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Abstract

Increased child poverty in Europe has urged the need for poverty alleviating meas-

ures, such as family intervention projects. In this project, family coordinators

follow-up low-income families on multiple areas. The cluster-randomised evaluation

compares effects of governmental and local family intervention projects on social

work practices in Norway. Of the twenty-nine participating Labour and Welfare

offices, fifteen were randomised to the experimental condition and received the

governmental model for comprehensive follow-up (HOLF) model, including man-

uals, schemes for follow-up work and supervision structures. The fourteen offices

randomised to the control group developed local models for the follow-up. The

data comprise baseline (n¼58) and eighteen-month follow-up questionnaires to

family coordinators. Effects on goal-focused meetings, relational skills, empowering

and comprehensive follow-up processes and the coordination of services were mea-

sured. After adjusting for the nested structure of the data in a two-level model, the

findings demonstrate that family coordinators from experimental group offices

achieved more goal-focused meetings (p<0.001) and demonstrated more relational

skills (p¼0.011), compared to family coordinators from control group offices.

Results demonstrate that the HOLF model increased the quality of the follow-up

when compared to locally developed family intervention projects. The findings are

discussed in the context of social work with families in poverty.
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Introduction

Child poverty has been placed on the policy agenda in Europe, espe-
cially through the recommendation from the European Commission that
pinpoint several intervention areas needed to reduce child poverty
(Frazer and Marlier, 2017). Social workers have a key role in reducing
poverty amongst children and families, however, scholars emphasise the
importance of a poverty aware social work, that is where social workers
identify structural explanations to poverty, critically evaluate their prac-
tices, and contribute to improve practices and policies aiming at reduc-
ing poverty (Krumer-Nevo, 2017; Morris et al., 2018).

Statistics from the European Union demonstrate that 21 per cent of
children were living below the poverty threshold in 2016 (European
Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2018). Whilst the risk of child
poverty varies between the countries, it is generally higher in southern
and eastern European countries, medium-high in central European coun-
tries (including the UK) and lower in the Nordic countries. Although
child poverty is lower in the Nordic countries, it does not mean that the
Nordic countries have succeeded in their policies. For instance, in
Norway, the percentage of children living in poverty has increased dra-
matically during the latest decade. In the year 2006, 7 per cent of chil-
dren in Norway were living in poverty, whereas in 2017 this percentage
had risen to 10.8 per cent. The main explanation for this adverse devel-
opment is increasing financial inequalities, driven by disproportionately
weak income growth amongst low-income families (Kirkeberg and
Epland, 2016). A disproportionate share of these families has an immi-
grant background. Whilst only 5.5 per cent of children with ethnic
Norwegian parents lived in low-income families in 2016, this number
was 37.8 per cent for children with immigrant parents (Epland, 2018).

The increase in children and families living in poverty has prompted
the Norwegian government to implement targeted initiatives to reduce
child poverty. A specific concern is the risk of intergenerational trans-
mission of poverty where children of poor parents grow up to be poor
themselves. A central thought is also that early identification, follow-up
and targeted interventions for these families will prevent the transmis-
sion of poverty from one generation to another (Malmberg-Heimonen
et al., 2018). Targeted family-focused interventions have traditionally
been more common in the UK and USA (White et al., 2008) than in the
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Nordic countries, where the distribution of economic resources and serv-
ices through taxes has been the main political priority (Fløtten and
Grødem, 2014).

Although the Norwegian Social Services Act and Act of Welfare
Services specify that families and children should receive comprehensive
and coordinated welfare services, there is little guidance on how they
should be followed up. In order to increase knowledge about how to re-
duce poverty amongst children and families, the low-income family in-
tervention project (HOLF) became an official part of the Norwegian
government’s political strategies for 2015–2017. HOLF is a Norwegian
acronym for the comprehensive follow-up of low-income families.
Within the project, family intervention models are developed, imple-
mented and evaluated in a randomised controlled design (Ministry of
Children and Families, 2015).

Before the project began, the Norwegian Labour and
Welfare Directorate commissioned a literature review (Fløtten and
Grødem, 2014) that summarised existing research regarding family inter-
vention projects in the Nordic countries and the UK. The aim was to
identify family intervention models suitable to be implemented in the
Norwegian welfare context. The review demonstrated that there was a
lack of robust evaluations of family intervention projects, and conse-
quently, insufficient knowledge of their effects. Whilst the Nordic proj-
ects were small scaled, local and not suitable for upscaling, a major
reason for that no specific UK family intervention model was fully trans-
ferable to the Norwegian context was the differences in welfare struc-
tures between the two countries (Malmberg-Heimonen et al., 2018;
Fløtten and Grødem, 2014). Whilst Norway’s welfare structures are uni-
versal in character, the welfare structures in the UK have a residual
character, with a higher degree of targeting and means-testing
(Gugushvili and Hirsch, 2014). Based on these insights, the Directorate
decided to develop a family intervention model for the Norwegian wel-
fare context, the HOLF model. Accordingly, they commissioned an in-
dependent evaluation of its effects (Malmberg-Heimonen et al., 2017).

Using a cluster-randomised design, this study analyses the effects of
the governmental HOLF model for social work professionals in Norway.
Through the HOLF model, family coordinators receive methods and
tools as well as a supervision structure with the aim of improving the
quality of the follow-up of low-income families. Whilst offices rando-
mised to the experimental condition implement the governmental
HOLF model, offices randomised to the control group develop local
models for the follow-up of low-income families.
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Social work with families in poverty

In 2013, the European Commission launched a recommendation for re-
ducing poverty amongst children and families in Europe. The recom-
mendation includes three integrated pillars of intervention: (i) ensuring
children’s access to adequate resources through benefits and parental
employment; (ii) affordable services through housing, education and
childcare; and (iii) increasing children’s participation through sports, cul-
ture and play (Frazer and Marlier, 2017). Although social work plays a
major part in the implementation of these policies, Morris et al. (2018)
demonstrate that poverty has become invisible within social work due to
social workers tendencies to explain poverty in cultural terms as an un-
derclass category, and their wishes to avoid stigmatisation of the poor.
Nevertheless, scholars accordingly emphasise that social work practices
need to be critically evaluated from a poverty context. For instance,
Mantle and Backwith (2010) pinpoint that instead of individual-level
explanations to poverty and individualised social work practices, there is
a need for structural explanations and community-based social work.

Krumer-Nevo (2016) argues that neither individual nor structural
explanations to poverty are sufficient and introduces a new poverty-
aware social work paradigm. Within this paradigm, poverty is seen as a
violation of human rights, and the relationship between the social work-
ers and service user is the basis for professional social work practices.
Krumer-Nevo (2017) further identifies strategies for a poverty-aware so-
cial work practice. These strategies involve working with people in real-
life contexts, such as meeting service users in their homes. Further they
combine the micro-level (direct practices) with the macro-level (policy
practices) and join service users in their resistance, that is when social
workers become experts in identifying resistance and to use their insight
to change the way interventions at macro and micro levels are
implemented.

Whilst family intervention projects seem to include certain elements
emphasised within a poverty-aware social work paradigm, such as the fo-
cus on relation between the family and the social worker and empower-
ing follow-up practices, they have also been criticised for mainly
operating at the individual level with the aim of changing individuals’
behaviour (Hayden and Jenkins, 2014). Accordingly, family intervention
projects often include behavioural aspects, such as assessments of antiso-
cial behaviour and criminality. Several evaluations, such as those con-
ducted by Ball et al. (2015), Sayer (2017) and Boddy et al. (2016), argue
that the emphasis on antisocial behaviour is a questionable aspect of the
family intervention projects.
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Earlier research on family intervention projects

Earlier family intervention projects in Norway and other Nordic coun-
tries mainly consist of a few small-scale and local initiatives, where a
central aspect of the projects has been the coordination of services.
These evaluations demonstrate that families and social workers had posi-
tive experiences of participating in the projects (Gustavsen et al.,
2012a,b), however, the Danish evaluation by Hjelmar et al. (2017)
showed that the coordination of services was challenging, especially in
families where parents had drug abuse or mental health problems.

Large-scale projects have been evaluated in the UK within the gov-
ernmental programme for ‘Family Intervention Projects’, and its fol-
lower the ‘Troubled Families initiatives’. One of the most
comprehensive studies addressing family intervention projects is a study
by White et al. (2008). The study included fifty-three family intervention
projects. The aim of the projects was to reduce antisocial behaviour,
risks of homelessness and social problems, and to help families identify
reasons for their behavioural problems. Generally, the families experi-
enced an improved situation as a result of taking part in a project. The
following were identified for successful projects: high-quality staff, small
caseloads, dedicated key workers, intensive follow-up with a whole-
family approach, sufficient resources and effective multi-agency
relationships.

Another evaluation of family intervention projects in the UK demon-
strated that over half of the participating families experienced improve-
ments in various areas such as parenthood, domestic violence,
criminality, antisocial behaviour and substance abuse (Lloyd et al.,
2011). The intervention consisted of an intensive follow-up by a dedi-
cated key worker with a multi-agency approach. On average, families
participated in the follow-up for eleven months; however, results demon-
strated that the most disadvantaged families were not able to follow the
programme.

The study by Parr (2009) demonstrated that the family intervention
project enabled more flexibility for the professionals in the follow-up of
the families and that this flexibility was the main reason for positive out-
comes for social workers and families. Other success criteria that were
identified were that the project enabled trustful relations between social
workers and families, social workers used more time on the follow-up,
they were available for the families and the follow-up was goal focused.
In analysing two local projects within the Troubled Families Initiative
Hayden and Jenkins further demonstrated that having a key worker and
small caseloads were the most important factors for success in the proj-
ects. Seeing the family as a whole and making plans for needed changes
were also important. Overall, the quality of the relation between the
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professional and the family seemed to be even more important than

what was actually done in the meetings (Hayden and Jenkins, 2014).
The evaluation by Ball et al. (2015) also showed that a key worker

building a trustful relation with the families was important for successful

outcomes. Similarly, addressing families’ immediate needs through emo-

tional, practical and financial support was experienced as positive.

Nevertheless, the study also showed that it was difficult to introduce

new ways of thinking and working with families, especially when it came

to the coordination of services. In cases where coordination between

various services was successful, the reason was often that the family

workers had a long-term professional relationship with the various ser-

vice providers. Although the coordination of services was emphasised in

the family project, the family workers were often left to solve problems

on their own. Overall, the study demonstrated a discrepancy between

political ideas of efficient interventions and the complexity of local so-

cial work practices.
Whilst there are a number of policy evaluations and qualitative studies

of family intervention projects, few are quantitative and none, to our

knowledge, have been evaluated in a randomised design. The evaluation

of the Troubled Families programme, however, is conducted in a quasi-

experimental design. This evaluation (Day et al., 2016) demonstrated no

conclusive effects twelve and eighteen months after families had started

in a programme, when a number of outcomes, such as offending, em-

ployment and child welfare, were assessed. As family intervention proj-

ects have been criticised for being implemented as a policy response,

rather than an evidence-based practice (Hayden and Jenkins, 2014; Ball

et al., 2015), it is important to increase knowledge regarding the effects

of these interventions.

Aim and hypothesis of the study

The aim of the study is to compare the effects of the governmental

HOLF model with local family intervention projects on social work

practices. The aim of the HOLF model is to improve social workers’

professional competences in various areas, especially to enhance goal-

focused and empowering meetings with families and develop compre-

hensive and systematic follow-up structures. Thus, the hypothesis is that

family coordinators within offices randomised to the experimental group

where the governmental HOLF model has been implemented will dem-

onstrate more positive effects on all outcomes when compared to their

counterparts within control group offices that have developed local mod-

els for the follow-up of families.
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The governmental HOLF model

The long-term goal of the HOLF model is to prevent intergenerational
transmission of poverty, whilst short-term objectives are to develop and
implement a model that can improve the follow-up of low-income fami-
lies, enhance user-oriented and goal-focused follow-up skills for profes-
sionals and improve the coordination of existing services. Figure 1
demonstrates the logic model for the governmental HOLF model, in-
cluding programme elements, activities and desired outcomes. We pro-
vide a short version of the HOLF model here, whilst a comprehensive
description can be found in the study protocol (Malmberg-Heimonen
et al., 2017).

The model is described in two manuals. Whilst the HOLF Process
Manual describes the work of the family coordinators in their follow-up
of families, the HOLF Implementation Manual describes the implemen-
tation of the model at local offices. The HOLF model includes three
types of forms used for the follow-up work with families. The charting
form is used for investigating the families’ situation regarding the four
follow-up areas of employment, housing, the financial situation and the
social inclusion of children. The ‘family plan’ is used for planning the ac-
tivities within the four follow-up areas, and the ‘PCE form’
(Preparation, Conduction and Evaluation) is used in preparing for, con-
ducting and evaluating meetings with families, collaborators and leaders.
There are also certain tools within the HOLF model that family coordi-
nators should use to structure meetings. One example is the ‘Menu
Agenda’ with an aim to ensure that each family’s wishes and needs are
acknowledged. The family and family coordinator fill in important
themes to work with, discuss them and agree on which themes should be
prioritised at a specific meeting.

Related to the coordination of various services, the family coordinator
should not take over tasks that are the responsibility of other welfare
institutions (for instance, child welfare or social assistance) but should co-
ordinate these services and assist the family and collaborators, for in-
stance, with application procedures related to services the family needs
and is entitled to but has not applied for. According to the HOLF model,
the family coordinators should invite professionals and leaders from rele-
vant external agencies to join an action network. The idea of the formal-
ised action network is that it could contribute in solving problems that
the family coordinators have not been able to solve on their own.

With the HOLF model, family coordinators receive case-based super-
vision by experienced family coordinators. The supervision structure fol-
lows a ‘train-the-trainer’ model, where the project group within the
Administration supervises and trains family coordinators who had partic-
ipated in the development of the model, who in turn supervise and train
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the thirty family coordinators from the fifteen experimental group
offices.

Data and methods

The Norwegian family intervention project has been evaluated using a
cluster-randomised design that includes twenty-nine Labour and Welfare
offices. The research design has been described in the study protocol
(Malmberg-Heimonen et al., 2017), and the study has been pre-
registered in Clinicaltrials.gov (Identifier NCT03102775). Ethical permis-
sions for the study have been granted by the Norwegian Centre for
Research Data (case no. 47483), the Norwegian Data Protection
Authority (case no. 48510) and the Norwegian Labour and
Welfare Directorate (case no. 16/2598). It is important to stress that all
participating family coordinators have given their consent to participate
and can withdraw from the study at any time and for any reason.
Researchers are under professional secrecy related to all data and analy-
ses; data will be anonymised, and no family coordinators can be recog-
nised in any publications or disseminations.

The evaluation began on 1 January 2016 and ended in December
2019. Of the twenty-nine Labour and Welfare offices that took part in
the cluster-randomised evaluation, the experimental group offices (fif-
teen) received the HOLF model developed by the Norwegian Labour
and Welfare Directorate, whilst the control group offices (fourteen) de-
veloped local follow-up models.

As shown in Table 1, similarities between local models and the HOLF
model are a dedicated family coordinator as a new position at the

CLIENT NEEDS

Reduce risk of 
intergenerational

transmission of poverty

Better coordination of 
existing services

Need for comprehensive 
perspectives in follow-up 

work

PROGRAM ELEMENTS 

Family level:

Process manual

Dedicated family
coordinator

Empowering and 
comprehensive follow-up 

processes

Goal-focused meetings with 
families

System level:

Implementation manual

Leader involvement

Coordination of services 
through inter-professional

efforts

PROGRAM ACTIVITIES

Recruitment, training and 
supervision.

Family level:

Forms (family plan,  PCE 
form) and close follow-up 

Tools (IIMM, IAR,  Menu
Agenda, SMART goals)

System level:

Implementation at leader 
level (participation in

meetings)

Establish action network

Forms (PCE)

Tools (IIMM, IAR)

DESIRED OUTCOMES

Short term (12 months):

Family coordinators work 
more:

- comprehensively

- goal-focused

- systematically

- empowering

Medium term (12-48 
months):

Families gain:

Employment

Improved financial situation

Improved housing

Social inclusion of the 
children

Long term (4-18 years):

Decreased intergenerational
poverty

Figure 1: A logic model for HOLF.

Source: Malmberg-Heimonen et al. (2018).

1482 Ira Malmberg-Heimonen and Anne Grete Tøge

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/bjsw

/article-abstract/50/5/1475/5733755 by O
slo and Akershus U

niversity C
ollege user on 06 August 2020



offices, small caseloads, goals and plans for the projects, and information
about research design and measured outcomes (employment, financial
situation, housing and children’s situation). In both groups, the families
were recruited over a time span of eighteen months (from 1 November
2016) , and each pair of family coordinators worked with a total of
twenty-one families. Family coordinators met with families on average
1.4 times a month with an standard deviation (SD) of 1.3, thus there
were no significant differences between experimental and control condi-
tions regarding the frequency of meetings.

In addition to these aspects, the experimental group offices imple-
menting the HOLF model received supervision, materials and methods,
forms to be used in the follow-up, implementation support, methods for
leader involvement and various measures to improve the coordination of
services.

Baseline and follow-up questionnaires

The data were collected by means of two questionnaires, the first com-
pleted before the randomisation of offices but after the family coordina-
tors had been employed, and the second completed eighteen months
later. The first questionnaire (at T1) was sent to all fifty-eight family
coordinators employed in the twenty-nine offices (two per office). As
randomisation had not yet taken place, the family coordinators did not

Table 1 Main differences between experimental and control group offices in the cluster-rando-

mised evaluation

Structures for follow-up Experimental

(governmental

HOLF model)

Control

(local models)

Two dedicated family coordinators in each Labour

and Welfare office as new positions

Yes Yes

Plans and goals for the projects Yes Yes

Goals for enrolled families; twenty-one families

should participate at each time

Yes Yes

Information about the research design and mea-

sured outcomes

Yes Yes

Supervision structure specific to the family inter-

vention project

Yes No

Office leader follow-up as a part of the family in-

tervention project

Yes No

Manuals and tools for the follow-up of families Yes No

The Norwegian Labour and Welfare Directorate

follow-up on the implementation

Yes No

A formalised action network for improved coordi-

nation of services

Yes No

Standardised forms for the follow-up of families Yes No
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know whether they were to be part of the experimental or control condi-

tion. All fifty-eight family coordinators responded to the first question-

naire. At the eighteen-month follow-up questionnaire (at T2), thirteen

family coordinators (22 per cent) had left their positions and twelve new

family coordinators had been recruited. All fifty-seven family coordina-

tors filled out the eighteen-month follow-up survey. A total of forty-five

family coordinators (78 per cent of the initial sample) filled out both

questionnaires. At T1, family coordinators evaluated their previous

experiences with clients, and at T2, they assessed families they had

worked with in the family projects. They did not evaluate specific clients

or families but did a general assessment of their follow-up work.

Measures

We measured effects on five elements essential for the HOLF model

(Tøge et al., 2019): relational skills, empowering follow-up processes,

goal-focused meetings, comprehensive follow-up processes and the coor-

dination of services. All items were formulated in a general way so that

they were suitable for family coordinators within both the experimental

and control conditions.
The first element, ‘relational skills’, was assessed by eight items mea-

suring the quality of the meetings between the social worker and the cli-

ent. Examples of included items are whether, in meetings with clients,

the coordinator summarises information, asks the clients to comment on

information given and avoids yes/no questions. The response options

were 0¼never, 1¼ in less than half of the meetings, 2¼ in about half of

the meetings, 3¼ in more than half of the meetings and 4¼ always. The

Cronbach’s alpha for the measure is high (0.88).
‘Empowering follow-up’ practices were assessed based on nine items.

Examples of items included are whether the client is active in designing

his/her plan and programme and whether the client can decide which

measures he/she receives. For these items, the response options were

0¼ never, 1¼ in less than half of the meetings, 2¼ in about half of the

meetings, 3¼ in more than half of the meetings and 4¼ always. The

Cronbach’s alpha for the scale was 0.83.
‘Goal-focused meetings’ with clients was assessed by the following

three items: I make demands on the client in terms of specific deadlines

for his/her progress, I prepare a plan on the division of labour, who does

what and when, and I prepare myself for meetings with the client by

reviewing what we agreed on at the previous meeting. The response

options were 0¼ never, 1¼ in less than half of the meetings, 2¼ in about

half of the meetings, 3¼ in more than half of the meetings and

4¼ always, and the Cronbach’s alpha was 0.74.
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‘Comprehensive follow-up’ processes were assessed by eleven items,

including the degree to which the family coordinator talks to the chil-

dren or discusses the partner’s/spouse’s or children’s well-being with the

client and how often the family coordinator discusses the size or location

of the housing with the client. The response options were 0¼never,

1¼ in less than half of the meetings, 2¼ in about half of the meetings,

3¼ in more than half of the meetings and 4¼ always, with a Cronbach’s

alpha of 0.93.
‘Coordination of services’ was measured by five items, including

whether the family coordinator collaborates with professionals from

other agencies and whether the family coordinator, in collaboration with

professionals from other agencies, manages to work towards common

goals for the clients. The response options were 0¼never, 1¼ in less

than half of the meetings, 2¼ in about half of the meetings, 3¼ in more

than half of the meetings and 4¼ always, with a Cronbach’s alpha of

0.69.
We calculated all scales as means of included items. This means that

all scales range from 0 to 4, facilitating comparison of scales generated

from a varying number of items with an equivalent rating scale (in this

case 0–4).

Analysis plan

Following an intention-to-treat principle, we exclude family coordinators

recruited after randomisation from the effect analyses (Gupta, 2011).

This means that the data consist of the forty-five family coordinators

who responded to both the T1 and T2 questionnaires. Attrition analyses

are provided in Table 3.
We calculate means (M) and confidence intervals (CI 95 per cent) for

all outcomes by experimental condition. The effects of the HOLF model

are presented as Cohen’s d, calculated from mean change (D, i.e. differ-

ences from T1 to T2), that is, the mean difference between experimental

and control condition in change rates (change between T1 and T2) di-

vided by the pooled standard deviation. This approach inherently con-

trols for T1 by subtracting T1 values from T2 values. We use t-test to

calculate the p-value of the effect size.
To acknowledge the clustered structured of the data, as we rando-

mised offices and measured effects for coordinators, we perform two-

level (random intercept) regression models where family coordinators

are clustered within offices. In these models, effects are reported as

coefficients. We have performed all analyses in Stata/MP 14.0. The syn-

tax for the statistical analyses is provided on request.
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Descriptive information on family coordinators

The twenty-nine offices included in the study used the same criteria
when they recruited family coordinators to the projects. The criteria set
by the Norwegian Labour and Welfare Administration were a bachelor
degree at minimum, relevant work experience, knowledge about welfare
and labour market measures within Labour and Welfare offices, experi-
ence with labour–market-oriented follow-up work, knowledge about ad-
ministrative procedures and knowledge of coordination of services in the
work with low-income families. According to the project leaders at the
Norwegian Labour and Welfare Administration, these criteria were simi-
lar to those commonly included in job advertisements within Labour and
Welfare offices.

Of the family coordinators recruited to the projects, nine out of ten
are women. On average, they were born in 1977 (SD¼ 10.1). Of family
coordinators, 62 per cent are educated social workers. In addition, 14
per cent are educated health professionals, 9 per cent have an education
within pedagogical fields, 7 per cent are social scientists, 5 per cent are
economists or hold a degree within leadership or administration, and 3
per cent have another educational background. Since the welfare reform
in 2006, when welfare, social security and employment services were in-
tegrated into one unit with a ‘one-stop shop’ principle, social workers
are no longer the only profession working with disadvantaged groups of
people. As such, the offices did not solely recruit social workers to the
family coordinator positions.

Additionally, 78 per cent had been employed at Labour and Welfare
offices the year before they were employed as family coordinators. More
than two out of three (72 per cent) had taken courses relevant to follow-
up work, and 40 per cent had previous experience with follow-up of
low-income families before starting their work as family coordinators.
When assessing social workers’ skills and practices at T1 (Table 2),
mean scores (variation between 0 and 4) are highest for goal-focused fol-
low-up (M¼ 3.1) and relational skills (M¼ 3.0). The mean score for user
involvement (M¼ 2.8) is not far behind, whilst both comprehensive
follow-up (M¼ 1.9) and coordination of services (M¼ 2.0) have fairly
low mean values.

Success of randomisation

Table 2 shows the result of the randomisation, where fifteen offices
were randomised to the experimental group and fourteen to the control
group. The data were collected prior to randomisation, so at this point,
the family coordinators did not know whether they were a part of the
experimental or control condition. The comparison of background and
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baseline variables demonstrates no significant differences between exper-
imental and control condition.

Attrition analyses

At the follow-up questionnaire, eighteen months after baseline, thirteen
family coordinators (five in the experimental group and eight in the con-
trol group, 22 per cent in total) had left their positions. Attrition analy-
ses (Table 3) do not indicate that those family coordinators who left
their positions in the experimental group differed from those who left
their positions in the control group regarding gender, education, age and
work experience. However, family coordinators who left their positions
in the experimental group tended to be somewhat more competent,
measured at baseline, than their counterparts in the control group.
Although these differences are not significant, we acknowledge them in
the final analyses by calculating effect sizes on change rates (change

Table 2 A comparison between experimental and control condition based on baseline (T1) values

Experimental

(N¼ 30)

Control

(N¼ 28)

p-value

Women, per cent 93 89 0.591

Educated as social worker, per cent 67 57 0.469

Worked in a Labour and Welfare office the previ-

ous year, per cent

83 71 0.285

Year of birth, mean 1976 1979 0.287

T1 goal-focused follow-up, mean 3.1 3.1 0.983

T1 relational skills, mean 3.0 2.9 0.793

T1 empowering follow-up, mean 2.8 2.7 0.611

T1 comprehensive follow-up, mean 1.9 1.9 0.993

T1 coordination of services, mean 2.1 2.0 0.410

Table 3 A comparison of baseline values between family coordinators from experimental and con-

trol group offices that had left their positions at follow-up

Experimental

(N¼ 5)

Control

(N¼ 8)

p-value

Women, per cent 100 100 NA

Educated as social worker, per cent 40 50 0.751

Worked in a Labour and Welfare office the previ-

ous year, per cent

80 100 0.220

Year of birth, mean 1979 1981 0.638

T1 goal-focused follow-up, mean 3.4 3.0 0.330

T1 relational skills, mean 3.2 2.8 0.207

T1 empowering follow-up processes, mean 3.0 2.7 0.333

T1 comprehensive follow-up, mean 2.0 1.6 0.436

T1 coordination of services, mean 2.2 1.9 0.299

NA, Not Applicable.
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from T1 to T2) and by applying the two-level regression models that
control for baseline values on the mean scales.

Results

Table 4 shows means and confidence intervals (95 per cent) by time (T1
and T2) and experimental condition, and the effect sizes (Cohen’s d) cal-
culated on change from T1 to T2 (D) for all outcomes. Goal-focused fol-
low-up processes had an increase from 3.0 at T1 to 3.3 at T2 in the
experimental group. In the control group, the trend is opposite: goal-fo-
cused follow-up processes reduced from 3.1 at T1 to 2.6 at T2. The effect
size is very large (Cohen’s d¼ 0.968) and statistically significant
(p¼ 0.002). Relational skills increased from 2.9 to 3.2 in the experimental
group, compared to a decrease from 3.0 to 2.9 in the control group. The
effect size is medium (Cohen’s d¼ 0.573), but the difference between the
experimental and control group is not statistically significant (p¼ 0.061).

Empowering follow-up processes increased from 2.8 to 3.2 in the ex-
perimental group, and from 2.8 to 3.0 in the control group. The effect
size is small (Cohen’s d¼ 0.358), and the difference between the experi-
mental and control group is not statistically significant (p¼ 0.240).
Comprehensive follow-up increased from 1.9 at T1 to 2.5 at T2 in the
experimental group, and from 2.0 at T1 to 2.6 at T2 in the control group.
The effect size is close to zero (Cohen’s d¼ 0.099) and not significant
(p¼ 0.743). Coordination of services increased from 2.1 at T1 to 2.2 at
T2 in the experimental group, and from 2.0 at T1 to 2.1 at T2 in the con-
trol group. The effect size is small (Cohen’s d¼ 0.029) and non-
significant (p¼ 0.923).

To determine the final effects of the HOLF model, we performed a
two-level model (random intercept) with family coordinators nested
within offices. The results shown in Table 5 are similar to those shown
in Table 4; however, in addition to goal-focused meetings, there is also a
significant effect of the HOLF model on relational skills, whilst the

Table 4 Means and confidence intervals by time in experimental (N¼ 20) and control (N¼25)

group, and effect sizes by time

Experimental group M

(CI 95 per cent)

Control group M

(CI 95 per cent)

Cohen’s d

T1 T2 T1 T2 D

Goal-focused follow-up 3.0 (2.7–3.3) 3.3 (3.1–3.5) 3.1 (2.8–3.3) 2.6 (2.3–2.9) 0.968 (0.002)

Relational skills 2.9 (2.6–3.3) 3.2 (3.1–3.4) 3.0 (2.8–3.2) 2.9 (2.7–3.2) 0.573 (0.061)

Empowering follow-up 2.8 (2.5–3.0) 3.2 (3.0–3.4) 2.8 (2.5–3.0) 3.0 (2.7–3.3) 0.358 (0.240)

Comprehensive follow-up 1.9 (1.4–2.3) 2.5 (2.3–2.8) 2.0 (1.6–2.5) 2.6 (2.3–2.9) 0.099 (0.743)

Coordination of services 2.1 (1.8–2.4) 2.2 (2.0–2.4) 2.0 (1.7–2.3) 2.1 (1.7–2.4) 0.029 (0.923)
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effects on empowering and comprehensive follow-up processes as well as
and the coordination of services are not significant.

Discussion

Using a cluster-randomised design, the study compares the effects of the
governmental HOLF model with locally developed family intervention
models. Whilst the Labour and Welfare offices randomised to the exper-
imental group implemented the HOLF model with supervision struc-
tures, forms, tools and office leader involvement to support
implementation fidelity, offices randomised to the control group devel-
oped their local models for the follow-up of low-income families.
Previous evaluations have shown a lack of evidence base regarding fam-
ily intervention projects (Hayden and Jenkins, 2014; Ball et al., 2015),
thus the careful development and implementation of the HOLF model
including its robust evaluation, can increase the evidence base of family
intervention projects.

The main finding of this study is that the HOLF model has signifi-
cantly improved family coordinators’ goal-focused follow-up and rela-
tional skills when compared to their counterparts in control group
offices. Our hypothesis of positive effects on all measured outcomes was
therefore partially supported. Whilst family coordinators from experi-
mental group offices had a positive development on goal-focused meet-
ings, family coordinators from control group offices had a negative
development. The result for the control group offices is similar to that in
the study by Parr (2009) which demonstrated that increased flexibility
was a result of the family intervention project, where smaller caseloads
enabled social workers to be more flexible in their follow-up. In this
study, the family coordinators in the control group became less goal fo-
cused, whilst the forms, tools and manuals used by family coordinators
in experimental group offices lead to more goal-focused meetings. A
timely question is, however, whether a goal-focused or a more flexible
approach is most beneficial for the families.

Table 5 A two-level regression model

Variable b (p-value)

Goal-focused follow-up 0.675 (>0.001)

Relational skills 0.318 (0.011)

Empowering follow-up 0.203 (0.090)

Comprehensive follow-up �0.015 (0.939)

Coordination of services 0.102 (0.582)

Treatment effect (b) and p-value. Control for baseline. N¼ 45.
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After adjusting for the nested structure of the data, the findings also
demonstrate a significant effect of the HOLF model on relational skills.
Whilst family coordinators from the experimental group offices in-
creased their relational skills, family coordinators from control group
offices reduced their relational skills. The increase in relational skills is
an important finding, as previous evaluations have demonstrated that
having close relationships between families and key workers is a success-
ful element of family intervention projects (White et al., 2008; Ball et al.,
2015). The importance of the relation is also supported by Hayden and
Jenkins’ study, which demonstrated that the quality of the relation be-
tween the professional and the family seemed even more important than
what was actually done in the meetings (Hayden and Jenkins, 2014).

For empowering and comprehensive follow-up processes, there were
positive developments for both groups of family coordinators, thus there
were no effects of the governmental HOLF model in comparison with
locally developed family projects. These findings demonstrate that social
workers have local competence in following up families and children, as
they had the same development as social workers that had received the
governmental HOLF model. Also, there were no significant effects of
the HOLF model on the coordination of services as both groups of fam-
ily coordinators reported similar levels at T2 as they did eighteen
months earlier. The lack of effects on the coordination of services is in
accordance with previous findings; for instance, the study by Ball et al.
(2015) demonstrated that the coordination of services was difficult, and
when the coordination was successful, it was mainly due to personal
relationships the professionals had already developed over time.

Although different welfare structures between the UK and Norway
make it difficult to fully interpret these findings in the context of the
previous UK family intervention studies, these studies are still highly rel-
evant. Several of the evaluations support the argument that small case-
loads, close follow-up and a key worker coordinating services for the
families are elements that contribute to projects’ success (White et al.,
2008; Batty and Flint, 2012; Day et al., 2016). Nevertheless, when inter-
preting the results of this study, it is important to acknowledge that all
these elements were found in both experimental and control conditions.
Therefore, the effects of the HOLF model need to be understood as a
result of the elements specific to HOLF, that is, the tools, forms and
methods, as well as the supervision structure and implementation sup-
port from the Labour and Welfare Directorate. This finding is important
as previous research on the efficiency of guidelines on how social work
should be conducted is inconclusive. For instance, the Munro (2011) re-
view of child protection has demonstrated that instructions for practice
can even hamper the professional expertise of social workers.
Nevertheless, the findings of this study demonstrate that the HOLF
model, with supervision and implementation support, thus increased
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family coordinators’ competence to follow-up on individual families, but
only on two of the five measured outcomes.

Krumer-Nevo (2016, 2017) emphasises the need for a poverty-aware
social work practice, where the relation between the service user and so-
cial worker is in a key role. Although family intervention projects in-
volve relation-based practices, they have been criticised to operate in a
conservative paradigm, where poverty is mainly seen as an individual
problem of participating families (Ball et al., 2015). This evaluation dem-
onstrated that the family coordinators improved their relational skills in
the experimental group offices compared to the control group offices. In
both experimental and control group offices, family coordinators also
evaluated that their practices became more empowering during the
1.5 years of the study. In that sense, we can argue that the first step of a
poverty-aware social work has been achieved. Nevertheless, this study
also showed that the coordination of services seemed to be a difficult
task for the family coordinators, a result that can indicate that the struc-
tural perspectives of the follow-up work were less successful.
Emphasising structural perspectives within the follow-up work of vulner-
able families, including critical evaluation and improvement of social
work practices, could be a key to produce positive outcomes. Families
and social workers can report positive experiences of family intervention
projects, but still not achieve expected effects for families (Day et al.,
2016).

Some limitations are important to acknowledge when interpreting the
findings of this study. First, the study includes twenty-nine Labour and
Welfare offices, including only two family coordinators per office.
Although a limited number of family coordinators participated, we had
a 100 per cent response rate. Secondly, although we had worked with
the programme theory of the intervention and identified immediate out-
comes (Malmberg-Heimonen et al., 2018), it is still possible that our
measures were insufficient to identify the effects of the HOLF model, or
that other dimensions would have been more appropriate. Thirdly, fam-
ily coordinators provided their subjective evaluations of their follow-up
of families. As they were not blinded to their assignment to experimen-
tal condition, there is a risk that family coordinators within experimental
group offices value their follow-up work more positively than their coun-
terparts within control group offices. However, by asking them to evalu-
ate how often they do various activities, instead of how satisfied they
are with their own performance, we have tried to minimise this risk.
Although all these limitations need to be acknowledged, the cluster-
randomised design still enabled us to evaluate the effects of the HOLF
model on professional practice when compared to locally developed
family projects. We also used a two-level regression model to acknowl-
edge the nested structure of the data, which supported the overall con-
clusions of this study.
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In a cluster-randomised design, this study demonstrated the effects of

the governmental HOLF model compared to the effects of locally devel-
oped family intervention projects. The main finding is that social work-
ers from offices randomised to the experimental group had increased
their goal-focused meeting and relational skills. Although this study has
increased our understanding of the implementation and evaluation of

the HOLF model, the key test will be whether and to what degree it
will improve the situation for families.
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Krumer-Nevo, M. (2016) ‘Poverty-aware social work: A paradigm for social work

practice with people in poverty’, British Journal of Social Work, 46(6), pp.

1793–808.

Krumer-Nevo, M. (2017) ‘Poverty and the political: Wresting the political out of and

into social work theory, research and practice’, European Journal of Social Work,

20(6), pp. 811–22.

Lloyd, C., Wollny, I., White, C., Gowland, S. and Purdon, S. (2011) ‘Monitoring and

evaluation of family intervention services and projects between February 2007 and

March 2011’, Research Report DFE-RR174, London, Department for Education.

Malmberg-Heimonen, I., Tøge, A. G. and Fossestøl, K. (2018) ‘Program theory within

policy-initiated interventions: The Norwegian low-income family study’, Journal of

Evidence-Informed Social Work, 15(4), pp. 337–50.

Malmberg-Heimonen, I., Tøge, A. G., Gyüre, K., Rugkåsa, M., Fossestøl, K.,
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