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Abstract 

Care leavers need support in the transition to adulthood. Care leavers in Norway benefit from 

the universalistic and somewhat generous Nordic welfare model. However, this model is 

constructed to meet general needs identified in the whole population. More specific needs in 

smaller groups may not be so well planned for. The article discusses this dilemma in the light 

of two previously published articles by the author and two co-authors, where the topics are 

the history of leaving care support in Norway and how the Nordic welfare model may 

represent a problematic frame for leaving care support. The “parental functions” of child 

welfare and social services are discussed, and so is the connection between the welfare 

model`s ability to cover up for the needs of the many versus the few and vulnerable. 
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Introduction 

Personalized emotional, practical and social support is an important resource for young people 

when they leave state care, in their transition to adulthood and an independent adult life 

(Bakketeig and Backe-Hansen 2008, Storø 2012, Stein 2012, 2019). Such support is meant to 

compensate for potential and real support shortcomings in the young people`s families and 

social networks (Curry and Abrams, 2014). The support is crucial, given the challenging life 

experiences many care leavers are carrying with them when they start their adult life (Stein 

2012, Storø 2012). 

Earlier work has revealed that there are similarities as well as differences to the challenges 

and the way the young people in transition are met in different countries (Stein and Munro 

2008, Mendes and Snow 2016, Stein 2019, Mann-Feder and Goyette 2019). The similarities 
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are often connected to the actual personal challenges the young people meet in the transition, 

and how they deal with them. The differences are more often found in the different legal 

systems in the countries where the young person lives, the terminology used, the economic 

support given, the local or national traditions for when and how to give this type of support 

and to a certain extent, cultural demands on young people in their transition to adult life 

within different societies (Munro and Stein 2008, Ward 2008). 

Because we find more differences on a system level than on a personal level, it is interesting 

to look at how the organisation of the welfare state affects the leaving care field, how practice 

is shaped, how legislation is formulated and how the authorities in direct and indirect ways 

govern this part of the state`s policies. 

In this theoretical article I aim to discuss how the leaving care issue is embedded in Norway 

by looking at some issues that are made central in the Norwegian (and to an extent, the 

Nordic) welfare model. I will do so by drawing on the history of leaving care in Norway. 

The Nordic Welfare model 

The most widely spread and acknowledged classification of welfare state models, is that of 

Gøsta Esping-Andersen (1990). He describes three different models. The two first are The 

“liberal” welfare state and The “corporatist” welfare state. The third, The Nordic Welfare 

state, is described as:  

The third, and clearly smallest, regime-cluster is composed of those countries in which 

the principles of universalism and de-commodification of social rights were extended 

also to the new middle classes. We may call it the ‘social democratic’ regime-type 

since, in these nations, social democracy was clearly the dominant force behind social 

reform (Esping Andersen 1990:50). 

This model is a classic one, and has proved to be useful over time according to Emmenegger, 

Kvist, Marx and Petersen (2015).  Others state that “The Nordic Countries do not perform 

systematically worse than other “varieties of capitalism”” (Halvorsen, Hvinden and Schøyen 

2015:1). 1 In recent years, other authors have critized this model. One criticism is concerning 

“a tendency to marginalise or exclude the less qualified, fit or productive” (Kvist, Fritzell, 

Hvinden and Kangas 2011:9). Another criticism is forwarded by Mendes, Johnson and 

1 They did not focus on care leavers, but on migrants and persons with disabilities on the labor market. 
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Moslehuddin (2011) and Stein (2014) who suggest that Esping Andersens classification 

builds overly on Western models.  

The modern Nordic welfare state is largely a post Second World War (WW2) project. This is 

also the historic period where the social work professions developed (Messel 2013). 

Historically, the Norwegian welfare state developed both along similar and different lines 

compared with other western welfare states (Vike and Haukelien 2016). During the last 150 

years, the Western welfare states have increasingly absorbed tasks that earlier were taken care 

of in local relations, primarily within the family and among neighbours, but also to some 

extent by charitable organisations. According to Vike and Haukelien the development of the 

welfare state in most of Europe (and in USA) represents a continuation of authoritarian 

bureaucracies of military origin, where voluntary work was connected to the charity tradition 

of clerical bodies. In Norway, however, the welfare state is a product of the process where the 

local authorities, and later, the state, have taken over the initiatives that started as voluntary, 

local activities.  

The general Western model led to the development of means tested measures, and the Nordic 

model to a universalist distribution of services. Both these models implied a new orientation 

from the dominant policy of worthy versus not worthy of the early 1800s (Kildal 2006). 

The Nordic countries are small, and when the model was implemented and made strong – in 

the first two decades after WW2 – the populations of these countries were quite homogenous. 

It can be argued that this made it easier to implement a model building on a broad, universal 

logic, “Notions or myths of homogeneity have historically served as conditions for Nordic 

willingness to share risks and redistribute resources through collective and solidaristic 

arrangements” (Kvist, Fritzell, Hvinden and Kangas 2011:5). It should not be forgotten that 

the Nordic model was created in this unique context. 

The arguments for universalism can be described as building society, reducing risk, 

worthiness and economic efficiency - while the arguments for targeting are economic 

efficiency, equality and reducing welfare dependency (Kildal 2006). The model is best 

understood when focusing more broadly than just on cash benefits: 

 Indeed, the most distinct Nordic instrument for reducing social inequalities is not 

cash benefits such as social assistance and social insurance, but a vast amount of 
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services in the three core areas of the welfare social services: society, education and 

health. (Kvist, Fritzell, Hvinden and Kangas 2011:9). 

The Nordic model has been seen as a generous one according to Halvorsen, Hvinden and 

Schoyen (2015). They also find that the model still works well compared to other models, in 

spite of problems having occurred in recent times. The 1970s, 1980s and 1990s brought 

challenges to the Nordic welfare model (Kananen 2014). One was a shift from a collective to 

a more individualistic orientation, for example in Denmark, where “a universal welfare state 

model is gradually being transformed into an emergent multi-tiered welfare state” (….) “that 

is more dualistic and individualistic” (Kvist and Greve 2011:146). The desired mutuality 

mode of the model seems to be less obvious than earlier.  

Another development is increased privately owned service-delivery made possible by an 

emerging “competition state paradigm” (Kananen 2014:164), promoted by (among others) 

supranational bodies such as The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD), The European Union (EU) and The International Monetary Fund (IMF). This can be 

described rather as “an administrative rationale and source of policy reform” than “a coherent 

political ideology” (Kananen 2014:164). 

The Danish welfare state is qualitatively different from the model that was implemented after 

WW2, according to Pedersen (2011). Pedersen writes that the welfare state has been partly 

replaced by a competition state where the authorities no longer compensate and protect the 

population and the businesses, but instead mobilise them to take part in a global competition. 

In this new paradigm, the individual is made responsible for his/her own life, and the concept 

of solidarity, that forms the basis of the Nordic welfare state has diminished, according to 

Pedersen. 

The Nordic welfare model relies heavily on the family (Halvorsen, Stjernø and Øverbye 

2016). This is also reflected in how services targeted towards helping people with social 

problems are organized. A family service orientation has historically been considered more 

appropriate for the child welfare system than a child protection orientation (Gilbert, Parton, 

and Skivenes, 2011). Children and young people are included in the welfare model through 

being members of a family, not as independent actors in their own right (Backe‐Hansen, 

Højer, Sjöblom, and Storø, 2013). This is real for both children and young people in the 

general population and for their peers within the child welfare system. In recent years a new 
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development has been more dominant; a child‐focused orientation (Gilbert, Parton, and 

Skivenes, 2011). 

The welfare state has developed somewhat differently in the three Nordic countries. 

According to Rauch (2005) the Swedish and the Norwegian welfare state deviate significantly 

from the image of the Scandinavian social service model, while the Danish model complies 

with it when focusing on childcare and elderly care. He finds, when focusing on Norway, a 

high degree of institutional fragmentation between the central government level on one hand 

and municipalities and NGOs on the other. Municipalism is highly appreciated in Norway. 

This challenges the idea of a coherent nationally defined welfare model. 

The development of the Nordic welfare state incorporates a discussion on two different but 

connected issues: the welfare state`s potential to secure the wellbeing of its citizens versus the 

politically desired limits to its scope. The latter can be divided into two. First, a necessary on-

going discussion on how welfare funding can be distributed in reasonable ways. There are 

many seemingly legitimate needs to be addressed. Second, a political discussion concerning 

how far the state should take an extensive role in people`s lives. Here, it is reasonable to say 

that a dominantly social-democratic view is contrasted to a liberal one. Academics are part of 

this debate. The universally oriented welfare state seems to be supported by strong arguments 

in modern welfare state research, for example by Jacques and Noël (2018), who found that 

they do better than other states to redistribute and reduce poverty. 

A broader discussion on the development of a welfare state is brought by Kohli (2007), who 

suggests that a life course perspective makes it clearer that the personal life of citizens to an 

increasingly degree is shaped by the structure of the welfare state. Kohli states that the life 

course has been institutionalized by the way the welfare state is shaped. According to Gautun 

(2007) this is a predominantly continental, as opposed to a US, perspective. 

Leaving care in Norway and within the Nordic Welfare state 

Research on children and young people in care in Norway is a young research field. It was 

boosted with the implementation of Barnevernets utviklingssenter (The Child Welfare 

Development Centre) in 1990. Before this, Norway had almost no research on residential care 

and foster care, and certainly not on leaving care and the transition to adulthood. The leaving 

care research started up in the first decade of this century, with Storø (2005) as the first 

contribution, and Bakketeig and Backe-Hansen (2008) as the first large-scale contribution. 

These first reports focused to a large degree on the young people`s narratives about their 



 

 

6 

 

transitions, their needs and challenges, and on the support that was, or was not, available to 

them. 

The discussion on leaving care within the Nordic welfare model is even more recent. The case 

of leaving care in the two neighbouring countries Norway and Sweden is interesting. Within a 

very similar welfare model, one might believe that care leavers are treated similarly – and 

quite well – given the solid economic situation in the Nordic countries. But the two countries 

have chosen very different approaches to care leavers; Norway has legislation (though 

relatively weak), and Sweden has up till now chosen not to implement such legislation (Storø, 

Sjöblom and Höjer 2019). 

I will start this section by drawing on two previously published articles: Storø (2014) and 

Storø, Sjöblom and Höjer (2019).  

The first article presents the professional and political discussions – and the shifting 

legislation – in Norway on leaving care for a period of more than a hundred years. The 

legislation has traditionally been weak on leaving care issues, but was strengthened in 1953 as 

part of the larger project of building the modern welfare state after WW2. In the coming 

decades, the legislation went through shifts in different directions (first weakened (1992) and 

after that somewhat strengthened (1998 and 2009)), and is under revision again this year.  

The article sums up a certain historical development: 

The material that this article builds on shows two different considerations, the needs 

of society versus the needs of the young people. They are not always explicitly 

expressed, yet they are visible. The differences are largely ideological, coloured by the 

leading views on children, on welfare, and on central issues in society. A hundred 

years ago, the main consideration was superintendence of the young people well into 

adulthood. Later this changed to a wish to care for, captured by the term after-care. 

(Storø 2014:16). 

Put differently, this shows a development from a wish to control young people (on their path 

to becoming useful in the labour force (cf. Madsen 2006)), to supporting them in their own 

effort to find a place in the community of adults. The verbs of these two sentences sums this 

up, from “to control” to “to support”. Both of them can be seen as making a case for 

individually oriented measures – but with quite different reasoning. The shift to a clearer 
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ambition to “support” young people cannot be identified until the revision of the legislation in 

1998 (Storø 2014). 

The historic narrative of care leavers in Norway is not one that argues for inclusion in the 

measures of the welfare state. The young person as a citizen of the welfare state with certain 

rights and obligations, is not highlighted. Rather, the discourse makes a case for state 

measures to prevent young people from living what could be called a “life of danger”, a life of 

crime, alcohol and unemployment.  

One example – from 1894 - shows that an (at that time) upcoming act “Lov om behandling av 

forsømte børn” (Act on the treatment of neglected children, implemented in 1900) should 

serve both as a “good deed for the children” and as an instrument “to attack the evil at its 

roots, to block the very source from where the infectious matter spreads out” (Getz 1894, 

cited in Ericsson 2009) (my translation). 

If we go back to the rationale behind the first modern child welfare legislation in Norway 

(1953), we find an interesting perspective in the case of leaving care support. The legislation 

introduced the term “aftercare” for the first time (Storø 2014). But this concept was not 

actively promoted until later. Not until 1961, when the Social ministry published a circular on 

aftercare (Sos 1961), did the State promote leaving care services. The Ministry’s failure to 

prioritise the issue of support in the transition to adulthood may explain the reason for the 

long delay. A state review report from much later concludes that “fair words” on the paper 

were not followed up in that decade, but that this practice improved a few years into the 

sixties (NOU 2004:23). 

According to the 1961 circular, some care leavers need support more than others - in the 

transition. It mentions young people who have been “in conflict with the law or have had 

other adjustment difficulties” (Sos 1961, p.3 – my translation). Under this legislation the 

young person could be under a care order until the age of 21. The child welfare authorities 

could decide that the young person should be “under aftercare” till the age of 23 - even if the 

age of maturity was 21 at the time. The circular gives guidance for the process of terminating 

the aftercare.  The child welfare authorities needed to decide if it was justifiable to withdraw 

the care order (or after the 21st birthday: the prolonged aftercare until 23 years of age). They 

were given the opportunity to terminate the care order in two steps, preliminary and final. The 

circular uses the expression “provisionally discharged” about the preliminary alternative. This 
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status implied that it was possible to take the young person back into care or aftercare if they 

did not adapt to adult life, and more precisely, to the rules of the society. 

The language used in the circular suggests that it was important to exercise a certain control 

over the young people. A probation supervisor would be appointed to do this work. This 

person was seen as an actor of special importance if and when the young person showed some 

type of adjustment difficulties. In the light of today`s professional vocabulary this language 

would probably be criticized for stereotyping care leavers. It is reasonable to believe that 

professionals of today would have focused more on the young person`s positive options and 

potential barriers in the transition, and their opportunities to connect to the many conditions of 

an adult life - for example: 

• Does the young person have a social network with resources to support them? 

• Has the young person finished school, and have a plan for further education? 

• Does the young person have a place to live and an income to pay for it? 

• If these questions are answered with a “no”: how can we assist the young person so 

that they can develop their circumstances positively? 

The second article discusses how the modern Nordic welfare state, as it has developed in 

Norway and Sweden (and in the Nordic countries in general), may represent a problem to care 

leavers – at least in its present historic stage. The model seeks to cover the needs of all 

citizens, through universal services on a broad range and a high degree of de-

commodification. The principle of universalism is meant to provide security for the citizens in 

most situations. The universalistic approach is also highly important to young people leaving 

care in some distinct areas, such as free higher education and affordable study loans from the 

Norwegian State Educational Loan Fund.  

On the other hand, some citizens may be quite vulnerable within this universalistic model. 

Given its fundamental policy to treat the population as a homogenous group, it may cause 

some citizens (small groups with specific needs), to be left out in certain situations. The 

model relies so heavily on its own universal ability to reach out to the whole population that it 

may fail to spot those who have exceptional, different needs. 

If a citizen, or a group of citizens, falls out of or finds themselves poorly covered by the 

general measures within this model, they risk being left alone. There are no strong alternative 

services – neither state driven, nor private/NGO driven. Put in other words: the Nordic 
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welfare model may be criticized for lacking a “plan B” to cover the needs of certain small and 

highly vulnerable groups. 

One specific group is even more at risk in the transition to adulthood than the “average” care 

leavers. Young people who have come to Norway as unaccompanied asylum seekers, may 

need support of a similar type as care leavers in general. Svendsen et.al (2018) and Lidén et.al 

(2020) write that there is not published much research on this group. Within the Norwegian 

welfare state these young people risk falling even more short of support, as they rarely have 

families to fall back on. On the other hand, they receive leaving care services to a higher 

extent than other care leavers, 64.7% versus 14%, but rarely beyond the age of 20, according 

to Svendsen et.al (2018). There are large variations between different municipalities in this 

practice, which is a paradox. The state services of the overarching welfare model do not solve 

the question of transition support for these young people. Some of the municipalities do. 

 

The state as a parent – and as “family” - when young people leave care 

As mentioned earlier, young people in Norway and Sweden are largely included in the 

welfare model through being members of a family, not as independent actors in their own 

right (Backe‐Hansen, Højer, Sjöblom, and Storø, 2013). This comes very much into focus 

when young people leave placements in care and start their independent life (Storø, Sjöblom 

and Höjer 2019). Many care leavers experience less support from their families of origin in 

this stage than their peers in the general population (Storø 2012).  

This leads us to look at the “parental function” of the leaving care services. One interesting 

issue within welfare models, identified by (Vike and Haukelien 2016), is how professionals 

within child welfare and social services think about their task. The central question is whether 

they “just” deliver the services they are demanded to deliver, or whether they also invest to 

discover needs that are not yet met by the welfare system. The actual function of the services 

of the welfare state is not only shaped on a systemic level. An important issue is how the 

policy that drives the system is put into practice, and how “holes in the system” are covered 

up. 

An interesting work on leaving care measures in the Norwegian welfare state that discusses 

this, is provided by Oterholm (2015). Another is that of Paulsen (2017). These are developed 

in English in Oterholm and Paulsen (2018). They argue that it is of interest to look at how 
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leaving care services differ from the often obvious support given to young people in the 

general population when they move out of their families. The latter is largely informal. This 

quality is rarer for care leavers to experience, and therefore a more formal type of support is 

necessary. Formal support may be given by child welfare services or the adult social services. 

Oterholm and Paulsen found that the two different bodies give formal leaving care support of 

very different kinds – embedded in two different institutional logics. The child welfare service 

as a continuing support in the transition from care to adulthood and the social services as a 

general support for adults who for some reason need support. Oterholm and Paulsen (2018) 

found that the child welfare workers took a distinct responsibility for the transition to 

adulthood of the care leavers, and the professionals in adult services did not. The care leavers 

“were understood more as children in need of care by child welfare services and more as 

adults by social services” (Oterholm and Paulsen 2018:25).  

The same tendency is reported in Mølholt et.al (2012) (from Denmark) where the child 

welfare services took an adult child perspective, and the social services took a young adult 

perspective.  

The different institutional logics reflect the general debate on whether the welfare state should 

provide universal or targeted measures. It seems that social services are less willing than child 

welfare services to give tailored service to young people in the transition to adulthood, even if 

they may have a heavier burden to carry than their peers. The universalist mode of the 

services is considered good enough. The position taken by the child welfare workers suggest 

that some flexibility is both desirable and possible within this body. 

The strong position of the general support measures of the Swedish welfare state was 

highlighted in Höjer and Sjöblom`s study. 111 managers of social service units were 

interviewed about services to young people leaving care: 

Only 6% of the managers had information of the young people's whereabouts once 

they had left care. 86–88% had general support programmes for all young people 

concerning housing, employment etc. but only 2–4% had specific programmes for 

young people leaving care. A majority of the managers were attentive of the 

difficulties the young people leaving care may encounter, but displayed little 

awareness of the consequences of a prolonged transition to adulthood, and the need 

for continued support after leaving care (Höjer and Sjöblom 2011:2452). 
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The researchers behind this study suggest that “young people leaving care are at risk of being 

invisible in the welfare system” (p.2452). 

It is important to remember that the concept of universalism in itself points to large groups. 

The objective of developing services built on this principle is to support all citizens with the 

same service, in the same way (Kildal 2006). But, in recent years, selective arrangements 

have become more significant, even in the Nordic countries. Research based and targeted 

arrangements have gained popularity (Kildal 2006). 

The organization of leaving care services within the Nordic welfare societies seems to contain 

a certain challenge - the safety net seems to have some holes in it that are visible only when 

one focuses on the needs of small groups – such as care leavers. 

Even if legislation, and the policy behind regulating services for care leavers have changed for 

the better through the years in Norway, there are still questions concerning whether the 

welfare model upholds a sufficient safety net function for this group. 

Discussion: The big – and the “small” - questions 

The rationale behind the Nordic model has been important for developing the measures of the 

modern welfare state of Norway. It has proved to be a strong model in the post WW2 years. 

But, as Kildal (2006) suggests, the model is changing little by little, and some of the practical 

consequences of these changes have not been debated on a broader scale. In today`s political 

climate, economic arguments are heard more frequently than previously. Kildal argues that 

some measures in the Nordic model may be more targeted than the general universalistic 

principle allows. She argues that, if so, they should be needs led. 

This argument takes us directly into the case of measures directed to young people`s transition 

from care to adulthood. When we look at the issue of leaving care in a historic perspective, we 

can see that it has not been a simple task to give targeted support to the small and potentially 

marginalized group of care leavers. 

The main concern in a modern welfare state – the big question – is how the model takes care 

of the citizens, and more specifically: if and how it is able to deliver good and relevant 

services to the whole population. In the Nordic model, the answer to this challenge is 

primarily, the principle of universalism. 

However, a model cannot be valued only on its main objective. It is crucial to make a more 

thorough investigation: how does the model apply to smaller and marginalized groups? The 
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“small” questions may reveal a different picture, and maybe even an important one. If the 

model meets the needs of the many, but not the few, it is reasonable to argue for targeted 

support for the few. Here lies a dilemma that needs to be addressed, both in research and in 

policy debates. 

The Nordic welfare model has some weaknesses. They are identified in the research literature 

and largely concern how people with low work capacity or low productivity potential are 

excluded (Halvorsen, Hvinden and Schoyen 2015). The debate on how and in what direction 

the welfare state should develop has dominantly focused on labour, on the monetary situation 

for citizens and on welfare benefits given to those who are not included in the workforce. A 

central concept is “arbeidslinja”, a concept which is hard to translate into English. Directly it 

would be “the work line”. It suggests that a main objective of the Norwegian welfare system 

is that all those who are able to work, should be part of the work force. And that the main 

social services programmes should be those that help citizens outside the work force to be 

included. 

Some authors suggest that a welfare state should be defined more broadly than this, for 

example “the basic theme of the Nordic approach is a very wide concept of welfare that is 

always multidimensional and that includes the quality of life aspect” (Kvist, Fritzell, Hvinden 

and Kangas 2011:3). 

A welfare model that builds on an objective to get people into the workforce may suffer under 

a dominantly economic rationale. Kildal and Kuhnle (2005) write that in policy debates and 

welfare research, norms and values often are ignored at the expense of arrangements for 

rewards and punishments. According to Kildal (2006) the principle of universalism is limited 

(as mentioned earlier). Some measures are fully universal, such as pensions and child benefit. 

Others are connected to politically defined categories of need: such as age, health and 

unemployment. Most of them are connected to the work performance of the citizens. It is 

crucial to understand this limitation. The model gives citizens – care leavers included – 

assistance to get work, and an economic safety net. But it is questionable whether care 

leavers’ needs are sufficiently met by this, as their situation is more complex - because they 

often lack informal support from their families. 

On the other hand, one of the strengths of the Nordic model has been its ability to reduce class 

and gender inequalities, due to its “passion for equality” (Dahl and Eriksen 2017: 7). Other 

issues have also been highlighted, such as forces that drive marginalization and inclusion. 
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But, as shown earlier, these forces have been directed at the population as a whole rather than 

at small groups within it. 

In recent years the Nordic countries have experienced a wave of privatisation of social 

services. New Public Management (NPM) can be seen as one force redefining the very logic 

of the Nordic Welfare State (Dahl and Eriksen 2017). This does not point in the direction of 

universalism, but towards a means tested rationale, where targeting services is seen as 

paramount (Kildal and Kuhnle 2005). 

One paradox we can see in this investigation is that the modern Nordic welfare state may fall 

back on its potential to support all groups on other needs than those connected to being 

included in the workforce. The professionals responsible for service delivery within this 

model have only a limited tradition of identifying those groups that fall behind. When we look 

at the situation of care leavers, we can see that the perspective of “the state as a parent” 

represents a special challenge. If universal services fail to identify this group and recognize its 

needs, and means tested services are not constructed to cover up for this hole in the safety net, 

they risk being abandoned.  

Young people leaving care have always been a group at risk of being marginalized – in 

Norway and in other countries. Throughout history this has been defined and understood 

differently, but in Norway – as I have shown earlier – they have traditionally been understood 

as a group that society needed to control.  

Care leavers – as a group – have largely not been included in the general political debates on 

welfare services in Norway. Their needs have been perceived to be covered within the 

universalist provisions of the welfare model. It is fair to suggest that the number of 

individuals within this group has been too small to raise attention, and maybe even that they 

have been too marginalized to be visible to policy makers. The arguments of those few voices 

which have advocated for improving services for care leavers through the decades since 

WW2, have not been included in the general political debates.  

This is interesting because in the same period – the last hundred years - Norway has gone 

through a substantial political and economic transition. From being a relatively poor country 

on the outskirts of Europe a hundred years ago, Norway has developed into one of the world‘s 

richest countries. Norway‘s failure to address the situation of the care leavers in today‘s 

society should also be understood in a historic context. It is maybe even fair to say that the 

experiences of care leavers cannot be understood sufficiently without their historic backdrop.  
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Bakketeig and Backe-Hansen (2018) found that the relationship between the young person 

leaving care and the worker, as well as the degree of flexibility of the system, were important 

for the young people. They write that it was “associated with experiencing agency and 

satisfaction with their aftercare services” (Bakketeig and Backe-Hansen 2018:39). This raises 

a discussion of “soft” versus “hard” values. How can the relationship issue be of importance 

in a well-constructed system built on universalism? Is the system in itself reliable, in all 

practical situations?  

In a modern and well-built welfare state, its apparatus may be so well-constructed to meet its 

main and well-defined challenges, that it may be less effective in targeting measures directed 

toward smaller groups with specific needs within its population. 

Bakketeig and Backe-Hansen write: 

The answer to these challenges is not necessarily more regulation. The Norwegian 

system has several regulations in place that can suffice if properly implemented. It 

might help to make some of these regulations mandatory instead in order to ensure 

that young adults ageing out of public care are prioritized (Bakketeig and Backe-

Hansen 2018:40). 

This suggestion is interesting in the light of the historical backdrop. It suggests that this is a 

case of organizing systems and measures, rather than organizing young people. It also 

suggests that the welfare model needs to be reshaped in certain areas because of its failure to 

cover all groups, with a special focus on the small ones.  

Even in the modern stage of Norwegian welfare history, the issues identified by this article 

have been discussed. The Parliament has clearly stated that it has no intention of sealing the 

mentioned holes in the safety net, concerning the situation of care leavers. We have witnessed 

an active debate in the child welfare field in Norway for two decades on the issue: should care 

leavers be given a legal right to leaving care services? The Parliament has – on several 

occasions – debated this issue and chosen not to implement such a right. The reasons behind 

these decisions have been that it would not be natural to give care leavers more rights than 

other children, and other children in the care system. The legislation on care leavers has only 

been changed twice in the last two decades, in 1998 and 2009. Both times, the Ministry 

argued clearly against giving young people making the transition from care to adulthood 

specialist support. In the Green Paper (Ot.prp. nr. 61,1997-98) the Ministry of Families and 

Children argued clearly that it did not intend to create a social service for young people from 
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care when leaving care services were somewhat strengthened in the legislation. In the Green 

Paper (Ot.prp . nr. 69, 2008-09) proposing the most recent change to leaving care legislation, 

the Ministry of Children and Equality 2, admits that the legislation does not give care leavers a 

secure procedure when a decision is made on leaving care services. Moreover, it clearly states 

that it would be wrong to give care leavers such a right. The overall picture remains, this 

small group has not been given a special consideration within the broader welfare model.3 

Conclusion 

The universalist welfare model is supported by strong arguments in the Nordic countries. 

Some general services are available both for young people in general, as well as for young 

people leaving care - such as free higher education, reasonable study loans and relatively 

generous social benefits. But the model builds on a division of responsibility for support 

between the families and the state / the municipalities. This becomes very clear when young 

people in the general population move out of their parental home in the transition to adulthood 

– and when care leavers go through the same transition from care. For young people in the 

general population, most families take responsibility for informal 24/7 support in an often 

long-drawn out transition process. This support makes it easier for young people to access the 

universal services of the welfare state, for example higher education. But this also reminds us 

about the fragility of the system. When young people lack family support, this type of welfare 

model has some deficiencies. According to Dierckx and Devlieghere (2019) a fundamental 

condition of universal services is that people are guaranteed accessibility to them. Care 

leavers do, in general, have less access to the same informal support from family and others. 

This, in itself, is an argument for providing them with leaving care services, so that such 

services may enable them to benefit from the general services of the welfare state. 

The history of leaving care in Norway shows that young care leavers have not been truly 

included in the debates on the welfare model. Dominantly these debates have taken into 

consideration the larger population groups, they have largely focused on labour and they have 

led to several solid and relative generous measures for the many. The occasions when we hear 

 
2 The Ministry of Children and Families is dominantly the same as The Ministry of Children and Equality. Today 

the Ministry has got its original name back again. 
3 Recently (2018) a general right to services from this act was implemented. Care leavers were not included.  An 

ongoing political debate on the next Child welfare act (expected in 2021), suggests that there might be a climate 

for such a right to leaving care services as well in the near future.  
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about care leavers in the debate have traditionally been when they are characterized as a 

potential problem and where the state has needed to organize measures to protect society. 

The case of leaving care within the Nordic welfare model, and more specifically in Norway, is 

an interesting one. It holds a dilemma challenging the model itself, on its ability to respond to 

the needs of smaller, more vulnerable groups. 
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