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Abstract

Purpose: This randomized controlled study evaluates the effects of coordinated follow-up within a family intervention project
on parents’ participation in activation programs and employment. The trial has been registered on Clinicaltrials.gov (Identifier:
NCT03102775).

Methods:Of 2634 families, 1429 families were randomized to be offered follow-up by a family coordinator, while 1205 families
participated in ordinary follow-up without a family coordinator. An analysis of longitudinal administrative data was performed to
estimate the effects of the intervention on parents’ participation in activation programs and employment by comparing the two
follow-up methods.

Results: Based on fixed effects logistic models, the follow-up with a family coordinator is associated with non-significant effects
on participation in activation programs (OR = 1.05, 95% CI [0.81, 1.37]) and employment (OR = 1.11, 95% CI [0.67, 1.82]).

Discussion: The results provide no significant evidence on the effectiveness of coordination efforts for disadvantaged families
on activation and employment.
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Child and family poverty is a global concern and involves
increased risks of antisocial behavior, poor health, low
graduation rates, and intergenerational poverty (Van Ryzin,
Fishbein, & Biglan, 2018). In both Europe and the United
States (US), an increase in child poverty rates has led to
comprehensive policy initiatives that aim to improve the
economic and social well-being of disadvantaged families.
The European Union has introduced several intervention
areas—such as better access to affordable education, health,
and housing services, and measures to encourage parents’
participation in the labor market—with emphasis on activation
programs (Frazer & Marlier, 2017). In the US, A Roadmap to
Reduce Child Poverty (National Academies of Sciences,
Engineering, and Medicine, 2019) advocates several mea-
sures to increase parental employment, such as child care
subsidies, increasing the federal minimum wage, and intro-
ducing activation programs for unemployed parents.

Improving employment outcomes for disadvantaged
families can be challenging. As indicated by the Organization
for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD, 2015),
disadvantaged groups with complex needs often receive

services from multiple providers without adequate coordi-
nation among them. Efficient coordination requires shared
accountability among the service providers and a clarity of
professional roles, tasks, and goals (Reeves, Xyrichis, &
Zwarenstein, 2018). This can be difficult to achieve be-
cause service providers represent different disciplines and
practice fields, are employed by different agencies, and have
different perceptions of their objectives and authority (Bruder
et al., 2005; Bunger, 2010; Roberts, Akers, & Behl, 1996;
Spratt, 2011). Nevertheless, several studies indicate the
benefits of coordinating service provision for both families
and professionals. From the perspective of a service provider,
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one of the primary benefits of coordination is the reduction in
public spending due to reduced duplication of services and,
therefore, a more efficient use of public resources (Øverbye
et al., 2010). In addition, coordinating efforts enable clients to
obtain access to the services they require (Bunger, 2010),
which is assumed to improve client-level outcomes (Dunst &
Bruder, 2002).

However, despite the value placed on service coordination,
little is known about its effects on disadvantaged families
(Fløtten & Grødem, 2014; Malmberg-Heimonen & Tøge,
2020). Using a randomized research design, this study eval-
uates the effects of follow-up with a family coordinator on
parents’ participation in activation programs and employment
as part of a family intervention project in Norway. Twenty-
nine Labor andWelfare offices participated in the project, with
each office employing two family coordinators. The Nor-
wegian Labor and Welfare offices provide advice and guid-
ance about their services, such as employment schemes and
financial assistance, services from other agencies and offer
follow-up meetings with a professional. In this study, we use
the term coordinated follow-up to refer to follow-up meetings
with a family coordinator. Parents who were offered follow-up
with a family coordinator were included in the experimental
group of the study, even if they did not accept the offer, while
parents in ordinary follow-up were included in the control
group (Malmberg-Heimonen et al., 2017). We track parents
from October 2015 (12 months prior to implementation) to
December 2018 (27 months after implementation), which
enables us to assess these effects by investigating whether the
trends in outcomes are diverging between the experimental
and control groups. Based on the predefined aims of the
Norwegian Family Intervention Project, this study examines
two hypotheses. The first hypothesis is that coordinated
follow-up increases parents’ participation in activation pro-
grams to a larger extent than ordinary follow-up. The second
hypothesis is that coordinated follow-up increases parents’
employment rates, that is, that parents who receive coordi-
nated follow-up will be employed more often than their
counterparts in the control group.

Service Coordination within Family
Intervention Projects

Family intervention projects that target families with severe
support needs are widely deployed in the United Kingdom
(UK) and the US (Duffee, Mendelsohn, Kuo, Legano, & Earls,
2017; Lloyd, Wollny, White, Gowland, & Purdon, 2011;
Sweet & Appelbaum, 2004; White, Warrener, Reeves, & La
Valle, 2008). Although family intervention projects vary in
their focus, they include a few similar elements in common,
such as a key worker, a holistic family approach, and coor-
dination of services (Batty & Flint, 2012).

For example, in the UK, the Family Intervention Projects
and the subsequent Troubled Families Program have various
foci, including reduced antisocial behavior and lower

homelessness, unemployment, child poverty, and youth crime
rates. To respond to the need for redesigning ordinary service
provision to cater to disadvantaged families, these projects
apply a key worker approach (Ball, Batty, & Flint, 2016; Batty
& Flint, 2012). A key worker has a wide range of respon-
sibilities, such as engagement of the families with the project,
assessment of the support needs of the family members, de-
velopment of support plans, and actual provision of support.
Support includes direct support, referrals to other services, and
advocacy (Batty & Flint, 2012). A key worker is also re-
sponsible for coordinating the multi-sectorial delivery of
services and acts as a central point for information exchange
between the family and the service providers (White et al.,
2008).

The effectiveness of the Family Intervention Projects is
premised on the relationship between a family and key
worker(s) (Batty & Flint, 2012; Parr, 2009;White et al., 2008).
Frequent contact, unlimited duration of support, accessibility
and responsiveness, focus on families’ strengths, and a non-
judgmental attitude were identified as crucial in the devel-
opment of constructive relationships with the families and
facilitating families’ engagement with other service providers
(Parr, 2009).

Further, Family Intervention Projects have a full range of
potential outcomes for parents and children (Batty, 2014;
Batty & Flint, 2012). Lloyd et al. (2011) used a matched group
design to evaluate the effects of Family Intervention Projects
at baseline and at nine months after recruitment. The study
found significant reductions in criminal and antisocial be-
havior in families in the intervention group compared to the
control group, while the impacts on education and employ-
ment outcomes, family functioning, and health were modest.
The study also suggested that there is a link between the
duration of the family intervention and successful outcomes:
the longer the family participated in the project, the more
beneficial were the outcomes related to crime, antisocial
behavior, family functioning, employment, and education
(Lloyd et al., 2011). At the same time, the small sample size of
the comparison families poses a serious limitation on the
robustness of these results (Lloyd et al., 2011).

Utilizing a similar matched group design, Day et al. (2016)
assessed the effects of the Troubled Families Program on the
situation of families in multiple areas 12–18 months after
recruitment. The analysis of survey data demonstrated sig-
nificant positive impacts on attitudinal and behavioral out-
comes, such as self-reported economic self-sufficiency and
feelings of optimism regarding the future, when compared
with a group of non-participating families (Day et al., 2016).
However, the key finding was that the programs had limited
effects on job readiness, parental employment, benefit receipt,
and child-related outcomes. The process evaluation of the
Troubled Families Program indicates that the effectiveness of
the program might have been constrained by a large variation
in how the family intervention was implemented at a local
level (White & Day, 2016). The implementation of the key

2 Research on Social Work Practice 0(0)



worker model was largely dependent on the local context (e.g.,
previously established multi-agency flora, relationship among
agencies, and openness for new ways of working) and limited
by the lack of a shared understanding of the role of key
workers (Ball et al., 2016).

Just as in the UK, intervention programs in the US also
differ in their focus areas. Certain programs provide training
for parents to improve their parenting skills, while others
provide support in accessing housing, employment, and health
care services. Finally, a few intervention programs combine
parental training and support (Euser, Alink, Stoltenborgh,
Bakermans-Kranenburg, & van Ijzendoorn, 2015). Many of
these programs include key workers and domestic visits as a
strategy for providing services for parents and children in
high-risk groups. Home visiting may be delivered by a number
of health, social service, and child development professionals
or paraprofessionals and includes a wide range of services,
such as parenting education, social support for parents, child
health and development services, referrals to social and health
services, and direct provision of health care (Sweet &
Appelbaum, 2004). The common factors across various
home visiting programs are emphasis on developing strong
relationships and trust with the families, whole-family in-
volvement, coordination of community support services, and
collaboration with families to support self-identified goals
(Duffee et al., 2017).

Home visiting programs revealed mixed results regarding
economic self-sufficiency as well as educational and em-
ployment outcomes. The meta-analysis by Sweet and
Appelbaum (2004), which included experimental and quasi-
experimental studies on 60 home visiting programs, revealed
significant and positive program effects on mothers’ partici-
pation in education, but non-significant effects on mothers’
employment status, self-sufficiency, and reliance on public
assistance when compared with mothers in the control group.
Moreover, several long-term follow-up studies with a ran-
domized controlled design (Kitzman et al., 2000; Olds et al.,
2004, 2007) found statistically non-significant effects of the
home visiting programs on mothers’ educational achievement,
use of welfare benefits, and employment; however, the study
by Olds et al. (2002) found beneficial effects of home visiting
on mothers’ employment. Finally, applying a quasi-
experimental design, the evaluation of the Nurse Family
Partnership program by Flowers, Sainer, Stoneburner, and
Thorland (2020) found significant and positive effects on
mothers’ educational and employment outcomes as compared
to mothers in the control group. However, it must be noted that
the authors considered these effects to be modest.

The Norwegian Family Intervention Project

Based on insights from the UK family intervention projects
described above, the Norwegian Family Intervention Project
was developed in response to concerns regarding the in-
creasing family and child poverty rates in Norway (Fløtten &

Grødem, 2014). Both the Norwegian Social Services Act
(Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs, 2009) and the
Norwegian Government’s strategy for 2015–2017
(Norwegian Ministry of Children, Equality, and Social
Inclusion, 2015) emphasize the need for coordinated and
comprehensive welfare services for children, young people,
and their families to reduce poverty. As part of this gov-
ernmental strategy, the Norwegian Directorate of Labor and
Welfare conducted the Norwegian Family Intervention
Project that involved 29 Norwegian Labor and Welfare of-
fices. All offices employed two family coordinators who
supported families on four target areas—that is, parental
employment, housing, finances, and social inclusion of the
children.

A primary objective of the Norwegian Labor and Welfare
Services is to include more people in work and work-oriented
activities and reduce the number of people on benefits and
social assistance (Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs, 2005).
Thus, both social workers in ordinary service settings and
family coordinators aim at increasing service users’ partici-
pation in activation programs and employment.However,
ordinary follow-up work in the Norwegian Labor and Welfare
offices is often characterized by heavy caseloads and a
shortage of resources. This situation can limit social workers’1

capacity to perform time-consuming tasks, such as employ-
ment counseling (Langeland & Mølster Galaasen, 2014).
Further, the lack of a holistic approach to service provision and
the insufficient collaboration among service providers in areas
such as employment, education, and health services is often a
problem (Research Council of Norway, 2019).

In contrast to this ordinary setup, the Norwegian Family
Intervention Project introduced a key worker approach in
which a family coordinator is responsible for coordinating all
services received by the family members, works with a whole-
family approach, and supports the family members on mul-
tiple target areas. The emphasis on coordination activities
restricts the amount of time that a family coordinator can
allocate on case management. To facilitate effective family
follow-up and service coordination, a family coordinator has a
low caseload of 10–11 families. Hence, a family coordinator, a
low caseload, service coordination, a whole-family approach,
and multiple target areas are key elements in the coordinated
follow-up method. The intense follow-up with a family co-
ordinator aims to strengthen the working relationship with
parents (Gyüre et al., 2020; Malmberg-Heimonen et al.,
2019b). Table 1 summarizes the main differences between
the coordinated and ordinary follow-up methods. Apart for a
low caseload, these key elements are not completely absent
but less accentuated in ordinary follow-up settings.

Within the coordinated follow-up method, we can differ-
entiate between two models. While 14 of the 29 offices
participating in the Norwegian Family Intervention Project de-
veloped their coordinated follow-up models locally, 15 offices
implemented the model for Holistic Follow-up of Low-Income
Families (HOLF), which is a coordinated follow-up model
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developed by the Norwegian Directorate of Labor and Wel-
fare. The HOLF model includes a few intervention-specific
tools, such as manuals and standardized follow-up forms, to
further systematize follow-up work with families. Despite this
difference among the coordinated follow-up models, the
evaluations by Malmberg-Heimonen et al. (2019a) and by
Malmberg-Heimonen and Tøge (2020) have shown that
family coordinators using the HOLF model worked with

families in similar ways as those using the local follow-up
models.

Method

The Norwegian Directorate of Labor and Welfare commis-
sioned an independent evaluation of the Norwegian Family
Intervention Project from October 2016 to December 2018.
The research protocol for the evaluation has been registered on
Clinicaltrials.gov (Identifier: NCT03102775) and is published
in a peer-reviewed journal (Malmberg-Heimonen et al., 2017).

The Norwegian Centre for Research Data (case no. 47483),
the Norwegian Data Protection Authority (case no. 48510),
and the Norwegian Directorate of Labor andWelfare (case no.
16/2598) granted permissions for the study. All participating
families gave their consent to participate in the study and were
allowed to withdraw at any time and for any reason.

The data are drawn from registries administered by the
Norwegian Directorate of Labor and Welfare. The panel data
consist of monthly observations of individual characteristics
between October 2015 and December 2018.

Table 1. Key differences between coordinated and ordinary follow-
up.

Coordinated
follow-up

Ordinary
follow-up

Family coordinator Yes No
Low caseload Yes No
Service coordination Yes No
Whole-family approach Yes No
Multiple target areas Yes No
Focus on activation and employment Yes Yes

Figure 1. Participant flow diagram of the study.
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Target Group and Recruitment

Figure 1 sets out the participant flow diagram at each stage of
the study. Prior to the implementation of the coordinated
follow-up models in October 2016, each of the 29 partici-
pating Labor andWelfare offices identified the target group for
the project. Families were included in the project if

· they received social assistance benefits as the main
source of income or in addition to other types of welfare
support for at least six of the last 12 months prior to
October 2016, and

· had up to four children under the age of 16 in the
household.

However, families were excluded from participation if

· they were participating in other holistic family inter-
vention projects, or

· one or both parents/caregivers were undergoing treat-
ment because of heavy substance abuse and/or serious
mental disorders, or

· the child or the children were temporarily placed in
child-welfare institutions or living with relatives or
other caregivers, or

· the family was under investigation by child-welfare
authorities on account of suspected child maltreat-
ment or because a placement to new caregivers was in
process.

Based on these criteria, the family coordinators created
family lists that included 2634 families. The family lists were
used to recruit families to the project between October 2016
and May 2018. Family coordinators randomly selected
families from the lists and invited them to participate in the
project. They continued the recruitment process until each
coordinator had 10–11 families that accepted the invitation.
There was no time limit for the participation of families in the
project (Malmberg-Heimonen et al., 2017). All families who
were not randomized to be offered a family coordinator were
taken care of by social workers in ordinary follow-up settings.

As we are studying the activation and employment out-
comes at the individual level, the units of all analyses are
parents. Table 2 presents the number of parents in the 2634
families that were randomized to either the coordinated or
ordinary follow-up groups. The two groups had an unequal
number of parents in each office. At the end of the recruitment
process, 15 of the 29 offices had fewer than one-third of the
parents remaining on the family lists and were deemed by the
researchers to have an insufficient control group size. Offices
where all or almost all families were drawn to the experimental
group do not contribute to the estimation of intervention ef-
fects. After excluding the offices with insufficient control
group sizes, the analyses encompass 14 offices, where 964
parents in 690 families were invited to participate in

coordinated follow-up, and 1573 parents in 1124 families
participated in ordinary follow-up.

Variables

We measured the effects of coordinated follow-up on two
dependent variables: parents’ participation in activation pro-
grams and employment. Participation in activation programs
was assessed as a dichotomous variable identifying parents
who were registered as participants in an activation program in
the observed month (0 = no; 1 = yes). The study includes a
total of 28 different activation programs. Employment was
assessed as a dichotomous variable identifying parents reg-
istered as employees in the State Register of Employers and
Employees in the observed month (0 = no; 1 = yes). Using the
definition of employment given by the International Labor
Organization (International Labour Organization, 2013), this
variable includes all parents who worked for at least one hour
during the observed month.

Table 2. Frequency of parents in each office, by experimental
condition, k = 29, n = 3691 parents.

Coordinated follow-up Ordinary follow-up

Included in the analyses, n = 2537 parents
Office 1 46 97
Office 3 63 35
Office 4 105 52
Office 6 71 117
Office 9 59 35
Office 10 49 546
Office 11 85 42
Office 12 86 123
Office 13 81 57
Office 15 61 37
Office 17 53 57
Office 21 57 106
Office 25 66 46
Office 26 82 223

Excluded from the analyses, n = 1154 parents
Office 2 76 1
Office 5 103 0
Office 7 68 16
Office 8 26 0
Office 14 63 15
Office 16 74 2
Office 18 70 2
Office 19 44 1
Office 20 104 0
Office 22 92 0
Office 23 107 5
Office 24 82 1
Office 27 81 11
Office 28 53 0
Office 29 56 1
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Whether parents were offered follow-up with a family
coordinator was measured by a dichotomous independent
variable (0 = ordinary follow-up; 1 = coordinated follow-up),
and whether the coordinated follow-up was with or without
the HOLF model is identified by a categorical variable with
three values (0 = ordinary follow-up, 1 = coordinated follow-
up without the HOLF model, and 2 = coordinated follow-up
with the HOLF model). We also included background vari-
ables in the analyses. Sex is assessed as 0 = male, 1 = female;
year of birth is a continuous variable ranging from 1932 to
1999; married (0 = no; 1 = yes) refers to everybody with a
spouse; number of children is a continuous variable and
identifies the number of children below 18 years of age and
living in the same household; immigrant background is a
dichotomy that equals 1 if the individual has immigrated to
Norway preceding the study (0 = Norwegian born; 1 = im-
migrant); and reduced work capacity is measured as a di-
chotomous variable identifying parents with reduced work
capacity due to physical, mental, or social impairments in the
observed month (0 = no; 1 = yes).

Analysis Plan

In Table 3, we compare the baseline values of all demographic
and labor market–related variables by experimental condition
and present the probabilities that the differences between the
coordinated and ordinary follow-up groups could occur by
random chance (p-value). We tested for baseline differences
between the two groups using independent t-tests and chi-
square tests. Table 4 shows the bivariate correlations between
the variables at baseline. The analyses encompass 14 offices
that had at least one-third of the families remaining on their
family lists at the end of the recruitment process. The unit of all
analyses are parents—that is, mother or father in single-parent
families and both parents in two-parent families.

We tested our two hypotheses regarding the effects of
coordinated follow-up on participation in activation programs
and employment in two different manners. First, we applied
fixed effects logistic models that only use variation within
parents over time to estimate coefficients (see Tables 5 and 6).

We estimated both the pooled effects of coordinated follow-
up—that is, the average effect of coordinated follow-up in-
dependent of whether or not the HOLF model is applied and
the separate effects of the two coordinated follow-up models
(coordinated follow-up with and without the HOLF model) on
participation in activation programs and employment. In the
fixed effects models, we used panel data from October 2015
(12 months prior to implementation) to December 2018 (27
months post-implementation). We began following parents
one year prior to the implementation of the coordinated
follow-up models in order to investigate the deviating change
in outcomes for parents allocated to the experimental group
compared to those who were not. By doing so, fixed effects
models controlled for all stable characteristics (e.g., sex and
immigrant background) of the parents, whether observed or
unobserved, and produced approximately unbiased effect
estimates (Allison, 2009). Time-varying covariates were in-
cluded in the fixed effects models.

Second, to exploit the panel data structure with several time
points and the variation between parents in the experimental
and control groups, we estimated the pooled effects of the two
coordinated follow-up models on participation in activation
programs (see Figure 2) and employment (see Figure 3) for
each month in the intervention period between October 2016
and December 2018. Data on parents are clustered within
offices. Each of the cross-sectional models is controlled for the
reported baseline imbalance and the baseline values of the
dependent variables.

Further, in all logistic models and figures, effect sizes are
reported by odds ratios (ORs) with 95% confidence intervals
(CIs). The error terms in both repeated measures on parents
and within clusters (offices) are likely to be correlated and the
assumption of the independence of the error terms for re-
gression analyses may be violated (Allison, 2009). In order to
correct for the dependence of the error terms, we computed
robust standard errors that are generally larger than conven-
tional standard errors. The statistical analyses were performed
using the clogit and logit commands in Stata/MP 16.0. The
syntax for the analyses can be provided on request.

Table 3. Parent characteristics at baseline and group comparison, n = 2537 parents.

Total
Coordinated follow-up
(experimental group)

Ordinary follow-up
(control group) χ2/t p-value

Female (%) 1712 (67.48) 659 (68.36) 1053 (66.94) .548 .459
Year of birth (SD) 1977.32 (8.95) 1977.67 (8.86) 1977.11 (8.99) �1.510 .131
Married (%) 1150 (45.33) 446 (46.27) 704 (44.76) .486 .486
Nr of children (SD) 2.28 (1.17) 2.31 (1.18) 2.27 (1.17) �.956 .339
Immigrant (%) 2026 (79.86) 760 (79.50) 1266 (81.41) 1.395 .237
Reduced work capacity (%) 812 (32.01) 336 (34.85) 476 (30.26) 5.796 .016
Activation (%) 374 (14.74) 168 (17.43) 206 (13.10) 8.921 .003
Employed (%) 733 (28.90) 304 (31.54) 429 (27.27) 5.362 .021
N 2537 964 1573

Frequencies (n) with percentages (%) and means (M) with standard deviations (SD). Chi-square test values (χ2) and t-test values (t).
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Results

Participant Characteristics at the Baseline, and
Group Comparison
The baseline demographic and labor market–related
variables are detailed in Table 3. Of all the parents,
67.48% (n = 1712) were female. On average, parents were

born in 1977 (SD = 8.95) and were aged 39 years in 2016.
Almost half of the parents, 45.33% (n = 1150) were
married and had, on average, two or more children (SD =
1.17). Most of the parents—79.86% (n = 2026)—were
foreign-born and had immigrated to Norway before the
study was conducted. Further, in terms of work capacity,
32.01% (n = 812) of the parents had only partial capacity

Table 4. Pairwise correlations between the study variables.

Variable M n SD % 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Experimental condition 964 37 –

2. Female 1712 67.48 .01 –

3. Year of birth 1977.32 8.95 �.03 �.25*** –

4. Married 1150 45.33 .01 �.30*** .22*** –

5. Nr of children 2.28 1.17 .01 �.08*** .01 .24*** –

6. Immigrant 2026 79.86 �.02 .00 .22*** .32*** .18*** –

7. Reduced work capacity 312 32.01 .04* �.03 .12*** �.00 �.00 �.05** –

8. Activation program 374 14.74 .05** �.00 �.05** �.03 �.00 �.02 .03*** –

9. Employed 733 28.90 .04* �.14*** �.07*** �.05** �.04* �.15*** �.10*** .00 –

Frequencies (n) with percentages (%) and means (M) with standard deviation (SD) of baseline variables. n = 2537 parents. ∗p < .05. ∗∗p < .01. ∗∗∗p < .001.

Table 5. Fixed effects logistic models estimating the effects of coordinated follow-up on parents’ participation in activation programs. n =
2537 parents.

Model 1 Model 2

OR Robust SE 95% CI OR Robust SE 95% CI

Family coordinator (pooled) 1.05 .14 (.81, 1.37)
Family coordinator 1.00 .16 (.72, 1.39)
Family coordinator and HOLF 1.10 .18 (.79, 1.52)
Nr of children .90 .09 (.74, 1.10) .90 .09 (.74, 1.10)
Married .64* .13 (.43, .97) .65* .13 (.43, .97)
Reduced work capacity 12.23*** 1.30 (9.93, 15.06) 12.23*** 1.30 (9.93, 15.07)
Pseudo R2 .09 .09

Models 1 and 2 are adjusted for the time trend in outcomes. Odds ratios with robust standard errors and 95% confidence intervals in square brackets. ∗p < .05.
∗∗p < .01. ∗∗∗p < .001.

Table 6. Fixed effects logistic models estimating the effects of coordinated follow-up on parents’ participation in employment. n = 2537
parents.

Model 3 Model 4

OR robust SE 95% CI OR robust SE 95% CI

Family coordinator (pooled) 1.11 .28 (.67, 1.82)
Family coordinator 1.47 .47 (.78, 2.76)
Family coordinator and HOLF .85 .26 (.46, 1.57)
Nr of children .60*** .10 (.42, .86) .60*** .10 (.42, .85)
Married 1.27 .57 (.52, 3.08) 1.23 .54 (.51, 2.94)
Reduced work capacity .65* .11 (.46, .92) .65* .11 (.46, .92]
Pseudo R2 .09 .09

Models 3 and 4 are adjusted for the time trend in outcomes. Odds ratios with robust standard errors and 95% confidence intervals in square brackets. ∗p < .05.
∗∗p < .01. ∗∗∗ p < .001.
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to work due to physical, mental, or social impairments.
One-third of the parents—28.90% (n = 733)—were em-
ployed and 14.74% (n = 374) participated in an activation
program in October 2016.

In a randomized control study, it is important to investigate
whether baseline data are similar between the study groups.
The comparison of parents in coordinated and ordinary
follow-up group presented in Table 3 indicates no differences
between the two groups in terms of the proportion of females,
average age, marital status, average number of children, and
immigrant background in October 2016. However, there are
a few statistically significant differences between the two
groups. The proportion of parents with reduced work capacity
was significantly higher at baseline in the coordinated follow-
up group than in the ordinary follow-up group—34.85% (n =
336) as opposed to 30.26% (n = 476). While 17.43% (n = 168)
of the parents in the coordinated follow-up group participated
in activation programs at baseline, the corresponding share
was 13.10% (n = 206) in ordinary follow-up. Further, 31.54%
(n = 304) of the parents in the coordinated follow-up group
were employed at baseline, and this was true for 27.27%

(n = 429) of the parents in ordinary follow-up. Taken together,
parents who were offered follow-up by a family coordinator
were more likely to have reduced work capacity (χ2 (1, n =
2537) = 5.796, p = 0.016) and participate in activation
programs (χ2 (1, n = 2537) = 8.921, p = .003) and in
employment (χ2(1, n = 2537) = 5.362, p = .021) than parents
in ordinary follow-up at baseline. Consequently, we ac-
count for these baseline imbalances in the cross-sectional
models.

Table 4 presents the bivariate correlations among all var-
iables at baseline. The bivariate correlations between the study
variables and the experimental condition correspond well with
the findings in Table 3. Parents who were part of a coordinated
follow-up were more likely to have reduced work capacity,
participate in activation programs, and be employed than
parents in ordinary follow-up in October 2016. Furthermore,
participation in activation programs was negatively correlated
with year of birth and positively correlated with reduced work
capacity. In addition, employment was negatively correlated
with all variables, except for the offer of follow-up with a
family coordinator.

Figure 3. Effects of coordinated follow-up on employment. October 2016–December 2018. k = 14, n = 2537 parents.

Figure 2. Effects of coordinated follow-up on participation in activation programs. October 2016–December 2018. k = 14, n = 2537 parents.
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Effects of Service Coordination

The fixed effects models in Table 5 investigate whether a
change in the follow-up settings, that is, introduction of family
coordinators, cause a change in parents’ participation in ac-
tivation programs. Model 1 reveals that follow-up with a
family coordinator—that is, independent of the application of
the HOLF model—has a weak and non-significant effect on
parents’ participation in activation programs as compared to
ordinary follow-up (OR = 1.05, 95% CI [0.81, 1.37]). Further,
estimating the separate effects of the two coordinated follow-
up models (coordinated follow-up with and without the HOLF
model) does not alter the result. Model 2 demonstrates that the
coordinated follow-up models with and without the HOLF
model generated weak and non-significant effects on the same
outcome (OR = 1.10, 95% CI [0.79, 1.52] and OR = 1.00, 95%
CI [0.72, 1.39], respectively). In both Models 1 and 2, being
married is significantly associated with a decrease in parents’
odds of participating in activation programs, while having
reduced work capacity appears to have the opposite effect.

With regard to the employment effects of coordinated
follow-up, we find additional non-significant effects of co-
ordinated follow-up as compared to ordinary follow-up. In
Model 3, the pooled effect of follow-up with a family coor-
dinator on parents’ participation in employment is weak and
non-significant in the sample (OR = 1.11, 95% CI [.67, 1.82]).
Model 4 reveals that coordinated follow-up without the HOLF
model appears to increase parents’ odds of being employed
compared to ordinary follow-up. However, this effect is not
statistically significant (OR = 1.47, 95% CI [.78, 2.76]). On
the other hand, coordinated follow-up combined with the
HOLF model appears to decrease parents’ odds of being
employed compared to ordinary follow-up. However, this
effect is not statistically significant either (OR = 0.85, 95% CI
[.46, 1.57]). In both Models 3 and 4, the number of children
and reduced capacity to work are significantly associated with
a decrease in parents’ odds of being employed.

Further, the panel structure of the data allows us to compare
the monthly effects of coordinated and ordinary follow-up on
the outcomes of interest. The line graphs in Figures 2 and 3
illustrate the effects of coordinated follow-up on participation in
activation programs (see Figure 2) and employment (see Figure
3) compared to ordinary follow-up between October 2016 and
December 2018. In Figure 2, the line is close to 1 in the entire
intervention period, thereby implying that the effects of co-
ordinated follow-up are weak compared to those of ordinary
follow-up. The effect estimates were statistically significant in
the three months between August 2018 and October 2018 (OR
= 1.41, 95% CI [1.02, 1.96]; OR = 1.46, 95% CI [1.07, 2.00]
and OR =1.47, 95%CI [1.09, 1.98], respectively; results are not
included in tables), which suggests beneficial effects on acti-
vation in the second half of the intervention period. Similarly,
the line in Figure 3 is close to 1 in the entire period, thereby
implying weak employment effects. None of these effect es-
timates are statistically significant (p < 0.05).

Discussion and Applications to Practice

Using a randomized research design with a 39-month follow-
up, the aim of this study was to assess the effects of coor-
dinated follow-up on participation in activation programs and
employment among parents in low-income families in Nor-
way. Although a key worker is a common element across
family intervention projects and is assumed to improve client-
level outcomes, there is a lack of knowledge regarding the
effectiveness of the key worker approach (Fløtten & Grødem,
2014; Malmberg-Heimonen & Tøge, 2020; Newman et al.,
2007).

We found that the effects of the coordinated follow-up
models on parents’ participation in activation programs and
employment did not differ significantly from the effects of
ordinary follow-up. The introduction of family coordinators,
independent of whether they applied the HOLF model, did not
cause any statistically significant change in parents’ partici-
pation in activation programs and employment over time
compared to those who continued to receive ordinary follow-
up. Hence, we reject hypotheses 1 and 2, which propose that
follow-up with a family coordinator leads to increased par-
ticipation of parents in activation programs and employment,
respectively. Yet, the assessment of effects on a monthly basis
indicated favorable effects on activation in the second half of
the intervention period. Parents who were taken care of by a
family coordinator had significantly higher odds of partici-
pating in activation programs than parents receiving ordinary
follow-up at the end of the study period. These effects were
statistically significant, but as they only pertain to the last three
months of the study, the results must be interpreted with
caution.

Further, the findings reveal that neither the locally devel-
oped follow-up models nor the HOLF model that introduces
manuals and follow-up forms to standardize and systematize
the follow-up work with families have statistically significant
effects on the study outcomes. The studies by Malmberg-
Heimonen et al. (2019a) and by Malmberg-Heimonen and
Tøge (2020) have demonstrated that family coordinators using
the HOLF model worked with families in similar ways as
those using the local follow-up models. Hence, this effect
evaluation concludes that family coordinators also worked
with similar results related to activation and employment
when compared to social workers in the ordinary setup. It is
also important to note that follow-up with a coordinator that
used the HOLF model appears to decrease parents’ odds of
participating in employment as opposed to ordinary follow-
up, but this effect is statistically non-significant.

It must be noted that mixed findings have been previously
found regarding the effects of family intervention and home
visiting programs on employment outcomes. The current
findings best align with studies that found non-significant
program effects on parental employment in earlier family
intervention projects in the UK and home visiting programs in
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the US (Day et al., 2016; Kitzman et al., 2000; Lloyd et al.,
2011; Sweet & Appelbaum, 2004).

The reasons for the non-significant results might be
complex. The Norwegian Labor and Welfare Services aims to
move people from benefit dependency into activation and
employment (Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs, 2005).
One explanation is that ordinary follow-up settings already
place a strong emphasis on activation and employment and,
thus, the Norwegian Family Intervention Project was not able
to improve these results.

Second, among others, Day et al. (2016) and Lloyd et al.
(2011) noted that families with complex and multiple needs
have to deal with other pressing problems, such as mental and
physical health problems, before they can address the issue of
employment. In the Norwegian Family Intervention Project,
80% of the parents have an immigrant background and
probably lower levels of skills than Norwegian natives. Be-
cause immigrants might not feel ready to consider, or are not
successful in accessing, job opportunities due to poor lan-
guage proficiency, they probably ascribe higher priority to
participation in education (e.g., language courses) or training,
which can increase their future employability. The positive
trend that we identified in activation, but not in employment,
supports this assumption.

Third, there may also be lock-in effects, which means that
the intense and close follow-up work with a family coor-
dinator might dampen parents’ job search activities or make
them more selective. However, only the follow-up with a
coordinator who uses the HOLF model has adverse effect on
employment. This possible lock-in mechanism is in contrast
to the expectation that close follow-up with a family coor-
dinator and supportive relationships generate positive
changes for the families (Batty & Flint, 2012; Parr, 2009;
White et al., 2008). Although follow-up with a family co-
ordinator strengthened the working relationship with the
parents (Gyüre et al., 2020; Malmberg-Heimonen et al.,
2019b), this study did not find any evidence for improved
activation and employment outcomes compared to ordinary
follow-up settings. However, a future study should assess the
effects of follow-up with a family coordinator on other target
areas of the Norwegian Family Intervention Project—that is,
the housing and financial situations of the families and the
social inclusion of their children.

Fourth, the non-significant effects of the coordinated
follow-up can be associated with the challenges of im-
plementing a key worker model. Interviews with family
coordinators revealed that they found it difficult to un-
derstand their role as coordinators and were not always able
to clarify this with their colleagues at the Norwegian Labor
and Welfare offices (Malmberg-Heimonen et al., 2019a).
Thus, an inconsistent understanding of the role of coor-
dinator and increased dependency on other caseworkers are
factors that might have prolonged the already time-
consuming processes of identifying relevant activation
programs and jobs (Malmberg-Heimonen et al., 2019a).

Similar to our findings, key workers in the Troubled
Families Program found it difficult to introduce new ways
of working with different service providers, particularly in
terms of addressing the interlinked problems of family
members (Ball et al., 2016).

A fifth explanation for the non-significant differences
between the experimental and control groups in this study can
be treatment contamination, which indicates that the ordinary
follow-up settings were influenced by the follow-up methods
of the family coordinators. This possibly led to an underes-
timation of the impacts of coordinated follow-up. In the
Norwegian Family Intervention Project, contamination was a
theoretical possibility rather than an actual one. The low
caseloads that enable family coordinators to work with
families in a close and comprehensive manner and coordinate
services around family members is a feature that is absent in
ordinary follow-up settings. This unique feature enables
family coordinators to spend considerably more time and
resources on the families as compared to the time and re-
sources that social workers in ordinary settings have at their
disposal.

Finally, following an intention-to-treat principle, parents
who were offered follow-up with a family coordinator were
included in the experimental group of the study, regardless of
whether or not they accepted the offer. The actual effects of
coordinated follow-up might be larger among those parents
who accepted the offer and were assigned a family
coordinator.

Overall, this evaluation suggests that follow-up with a
family coordinator has no statistically different effects for
disadvantaged families on activation and employment than
ordinary follow-up settings. The significant and positive ef-
fects on activation in 3 of the 27 months in the second part of
the intervention period indicate that this group might need a
long-term follow-up to achieve the anticipated changes.
Similarly, previous research on family intervention projects
has revealed that there is a positive correlation between the
duration of the family intervention and successful outcomes
(Lloyd et al., 2011).

There are several limitations that we must bear in mind
when interpreting the results of this study. First, a drawback
of data administered by the Norwegian Directorate of Labor
and Welfare is that these data are not created for research
purposes but for record-keeping. Thus, certain variables that
could have been important for the analyses, like education
level, are unobserved. However, fixed effects models control
for all time-constant individual characteristics—even un-
observed ones—including education level. Second, since
those parents who were undergoing treatment for substance
abuse and/or serious mental disorders and parents who were
under investigation by child-welfare authorities have not
been included in the project, the generalizability of the results
for low-income families can be questioned. However, we must
bear in mind that only 10% of the families were excluded based
on these criteria (Malmberg-Heimonen et al., 2017). Third,
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parents who participated in the coordinated follow-up were
aware of their intervention assignment, which may have
affected their behavior and triggered positive responses to
the outcome measures. However, since parents in coordi-
nated follow-up were as likely as parents in ordinary follow-
up to be enrolled in activation programs and obtain a job, the
lack of blinding does not appear to have led to an overes-
timation of the effects. Fourth, 15 of the 29 participating
offices were excluded from the analyses due to an insuffi-
cient number of parents in the control group. However, the
exclusion of the offices that had an inadequate control group
size contributed to a more accurate estimation of the inter-
vention effects.

To conclude, this study obtained no substantial evidence
for the effectiveness of coordinated follow-up for the acti-
vation and employment of parents in low-income families in
Norway. Although a coordinating person or team is often
presented as a solution to challenges in service provision and
is assumed to lead to improved outcomes for families with
complex needs, this study suggests that service coordination is
a necessary—but not sufficient—component in the strategy of
strengthening parents’ labor market integration and reducing
family and child poverty. Therefore, there is a definite need for
further research on alternative means of effective service
provision and exploring components that are beyond coor-
dination. The findings of this study have a few practical
implications. First, the complexity of the challenges faced by
low-income families in this study might restrict the beneficial
effects of coordination efforts. Hence, the coordinated follow-
up models introduced by the Norwegian Family Intervention
Project might be more suitable for families with less severe
problems. Second, future family intervention projects must
also aim to achieve less quantifiable and softer outcomes (e.g.,
job search skills, writing CVs, and building and utilizing a
professional network) that will enable positive future changes
in the families’ lives.
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