standpoint might effect their interpretation of information 

and subsequent decision making is both an important and necessary aspect of youth 

social work. I employ a combination of innovative qualitative research methods in this 

process, namely Speculative and Institutional Ethnography and the creation of fictionalised 

stories based upon my observations in the field, combined with a deconstructionist 

approach to understanding the ways that texts are interpreted. Additionally, I employ 

elements of feminist Standpoint theory to support my arguments regarding power 
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structures and hierarchies within an institutionalised care environment and how the 

intersections of age, sex, class (and many more factors) interplay in the creation of 

embodied narratives of the youths, the staff members, and the dynamics between them. 

I would like to make one point clear early on in this thesis which is that I do not wish this 

project to be interpreted as a criticism of youth social workers or the job that they do. The 

primary motivation behind my research has never been to pick faults with people who are 

trying to do their best in difficult circumstances. The guiding principle behind this research 

is the fact that the care provided in these residential homes is supposedly value-neutral, 

that is to say, staff members should work within specific guidelines, follow published 

routines, and use facts/truths rather than their own personal feelings or opinions to steer 

their daily duties. I argue from a Derridean, deconstructionist perspective that there is no 

one, stable, fixed truth in language and that the diversity and complexity of different people 

working and living in the institutionalised care home environment means that social work 

guided by individual values is unavoidable and that an increased awareness of this is 

necessary. 

I have previously conducted research projects using more traditional qualitative methods, 

usually favouring recording semi-structured interviews with participants and then 

performing a thematic analysis of the interview transcripts. There were numerous reasons 

behind my decision to not go down this road on this occasion which shall be explained in 

further detail later on in this thesis. For now, I will summarise succinctly that it is largely 

due to the fact that I myself only began working in a youth residential care home later in 

life that determined my choice of qualitative research methods for this project. I came in to 

this field of work at the age of 35 and had quite an amount to learn on the job through 

shadowing colleagues, observing and asking questions. Whilst I would have liked to have 

conducted a more traditional qualitative research project in the form of interviews like I 

have previously had success with, I feel that it might have been problematic to interview 

care home staff because separate to my role as a researcher I am also a new colleague, a 

rookie, and inexperienced in the field. Any potential interviews with youths living in the 

home would be subject to ethical constraints due to not only many of them being under 18, 

but also that  they may have learning difficulties or other intellectual or functional 

impairment diagnoses. I would be interested in doing further research in this area in the 

future after I have taken the time to first build my own experience in the field, develop my 

own professional expertise and reflect upon my position as a youth social worker and a 
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researcher. For now I have chosen to prioritise using my observations guided by 

Institutional Ethnography as a research method developed by the feminist social 

researcher Dorothy Smith (2005), which is becoming an increasingly popular method of 

inquiry within social sciences for understanding peoples’ relations within institutions. I also 

incorporate the use of fictionalised writing as a research method as outlined by the 

qualitative researcher and novelist Patricia Leavy (2002). I believe that through doing this, 

I am able to draw upon my real life experiences in the field of youth social work and 

present my observations in an engaging and accessible way which also respects the 

confidentiality of the real life youths and staff members that I have worked with.  

Aim and purpose 

The purpose of this research is to firstly provide an insight into the inner workings of a 

Swedish Youth Residential Care Home, not just at a practical or administrative level, but 

rather to capture the underlying feeling within the environment. I aim to achieve this 

through fictional creative writing inspired and informed by my ethnographic research 

observations in the field, that first provides my reader with a detailed description of the 

physical environment and then allows them to shadow two staff members during a working 

day. It is not my aim to imply that one way of working is better or worse than the other, nor 

should my reader feel they need to pick a side. My objective is to temporarily immerse my 

reader in this world and allow them to relate to the different characters and how they carry 

out their duties. Through an Intersectional Gender Studies lens, issues including (but not 

limited to) age, gender, personality traits, and socioeconomic background will be key. This 

study explores the research question: How does staff individual differences influence the 

ways that they carry out their work in a Youth Residential Care Home environment? By 

extension to this, I will also be exploring how an increased awareness of this could 

improve the service and care provided. An underlying theme throughout this study is also 

how creative writing can be used as a valuable tool to supplement traditional scientific 

research methods in Social Science knowledge production. 

The context for my research - situating myself 

I came in to Social Work later on in life and as the result of a combination of different 

circumstances. A Psychology graduate from the UK, I moved to Sweden in my late 

twenties with my partner. I started working as a bartender, which I saw as a neat way of 
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bringing in some cash whilst acclimatising to life in a new country, building a new social 

network and learning a new language. I then moved on to another, fancier bar and found 

that I got more settled than I had planned and ending up staying there for several years. It 

was when the Covid-19 pandemic struck that I felt compelled to make a change. Although 

Sweden never technically went in to lock down, the hospitality industry was hit hard with 

reduced opening hours, limited admission of guests and without the option of staff being 

able to work from home. My working hours were reduced and I found the hours that I got 

to be pretty miserable. However, by this time I had been in Sweden for over six years. I 

fitted in comfortably, had learnt the language fluently and even become a citizen. So the 

chaos of the pandemic was the push that I needed to get on to a new path and leave 

behind the bartending that was always supposed to be temporary but was gradually 

becoming permanent. 

I successfully applied for a summer job as a Treatment Assistant - in Swedish 

Behandlingsassistent - at a residential care home for youths, referred to throughout this 

paper by the Swedish acronym HVB - Hem för vård eller boende. I will provide some more 

in depth information about Social Services in Sweden later in this study. For now, as a brief 

summary, the youths placed at the facility come from a variety of different backgrounds 

and circumstances, some placements are voluntary and some are not, and all placements 

come with a customised care plan from Social Services, describing the goals of the 

placement and specific things that the HVB staff should focus on for each individual youth. 

The home is manned around the clock and the staff are responsible for supporting the 

youths’ development inline with the directives from Social Services, as well as contributing 

towards the smooth running of the household with things such as cooking, cleaning and 

activities together with the residents. 

I do not have a formal education directly relevant to the care of youths. My recruitment was 

based upon a lämplighetsbedömning - a judgement of suitability. During my Batchelor in 

Psychology I completed numerous relevant modules in Social Psychology and Cognitive 

Behavioural Therapy, I also had experience with healthcare administration from my time in 

London, and, as silly as it may sound, many years of bartending which are more valuable 

than one might think with regards to youth work. The ability to take a joke and to give one 

back - without overstepping the line - a refined quick wit that portrays friendly camaraderie 

and hopefully both offers and commands respect. I was confident that I would be able to 

‘talk the talk’ and had, as the Swedes say, skinn på näsan - literally ‘skin on the nose’ - that 
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is to say, a bit of real world experience outside of the classroom. However, I also had a lot 

of gaps in my knowledge and very many important things to learn in a short time, for whilst 

good banter may be a useful tool in everyday interactions, the staff of the HVB have a 

responsibility for the care of vulnerable young people and there are laws and regulations 

that one must familiarise oneself with.  

I dove headfirst in to reading everything piece of literature I could and asking my 

colleagues many questions every day. I began practising critical reflection even before I 

had acquainted myself with the term. Every time I witnessed a significant occurrence - 

resolving a conflict, a tricky conversation, a bending of the rules - I would ask the 

colleague in question afterwards why they handled the situation in the way that they did. 

Every time I found myself in a situation that presented me with different alternatives, I 

would later reflect on what I did, why I did it, what was good and what I wish I had done 

differently, seeking out guidance from colleagues to discuss these reflections and 

welcoming their feedback. I was learning on the job and was learning very quickly. Unlike 

many of my colleagues who had studied specific social work or pedagogical programmes, 

my learning was primarily observational and context specific. I soon realised that whilst 

there are concrete laws that govern the work we do, the daily interactions and decision 

making are highly subjective experiences dependent on that specific youth, staff member, 

the relationship they have, what is happening on that specific day, and many other factors. 

Working around the clock as we do means that we have quite a different working culture to 

other people working in comparable professions. A teaching assistant, for example, may 

possess a similar skillset in terms of balancing goals orientated professionalism with 

personality and the client in focus, however they have a more structured day, an amount of 

time assigned per student/ class, a specific time to start and finish working. A typical 

working shift for me at the HVB is one whole day, sleeping the night during which I’m on-

call, and then working the day after. This usually totally around 30 hours on the clock and 

is followed by several days off. This means that the residents and coworkers see me first 

thing in the morning before I’ve brushed my teeth. This means dirty teaspoons left by the 

sink and rows about emptying the bin. What it really means - more seriously - is that the 

staff are emotionally and personally invested in their work in a way that is different to 

people who work Monday to Friday 9-5 because one can’t help but reveal one’s real self. 

One can’t fake it for 30 hours. 
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The relevance of this is the fact that the nature of our work is fact-based. That is to say 

that important decisions regarding a youth’s placement are based upon evidence and not 

on feelings or opinions of the staff. I argue that this is at best a tricky, grey area, and at 

worst it is simply impossible. I believe that there is no objectivity in social work which is 

based upon the evaluations made by the staff members from observations and 

discussions with the youths placed at the HVB. I argue that due to the nature of the work - 

long hours and living, if only temporarily, in close proximity to the youths - means that it is 

inevitable and unavoidable that Treatment Assistants’ shall be influenced by their own 

values, beliefs and biases, and whilst one may try to mediate against this as best as one 

can, an acknowledgement and awareness of this is a crucial component of effective work 

in the HVB environment.  

After working full time during that first summer, I was then offered the chance to continue 

working at the same place part time from the autumn and beyond. In order to bump up my 

hours and income, as well as continuing my professional development in the field, I got a 

second part time job at a different HVB in a comparable role. I worked like this, dividing my 

time between two different places for several months, until the opportunity arose to work 

full time at the first place, which I happily took. Shortly afterwards the entire organisation 

relocated to a new premises, to which I followed and have worked full time ever since. So I 

have in total worked for two different employers at three different sites during a period of 

approximately 18 months. 

I have previously conducted successful qualitative research and I consider myself to be 

patient and meticulous with transcribing interviews and identifying themes for analysis, 

however I have opted to not pursue this line of research on this occasion. There are 

numerous reasons for this decision. I do believe that a well conducted qualitative research 

project exploring the ways in which individual biases influence decision making in a care 

home environment could be a valuable, informative and necessary means of knowledge 

production for offering suggestions for improvements to working methods. However, I also 

feel that in order to conduct such research effectively that I myself require a greater, in-

depth and firsthand knowledge of the subject area myself, and this is something that I 

have not had sufficient time to acquire yet. I am an attentive observer and I try to question 

and reflect upon what goes on in my working environment in order to develop this 

knowledge. For these reasons, and with respect to the confidentiality of the my real life 

colleagues and the real life youths with whom we work, I have created fictionalised stories, 
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informed by real life events but in which all identifiable details have been changed. The 

people and places I refer to in these stories should not be read as being directly lifted from 

real life and assigned new names, but rather that they are the amalgamations of several 

real life people or places, inspired by my own experiences and observations, to create 

characters and locations that could plausibly be real.  

Definitions of terminology 

As my research has been situated in Sweden but presented in English, it has therefore 

been necessary for me to translate certain words. I have chosen to avoid overly direct, 

literal translations (which may sometimes appear awkward or clumsy) and I also avoid 

translating things that are specific to Sweden (such as governing bodies, administrative 

systems, certain job titles, etc) into their English language equivalents or counterparts. As 

different countries may structure their services differently, I believe that it is potentially 

problematic to try and compare things in this way. My guiding principle for all of my 

translations is that I aim to provide an English language audience with accessible 

terminology which is an appropriate and accurate portrayal of the original Swedish term. 

For example, the Swedish term ‘HVB’ is an acronym for Hem för Vård eller Boende, which 

directly translates to “home for care or accommodation.’ There may be certain similarities 

to Congregate Care facilities in the USA or Children’s homes/ Residential special schools 

in the UK, however I have opted for term ‘youth residential care home’. This is what I 

consider to be the most suitable description of an ‘HVB’ for a non-Swedish audience. 

The administration of Social Services in Sweden is managed by Socialförvaltningen. 

Throughout this thesis I use the words ‘Social Services’ referring to the Swedish 

Socialtjänsten, which is a direct translation. When Social Services makes an intervention 

to take over responsibility for the care of a child or young person, it is most commonly 

done under the jurisdiction of one of two laws, which are abbreviated to the acronyms of 

‘SOL’ and ‘LVU’. The former, Socialtjänstlagen, literally ‘The Social Service Law’, can be 

succinctly described as being a law used for people who want to receive help from the 

state. The latter, Lagen om Vård av Unga - ‘The Law of Care of Youths’ is similar to SOL 

however it may be determined by a court to be enforced even when people do not wish to 

voluntarily cooperate. 
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The Staff members who work at the youth residential care homes may have numerous 

different job titles, including Environmental Therapist (Miljöterapeut) and Treatment 

Assistant (Behandlingsassistent). I have opted to primarily refer to these people by the 

broader term ‘Staff’ because I believe there can be some ambiguity regarding what the 

aforementioned roles specifically entail. I will provide a more specific description of the 

different roles throughout the thesis where I deem it to be appropriate.  

Children in care in Sweden 

In this section, I aim to provide a succinct overview of the role and function of the HVB - 

Youth Residential Care Home - within the Swedish Social Services system. For a more 

comprehensive guide of the history of the Swedish prison system, including incarceration 

of youths and juvenile detention centres, I recommend the work of R. Nilsson (2002) who 

provides a more thorough and in-depth perspective of this. Whilst some placements of 

youths into residential care homes may be non-voluntary, that is to say, Social Services 

obtain a legal mandate to take the responsibility for the care of a young person (LVU) from 

that person’s parents whether or not the youth or parents willingly comply, placement at a 

residential care home should not be considered an incarceration.  

Secure facilities in which youths may be placed with restrictions on their freedom and 

movement for their own or other peoples’ safety do exist in Sweden and these are state 

managed institutions known as SiS (Statens Institutionsstyrelse). There are aspects of the 

rehabilitation, education and treatment of young offenders that may in some ways be 

comparable between the two organisations, however the focus of this research project is 

specifically on residential care homes (HVB) and not on the restricted institutions (SiS).  

Around the turn of the 20th century, the Swedish prison system which was then primarily 

run by military staff, was gradually being redesigned. The work became more 

administrative and treatment focussed and an increasing number of teachers and civil 

servants were employed (Nilsson, R. 2002). Juvenile prisons were established around 

1930 and they mirrored the transitions that were occurring in adults prisons, which were 

now moving away from the previously popular use of solitary confinement, instead 

favouring to keep prisoners occupied with work. From the 1940s and continuing through 

the 50s and 60s, facilities became more like open prisons. Traditional working class values 

were key, with inmates often working in prison-run farms or factories. It is from the 1970s 
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and onwards that - at least for juvenile prisoners - significant changes in the judicial 

system began to take effect, and the handling of these young people started to look more 

like it does today. 

During the 1970s, institutionalised housing became decentralised and the administration of 

this instead moved over to regional authorities. Ehliasson & Markström (2020) provide an 

excellent insight into the changes that happened after this, specifically regarding the 

introduction of the new SOL (Social Services Law) which came in 1980. The main purpose 

of this new law was to help guarantee the welfare of all citizens, meaning that all people 

who are for some reason unable to take care of their own needs shall be entitled to receive 

help from Social Services in order to ensure that their needs are fulfilled. This can, 

amongst other things, include access to safe and secure housing, medical treatment, 

education, as well as rudimentary personal requirements such as food and clothing. It was 

around this time that the majority of juvenile prisons were abolished and the treatment of 

young people was taken over by Social Services from the prison system (Nilsson, R. 

2002). 

The specific details of the Social Services Law and the way in which it should be upheld 

regarding the care and treatment of young people are complex and the varying ways in 

which this information can be interpreted will form a key element of this research project. 

In order to provide a clear reference point, I refer to Bergstrand (2008) who provides a 

summary of the core principles of the new Social Services law (Den nya socialtjänstlagen). 

The core principles as outlined by Bergstrand (2008) are: seeing the big picture, providing 

continuity in care, people with ‘variations’ to have as much normality in their lives as 

possible, flexibility and individualised care, being close to their home environment, and 

freedom of choice (my own translations). There is additionally an emphasis supporting 

people to participate in society, offering equality in living circumstances and developing 

peoples’ own resources. This latter point is elaborated by Ehliasson & Markström (2020) 

who describe the way that the Social Services law has an emphasis on individual 

responsibility to comply with one’s own needs, for example that it is necessary for one to 

either apply for jobs or participate in relevant training to ready oneself for work, thereby 

making the right to receive help conditional.  

Sweden has signed the United Nations Children Convention, meaning that the state has 

responsibility to take all reasonable precautions to ensure that children’s rights are 
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adhered to. It is the best interests of the child that should take precedent. In Sweden, the 

term Barnets behov i centrum (BBIC) meaning the child’s needs at the centre, is used by 

Social Services. It is unfortunately not always clear what the child’s best needs are, and 

identifying this and appropriate strategies to ensure its implementation can be problematic. 

For example, S.Nilsson (2019) stresses the importance of residential care home staff 

having knowledge and education of the issues of the child’s home country in instances in 

which children from other countries are placed in care homes in Sweden.  

Theoretical framework and previous research 

When I began working at a youth residential care home in 2021, I found myself presented 

with the challenge of establishing my role within the staff team, trying to find the balance 

between utilising my strengths and competences but also adhering to the multiple and 

sometimes complex rules and regulations to follow. Social care researcher Gillian Ruch 

(2009) describes how this is common problem for newcomers to the field of social work, 

and highlights the conflict between wanting to work proactively and get things done but 

also being bound by following regulations. Ruch (2009) discusses the pressures that social 

workers have when working in the field, for example the pressure to make correct 

decisions, not to take interventions too early or too late, not to over react or under react, 

etc. Ruch argues therefore that it is essential for one to develop a reflective practice and to 

think critically about what things worked well or did not work well, in order to develop the 

tools for responding most appropriately in different situations. 

The subject of reflexivity is further developed by the work of Social work research Eileen 

Oak (2009) who also encourages social workers to reflect upon their own position with in 

an institution and even question biases within sociology generally. Throughout this thesis I 

apply much attention to the ways in which meaning is constructed and argue that biased 

opinions based upon individual differences are unavoidable. Social Psychologist Kenneth 

Gergen (2009) details how socially constructed phenomena come from the era of 

modernism, where there was an emphasis on scientific thought and empirical facts. During 

the poststructuralism discourse that followed this, the emphasis shifted from scientific 

principles to individual experiences, and traditional values were challenged. This opinion is 

supported by the views of Ruch (2009) who makes the case for a poststructuralist 

perspective in social work, arguing that all phenomena are socially constructed and that all 

human encounters are unique. The idiosyncrasies of individual human encounters and 
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experiences is a key element of my research and something that will form a major part of 

my discussion of my findings. The difference between positivism and things which can be 

scientifically tested versus interpretivism is elaborated by the work of Social work 

researcher Heather D’Cruz (2014) who argues that one needs to dig down into an 

individual’s beliefs and motivations in order to find out what is really going on. I will attempt 

to unpack my data using a deconstructionist approach and I adopt a Derridean argument 

that language is highly nuanced and complex and that there is no single truth or meaning 

in words. A classic example of a Derridean argument described by Social scientist Peter 

Zima (2002), is how one may find two different meanings when reading the same text at 

twenty year intervals which could be attributed to, amongst other things, the reader’s 

personal development during that period, social or political changes, or even other texts 

that have been written during that time period which influence the comparative context of 

the meaning found in the original reading. I argue that two different people can perceive 

the same written or spoken language with entirely different meanings depending on a 

multitude of factors, including, but not limited to, their own individual experiences or history 

with the reader/ speaker, the context in which the language was written/spoken, and other 

events that have occurred on the same day that influence their mood. The ways in which 

an individuals’ values lead to their formulation of claims of truth or meaning are further 

explained in the work of Gergen (2009) who uses an example of news reporting in order to 

illustrate what they call the crisis of value neutrality. Gergen gives an example of news 

reporting of a war and how different emotions are evoked depending on which words one 

uses to describe the events. For example, if the news was to report that innocent people 

have been ‘killed’, or ‘murdered’, or ‘slaughtered’, each of these three words provides a 

somewhat comparable meaning, insofar as they depict an end of life, however each word 

is loaded with different connotations. I could even expand this Gergen’s point further from 

a Deconstructionist perspective and find different meaning in three spoken sentences with 

a different word emphasised each time, for example, “innocent civilians murdered”, versus 

“innocent civilians murdered”, versus “innocent civilians murdered” evokes different 

emotions depending on where one’s attention is drawn. 

I have opted to conduct my research in the form of an ethnographic study, which is a 

highly effective method for communicating the nuances of individuals’ stories according to 

Social Scientist Carol Hayden (2007). I would have liked to have included interviews with 

both staff members and youths in my research however I found that this would be 

problematic for numerous reasons. One aspect is my previously mentioned belief that I 
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would not be able to separate my role as a researcher from my position as an 

inexperienced newcomer to the field of social work. Whilst I could have interview my more 

experienced colleagues coming from a position of curiosity to learn and thereby not 

challenging their competence, there would still potentially be ethical issues regarding 

confidentiality at stake. Qualitative researcher Yvonne Darlington (2002) discusses how it 

is highly problematic doing qualitative research in a youth care home environment for 

many reasons, including the fact that there are issues of consent regarding youths who are 

under 18, and furthermore that they may have experienced some kind of trauma. Social 

researcher Gerard Guthrie (2010) makes the argument for using case studies in 

combination with other traditional methods of qualitative research. I use case studies in my 

research in a slightly different way, taking my own real life experiences based upon my 

observations in the field, which I then use as the basis for the creation of fictionalised 

stories. I am inspired by Smith (2005) and their work on Institutional Ethnography, as a 

qualitative research method to develop a better understanding of interactions between 

people in a youth care home environment, because I believe that there is a fascinating 

collision of multiple different power axes and hierarchies between staff and youths which 

can best be understood from the inside. I believe that using fictionalised practice-based 

stories can be an effective method for communicating my observations, a view that is 

supported by the work of Lehmann (2006, p.201) who argues that this is an engaging way 

of exploring knowledge and theory. The turn towards fictionalised stories as a research 

method is described by Leavy (2002) as being well suited to social research for three 

primary goals: “portraying the complexity of lived experience… promoting empathy and 

self-reflection… disrupting dominant ideologies or stereotypes.” I share the opinions of 

Lehmann and Leavy that through the use of fictionalised practice-based stories I am able 

to conduct my research in a method which is appropriate to the aims I am trying to achieve 

in an interesting and engaging way, and furthermore, with consideration to the 

aforementioned ethical issues regarding conducting research in a youth care home, this 

research method additionally offers me the opportunity to communicate my real life 

observations with respect to the confidentiality of real life people and places. 

Communication scholar Arthur Bochner (2017) explains how research in human sciences 

needs not only narrative theory but narrative practices. He believes that auto ethnographic 

research practices allow the researcher to discover things about themselves through their 

research and that they can take their reader on this journey with them, allowing the reader 

to “come away with a sense of what it must have felt like to have lived through what 
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happened” (p.69). The idea of taking the reader on a journey of discovery through an 

otherwise unknown environment is key factor of the current research.  

The use of speculative practices in ethnography is discussed by Ethnographic researcher 

Seth Andrew McCall (2021) who highlights the benefits of using fiction in auto 

ethnographic accounts, including the fact that this allows the reader to have an element of 

freedom to decide what they want to believe or where they wish to draw their own 

boundaries. This is particularly appropriate for the present study, which as aforementioned, 

is not as much concerned with proving or disproving specific hypotheses or presenting 

empirical facts but rather more giving the reader an opportunity to develop a feeling for an 

environment and an understanding for the characters therein.  

Bocher (2017) also argues how auto ethnographic research methods are appropriate for 

human science research because they provide the researcher with a way of telling the 

stories of marginalised groups, as fieldwork comes from observations within the area of 

study and not separate from it. Researchers are encouraged to work with emotions and 

feelings, telling stories of things that have actually happened but presenting them in an 

artistic way with depth and meaning. The case for combining autoethnographic 

observations with fictionalised story telling is echoed in the work of ethnographic 

researchers Jacobson & Larsen (2014) who advocate for the creation of compelling stories 

to evoke cultural experiences. 

Revolutionary feminist scholar Donna Haraway (1988) refers to what she calls the ‘God 

trick’, which is a metaphor for scientists or researchers who can sometimes fall in to the 

trap of presenting their findings from an independent position separate from that which are 

observing, therefore positioning themselves as being in some way all-seeing or all-

knowing. By extension to this, one should also not consider oneself to be a blank canvas 

that is completely innocent or impartial, which could be argued is in itself another form of 

‘God trick’. As I argue throughout this research, individual differences which shape one’s 

interpretation of events are unavoidable, and this view is further supported by the work of 

Bochner (2017) who says that traditional research methods have a tendency to position 

the researcher as objective. I argue that it is therefore appropriate to incorporate a 

Speculative Autoethnographic approach to this research which insists that researchers 

cannot be impartial and that our lived experiences provide us with a complicated 

interpretation of a subjective reality.  

16



This view reflects the argument of social researcher Stephen Linstead (1993) who makes 

the case that traditional ethnography is problematic in a poststructuralist era because one 

should avoid the use of fixed definitions or descriptions to construct a text. Linstead (1993) 

also argues the case for moving away from a single authoritative voice towards a 

deconstructive ethnography inspired by the work of Derrida, with the focus shifted more 

towards literature than empirical science. 

In previous research by Social anthropologist and ethnographer E. Summerson Carr 

(2009) she discusses the way that identities are created in an institutional environment and 

in particular interpellation, meaning the way that people take upon themselves a specific 

role. As shall be discussed later in this paper, words and labels are loaded with meanings, 

and therefore socially constructed terms such as ‘deviant’, ‘norm-breaking’ or ‘problematic’ 

behaviour which may be used to describe youths are highly subjective. Summerson Carr 

(2010) also further expands upon her research in the area of language use in institutional 

environments, discussing the concept of ‘anticipatory interpellation’ meaning that through 

the application of certain terms or phrases (for example “addict”) that a person not only 

takes upon themselves a role but also that they may take upon themselves the role which 

they believe their audience expects them to take. The use of certain words - as will be 

discussed in more depth later - can have significant consequences in a Youth Care Home 

environment and could contribute towards life changing decisions regarding, for example 

(but not limited to), Social Services deciding where an individual will live, what rights they 

have for freedom of movement, what rights they have to meet certain people, and so forth.  

Examples of what I am describing can be found in the work of Social researcher Karin 

Osvaldsson (2002) who has conducted a significant amount of fieldwork exploring issues 

of Institutitionality and Identity within Swedish Youth Care Home environments, and found 

that staff members’ contrasting narratives was an issue. Osvaldsson cites a specific 

example within her a study of the subtle difference between one person’s version, in which 

a youth “had things happen to her” compared to another person’s version in which they “let 

things happen to her”. The subtle difference between the words “had” and “let” convey a 

very different meaning in the context of the sentence and conjure differing reactions from 

the reader/ listener.  
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Methodological Framework 

I previously introduced my theoretical framework for this study and briefly touched upon 

some of the research methods that I will be using and my motivation behind these 

decisions. In this section I intend to elaborate in more detail my reasoning for conducting 

my research in my chosen way as well as discussing the benefits and limitations of this 

methodological approach. As aforementioned, I felt that I was in some ways plunged 

unavoidably into critical reflexivity in my role as a Youth Social Worker due to the fact that I 

this was a professional I moved in to later on in life and had a fair amount to learn on the 

job, meaning that I was constantly observing, asking my colleagues questions and 

reflecting upon my own behaviour and performance. I don’t think that there is one right 

way or a wrong way to be a good Social Worker. I believe that core components such as 

openness and honesty are good traits to start with, however there is a vast array of factors 

and attributes that intersect together to form different working styles that may be more or 

less effective from person to person. It is this emphasis on nuance and individual 

differences that is the driving force behind this project and furthermore justifies my choice 

of research methodology.  

Gibson (2021) discusses the use of fictional and creative writing in doctoral theses and 

describes how the turn to fiction is an appropriate research method particularly in the field 

of sociology due to the fact that it very difficult to communicate the complexities of intricate 

and nuanced social science through the use of traditional research methods. Gibson was 

influenced by the work of Lykke (2010) who provides an insight into what she calls the 

‘linguistic turn’ or the ‘narrative turn’ in her work on trans-disciplinary writing. In Lykke’s 

argument, there is an emphasis on moving away from the positivist notions of objective, 

‘provable’ scientific facts and instead favouring a turn towards a broader, multidisciplinary 

approach to writing and research. Any idea that researchers are in some way separate 

from that which they are researching is rejected. It is through combining creative writing 

with academic writing that one is better situated to both capture the complexity and 

nuances of the sociological topic one is researching, and furthermore communicate these 

findings in an accessible, interesting and engaging way. Gibson claims that the process of 

creative writing is itself a reflexive journey and that this serves to further encourage the 

writer to question their own position within their research. This critical engagement within 

one’s writing is a key component of Lykke’s work on intersectional feminism.  
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A more detailed analysis of this move away from positivist notions of objective science is 

provided from the work of LaFrance (2019) and her work on Institutional Ethnography. 

LaFrance also cites the aforementioned Smith, who argued that notions of objective truth 

dominated mainstream sociological research, thereby leaving individual differences and 

experience largely ignored, until new approaches in the post-positivist feminist movement 

in the 1970s and 1980s challenged these notions. Haraway (1988) describes in her work 

on situated knowledges that all knowledge comes from some kind of epistemological 

framework. It is through the application of standpoint theory that the complexities of 

individuals can be more effectively uncovered. This is a key component of LaFrance’s 

description of Institutional Ethnography, that is to say, a post-positivist research 

methodology, in which one takes into consideration the fact that the environments we are 

in are social structures with a social and historical context, therefore research should be 

conducted in the field rather than in the laboratory. In the case of this research project in 

particular, I am primarily motivated to try and develop a better level of understanding of 

what is going on in a Youth Care Home environment, rather than trying to prove or 

disprove any specific claim or hypothesis. As Institutional Ethnography is a research 

method primarily focussed on moving away from claims of uncovering answers/ truths and 

rather instead find more nuanced ways of understanding differences and situations, I felt 

that this, in combination with my working in the field and curious and self reflective nature, 

to be an obvious choice of method for this project.  

As aforementioned, me researching in the field within a profession in which I am relatively 

new, plus the fact that I work with vulnerable young people, means that are numerous 

difficulties and issues to address both ethically and practically in order to conduct this 

research project effectively and appropriately. The work of researchers such as Lykke and 

Gibson have paved the way for people like myself to begin approaching academic writing 

in challenging and innovative ways, combining creative writing and traditional research 

methods to hopefully provide a valuable, constructive and meaningful contribution to the 

academic world. What Lykke referred to as the ‘narrative turn’, that being, the use of what 

was previously considered to be non-traditional writing styles in an academic context to 

communicate academic ideas in innovative ways, was later developed by what Gibson 

referred to as ‘the fictional turn’. The significance of this development in academia is that it 

allows researchers to incorporate the use of fictional writing within their research, 

something which is of great benefit to researchers like myself who would otherwise face 

problematic issues of confidentiality for research participants (both the youths who are 

19



underage any potentially have mental or physical health issues or other diagnoses, and 

also my coworkers who may be suspicious, sceptical or defensive to me researching 

them). Willis (2018) advocates for the use of composite narratives in research as a good 

way of protecting anonymity whilst still portraying an accurate picture of the group as a 

whole. An example used was a project involving politicians as research subjects when they 

were concerned about having unpopular opinions or their views being taken out of context. 

By constructing composite narratives - in this case, the stories provided by two, three or 

four real life people were amalgamated to form the story of one fictional person - 

anonymity of the research subjects was ensured. There is a fine line here which is directly 

relevant to the present study, and that is regarding to what extent the fictionalised 

characters should be closely linked to real life people, something which is discussed by 

both Willis and also Satchwell (2020). For example, one should avoid the use of direct 

quotes which may be used to identify a real life person, however the fiction should also be 

accurate in order to maintain the credibility of the study. Satchwell et al (2020) describes 

the use of “deliberate ambiguity through story telling” and they quote the aforementioned 

Leavy, who regarded research as not being about ‘findings’ or specific truths but rather 

conveying a message which one can find meaning through. It is this viewpoint which 

provides a cornerstone to the present study and further underlines the choice of research 

methodology.  

Ethical considerations 

The characters and places within my stories are inspired by reality but have been 

fictionalised in order to respect confidentiality, therefore I believe that I have successfully 

addressed any potential risk of harm to real life individuals. The composite narratives that I 

have constructed are amalgamations of multiple real life interactions to various degrees 

however without any obvious or direct link to any one specific individual. It is due to this 

fact that I have not deemed it necessary to obtain written consent from any real life people 

as it would be very unclear what exactly it would be that they were consenting to, as I 

cannot quantify the extent to which they have informed my ideas. I believe that the most 

crucial aspect of this project from an ethical perspective is how I can assure the integrity of 

my own stories and that my fictionalised narratives are credible and believable. Referring 

to the work of Bochner (2017), I acknowledge the fact that the observations that inspired 

my stories were from my own perspective and that other people present at the time may 

have experienced events differently. Furthermore, as my auto ethnographic material is 
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based upon my own memories rather than recordings in the field, I acknowledge that my 

own memories of events may also be influenced by my own lived experiences. Throughout 

this research my priorities have always been to act with honesty and integrity, and whilst it 

is with meaning that I allow my reader space to interpret the narratives in their own way, it 

should not be construed that my fictionalised tales are fantasy, but rather that they are 

grounded in reality. Throughout the process of researching and writing this thesis I have 

maintained regular contact with my assigned supervisor who has not raised any specific 

concerns regarding ethical considerations within this project. 

The Stories 

Welcome to HVB Skogsstugan 

There’s a surprising amount of cars parked outside HVB Skogsstugan on any given day, 

taking into account it’s remote location plus the fact that none of the residents who live 

there are old enough to drive. Once you take the motorway exit and continue north along 

the main road around the great lake, it’s another two Swedish miles of dense pine tree 

forest before you reach the next village, the seemingly endless single lane highway 

snaking downhill to the left around a blind corner, then uphill and to the right and over the 

horizon, to reveal more of the same landscape stretching in every direction. Traffic of any 

kind is sparse, apart from the occasional moose hunter in a jeep the only vehicles one is 

likely to meet are the speed-restricted moped-engined 2-seater cars that are popular with 

teenagers not yet old enough for a full car driver’s licence but in need of transportation 

where public transport comes twice a day and cycling to the next town would take several 

hours. 

On the outskirts of the forest one swings off the main road by Skogsstugan’s mailbox and 

then continues another 50 metres up the dirt track to the house, where half a dozen cars - 

four privately owned by staff and two by the company - are lined up. They point towards 

the huge outhouse - once a workshop that housed log cutting tools and machinery, then 

renovated into a double garage, now finally repurposed once again to a hang out space 

housing a ping pong table, a punch bag, some free weights and some broken bicycles. 

Outside are several different dumpsters of different sizes and colours, each baring a 

laminated sheet of what should and should not be disposed in each one, orange for paper 

but not corrugated cardboard, green for food waste but only in paper bags, and so on. To 

the right is another, smaller out building, door hanging off it’s hinges, storing a lawnmower, 
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a barbecue and a couple of old, soft footballs. Up the gravel footpath to the side and one 

comes to the main building, a grand two-and-a-half storey wooden house built several 

hundred years ago, with “Welcome to HVB Skogsstugan” hand-painted on a small wooden 

sign on the wall beside the porch, where one goes up five steps to the front door. Here lies 

a miserable looking terracotta plant pot as a make shift ashtray, overflowing with cigarette 

butts swimming in brown rain water. Peering over the bannister on the side of porch 

reveals yet more cigarette butts and chewing tobacco on the ground, as well as a bizarre 

selection of various items that at some point in time have been thrown and never retrieved 

- a broom handle, a tea spoon, a playing card. 

I remember a day at school when every pupil in my year group was to receive a 

vaccination, and for that day one of the teachers’ offices was repurposed as an injection 

room, with two nurses spending the day there giving shots to 200 children. They were, 

obviously, hygienic and professional, kind to the nervous kids and playfully teasing the 

tough ones who came in with shirt sleeves already rolled up. We could all easily participate 

in the illusion that this was a hospital or a doctors surgery, but there was no escaping the 

fact that this was a temporary construction, like building a set on a theatre stage. It is a 

strange feeling and difficult to put a finger on precisely what it is that is unsettling about an 

environment being used for a different purpose to that which it was originally intended for. I 

got a similar feeling several years later when I got tattooed at a studio in a premises that 

was converted from an old cafe, and then again, recently, when I went to vote in the 

general election and I cast my vote at a local sports hall. For that day, the place is 

decorated appropriately, the people there perform their roles as they should, injections are 

administered, tattoos are drawn and ballots are counted. But there remains a lingering 

underlying sense of inauthenticity, that we were playing doctors and nurses, that we are 

going along with the show but that the show is not real. 

This is the feeling I got the first time I stepped into HVB Skogsstugan. On the surface, all 

the indicators are there that the place is precisely what it is, that is to say, a combination of 

both a home environment and a working one. Shoes are left by the front door, there is a 

huge laundry basket in the hallway full of towels and bedsheets, somewhere in the 

distance the plinging sound of a Nintendo wii. But then there is also the mapped out 

evacuation plan, framed and hanging on a wall, displaying the locations of all the fire 

extinguishers and exit routes, an artefact that reminds us that this is not a normal home 

environment, that I do not have one of these in my house. And then there are the 
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laminated sheets. Everywhere. Reminders to put dirty dishes in the dishwasher, reminders 

that the TV is to be switched off an 10pm on weekdays and 11pm on weekends, on this list 

you write up your food requests, on this list we write up which staff are working this week. 

Every piece of information imaginable is printed out, laminated, and stuck on a wall 

somewhere. This is a home where people live. I don’t laminate papers at my house. 

The windows are fitted with plastic catches which slide down small plastic runners with 

notches on the inside, meaning that the windows can be opened a few centimetres for 

some air, but not far enough for anyone to climb out or in. The protective plastic hinges are 

modern, the window frames onto which they are attached are ancient, a handyman has 

clearly been assigned the task of installing this modification to adapt the premises to a new 

clientele. Years ago this house would have been full of pollen filled summer air, now it has 

been signified; those who live here here will sneak in or out of windows if left 

unsupervised.  

The kitchen is enormous and cheap. It’s been installed properly by a carpenter, not 

another handyman. An expense claim would have been submitted and approved by HR, 

old water damaged IKEA cupboards ripped out like soggy paper, to be replaced by new 

IKEA cupboards, perhaps in a different colour or with different door handles. There are 

burn marks on a wall, scrapes on the floor and masses of near-empty cake decoration 

containers in the cupboards, but there is something about the modernity of the kitchen 

juxtaposed by the ancientness of the house that one doesn’t associate with the rustle and 

bustle of a traditional family home. Fond memories of baking with grandma don’t take 

place in brand spanking new IKEA kitchens.  

Across from the kitchen, the dining area and living room on the opposite side of the ground 

floor is another repurposed room, who knows what this was originally intended for, 

perhaps something comically antiquated like a “gentleman’s room” or a “drawing room” or 

similar. These days it is an office with yet more laminated signs - youths may not go in the 

office due to confidentiality, staff are not to use mobiles during briefing meetings, please 

take your dirty cups with you, thanks! - and yet even the office which otherwise would be 

relatively fit-for-purpose is still able to deliver an uncomfortable twang of something not 

being quite right. A fold out bed stands in the corner, which serves as a reminder that this 

is not only an office where people carry out administrative duties, but that this is an office 

in a house in which occasionally serious incidents occur and extra staff are required to 

spend the night and keep watch.  
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Up the stairs to the second floor, one turns a corner and notices two massive holes kicked 

through the wall. They could have been the result of a fall but something about the holes - 

at foot height and large enough to have been produced by a hefty kick in a fit of rage - 

implies that they were more likely deliberate than accidental. The house might have 

originally had three, or four, or five bedrooms, now it might have eight, or nine, or is it ten? 

It’s hard to keep count when so many rooms have been repurposed, walls put up, walls 

taken down, bedrooms reassigned to meeting rooms, conversation rooms, storage rooms. 

The result is that they are all bizarre shapes, either long and thin, or L-shaped, or a decent 

sized square but with one diagonal wall. Rooms are never designed like this from the start. 

Rooms end up like this. The bathroom is a decent size and has both a bathtub and also a 

shower cubicle, plus a hand basin, toilet, washing machine and tumble drier. Next door to 

the bathroom is, yet another bathroom, this time with only a shower and a toilet, next door 

to this, is a third toilet. Large, modern family homes don’t usually have two bathrooms side 

by side, or three toilets on the same corridor. 

Up yet another flight of stairs and one comes to the attic area, half of which is close to 

being one of the only spaces in the house which is actually fairly typical - here lies in 

storage a christmas tree and a box of christmas decorations, further back one finds 

various old electronics, televisions missing power cables, remote controls missing 

batteries. And then there is the second half of the attic space which has been converted 

and renovated to a staff bedroom, complete with ensuite bathroom and an office corner. 

The generously sized wardrobe has huge plastic containers on each shelf containing bed 

linen to each staff member who sleeps the night here and changes sheets each night, the 

containers labelled with names, mostly Gustafs, Eriks and Josefines, but with the 

occasional Mohammed or Fatima. Working the 24 hour shift today is Ingemar, a grey 

bearded, black bespectacled man in his late fifties. He’s worked at Skogsstugan for many 

years and has seen it all.  

Ingemar 

“Rätt ska vara rätt” said Ingemar to himself, as he switched off the two alarm clocks, one 

on the company mobile phone and the other on his personal one, both alarms set for 

precisely 06.00a.m, the time which the sleeping-night-shift finishes and the awaken-

morning-shift starts. It’s the principle of the matter - right shall be right - as a man who 

never arrived late for a work when working dayshifts, the same rules apply when sleeping 
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the nightshift, you are punched in and on the clock starting from 06:00a.m, therefore, that 

is precisely the time at which one should wake up. Ingemar sits up, pulls back the covers, 

slides his legs around 90 degrees to his righthand side, and plants his feet on the floor, 

directly into his awaiting slippers. He rubs the sleep from his eyes with one hand whilst 

picking up the pillow the other. He rises upright onto his slippered feet. He sleeps wearing 

a pair of shorts and a t-shirt meaning that is already dressed - not appropriately for a 

meeting of course, but certainly reasonable for walking around the house at this time of the 

morning. Ingemar is not a military man however six mornings of the week he makes his 

bed with the precision of a soldier immediately after waking, which is a habit he learnt from 

a podcast about personal development, the theory being that by making the first action of 

your day a productive and orderly one that is sets the tone for a productive and orderly 

day. It is only one day a week that the morning doesn’t start with immaculate white sheets 

being stretched so taut across the mattress that one could bounce a coin off them, and 

that is when he sleeps the night shift at HVB Skogsstugan, a residential home for 

problematic youths placed by social services, just over an hours’ drive outside of 

Stockholm. On this morning, Ingemar removes the pillowcase from the pillow and folds it 

neatly into a small square. He repeats the same thing with the duvet cover, which he 

places on top of the empty pillow case before rolling up the duvet and neatly placing it in a 

a large, blue Ikea bag, with space for the pillow on top. Finally he removes the bedsheet 

which he folds, stacks on top of the pillowcase and duvet cover, picks up all three in a neat 

pile which he carefully drops in to the supermarket carrier bag from the night before.  

And so it goes with every night shift. The pillows and duvet are communal and shared by 

the other staff members, one of whom will be sleeping in the same bed tonight, so Ingemar 

unlocks the cupboard and leaves the blue Ikea bag in the designated space. Almost 

everything has a designated space in the cupboard, on the floor are a few mop buckets, 

two vacuum cleaners, one new and working, one old and broken (“it just needs a new fuse 

in the plug! I can fix it in one minute!” “NO, electrical work shall only be carried out by a 

qualified electrician, it is to do with the insurance in case something goes wrong and 

someone gets hurt - right shall be right”). The shelves are meticulously labelled with 

designated spaces for every kind of consumable product that the youths could reasonably 

request, but, if left unsupervised, apparently would take the whole lot. Toothbrushes, 

toothpaste, shower gel, deodorant, shampoo, tampons, toilet roll - anything that 

conceivably could be seen as “to hell with the rest of you, I’m hoarding this for myself” has 

a designated place in the locked cupboard for staff to access and then hand out rations 
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upon request. There is only one small section of one shelf which is not labelled, and it is 

home to a plastic storage box filled with miscellaneous items that have been placed there 

during the years “just in case” - that is to say, anything that could theoretically be used to 

hurt oneself or someone else - a kebab skewer and a bottle of lighting fluid for a barbecue 

for example - artefacts loaded with two completely different messages simultaneously; 

memories of a pleasant outdoor feed one summer, but also, “these children are not to be 

trusted”. The thermometer probe used for checking the internal temperature of cooked 

pieces of meat has found its way here. It’s barely sharp enough to penetrate a chicken 

breast - how much damage could one really do with a temperature probe in a fit of rage? 

But as Ingemar likes to remind people, it is not the 99,9% of times that nothing happens 

which are important, but rather the 0,1% of times that it does, the 0,1% of times that lead 

to investigations and inspections and questions about whether or not all reasonable 

precautions were taken - therefore, all potentially dangerous objects are locked in the 

cupboard. Rätt ska vara rätt. 

Ingemar leaves the blue Ikea bag and collects a packet of filters for the coffee machine. It 

is the last packet on the shelf, so before leaving the cupboard he turns to the clipboard 

hanging on the wall, picks up the pen which is connected to it via a piece of string, writes 

the words “coffee filters” on the list of things to order, leaves the cupboard and locks the 

door behind him.  

The house is still silent. Of course it is - the time is barely a minute or two past 6 a.m. Four 

out of the five teenagers who are here don’t have anything to get up for and rarely wake up 

before midday - the only exception is Kalle, who has an apprenticeship to go to at 9 o’clock 

and whom Ingemar will wake up at 8. It’s amazing, ponders Ingemar, how all of these kids 

are constantly glued to their smartphones which they use for everything from mobile 

banking, gaming and communication with their entire world, but apparently setting an 

alarm clock and waking up independently is beyond them, and it’s the staffs responsibility 

to go knocking on bedroom doors to ensure everyone wakes up. Even a 58 year old man 

like Ingemar can set an alarm clock on a mobile phone. Today he even had two. 

After locking the cupboard, Ingemar walks with the coffee filters in one hand and his huge 

set of keys in the other, shuffling the keys around in the palm of his hand to get to the next 

key he needs to open the door to get back in again to the staff area where there is a small 

office and a bedroom. Despite the fact that the whole house is silent and everyone is still 
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asleep, it is just good procedure to always keep this door locked when no staff are in the 

office. Ingemar unlocks the door, which he leaves open this time, goes inside the office 

and switches on the coffee machine, which he has preloaded with water, coffee and the 

last filter from the previous packet, the night before. He puts the new, unopened packet on 

the shelf beside the machine, switches on the computer, then picks up the supermarket 

carrier bag with his pillow case, duvet cover and bedsheet. He takes one quick, final check 

of the bedroom to ensure he hasn’t forgotten anything, then goes to the toilet, brushes his 

teeth, washes his hands and face, hangs his towel on the hook labelled “Ingemar” throws 

his toothbrush in the bag with the bedclothes, which he then places in his large plastic 

container in the wardrobe, also labelled with his name. He pours himself a cup of coffee 

and takes a seat beside the computer.  

Ingemar opens two internet browser windows, one to access the organisation’s email 

account and one to log in to the online journal system that the staff use to document their 

work at HVB Skogsstugan. There is a sheet of A4 paper taped to the wall beside the 

computer, printed in large font, summarising the guidelines for how the electronic 

journalling system should be used, it reads: “daily notes in the online journal are to be 

concise, factual and relevant. Avoid using personal values or feelings - we are not mind 

readers!” Ingemar logs in to the online journalling system, double clicks on Kalle’s file, and 

creates a new entry to document the disturbance during the night: “Staff awoken during 

the night at 01 a.m due to noise outside, went to investigate, found youth K smoking, 

asked K what was doing, K answered that he was about to go back to his room.” Concise, 

factual and relevant. Ingemar will talk to Kalle later on to ask what he was doing outside at 

that time. He is often outside during the night time and it’s unclear why. His most recent 

drug test has showed positive for THC, however Ingemar didn’t smell anything suspicious 

during the night and has no reason to suspect he was smoking anything other than a 

cigarette. Ingemar clicks on the second internet browser window and composes a quick 

email to HR: “Subject: Disturbed night, body: Was woken at 01 a.m due to youth making 

noise outside.” The five minutes that Ingemar was awake for during the night will be 

rounded up to one hour, paid out at night time rate, and added on to next month’s salary. 

He doesn’t especially want or need the extra money, however it is important to set clear 

boundaries if one is not to be taken advantage of. Yes it’s only five minutes, but he also 

needs to sleep. Being disturbed by noises and voices outside the house during the night 

meant getting up, taking a security alarm and two mobile phones, going downstairs to 
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investigate - this was extra work and one should be appropriately reimbursed. Right is 

right.  

Ingemar spends the next few hours busying himself with various different tasks, wipes a 

wet cloth around the kitchen worktops, throws some sorry-looking fruit in the bin and 

returns to the office to refill his coffee cup and read a favourite news website. At 08.00a.m 

sharp he goes and knocks on Kalle’s bedroom door, what he jokingly refers to as the “SiS 

knock”. This is not a friendly ‘tap, tap, tap’ but a fierce ‘BANG, BANG, BANG’ that is 

popularly used when working at one of the state managed youth detention institutions, and 

is an old habit that Ingemar finds difficult to shake.  

No answer from Kalle. Ingemar bangs again and calls out that it is time to wake up. He 

calls out “I’m going to open the door now” (this is in accordance to social services rules, 

that staff members may not open a youth’s bedroom door without first knocking and then 

saying that they are going to open). Kalle is in a deep sleep. Had it have been his own 

son, Ingemar might have pulled away the duvet cover, however that would surely be seen 

as crossing a bit of a boundary in a workplace environment, therefore he settles for simply 

pulling back the curtains and letting the sunshine pour in. He barks out that the time is 8 o 

clock and that it’s time to get up, then leaves the room and continues reading his new 

website. He returns to Kalle’s room again half an hour later and finds that he is still asleep 

however the curtains being closed once again are a sign that he is has at least been up. 

Ingemar opens the curtains again, to which Kalle cries out angrily the phrase Ingemar 

loathes, “Mannen! bara chilla!” (look man, just chill) and then adds “I haven’t slept all night, 

I feel like shit, just let me be here.”  

Ingemar knows that this is a losing battle. He is committed to his professional obligations 

therefore he continues to try and get Kalle up in good time, however he has also worked at 

Skogsstugan long enough that he recognises what he feels to be a lost cause. Part of this 

type of work is that you can only hope those youths that want to be helped, and Ingemar 

has seen enough Kalles in his time to know when he is wasting his time. He emails the 

contact person at the apprenticeship site that Kalle won’t be able to join them today, then 

emails his contact person at Social Services to inform them as well. It is several hours later 

than Kalle appears downstairs and Ingemar takes the opportunity to try and find out what 

is going on the young man’s mind. 
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“I just feel shit” repeated Kalle, staring down into his lap where his hands slump, fingers 

loosely interlocked, his right knee frantically bobbing up and down, as if he was using his 

heel to tap out a message in morse code on the floor. Ingemar has tried without success to 

encourage the 17 year old to elaborate in further detail on what precisely he means by 

this, but as usual, he can’t find the words. Obviously he feels like shit. Anyone would feel 

like shit in his situation. Awake all night due to drug abstinence, he has then overslept in 

the morning and not turned up to his apprenticeship placement, the attendance of which is 

a mandatory component of his care plan if Social Services are going to move him to his 

own apartment. Ingemar knows why Kalle feels shit, but it’s important to try and help him 

to put it into words himself. “Everything is just shit” explains Kalle once more. 

Anna 

“Man ska vara lite schyst bara” is Anna’s usual go-to response when she questions herself 

what is the most appropriate action to take. There are very many rules (which may 

sometimes be bent) and a fair amount of laws (which may never be broken) but often the 

day-to-day decisions that she makes on the fly - how lenient one should be, when it is 

necessarily to enforce the rules more fully and when it is better to look the other way - her 

guiding principle is - just be a bit cool about it. This is not to say that she is any way 

uncaring or does things half-heartedly, the truth is in fact quite the opposite, she typically 

throws herself head first into new challenges with commitment and enthusiasm and is 

never afraid to get her hands dirty. She is the daughter of two Doctors who met whilst both 

working abroad with a humanitarian aid project. She has inherited her parents’ intelligence 

and altruism but not their patience with academia, so she’s currently testing various 

different pursuits and discovering herself. Which is fine when you’re 24. She’s just gotten 

back from 3 months volunteering at an animal sanctuary in Finland, there she met 

someone who has just gotten back from Australia’s Gold Coast. Working at HVB 

Skogsstugan with their staffing schedule is perfect - working a day, sleeping a night and 

working the day after means 30 hours on the clock followed by four days off, during which 

she works extra as a bartender. A few months of this and then it’s kite surfing Down Under.  

Anna hits the snooze button for the second time and then finally gets out of bed at 06.30 

which is technically half an hour later than she is supposed to however considering she 

was woken during the night it feels like a pretty reasonable compromise. It’s still cheaper 

for the company this way - despite her getting paid for the extra half hour of snooze time, 
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she doesn’t claim compensation for the disturbance during the night which she’s entitled to 

- the equivalent of one hour’s overtime pay at night time rate - she considers that she was 

awake for half an hour during the night, so treated herself to an extra half an hour in bed 

this morning, no need to write it up, just be a bit cool about it.  

Anna was actually still awake at 1 a.m when she heard the tinny sounds of voices and 

laughter from a mobile phone and noticed the faint smell of sweet smoke outside her open 

window - clearly one of the youths had gone out and was watching some videos - which is 

nothing new and not a particularly big deal, but still it’s still late at night so she thought she 

should go down and see what’s going on. Kalle sits perched on a picnic table with his feet 

on the bench, his skinny frame inside a huge black hoody with the hood up, hunched 

forward over the light of a mobile phone balanced on his knees, blowing fruity smelling 

smoke out of his nose. “Is that a normal cigarette?” he hears Anna ask from the doorway, 

not so much as a question as a statement because the implication is that she already 

knows the answer, however her tone is just light enough that it doesn’t sound accusatory. 

“No it’s a vape”, he answers, then holds it up for her to see so as to provide evidence that 

he’s telling the truth, “it’s Red Bull flavoured - do you want a puff?” Anna can’t help but 

laugh at how ridiculous this sounds but politely declines and asks if it’s OK for her to sit 

beside him, to which he shrugs and nods his head at the picnic bench, indicating that she’s 

free to do as she pleases.  

They sit and talk for half an hour in the summer night air which is mild and pleasant in 

contrast to the air inside the house which is usually a combination of the smell of stale 

cigarette smoke on sweaty clothes and perfume, and always roasting hot during the 

summer and freezing cold during the winter. Kalle isn’t good at talking but Anna gets the 

feeling that he is at least listening and is not opposed to having some company, so she 

talks about kite surfing in Australia to little response, but then seems to ignite some interest 

when she starts talking about the dogs she was taking care of in Finland. They sit and 

discuss fond memories of household pets from their respective childhoods and Kalle even 

shows her some photos of his mum’s dog and says that working with animals would be 

better than the apprenticeship place that he’s currently got at a supermarket. Anna tries to 

be kind and supportive and says that she can try and speak to Kalle’s Social Secretary 

and arrange for a new apprenticeship placement, but he says that he doesn’t think it’s 

worth trying. They wrap up the conversation and say goodnight, Anna reminding him that 

he’s got to be up at 8 a.m, Kalle shrugs and nods his head towards the house, indicating 
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that he’s going to go up to his room. His eyes are half closed like he might be high - aren’t 

there cannabis oils that one can vape and they don’t smell of anything? But Anna doesn’t 

like to speculate. He said that it was Red Bull flavoured and one should always work from 

a default position that what the youths say is the truth.  

After having snoozed until 06.30 a.m, Anna gets up and prepares the coffee machine. 

Seeing that the coffee is almost finished, she collects a new packet from the cupboard, 

sees that it is the last one there and makes a mental note to order more when she does 

the online food order later on. She takes her seat at the office desk, opens up a web 

browser on the computer and logs in to the online documentation portal. Under Kalle’s file 

she writes a new journal entry: “Conversation with Kalle yesterday: he has expressed lack 

of enthusiasm for current apprenticeship placement and says he would prefer something 

working with animals instead. Kalle has begun to open up and talk about his family, even 

showing photos of his mum and her dog, which he has not done before, which is a major 

breakthrough.” Concise, factual and relevant.  

Anna drags her bedsheets off the bed then stuffs the pillow and duvet into a blue IKEA bag 

on the floor. She goes downstairs and throws the bedlinen in the laundry basket then 

busies herself with a few household chores plus a few things she didn’t do the day before - 

she wipes the kitchen worktops and decides that the sorry-looking fruit in the fruit bowl has 

still got one more day left before it should be thrown out. She vacuum cleans the hallway - 

always better doing it now rather than the day before the guys are always running around 

during the night time making the place dirty anyway. 

At 08.05a.m she knocks on Kalle’s bedroom door and shouts cheerily “MANNEN! time to 

get up!” and gets no reply. She puts the key straight in the door, turns and unlocks it, then 

sticks her head in the door and jokes “man, you’ve got to get up, 10 more minutes then I’m 

coming back with a bucket of water”, “chilla…” mumbles Kalle, sleepily.  

Anna knows that it’s highly unlikely that Kalle will get up and go to the apprenticeship 

placement but thinks it’s at least worth one more go. She goes back into Kalle’s room at 

08.40, puts a cup of coffee on his bedside table, opens the curtains and sits on the edge of 

his bed.  
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“I just feel like shit” he repeats, pulling the duvet over his head and sinking down into the 

bed. Anna tries to gently encourage him to elaborate on this more precisely - what do you 

mean that you feel shit? Do you mean you miss your mum? and the dog? Or do you mean 

you just don’t want to go to the apprenticeship? “mannen! just chill!” moans Kalle, feeling 

that this is too many questions for this time in the morning. “How is it going with the 

abstinence?” enquires Anna further, changing her angle of approach. “I heard your last 

drug test was positive for THC - what’s happening?” Anna doesn’t know why he feels shit, 

but can guess that there are many different factors that aren’t helping him. After a few 

seconds silence, “everything is just shit” explains Kalle once more. 

Analysis and Discussion 

The purpose of this study is to provide my reader with an insight in to the ways that staff 

members working in a Youth Residential Care facility carry out their duties and how their 

individual differences influence and inform their decision making and the way that their 

interpret specific events. I have achieved this through the construction of composite 

narratives inspired by my real life observations in the field to produce a Speculative Auto 

Ethnographic study in the form of fictionalised stories, with the intention being that my 

reader can feel themselves momentarily transported into this world, and able to resonate 

with the different characters and environments that I describe. It has never been my aim to 

imply that one staff member is better or worse than the other or to prove or disprove a 

specific hypothesis, but rather to present an temporary insight into this world and also my 

reader with a sufficient amount of room to form their own opinions.  

I will start by providing a brief analysis of the first story, focussing on HVB Skogsstugan, 

which is the location for the fictional tales. I decided that it was very important for me to set 

the scene for my reader in a multi sensory and highly descriptive manner in order for them 

to feel that they can fully immerse themselves in the story. The reason for this is that I 

remember my own experience of coming in to a Youth Care Home environment for the first 

time and how I was struck by the juxtaposition between how it was not what I considered 

to be a typical living accommodation but not a typical working environment either. The 

details of HVB Skogsstugan such as the laminated signs, the holes in the walls, the rooms 

being repurposed for different functions, are all recurring things that I have observed at 

every facility that I have been at. The name translates as “the cabin in the forest” which is 

a stereotypical name I have made up, and it is a composite of numerous real life venues.  
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Kalle is a hybrid construction comprised of factors inspired by real life youths to form a 

character which I believe to be a realistic representative of a youth that one might meet at 

a HVB facility, though he is in essence fictional. His name, a commonly used abbreviation 

of the name Karl in Sweden, is one that we occasionally use at work when discussing 

hypothetical practices - “when Kalle goes to school” or “when Kalle takes his medicine” - 

comparable perhaps to how other countries might use names like “Joe Bloggs” to refer to 

a generic person for conversational purposes. The composites of Ingemar and Anna are 

products of my own imagination but are constructed with various different factors inspired 

to different degrees by a multitude of real life people. I chose their names purely for the 

fact that Ingemar is what I believe to be a fairly typical Swedish name that is perhaps more 

common amongst older men, and Anna is also a common name with younger people. 

Upon analysis, the choice of names is not insignificant - how might my reader have 

reacted differently if I had have chosen names that were associated with people from other 

countries or cultures? Although I do not specifically state the ethnicities of the characters 

within the stories, does my reader automatically assume that they are white? or blonde, or 

blue eyed? Are they able-bodied? 

The fact that Ingemar and Anna are very different to each other in terms of personality and 

temperament but that they both in their own way think that they are carrying out their 

duties in an appropriate and correct manner is an important element of my story telling. As 

I have stated previously, it is not my intention that one should interpret that one character 

is more or less competent than the other, but rather than their different personalities and 

character types inform the ways in which they carry out their duties, of which there are 

numerous examples. 

I presume that some of these are obvious, for example their different approaches 

regarding how Kalle should be woken up in the morning, the different ways they behave 

when he doesn’t answer them, their contrasting opinions regarding their working hours, 

amongst many other things. There are some additional details that were perhaps less 

obvious - the way they knock on the door, and also the ways that they document their 

notes in the online portal - the instructional guidelines were the same for them both, yet 

what they write is entirely different. Part of my motivation for wanting to include this kind of 

detail in the stories is because these things come up regularly in my every day work. For 

example, I recently have encountered an incident at my work place regarding what kind of 
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food the staff should serve for the youths. I received a request from a youth that we serve 

a particular kind of food (Pytt i panna is a traditional Swedish dish of diced up meat, 

potatoes and onions, fried in a pan) which in this case we used a frozen packet, and I 

challenged the youth to cook for themselves with my supervision rather than me cooking 

for them, because I felt that this was an appropriate articulation of my role as a Treatment 

Assistant - supporting the youth’s own skills base by helping them to learn how to cook 

basic dishes for themselves. One of my colleagues had a different opinion, however. He 

objected to the serving of what he considered to be poor quality, cheap, fast food, and he 

emphasised the fact that we have a duty of care for these youths which means providing 

them with nutritious, healthy, tasty food. He is right that the youths placed at the HVB 

should eat proper food, and I am also right that we have a responsibility to help them to 

learn to be self sufficient. I do not wish to go in to too much of a discussion about who is 

wrong or right in this situation but rather focus on the fact that the two of us each thought 

that we were doing the right thing but that we interpreted the same situation entirely 

differently. Furthermore, the fact that he is somebody who lives in a big house with a nice 

kitchen, has a talent for cooking, and regularly buys fresh ingredients to prepare delicious 

meals for his family, is not insignificant. Plus the fact that I am someone who doesn’t 

necessarily eat especially healthy food all the time and am not particularly skilled in the 

kitchen is also of significance. I believe that both myself and my colleague are influenced 

by our own personal differences and subsequently we have different ideas about what is 

the most appropriate food for the youths to be eating at the home.  

Contrasting opinions such as this are common and provide inspiration for the details in the 

fictionalised stories. For example the contrasting ways that the two staff members react to 

being disturbed during the night - one submits an expenses claim to be reimbursed for the 

inconvenience whilst the other effectively reimburses oneself with an extra half an hour in 

bed instead.  

I have previously referred to the significance of language and the ways that words are 

loaded with socially constructed meanings which are subjective. Words are important. I 

remember years ago being charged a fee by my bank due to me somehow going beyond 

my overdraft limit. I spoke to a friend at the time and expressed me annoyance at what 

had happened. They told me that they knew a person who had previously worked in 

customer service at the very same bank to which I am a customer, and that this person 

had said that when customers called with complaints that they were trained to try and 
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avoid issuing refunds for charges except in cases where the disgruntled customer uses 

one of three different trigger words to express their dissatisfaction. I have since forgotten 

what two of these words are but the one which I can still remember is “disproportionate”. 

Apparently the company policy was that a person can phone up to appeal against their 

charge and say “I’m not happy/ I don’t think this is fair/ I don’t want to pay” and so on, and 

nothing changes, however as soon as they say “I think that the charge is disproportionate 

to what I’ve done” then the customer service representatives have been instructed to 

cancel the charge. I put this to the test and lo and behold, it worked exactly so - I 

explaining that I wasn’t happy with the charge and that I didn’t think I should have to pay it, 

and I was met with a polite and professional reply to the effect of “unfortunately you still 

have to pay it”. I then played my trump card - “but I just feel that the charge is 

disproportionate though” which was met with a few seconds silence which I interpreted as 

the person on the other end of the line realising what I was up to. They asked me to repeat 

what I said to just to confirm they had heard me right, and I once again mentioned the 

dreaded “d” word. After a few more seconds silence they begrudgingly conceded the point 

and said that they would wipe the charge.  

The point behind this tale is that words are important and that they are loaded with 

meanings. In an institutional environment, the interpretation of these meanings can mean 

the difference between a person being allowed to live alone or being rehoused in a secure 

unit. The people making these decisions are humans and as such I argue that it is 

important to develop a critical awareness of how one’s individual character might interpret 

the same events differently. An example of this within the stories is the different ways that 

the characters interpret the documentation instructions of “Concise, factual and relevant”, 

each of those words being subjective and consequently construed differently. In a Youth 

Care Home environment, this type of ambiguity can have serious consequences, for 

example the use of words such as ‘threatening behaviour’ could result in an immediate re-

placement to a different facility - as I have argued throughout this research, the subjectivity 

of words such as “threatening” (in contrast to, for example, “menacing” or “intimidating”) 

are open to personal interpretation and may be swayed by a multitude of different factors.  

I believe that the issue of language use in an Institutional environment that I discuss here 

is a key element to the present study and echoes the findings of Osvaldsson (2002) who 

has also conducted research in Swedish Youth Care Homes and discussed the 

significance of vocabulary used and narrative creation. Going to back to the present study 
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and my characters’ documentation, I purposefully decided that they would document in 

contrasting ways whilst deliberately leaving some space for my reader to form their own 

opinions. The instructions of “concise, factual and relevant” were followed by Ingemar who 

produced a 37 word summary of his nighttime interaction with Kalle which lists what 

happened. In contrast to Anna who was presented with a comparable situation who 

provided a slightly longer 55 word report which also eluded to Kalle’s feelings, and what 

Anna interpreted as a “major” breakthrough, which is her version of the events. 

Furthermore, Anna writes “Kalle” in her documentation, whereas Ingemar refers to him by 

his initial “K”. Details such as this lead to regular discussions within my real life staff teams 

at every facility I have worked at. 

Limitations 

I believe that the present study has successfully achieved the aims of providing an insight 

in to Swedish HVB environment in a method that is hopefully interesting and engaging for 

both academic and non-academic audiences. I am simultaneously cautious regarding the 

reach of the study, and whilst there is a lot to be said for the use of fiction in human 

sciences and ethnography, I realise that there are many limitations to this research due to 

not only the highly specific nature of the subject but also that the stories are based upon 

my own observations in the field that are clouded by my viewpoint and situated knowledge.  

The reach of the study is further limited to it not only being based in a purely Swedish 

context but additionally that it is in a rural setting, as Youth Residential Care facilities do 

also exist in larger cities and not only remote areas. I have also worked at one facility 

which was a newly built, modern premises, which had a very different feeling to the old 

house described in the stories, I am therefore aware that restricts the viewpoint provided to 

a specific type of environment. 

Conclusion 

The present research combines creative writing practices with autoethnographic research 

methods to produce short stories allowing the reader access into the world of a Swedish 

Youth Residential Care home environment. Through providing a thorough description of 

the property and the surroundings, I have intentionally been slightly ambiguous when it 

comes to the descriptions of the staff members, because I wanted to allow my reader to 

have some space to form their own opinions. The youth character, Kalle, is even more 
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open to interpretation, which was another purposeful decision that I made in order to help 

ensure that there would not be too much focus on right and wrong answers, but rather 

more a focus on expressing the feeling of the situation. As aforementioned, I would be 

interested to continue research in Youth Residential Care home environments using a 

combination of more traditional qualitative research methods in the future. However, I 

argue that the use of the fictional turn in the presentation of ethnographic research is a 

highly powerful tool for conveying nuance to the reader, providing a voice for marginalised 

groups, and also to protect confidentiality of participants.  

Finally, I refer back to a previous point from the aforementioned Lykke regarding the use of 

interdisciplinary research methods and approaches to writing. Lykke (2010) describes how 

the linguistic and narrative turn in intersectional and feminist studies theorises language as 

producing knowledge and not merely communicating the world. As Lykke goes on to 

discuss the use of writing as a method of inquiry, I also believe that the writing process in 

and of itself has proven to be an invaluable resource for me to make sense of my own 

ideas. As Gibson (2021) says, writing is itself a reflexive process. Whilst the focus of my 

research has been based around characters I have created produced from my own 

observations, I do still feel in any case that I have managed to learn new things, just simply 

through the process of writing. I would encourage anyone who is entering a new 

occupation within social or healthcare professions to not only take notes to document their 

learning process but also to experiment with creative writing and fictional writing processes 

as a method of organising ideas and make sense of new knowledge. 
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