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INTRODUCTION 

/ and then suddenly one discovers oneself right in the middle of a 
psychiatric ward sitting with a group of apathetic persons that stare out in 
emptiness. The women who do not end up in the psychiatric wards withdraw 
into their own world /...../ 
What sense does this make? I am thrown out in society to raise my children 
and I wish to do the best for them, which is impossible on this salary. I have 
neither the opportunity to study nor to get a better job to ensure the existence 
of my children ! What I am forced t o do to provide for my children is to line up 
at the welfare agency and become one of those that are said to rob and steal 
money from the tax payers ! One cannot look other people in the eyes, 
knowing that one is eating at their costs ! This queuing is deplorable and many 
break down there. I did that too. And now the public sector has employed 
people to tell women like me that the only realistic thing for us to do is to give 
away our children; which we cannot do /. / " (PjóSv. 1983). * 

The words, inevitably recalling a line from a song by Tracy Chapman: 
"...while they are standing in the welfare lines...", are taken from an 
Icelandic daily newspaper in the early 1980's. 2 A twenty-five year 
old female bank clerk, who was a divorced mother with two children 
and a child welfare client, was interviewed. This part of the interview 
was one of many critical points this woman made by telling her story 
of the meeting with the public social welfare agency. 

The forceful description this woman's gave of her own situation was 
noteworthy and in various ways not seen in the quotation. She de
scribed with clarity the controversial function of social services and 
the sometimes humiliating effect of its assistance to people in socially 
weak positions. She put her criticism in a gender perspective and 
demonstrated strong anger and a wish to unite with other women in 
the same position. Moreover, by the comment that the public sector 
had now employed people advising poor mothers to separate from 
their children, she had highlighted the controversial nature of wel
fare services. 

1 In my translation. 
2 Tracy Chapman, 1982. 
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The most significant issue brought up in the interview was the 
emphasis this woman placed upon the specific function of child 
welfare workers and the problematic implications of welfare services, 
as it showed the clear emergence of the image of modern professio
nals working in child welfare. It was demonstrated that the ongoing 
process of modernization of these services had come to a decisive 
point, where it was possible to visualize and comment on through an 
important client experience. It was not an everyday occurrence to 
question these services but at the same time their establishment was 
also relatively recent, as I will explain. 

On its 25th anniversary, in 1957, The Child Welfare Board in Reykja
vik published a pamphlet with an account of its work during these 
first years. The ending of this leaflet closed with comments where 
the following recommendation was put forward.: "It is essential for 
the Board to employ 1-2 "årmenn" 3 (social workers) that are spe
cially trained in child welfare. As it is now, the Board cannot con
tinue with home visits or provide families with sufficient assistance 
and counselling since it is understaffed." Besides the substance of the 
recommendation the absence of an Icelandic term for "social wor
kers" emerges in the text. It is symptomatic for the "pre-lingual" 
situation at this point in time that the Icelandic word "årmenn" was 
followed by the English "social workers" in brackets. 

This was presumably the first time that Icelandic authorities put for
ward a request to employ social workers in child welfare. This re
commendation may be connected to the fact that during this same 
year the very first social worker that graduated returned to Reykjavik 
from her studies in Sweden. The wish to employ specially trained 
social workers existed but so did the absence of a term for the occu
pation. In the late sixties an Icelandic equivalent for social workers 
"félagsråSgjafi" was introduced. During the next two decades general 
confusion of concepts was apparent when people referred to the 
various emerging groups connected to social sciences and social ser
vices. For instance, the image of social workers was unclear, blurring 
together that of sociologists, sport or leisure officials, or others with 
an educational or occupational title beginning with "félags-" meaning 
"social" in Icelandic. 

The emergence and establishment of modernized services can in one 
3 The work "armaSur" means: the king's representative, manager of the king's 
property, guardian spirit, literally: a messenger.(Magnusson À, B., îslenzk 
or3sifjabók,1989 [Icelandic Etymological Dictionary). 
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sense be described through the shaping of a term for a new profes
sion being introduced in a particular field. In the late 1950's the term 
"social worker" was nonexistent in the Icelandic language, and in the 
early 1980's a child welfare client questioned the special function of 
social workers. The modernization of the welfare services began 
during these decades, a process still not fully carried out throughout 
the country. 

Restrictions and Directions Chosen in this Work 

This work is a study on the professionalization of public child welfare. 
The two objects of study, professionalization and child welfare, are 
examined and considered of equal interest. Each of these subjects 
will be treated in separate chapters, but here I want to describe some 
important points regarding my study. 

The field of "child welfare" referred to is restricted to the area that 
falls under "personal social services". It does not include general 
child care, day care services, health or educational policies.4 The 
recognition of how general social policy determines the content and 
the framework of "child welfare" as a practice is to be emphasized. 
This is why I relate my discussion to social policy and particularly 
family policy. This perspective is also the one of the reasons why 
work with children in day care, school etc. was studied in the em
pirical part of this work. 

In this work I have mainly focused on a study of the content of the 
transition from a more or less informal care to a professionalized 
welfare service. One empirical part of this work is a study of child 
welfare, as it was practiced in a social welfare agency. In the case of 
an absence of such services the ongoing informal work with children 
and other public policy activities for children in small towns were 
studied. In other words, where one did not implement"child wel
fare" in the sense that the term is used here, it was considered 
essential to study efforts that could or would replace it to some 
extent. 

4 In the Swedish context the activity referred to is the children services' part of 
the social welfare agency activity called "IFO" individual and family care; earlier 
called "barnavård" (child protection). 
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The expansion of social services is still ongoing in Iceland and ser
vices are also being professionalized. I have found it particularly 
exciting in this work to try to understand some significant elements 
of an ongoing change in this field. 

On the Treatment of Professionalization, 

The study of transition of informal care by the community to its intro
duction in public agencies calls inevitably for the study of the use of 
power and knowledge. This necessarily implies some focus on major 
social changes, such as rationalization, bureaucratization and profes
sionalization. The historical background of the transition is treated 
through an examination of external conditions affecting the change. 
Realizing the limitations of not being a historian , I have the ambition 
to look at the problem from a socio-historical and cultural perspec
tive. The historical investigation is thus to be seen as an inquiry to 
relate and enrich the understanding of contemporary changes. 

The concept "professionalization" will be placed in the centre of the 
study and together with that the study of the particular practical 
field, child welfare. "Professionalization" is primarily treated here in 
abroad sense with an emphasis on aspects related to social change, 
and refers to the process from the change in provision of social care 
from unpaid to paid work to its institutionalization in the modern 
welfare services. It is, however, necessary to touch also on other as
pects of this process and I will define the concept more in detail in a 
later chapter. 

Many researchers have analysed the rise and development of profes
sions. Although social workers are the dominating occupation in 
child welfare, their development, efforts and strategies, are not of 
major interest in this work. I have learned, when discussing the con
tent and direction of this work, that it is inevitable to emphasize this 
from the very beginning. The study of professionalization has been so 
dominated by case studies and comparative research, where strate
gies and behaviour of professions have been the central object of stu
dy, that this research focus may automatically come to mind when 
one claims to be studying professionalization. 
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Searching through existing research left me with the belief that it 
was important to look at changes including the formalization of social 
care from an angle, which did not only include professions, but 
where the practical field as well as the (later to be invaded) nonpro-
fessionalized field are focused on. Someone might question whether 
the concept "professionalization" is legitimate to use, if you choose 
not to pay central attention to the actions of specific professions and, 
in particular, to their collective actions. 

I want to emphasize two points regarding my choice in this respect. 
The first is the substantiality of professional arenas of modern socie
ties. The second is what can be called a contextual importance of 
focusing on the practice and on the work carried out by professionals 
in a study on professionalization. 

Development of modern societies has called attention to professional 
activities as a latecoming and a very influential societal force. Profes
sional arenas form a new layer of society with an independent and 
substantial effect, compared to the case of early stages of bureaucra
tization and modernization as described for instance by Offe (1984) 
and elaborated by Habermas (e.g. 1985). This differentiation of in
fluences and of the exercise of power within the Welfare State and its 
increased structural complexity makes, generally speaking, the study 
of professional activity important. I t hink that this also makes the 
approach to study practical fields, a natural one, especially with the 
emphasis on professionalization. 

The study of strategic, collective actions of professional communities, 
or subgroups within these, often leaves an examination of the actual 
work carried out by the profession aside, and thereby omits some ex
ternal aspects regarding the formation and the change of the prac
tice. Sociological research on professionalization has, while acknow
ledging some of the external conditions with its strong emphasis on 
strategic actions and on traits of professions, largely put effects on 
practice itself out of sight. The treatment of a specific practice also 
springs from the standpoint that this can pave the way for a dialogue 
with the involved occupational groups so that the study of professio
nalization will not be restricted to a sociological inquiry. Of course 
there is no one right way to conduct these studies. I want to see, 
however, whether the inclusion of the development of the practice 
and of the actual work carried out by professionals in a certain field 
adds an interesting dimension to the analysis. 
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I want to add one more point to my motive behind choosing pro-
fessionalization as an object of exploration. At the same time as the 
transition to professionalized care is profoundly marked by a uniform 
rationality of professionalism^ attention should be paid to the fact, 
that professional action is not homogeneous. The professionals of a 
semi - or fringe-type are only one grouping among many actors in the 
arena. Many groups aspire to be accepted as professionals, and a 
continuous struggle goes on the professional arena in this respect. 
How this struggle is dealt with by professionals themselves is crucial 
in many regards. 

An example, which presumably is easy to recognize for those, who 
have studied or observed groups, in the process of being professio
nalized, can be put into these words: "We have to clarify directions for 
our work and it is time that we introduce our own ethical code ". As 
is well known, the criteria of a self-defined culture and ethics are 
significant attributes of professions (Greenwood, 1957, 45). The wish 
to create an ethical discourse can be seen as a sign of a genuine wish 
to increase quality of work in the interest of clients, which an occu
pation typically fights for through claims of better training programs. 
On the other hand, the professional strategies and efforts are, from a 
"meta"-point of view, characterized by unreflective arguments. 

Professionals tend, in their strategic eagerness, not to observe the 
effect of interest-promoting action on the practice they have the task 
of upholding and developing. A question often debated by professio
nals is : how can we become more professional ? Such claims do not 
always, but can sometimes, stand exclusively for efforts to increase 
status through the acquisition of more formal characteristics. They 
also open up for conventional acceptance of the commonly defined 
criteria of professionalism, which are externally determined. In turn 
this implies a risk of a solidifying effect, since the involved profes
sion can "victimize itself by closing off the possibility to conduct a 
critical internal investigation and to make an own choice of direction. 
I find it important to emphasize problems related to efforts of this 
character and their potential negative effects on the shaping of a 
profession and a practical implementation. 

g 
I am referrin g to the commonly accepted picture of professionalism, which is 

treated in chapter II. 
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My choice of perspective is therefore partially based on the need to 
question the one-dimensional insight professionals sometimes have 
in the development, in which they themselves take part. In other 
words, one of the reasons for studying the changes of a practical field 
in relation to the concept of "professionalization", defining it broadly 
as an aspect of social change, at the same time as professionals are 
pushed slightly aside in the analysis, is the wish to contribute to the 
underpinning of limiting endeavours on the arena of change. 

One objective of this work is thus an ambition to develop the theore
tical knowledge of the conditions and contradictions of professiona-
lization in this field, and to come to a further understanding of the 
practice of child welfare. The relatively late changes of the welfare 
system in Iceland do not only provide the ebove mentioned oppor
tunity of studying ongoing professionalization. The policy-making 
concerning these changes is inevitably affected by the existence of 
various welfare systems in the neighbouring countries. The ongoing 
debate on the crisis of rationality and of Welfare State ideology has of 
course reached Iceland. This has lead to a special kind of challenge 
and a confrontation constituted by the paradoxical circumstances of 
being at an expanding stage at the same time as one is dealing with 
the same economic, political and ideological problems that caused 
reconsideration of the Welfare State systems within the international 
community. 

It might at first glance seem irrelevant to study the introduction of 
professional efforts at the same time as welfare policy of most Wes
tern European countries seems to proceed in an opposite direction. 
It seems, however, still relevant to try to understand the idea and 
conditions of professional social welfare. During the expansion of 
Welfare State ideology and practice researchers as well as policy
makers engaged in investigating and establishing systems for social 
security and higher living standards at the cost of not considering the 
ultimate ends. Although claims of a critical investigation of welfare 
utopia were put forward , they were never as firm as the pragmatic 
orientation whose spokesmen consequently succeeded in establishing 
themselves as the major entrepreneurs of the welfare systems. 

Questions concerning "the idea of welfare" and "the use of professio
nal efforts" for its promotion have not been fully answered. The study 
of development, which includes the introduction of professional 
efforts where an unusually coexistent variation in stages of welfare 
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services prevails together with the absence of consensus concerning 
the welfare ideology in Iceland, might contribute in an interesting 
way to this investigation. Returning to the initial point of this intro
duction, it can be said that the question put forward in everyday 
phrasing by a young woman and a welfare client: "what sense does 
this make" is essential and leads to a central question of this work: 
what is the meaning of the transition leading to professionalization? 

Why Is Child Welfare Important To Examine? 

In order to answer the question above, I should perhaps start by saying 
that I have chosen to study child welfare partially because of former 
practical working experience within this field, which evoked many 
questions regarding its usefulness or futility. The choice of subject is, 
however, more importantly based on the fact that this it is a field of 
controversy, where the effects of actions taken are often of a crucial 
importance to all parties of interest, primarily of course to the families 
involved. 

The controversies of child welfare are most often intrusive for all 
parties. Personal engagement and the costs of actions taken in child 
welfare are often very high. Practitioners often claim that child wel
fare is stressful and emotionally hard to cope with, and it certainly 
demands great skills although this might often be underestimated. 
This seems, quite interestingly, to be true, both when there is suc
cess and when practitioners are confronted with failures. Overall, 
however, research findings support the common practical experience 
that child welfare is often unsuccessful. All these factors underline 
the importance of research in this field. 

Child welfare contains central elements relevant for studies of 
changes in societal organizing and the consequences of these for 
everyday life. The main characteristic of the field , the mixture of 
support and constraint, has social control as its core. The exercise 
of social control and support is an important indicator of the quality 
of community life. It is in fact also one of the major factors consti-
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tuting "community" in the sociological sense of the word.6 This is 
what makes the local communities interesting to study while pro
fessional action is being introduced and shaped. As I w ill explain 
later, a part of the study is conducted in small local communities. 

Professional action is defined, both in a historical and contemporary 
sense, as a defence of the weak. From this defencelessness follow 
central and complex implications for the field and its problems of 
fulfilling its intentions. The very starting point, the definition of who 
is weak, legitimizes the professional action of the field. Together 
with other related fields, this is a special element in child welfare, 
which also makes it relevant to combine the study with the issue of 
professionalism. 

Child welfare as a research field is extensive. It is still expanding 
with new fields of interest opened up in the last decades, such as that 
of family and sexual violence. Although the term "child welfare" is 
relatively recent, an intervention of a similar nature as contemporary 
child welfare has a far longer history than the Welfare State. The 
international analysis has grown concurrently with the expansion of 
welfare measures. Important research activities have been mainly 
practical and centered around measures taken and their develop
ment, implementation and effects. Few works have concentrated on 
the original ideas and the background of the field, leaving a gap in our 
knowledge. 

I believe that this statement is true for research on social work and 
child welfare, although a growing historical interest can be observed. 
Not only in Iceland or in Sweden, but also internationally, the prac
tice of child welfare is strikingly dominated by practical models and 
measures that emerged around the beginning of this century. This is 
another reason for my interest in looking into the field, and I will try 
to analyse some important issues from this point of view. A part of 
this work thus has this practical orientation but, as noted above, some 
of the fundamental ideas of child welfare will be examined with the 

6 To touch on this concept might call for some explanation. There are various 
definitions and problems imbedded in the concept as shortly described in Kuper 
and Kuper, 1984. There Gibbs (p.765 ff) goes against T Parsons coupling of social 
control to deviance and sees it is as crucial to avoid this. According to the "third -
party definition" social control is an attempt by one or more individuals (first party) 
to manipulate the behaviour of one or more other individuals (second party) through 
still another individual (third party) by means other than chain of command or 
requests. 
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ambition of formulating some critique on the matter, that is to say, 
regarding the application of child welfare efforts within this field. 
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Chapter I 

ON THE STUDY CHILD WELFARE AND 
PR OFESSIONALIZA TION 

Living Conditions and Famil y Policy 

A high-flown description of the conditions of living in Iceland typically 
starts with statements describing the isolation of this North Atlantic 
island, portraying the viking background of the inhabitants and their 
tough battle against the harshness of nature, outlining Iceland as a 
country of the great contrasts: "the land of ice and fire" . Apart from 
the obvious geological truth of the last characterization an analogy can 
be drawn to the existing contrasts of this peculiarly small society, 
consisting of only of around one-quarter of a million inhabitants. 

It can be said that Iceland is situated in between Europe and North 
America in more than the geographical sense. Despite its various and 
close connections to the big neighbour in the west, the United 
States, with its selective social policy, Iceland has, generally speak
ing, adopted Scandinavian ideas, in terms of welfare policy. This is 
understandable historically. When the young republic of Iceland was 
first established in 1944, an end was put to its colonization by either 
Norway or Denmark lasting since the 13th century. Culturally, histo
rically and in terms of legal system Iceland belongs primarily to the 
group of Nordic7 countries, despite other more extensive western 
influence of recent decades. 

Although the Icelandic welfare system is in many ways developed, 
family services have not been given so much attention in comparison 
to other Nordic countries ( Kristinsdóttir, 1987a,48 ff, ólafsson,1984, 
136). 8 Welfare services of a Scandinavian model have been dili
gently modelled during the modernization of the Icelandic society. 
7 The term "Scandinavian " countries is often used in English for countries which 
in the cooperation of Nordic countries are called "Nordic". These include Denmark, 
Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden and I prefer to use this term rather than 
"Scandinavian". When "Scandinavian is used, it refers to Denmark, Norway and 
Sweden, which at the least was "Scandinavia", according to the geography books, 
when I was a school girl. 
® Publications regularly comparing Nordic social policy, mostly statistically, are 
the series Statistical Reports of the Nordic Countries, the last one is Social 
Security in the Nordic Countries. Copenhagen, 1989.See also Köhler, L„ 
Jakobsson,G,(1987). 
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Roughly described, one could say that in general most of the same 
measures and social security benefits have been adopted, but often to 
a more limited extent. Several points can be been outlined which 
show considerable differences in social policy between Iceland and 
the Scandinavian countries. These differences are most obvious when 
it comes to family policy measures or policies strongly affecting 
families with young children, and this is crucial in the discussion of 
the conditions of children and families.9 

Jakobsson (1989,129) compared the welfare of Nordic families with 
children and concluded that Nordic children's families have in many 
respects similar living conditions. Generally speaking families were 
healthy and very content with their way of living, but different family 
forms largely effected living conditions. Single parent families, young 
families and families with small children usually had various socio
economic problems, that affected the quality of life negatively. 

The typical Swedish family in the study was found to be characterized 
by wide-spread discontent, high employment frequency and long 
commuting time. Life conditions of Swedish families seemed, despi
te the noted dissatisfaction, to be more equal in Sweden than in the 
other countries. Typical for the Icelandic family was a high frequency 
of inconvenient working hours, a very clearly expressed discontent 
with economy and intensive social contacts. It was, for instance, no
ted that compared to women in the other countries Icelandic women 
considered themselves to receive most help with the household and 
children, and they also had the highest degree of social contacts out
side the family. As the Swedish family policy is apparently more 
generous than the Icelandic one, these conclusions further underline 
the complexity of the relations between social policy, living condi
tions and the quality of life. 

The issue of adult well-being must, to a certain degree, to be sepa
rated from children's well-being. As pointed out by Köhler and 
Jakobsson (1987,113 ff) we cannot take for granted that because 
parents are content their children will feel the same. In their study 
of Nordic children's well-being they noted conclusively the absence 
of the concept of "children's well-being" in routine welfare surveys 
and advocated the use of more profound studies by questionnaires 
9 This includes housing policy which differs drastically from the Scandinavian 
policy, In Iceland approx. 90 % of families live in owned housing, and the financing 
is very hard on young families. 
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and interviews with children. Such methods demand that the pre
vailing belief in experts' judgements is left behind, and allow for 
children's own experiences to be taken directly into account. 

According to Tomasson(1980) Icelandic modernization carried dyna
mic capitalism to a productive apogee in less than 20 years in a 
unique developmental spurt. Within a few decades, consumer society 
unfolded in a society that only two generations before had been one of 
Europe's poorhouses. Without ignoring the conditions that preceded 
this change, it is true that this transition was very rapid and even un
expected (Halfdanarson,1987,24ff). This rapid change is, however, 
not interesting in itself, but only due to its consequences. The effect 
of social change on children with families has to be looked into 
further, which is a larger task than intended here. 

It was pointed out by Edelstein (1986,57) that the rapid pace of 
social development in Iceland provided for the temporal coexistence 
of historically asynchronic generations. Björnsson et al. (1977) made 
a three-generational study on the upbringing and socialization of Ice
landic children covering the period from the beginning of this cen
tury to the 1960's. They found as in many other countries a functio
nal loss of families and a qualitative change of Icelandic children's 
cognitive and personality development. One of the interesting 
conclusions drawn from the findings is that this happened without 
the parents discovering it, due to the lack of tradition to discuss 
child rearing. While parents believed that they were faithful to 
tradition in their upbringing, this actually did not happen. 

The idea of parents' unawareness is a central thing worth reflecting 
on concerning this way of reasoning. It can been linked to obser
vations on apparent contradictions between prevailing attitudes and 
established social services. This unawareness seems to be influential 
not only among families or the general public, but also in politics, as I 
will return to later. 

After having moved to Sweden in 1984 I compared in various ways 
family services and family policy in Iceland and Sweden. I was then 
only acquainted with Swedish approaches through several shorter 
visits and reading. Moving to another country implies an everyday 
experience where one obviously is selective in reflecting on differen
ces and observations dependent on practical and theoretical in
terests. One observation which indicated a significant difference was 
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a Swedish term frequently noticeable in political debate of mass 
media as well as everyday life, a concept which did not exist in the 
Icelandic language. It was the word defined as "parents of small 
children "(in Swedish:" småbarnsförälder"). 

I soon realized that the absence of the term in Icelandic and its 
existence and frequent use in Swedish did not reflect any subtle 
difference of attitudes. It was based on the practical and important 
difference in the situation of parents to small children in terms of 
public support in their parental role. In Iceland the social support to 
families with children is minimal and much less than in the other 
Nordic countries, whether the children are younger or older. This is 
true for instance with day care, parental insurance during pregnancy 
and after child-birth, during children's sickness, but also due to the 
long working day and housing policy, which puts a great economic 
strain on most young parents. 

The difference between the two countries despite a certain Icelandic 
adoption of Scandinavian welfare policy is, for instance, seen in the 
attitudes concerning child-raising and child-birth. "In Sweden one 
provides oneself with children, in Iceland one gets them, this is a 
great difference", the author Ê. Eldjårn, raised in Iceland and living 
for a decade in Sweden, responded when asked about the difference 
in attitudes towards having children (Vinterhed, 1982,6). 

Without claiming that a consistency between attitudes and policy pre
vails generally, it can be stated that compared to Scandinavia and 
especially to Sweden, the public concern regarding children's needs 
for care is limited in Iceland (Kristinsdóttir, 1987a, Kristjånsson, 
1989). At t he same time it is a commonly accepted attitude that 
children are welcomed and this is of course true for many other 
places. The smallness of the Icelandic population might contribute to 
how this view is sometimes superficially and quite ethnocentrically 
underlined by stating : "Icelanders are so few, we need more children 
to be born in this country." Many children are born in Iceland 
compared to most other European countries.10 and it should not be 
ignored that significant problems are directly related to the frequent 
encouragement to have children. One of them is the proportion of 

The birth rate in Iceland has for a long time been one of the highest in Europe. 
The total fertility rate in 1988 was 2.2. in Iceland compared to 1.9 in Sweden. The 
rate of natural increase was in 1988 11.4 in Iceland and 1.8 in Sweden. In 
European countries it was on the average 3.4 according to latest published figures 
(Köhler Jakobsson, 1987,9; Nordic Statistical Yearbook, 1 989,5b, 58; 1988,74). 
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teenage mothers, which is high compared to Scandinavian countries 
(Yearbook, 1989,5s).11 This difference obviously also has some 
connection to the availability and consciousness regarding use of 
effective means of prevention, but I suggest that the matter is even 
more complicated and needs amore profound investigation. 

In an earlier discussion on these paradoxical aspects I have called the 
prevailing Icelandic attitude and policy towards children "positive 
irresolution", pointing to this general Icelandic attitude of being 
extensively positive before children are born and in some sense even 
after, but absolutely not in terms of public support as seen in restric
tive family policy. Despite the clear encouragement to bring children 
into world they are not generally provided necessary care and securi
ty during their upbringing, which is shown in the restrictive family 
policy such as very limited day care. This is especially hard on single 
parents, but even for couples and their children (FélagsmålaråSuney-
ti<5, 1984, Kristjånsson,1989). 

This can be considered double standard, but that indication does not 
provide us with any deeper understanding. It is an important task to 
further explore the changes in conditions of children and families, as 
knowledge is scarce. Rapid changes have been ongoing and some stu
dies are published on the transition to modern society, mainly as part 
of historical research. Social sciences still have a large task looking into 
these changes and their implications in Iceland where social research 
on children and families has so for been limited. Research in social 
history has, however, been spurred on in recent years, which has lead a 
number of studies on demography and family history, as well as on the 
socioeconomic transition of Iceland (Gunnlaugsson, 1988, 19). 

If the thesis of Björnsson et al. mentioned above proves to be right, 
that the absence of specific language on socialization has obscured 
ongoing changes in upbringing and socialization, it is also evident that 
this lack of expression has been transferred to the limited family and 
child policy. There it is manifested in a political silence prevailing 
around the conditions of families with children. Maybe it is more 
accurate not to refer to this as silence, but rather to use the word un-
awareness. It is plausible that this unawareness is a major contributor 
to the inconsistency, which I earlier called "positive irresolution". 
11 Köhler and Jakobsson (19887,9) make no note on this fact. Their presentation 
on this point gives a somewhat different picture since they discuss only mothers 
down to the age of 20. 
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Of course the limited family policy is partially based on a restrictive 
political view, where prevailing Right Wing ideology only allows for 
improvements absolutely needed for upholding productivity. But the 
lack of stability and consistency in social policy is interesting and 
needs to be explored further. Some progressive reforms are intro
duced, but in other fields development is stagnating or characterized 
by inertia. 

An example of this inconsistency was found when studying a debate 
on day care in the Icelandic Parliament in 1984. In the debate a 
great variation in views was presented, which was not surprising con
sidering the various political parties represented and their programs 
(Kristinsdóttir,1988b). What was striking, however, were the domi
nating and clearly reactionary views, sometimes put forward in a tone 
reminiscent of the Cold War. Day care was in the most extreme 
examples highlighted as a Soviet collective invention endangering the 
major incentives needed in western capitalist systems (AlJoingistiS-
indi, 1987). Why is this interesting? Because it is totally dispropor
tionate in the light of the relatively prosperous economy and the wel
fare society being built up in Iceland during modernization despite 
the limitations that have been underlined here. 

In the following section 'strategic contexts' are presented starting 
with a short description of the present situation in the field of 
study.12 

High Welfare Goals and Differences in Social Service Provision, 

Iceland has neither introduced the same or even similar kinds of 
municipal administrative nor legislative reforms being put into action 
in the Nordic countries during the last decades. The Act on Social 
Welfare is from 1947 and there are special acts on child welfare, 
home services and alcohol and drug issues. Thus Iceland has not 
reformed the municipal system as other Nordic countries, where 
reforms of the social welfare system and law were preceded by the 
reorganization and enlargement of local governments. As this is writ
ten the social legislation is being revised. Several governmental com
mittees have been assigned with this task since the seventies. The 
12 By the somewhat pretentious concept 'strategic contexts', I refer t o a 
framework, which provides me with the opportunity of combining my theoretical 
reflections on professionalization with the study of the practical applications of 
child welfare policy. 
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first committees did not succeed in producing accepted proposals, 
but two bills on new social welfare and child welfare have now been 
presented and will be dealt with in the Icelandic Parliament during 
forthcoming sessions (frv. til laga um félags]?jónustu sveitarfélaga, frv. 
til laga um vernd barna og ungmenna, 1989-90). 

It is characteristic of the situation in Icelandic social welfare that the 
laws on social and health services have generally high welfare goals. 
This is combined with extremely autonomous local governments 
where a great number of small municipalities have the legal duty to 
provide professional assistance to the inhabitants. Resources have 
only been provided in some locations and are often very limited. 

The present situation can be illustrated by some figures: Of the 
country's 213 local communities 59 had in 1989 less than 200 
inhabitants and another S3 local communities had less than 100 
inhabitants. (Fréttatilkynning nr. 27/1990). In 1988 the four largest 
local communities with approximately SS per cent of the inhabitants, 
had social welfare agencies. Other local communities where about 20 
per cent lived had some but more limited social welfare services, 
while the remaining 25 per cent of the population did not have any 
access to a local social welfare agency. The great concentration in 
the capital area is also to be pointed out. By 1988, 65 percent of the 
population lived in an area within less than a sixty kilometer radius 
from the heart of the capital, Reykjavik, while the mean density of 
the population was 2 persons per square kilometer.13 

Icelandic health and social services expanded a great deal during the 
1960'sup to the 1980's (Buskapur hins opinbera, 1945-1980).14  

This was especially true for health services. In Iceland political views 
have been influential, where one argues that the absence of social 
service urges people to use their own resources to a maximum. 
Moreover, it is claimed that this absence is a precondition for their 
maintenance of informal support sought in social networks. These 
arguments have also been put forward by professionals. The main 

Köhler' and Jakobsson 's (1987,1) way of relating this to other countries 
might help to clarify: The Nordic region includes Denmark,Finland,Norwey, Iceland 
and Sweden and three autonomous territories, the Faroes and Greenland, 
(incorporated in Denmark) and Aland (in corporated in Finland),The land area is 
vast and sparsely populated, with a population of 23 million and a population 
density of 18 per sq.km. If the population density were the same as in the UK (230 
per km^), the population in the Nordic region would be 289 million. 

Buskapur hins opinbera, ÈjóShagsstofhun,[National Economic Reports], Also 
DaviSsson,Ó. Buskapur sveitarfélaganna, Sveitarstjórnarmal, 1982,199ff. 
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arguments supportive of an increase in social services are that the 
absence of social service is an important reason for the steady ten
dency towards concentration of inhabitants in the capital area as 
people move from sparsely populated areas to larger communities or 
towns. 

The expansion of social and health services led to an increase in 
number of various welfare professionals like in many other countries, 
Limiting my background description to social workers as the prevai
ling occupation in the field studied here, the following can be said of 
this development: Professional social work, in the sense of being 
practiced by people specially trained for the task, has a short history 
in Iceland. The first social worker got her degree in 1957, in 1975 
there were 16 social workers and now they are around 130. The 
Icelandic social worker organization was founded in 1964 by four (!) 
members, and in 1981 the University of Iceland started a four year 
training program. Before that most social workers got their training 
through Scandinavian social work programmes in Denmark, Norway 
or Sweden, and received Icelandic accreditation by the Ministry of 
Health by application after their return to the country. 

The special situation of Icelandic child welfare, making it an interes
ting research object, is briefly as follows: As a part of public service 
this field is now gradually being transformed from a laymen domina
ted practice (local politicians responsible for child welfare) to an 
integrated part of modern social welfare agencies staffed with spe
cially trained personnel during the last decades - a development not 
yet completed throughout the entire country. I have explained earlier 
how the term "child welfare" is used here, that it refers to public 
social services for parents with children, excluding day care as well 
as other general or preventative and out-reaching measures, which 
sometimes are included in this term. As seen below some other 
work for and with children, for instance day care and school activities 
has, however, been included as an object of study in this work. 

The Law on Child Welfare is from 1966 and is similar to the Norwe
gian law from 1953. It prescribes general regulation of children's 
conditions, prevention, support and control measures as well as the 
power to deprive parents of custody in the most severe cases of 
neglect. The duty of authorities to assist children and adolescents 
extends to the age of eighteen. 



25 

Child welfere practice of the Icelandic municipalities or local govern
ments varies considerably. In some places the local politicians on the 
boards of child welfare do the practical work themselves since em
ployees, professional or not, have not been hired. In communities of 
medium size a single employee often is at work. In larger locations 
there are social and child welfare agencies with professionals at work. 

Further on The Ai m of this Study. 

As described in the introduction the central interest in this work lies 
in exploring the qualities of professional efforts and changes leading 
to professionalized care. It is well known that during the last years 
an exploration of the rationality of welfare has been ongoing interna
tionally, which has led to a certain revision in the optimistic mode of 
belief in the ideology and possibilities of welfare development and the 
resources of welfare professionals. The project is to be understood as 
a part of the study of the crisis of legitimacy and rationality prevalent 
in welfare systems. 

The work is thus not only concentrating on the specific Icelandic si
tuation, but on questions of a more general character, theoretically 
and practically. Finding the case of Iceland interesting in itself, the 
peculiar small-scale of conditions may moreover serve as a construc
tive phenomenon in reasons for research. There is yet a more in
teresting aspect motivating the choice. As said before the professio-
nalization of social and child welfare is still developing in Iceland. 
This provides an unique chance to study things that were ignored in 
the Nordic countries and other European countries after the Second 
World War. At that time all available energy was directed toward buil
ding the Welfare States and discussing the forms of welfare measu
res, while very limited resources were channelled into studying more 
basic questions on the societal function of the welfare systems. 

It seems relevant to point out here that the work does not aim at 
evaluating effects or practical implications of these services. How
ever, while looking at services actually provided, one of the questions 
that inevitably becomes intrusive is whether people living in areas 
with limited welfare services do get necessary support, or if they are 
totally excluded from care (they need), which is otherwise provided 
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by social policy measures in other Nordic countries and elsewhere in 
Iceland where services exist. 

Summarizing the major goals of this work I will try try to answer the 
following questions: 
- how is societal change related to the introduction of professio

nalism in social care of families with children, what influences this 
transition? 

- how and what type of social support is provided in professionalized 
and the nonformalized social services and what is actually done 
in child welfare under the varied circumstances, which apparently 
exist in Icelandic local settings ? 

- how do identified fundamental ideas and conditions of child welfare 
shape its contemporary practice ? 

Before I give an overview of the different parts of this work, I want to 
mention some notes on background and starting points related to 
these questions. 

The first question of how societal change is related to the introduc
tion of professionalism in social care of families with children leads 
the attention to external conditions affecting the transition. Three 
major features should be pointed out as forming an important back
ground for the understanding of the social changes involved. I limit 
my comments on this to the Icelandic situation, but as the reader will 
see they resemble ongoing changes in other countries. They are of 
course also to be seen as a part of these. 

First is the modernization of society where urbanization plays an im
portant role. This change occurred mainly during and after the Se
cond World War. The second feature to be noted, which is closely 
related to the first, is the problem of centrum-periphery as the for
mer description of size of local communities and density of popula
tion illustrates. The considerable shift in population, primarily to the 
capital area, has not ceased yet, although it declined in the fifties and 
this has had great regional - political consequences. 

The third matter of interest, which throws a light on ideological and 
political dominance, is the obvious distributive bias in the develop
ment of systems in welfare, education and health. The last two areas 
are far more extensively developed than the first one and a striking 
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difference between state resources put into education, health care 
and social welfare is to be noted. This is interesting regarding the 
status and influence of different professional groups and because of 
the mentioned difference in the development of welfare resources on 
a local basis with consequences regarding the absence of service. It 
is also related to a more general matter, which is the structure of 
welfare states and the priorities and rationality of welfare. It seems 
to be a common phenomenon that health and education has higher 
priority than social welfare. 

Regarding my second question, the existing differences in profes-
sionalization and social services provided by local councils, mentio
ned in the introduction, formed an important starting point in this 
work. In the Icelandic case the position of laymen, mainly the locally 
elected and responsible politicians, was apparently very distressing. 
This situation, in fact observed by many, was a strong first impression 
for me when confronted as a young (Danish trained) social worker 
with the shortcomings in the welfare system. It was only strengthe
ned through the years of practice. 

It seemed to be very tough, sometimes even an impossible task, to be 
responsible for child welfare, and at the same time have insufficient 
resources to carry out the work of the social and child welfare boards. 
Consequently the level of activity seemed very low, especially in small 
communities. Before this work was started it was well known through 
experience for those, who worked in social services that child welfare 
activity was almost nonexistent in the small local communities of Ice
land. As mentioned earlier, this was confirmed in my overview of the 
activity of child welfare committees based on official sources (Kris-
tinsdóttir, 1985). 

One of the assumptions influencing the outline of the work from the 
beginning was, that small communities had developed different 
strategies to cope with problems due to lack of social services. I had 
followed such changes for some years as a consultant for social 
workers being employed. Some communities outside the capital area 
were actually introducing and expanding their services. Other 
communities seemed to have developed two different kinds of 
strategies to avoid having to deal with family cases falling under child 
welfare. Some of them were "active" and gave "first aid". A family for 
instance would get public assistance to move to a larger community, 
which could provide the services needed. There were also "passive" 
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communities where no actions were taken to assist, but living condi
tions in general and the absence of support and service forced fami
lies to move when they could not manage on their own. 

Besides these presumptions the ideas "hanging in the air" in Icelan
dic society formed inevitably a part of my frame of reference - the 
sayings, the beliefs and the myths about life in small communities. To 
this belonged assumptions like the common beliefs that problems in 
small places usually were solved through the informal support given 
within families and among relatives or neighbours. This positive 
image, hard to relate to otherwise than with sound scepticism, was 
contrasted by experience from different sections of the developed 
welfare and health care system, which I saw as providing certain 
support, although often limited and in some cases even destructive. 

Following negative consequences of absence of professional assistance 
in social welfare and realizing, that the absence of professional wel
fare resources strikes people selectively, I could not but see the in
troduction of professional care as an inevitable and beneficial change. 
At t he same time this does not imply that the development of such 
services has only positive consequences. 

Studies in Professionalized and Nonprofessionalized Com munities, 

The study of professional services, a survey of children's placements, 
was done in the capital city, Reykjavik. It was carried through by 
studying documentation, such as records, official records and other 
written material as well. After some preparations, such as a small 
nation-wide overview, this was my first empirical study. I moved on 
to make studies in regions outside the capital region, where no pro
fessionals were at work with child welfare and interviewed people in 
small communities. 

At t his point I should emphasize, that the absence of research and of 
any systematic basic data in the field has inevitably affected the de
sign of this work in various ways. No child welfare research has been 
done in Reykjavik or elsewhere in the country. 
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The study of placements in the Reykjavik child welfare services 
created an important platform for my following studies in the small 
local communities. Being the oldest, largest and most developed 
child and social welfare agency in the country, the child welfare in 
Reykjavik has been, and undoubtedly still is, a model for the rest of 
Icelandic child welfare practice. It was, not the least due to this, that 
it was seen as important to include a study of some significant part of 
the Reykjavik practice in the work. My survey on the placements in 
Reykjavik, which is included in this work, was the first study of its 
kind. 

Locations, where child welfare has not become professionalized, in 
the sense that no trained staff has been hired, were explored in 
specific community contexts, in two small towns. The studies in 
these small communities aimed at covering the ongoing child welfare 
activity, work for and with children, living conditions in general, and 
finally the attitudes towards and eventual plans for development of 
public social services. 

I tried to identify some characteristics of modernization and signs of 
professional development in the field of child welfare. At the same 
time I acquired knowledge regarding the second question mentioned 
above - what and how social support is provided in professionalized 
and nonprofessionalized areas. And this can hardly be separated from 
another of my questions, what was actually done in child welfare 
under the different circumstances described. 

The Study of Historical Context 

I studied various historical documentation of the emergence of Ice
landic child welfare, but no one has yet analysed this comprehen
sively. Limiting my work on this part very much, I used it primarily 
to try to understand the contemporary situation from a historical 
perspective. By this I wanted to determine the important aspects, 
epochs and episodes affecting the changes leading to the professiona-
lization of Icelandic child welfare. The words "epochs" and "episo
des" might indicate my preference regarding this part of the work, 
which was not to make a strict chronological outline, but search to 
identify important changes and events in order to shed light on fac
tors and influences that promoted or impeded the change. 
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I did not only regard the historical perspective as essential for 
understanding social change and transitional aspects. It was also 
closely related to the ambition of my third question, which is how 
fundamental ideas and conditions of child welfare shape contem
porary practice. By this question I wanted to try to get beyond the 
examination of techniques and deepen the understanding of some 
central aspects that were closely related to my empirical data, such 
as the placement of children outside their homes. The dilemmas and 
potentials of child welfare will be treated in a chapter of its own, 
where some of these ideas and conditions are explored. 

This kind of exploration has only a chance of being of value, if it is 
done within a specific context, where one studies concrete actions of 
individual and collective actors. I was inspired importantly by histori
cal works on social work and child welfare. When charting my course 
to deal with this part of the work I was mainly influenced by Donze-
lot, 1979; Germain & Hartman, 1980; Platt, 1969; Pulma, 1988; 
Dahl, 1978, 1983; Satka, 1988; Vinterhed, 1977. 

An Overview over the Contents of the Thesis 

The work consists of following studies: 

A small study based on official documentation of the activity of child 
welfare committees in 1983. This provided me with an overview of 
the nation-wide Icelandic child welfare practice (Kristinsdóttir, 
1985). 

In the capital, Reykjavik, I studied the professionalized child welfare 
practice, a study including all placements of children outside their 
home done by the social welfare agency. This was a survey of family 
records where selected data were systematically registered, analysed 
and discussed. It is presented in chapter VI. 

The results were published in a report (Kristinsdóttir, 1987b). Some 
of the findings and questions raised by this study were discussed in 
an article in the journal Nordisk Sosialt Arbeid (Kristinsdóttir, 1988a). 

The survey formed an important background for my following studies 
in a couple of small towns, as said previously. During the summer of 
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1986 1 visited two small local communities where laymen, who were 
elected local politicians as members of the child welfare boards, had 
responsibility for child welfare. In these towns there were no child 
welfare employees. An examination of the limited officiai documenta
tion of child welfare in the small communities showed, that the work 
of the child welfare boards was usually very limited.1^ This was ex
pected, which is why I considered it to be necessary from the be
ginning to go beyond the work of the boards and define the object of 
study more broadly, as work for and with children in the small loca
tions. The ambition to understand external conditions, such as the 
social and social policy context, was another reason for this wider 
scope. This study is presented in chapter VII. 

In the small local communities I interviewed key persons using half-
structured interviews. The interviews were taped and, when written 
in manuscripts, I analysed and transformed them into descriptions 
including three previously defined topics on my interview scheme, 
which is presented in detail in Appendix C. Some of the findings 
have been presented for Icelandic social workers, social agency staff 
and day care personnel (Kristinsdóttir,1988b,d). Some results were 
presented at The Seventeenth Congress on Nordic Child Welfare in 
June 1988 (Kristinsdóttir, 1988c). 

The various historical material studied centres mainly on poor relief, 
child welfare and the emergence of professional and public care and 
control. I ha ve studied debates, proposals, motions and acts on poor 
relief and child welfare. Secondary sources such as books and 
magazines, works on the history of charity and philanthropic organi
zations etc., have also been studied. Some of this material I will only 
refer to and use as a background for my discussion. Limited parts 
from the historical material studied will be presented in some length 
with the objective of serving as empirical examples of a similar quality 
as other parts I p resent from my systematized data. Such a 
presentation is to be found in chapter V. 

In Icela nd local child welfare boards have legal responsibility for child welfare 
measures, also in matters that in some countries are treated by the courts systems, 
such as taking children into care, depriving parents of custody etc, The members 
of the boards are as politicians without requirements of special expertise, elected 
by the local community council for a four yeer period each time according to 
present political representation. Legal expertise (often a judge) is though required 
to be called in for participation in most serious decisions. The model was originally 
introduced in Norway (see Dahl, 1986), later to be implemented for a long period of 
time in other Nordic countries. 
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The thesis starts with introductory chapters presenting and treating 
central concepts and themes in chapters I - IV, chapters V - VII are 
empirical presentations with following analyses, the work ends by a 
concluding discussion in chapter VIII. 
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Chapter II 

RESEARCH ON PROFESSIONALIZATION 

As stated earlier the aim of this work is to study the practice of child 
welfare at a developing stage for the purpose of understanding some 
of the characteristics of professionalization. This leads the attention 
to research on professions and to questions about the content of 
central concepts. 

What is a profession and what is professionalism as a phenomenon? 
What does the term professionalization of social and child welfare 
cover? What has primarily characterized development of the field? 
How is the content of change to be interpreted and understood? 

In encyclopaedic explanations of the concept "profession" medicine/ 
law and religion are defined as the original professions and the mili
tary is sometimes included. The professions are contemporary 
institutions that have arisen from the division of labour, through the 
accumulation of knowledge and changes in exercise of power. By 
increased influence of the central state and by self- organizing, the 
professionals have influenced and consolidated their own positions 
and become autonomous groups that now effect societal development 
in various ways and to a different extent (Berglind & Pettersson, 
1980; Beckman, 1981; Brante, 1987, 1989; Broady, 1985; Hebermas, 
1984b, 1985). 

The professions, medicine, law, religion have from a historical 
perspective invaded the most important spheres of life, death and 
reproduction, and thus replaced many functions, such as religious 
ceremonies and rituals related to childbirth, socialization, death and 
dying. Thus, professionals have taken strong control over important 
spheres of life in a physical and existential sense of the word, which 
means that these occupations have important functions in terms of 
social integration. Moreover they have closed off distinct and exclu
sive fields for the exercise of their activities, a development not with
out complications as I will come back to later. 

The concept "profession" is ambiguous both in a semantic and aca
demic sense. The various existing definitions are not determined by 
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solely by any single group, as discussed by (Freidson,1986,20ff). He 
pointed out that "profession" is in the English language used in a 
broad sense that refers to all occupations in which people work for a 
living and in which they develop proficiency and skill. Opposed to 
this are a narrow, special definitions, more or less restricted, that 
generally refer to specialized type of education and to a formalized 
way skills and knowledge are institutionalized. 

The Sociological Research on Professions. 

Within sociology the analysis and discussion of professions has been 
conducted in various ways. The rise of professionalism has been ana
lysed as a part of the research on modernization, division of labour 
and industrialization. The meaning of the concept "profession" was 
studied by many during the 1950's and 1960's in order to determine 
various characteristics of the professions (Kuper & Kuper, 
ed.1984,650). This was often called "the trait approach" or "the 
checklist model". A shift has occurred in the research since the early 
1970's with an increase in interest in the power of professionals, 
their relation to the public sphere and to the market. In its turn this 
shift has lead to the acknowledgement of the importance of historical 
change and made the process of professionalization a central object of 
the analysis (op.cit.650-651) . 

A part of this research concerns the changes that the original pro
fessions have gone through. Another part centers around the origin 
of new occupations that have claimed to be recognized as professio
nals. Social work is one of these later groups of origin. The latest 
changes imply a combination of the two mentioned directions "the 
trait approach" and the increased focusing on power and interests. 
This appears in Swedish research for instance in suggestions to con
struct new typologies of professions in the light of recent changes of 
occupational structures and hierarchies (Brante,1989). 

It is a common understanding that professionalization is the process 
through which an occupation transforms itself into a profession 
(Florin, 1987, 72). This definition has imbedded a focus on the pro
fession and its professional strategies and to a certain degree the 
transformation or invasion of the field being studied. 
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The term professionalization of social work practice as it is used here 
refers to the process where the practice of social care and control is 
gradually being withdrawn from the everyday life of people where this 
care was earlier provided informally and unpaid. It becomes a special 
field of action, at last being taken care of and dominated by specially 
trained caretakers or controllers.16 This aspect of professionaliza
tion is related generally to social change with a direct effect on every
day life. The organizing of research, postgraduate education and 
strengthening of quality of graduate education is the academic part of 
professionalization. This forms as a second part and a special aspect 
of the process, in that it follows its own sets of rules, at the same 
time as it influences ongoing change at other levels. A third part of 
the change is what can be called the "strategic" line of activity, which 
is performed on various levels. It is for instance manifested in activi
ties of professional organizations. As seen above, professionals them
selves develop their spheres through professionalistic strategies by 
claiming and getting more theoretical knowledge and greater autono
my by introducing control and monopoly but also through an ethical 
discourse. 

The Trait Approach, 

Carr-Saunders and Wilson (1933,4) pointed out in their classical 
study The Professions that the typical profession exhibited a com
plex of characteristics and that other occupations approached this 
condition more or less closely, owing to the possession of some of 
these characteristics fully or partially developed. Greenwood (1957) 
presented a model of "profession", often referred to in studies of 
social work, where he pointed out five different components which 
he meant that most researchers agreed upon as separating profes
sionals from other occupational groups. They are systematic theory, 
recognized authority, community sanction, a code of ethics and own 
professional culture. To this can be added characteristics such as the 
professional's control of new members through internal and external 
sanctions and claims on education and accreditation. Goode (1957) 
identified several traits of a "professional community" such as shared 
sense of values and identity, a common language, the community's 
power over its members and means to control socialization.17 

16 This definition is similar in content to Berglind, Pettersson, 1980, 
17See, Miller son, (196 4),The Qualifying Associations, for the classification of 
attributes. 
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The groups that did not fulfill the mentioned criteria were defined as 
semi- or quasi- or paraprofessionals (Etzioni ed., 1969,v, 143 ff). 
According to Etzioni semi-professions were in comparison to pro
fessions characterized by shorter training, less legimitization, less 
specialized base of knowledge and less autonomy from supervision 
and societal control. 

This approach in the research on professions, the study of profes
sions with basis in the analysis and definition of the concept "profes
sion" is, as said before, called the "checklist" or the "trait" approach". 
It has not resulted in any wide-spread agreement about the professio
nal qualities, although some of them appear in most of the check
lists.18 

As seen various efforts have been made to study the concept of "pro
fession" and, especially within sociology, to define what is typical for 
professional activity and to determine what characterizes the "real" 
professions. Freidson (1970) and Johnson (1972) questioned the 
descriptive purpose of deciding the nature or core of "profession, but 
also put forward more extensive criticism. They claimed that those 
traits held to define professionals analytically and empirically were 
rather ambiguous, while the list of defining elements appeared to be 
constructed in a largely arbitrary manner, with little attempt to arti
culate theoretically the relationships between the elements. They 
also pointed out that this research can been seen as an effort of 
closure, or to selectively restrict other and later developing occu
pations claiming to be included in the definition. According to this 
discussion there is a risk of being too uncritical of the claims of 
professions to exclusively holding certain attributes. 

Social Work and t he Checklist 

The professionalization of social work and its prevailing practice is 
dealt with in a separate chapter. Here I will, however, touch on the 
question of "profession", as this has been treated primarily in the 
sociological research on professions and not in the analysis of the 
development of social work.19 

18 See for instance an overview by Br an te in Bergryd ed. (1987a, 126-128). 
19 I distinguish here between the sociological research on professions and the 
interesting but more empirically oriented works on the development of social work 
as Charity to Social Work by Woodroofe,1971 or The Professional Altruist by 
Lubove,1965. 
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In 1957 Greenwood defined social work as a profession, although he 
found that it did not enjoy maximum prestige, authority, and mono
poly which then belonged to a few top professions. Flexner's con
clusion from 19 IS is well known. He questioned whether social work 
was to be seen as a profession or even that it ever could become one 
due to its lack of specialized skill and function (acc. to Toren in 
Etzioni, 1969,145; Freidson, 1986,30; Greenwood,54; Lubove,1983, 
106). 

Bitensky (1978,64 ff) stated that all since the discussion of Flexner 
continual energy has been expended to search for or isolate the 
"core" of social work without essential results, and I must certainly 
agree with him on this point. Regarding the question of definition 
the situation has not changed considerably since Flexner's report, as 
it is still questioned whether or not social work deserves to be 
defined as a "profession" . This is primarily based on the evaluation of 
the importance of different attributes. It should be pointed out that 
most of the research continuously referred is no longer current. It is 
therefore unknown whether these conclusions should remain 
unchanged after new analysis. 20 

In Sweden Berglind and Pettersson (1980) discussed the matter of 
social work on the basis of the trait approach and defined social work 
to be semi-professional. They pointed out that it was unclear whether 
the so-called semi-professions should be counted as professions or 
not. By this conclusion they followed in the footsteps of Carr-Saun-
ders and Etzioni, who defined social work as semi-professional 
(1964, 1967). 

Berglind and Pettersson saw the semi-professions as subordinated 
groups and underlined the status of social workers as being controlled 
by bureaucratic structures. This regulation consisted of political and 
administrative control, where there was sometimes a conflict of goals 
between social workers and administration. Laymen exercising poli
tical power defined for instance the social welfare agency as a societal 
institution that certainly should provide services for clients, while at 
the same time politicians should maintain their responsibility for 
protecting tax-payers' interests. Social workers looked upon the social 
welfare agency as being foremost a service organization for clients. 

20 Freidson's (1986,164-165/188) discussion of contemporary characteristics of 
the position of social workers compared to other groups points to the status of 
social work as semi-professional in the sense Etzioni used the term, for instance in 
terms of educational degrees and title licensure. 
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This was contrary to the study of Wilensky (1964,137), who came to 
the conclusion that bureaucracy might enfeeble the service ideal 
more than it threatened autonomy, and suggested that client orien
tation undermined control and professional norms. Berglind and 
Pettersson (1980,32) referring to international literature and writing 
about Swedish experience, considered that the increased proportion 
of female workers contributed to keeping semi-professionals as sub
ordinates. They stressed the subordination of publicly employed 
social workers who were controlled by administration. According to 
recent research findings it is not at all clear whether this close 
relation to administration is entirely considered negative by groups 
that see themselves as professionals or whether they adjust easily to 
the bureaucratic structures (see for instance Freidson, 1986, 110, 
16Off). I will return to the question of autonomy and administration as 
regards professions in personal services in the next chapter. 

The Shift from Trait Appro ach - Is the Question Process ql Structure ? 

As seen the concept "profession" has been studied as one part of the 
analysis while another line of research has concentrated on the study 
on the development of professionalization. Although the two app
roaches are closely related many view them as contradictory. In re
cent years researchers have suggested the abandonment of the trait 
approach in favour of an entire concentration on the study of profes
sionalization. Others have pointed out that this solution is too one-
dimensional to answer the interesting questions in this field of 
research. 

Freidson ( 1986,30) discussed the matter and stated that it is im
possible to study process without trying to also determine its direc
tion and final goals. Without some sort of a definition of "profession" 
the concept "professionalization" is bound to become meaningless. He 
considered the same to be true for the intention of studying process, 
if this analysis is isolated from the structure or the development it is 
a part of. 

It seems that Freidson is right when he claims it to be impossible to 
abandon the former tradition altogether by arguing that is is functio-
nalistic, static and that one is more interested in process than struc
ture. I will, however, not concentrate on the determination of the 
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hierarchical status of social workers or the question of whether they 
are professional or not. As described initially my interest in the work 
is not primarily related to the question of attributes, strategies and 
status of occupations, but rather on the introduction of professional 
efforts and the transition leading to professionalization. Let us look 
further at existing research and its problems. 

Anomalies of Existing Research 

In Sweden Brante ( 1987a, 124ff) discussed the two main approaches 
- the functionalistic approach or "naive" tradition and the neo-Webe-
rian or the "cynical" tradition. He identified several anomalies in the 
research on professions and suggested a new kind of typology. 

The two approaches are based on different ways of understanding 
society and historical change. The first one, "naivism", is the app
roach already mentioned as the "trait" approach. It was primarily 
developed by Parsons and his followers. Parsons studied professions 
intensively as a part of differentiation of modern society. He construc
ted his own scale of attributes, consisting of dichomotized traits. The 
professional was in his or her practice characterized by affective 
neutrality and universalism in relation to and treatment of clients by 
promotion of collective interests, functional specificity and attained 
status. Parsons saw science, profession, industry and bureaucracy as 
an integrated rational unity, a force that contributed to the evolution 
of society. Accordingly, "profession" was to a great extent an autono
mous and self-developing institution, whose altruistic members are 
filled with the wish to, in the most effective way, serve public in
terest. 

The other main perspective - or"cynical" view- is based on the idea 
that behind professionalization is the force of collective egoism. 
Actions of groups and individuals are viewed as based primarily on the 
will to promote self interests. 

While Parsons saw power as a functionally distributed means to create 
a harmonious and well-functioning order in society, Weber saw power 
as means through which groups and individuals could promote their 
own interests, at the cost of others. Weber used the term "closure" 
for the efforts through which various groups in society monopolized 
possibilities. Within neo-Weberianism one sees "history as a series of 



40 

exclusions in the form of closures and reactions against these, that is 
revolts, which lead to 'openings' and thereby to new 'demarcations' 
where new groups grasp privileges and confirm exclusions by juris
diction." (Brante,1987a,135). 

Brante ( 1987a, 132ff) discussed the research problems of the "naive" 
perspective and identified, as he put it, several anomalies in the 
tradition. The claim of functional specificity is discussed as proble
matic by referring to Sutherland who demonstrated in his book The 
Professional Thief how organized criminals score high on most of 
the professional variables. They are self-reproductive, make mono
polizing efforts, are collégial, often look upon the activity as a call and 
have a strong internal code of honour. It is a problem pointed out by 
many that comparisons of the various attributes often do not distin
guish professionals from other occupational groups, further under
lined by the following question: "In what respect are for instance 
doctors more functionally specific than car mechanics? In what way 
do they have a higher moral ? "(Brante 1987a, 132). 

As seen by this example, it is difficult to demarcate professions from 
other occupations and also to construct a common definition of them. 
Another problem pointed out by Freidson and discussed by Larson 
(1979, xi), is that one needs to look at not only kinds of attributes, 
but also consider the content and extent of these. What then will be 
examined is for instance, how long an education, how theoretical or 
how specialized activities have to be in order to be regarded as 
professional? 

Another anomaly identified is that it seems impossible to define or to 
determine any specific order of professionalization ( what quality 
comes first ?). The studies where people have tried to identify gene
ral patterns in the process have not been successful. Earlier findings 
of a "typical sequence of events" (Wilensky,1964, 142) to be extracted 
from historical examples, are thereby rejected. The question of rela
tion between professionals and administration has also been widely 
debated in the literature without any consensus. While some claim 
that there is bound to be or develop a contradiction between the pro
fessional autonomy claim and the control of bureaucratization, others 
point out the willingness or tendency of professionals in administra
tion to behave with compliance. 



41 

According to Brante these anomalies or discrepancies between theory 
and empirical findings have a common denominator, which is the 
definition of "profession" through the identification of attributes. He 
sees many of the problems of this tradition as closely related to the 
absence of a clearly constructed theory and finds that the theory of 
closure has the advantage of revealing misconceptions and myths: 
"Neo-Weberianism claims that the traditional research on professions 
is upside down and should be turned on its feet. Literally this should 
mean that professions would be placed at the opposite side of Parsons 
scale of attributes, that is to claim that the professions are characteri
zed by affectivity, particularism, self-orientation, ascribed status and 
functional difïuseness (Brante 1987a, 145)."21 Brante referred to 
case studies where it was possible to characterize the scientific 
professional norms system by these terms. 

The theory of closure leads to a definition of "profession" that em
phasizes the character of organizations as strategy and mechanism of 
control. Noel and Parry (1977,12) defined professionalism as "a 
strategy to control an occupation by which colleagues build a system 
of self-management and limit recruitment through control of edu
cation, training and qualification." According to Johnson (1972,45) 
professionalism is to be understood as "a certain type of control of an 
occupation rather than a manifestation of the inner nature of a parti
cular occupation". "A profession is thus not an occupation, but away 
of controlling one"(Brante, 1987a,173). 

Brante is critical of two different traditions and claims that both can 
be blamed for making transhistorical generalizations, where one 
interprets the findings far too broadly viewing it from a limited 
historical and contextual horizon. This is further commented on: 

"Parson's harmonious picture of society can be seen as a reflection of the 
conditions in the United Stated between the world wars and after the Second 
World War, that is generalized to a theory of history, in which professions are 
presented as the moral and material ground pillars of society. In a similar way 
the theory of closure can be seen as an universalization of the many labour 
market conflicts of the 1970s and the 1980s, where various groups of 
interests compete for a favourable position in the Welfare State." ( Brante, 
1987a,146).22 

21 Parsons own treatment of these terms in Esseys in Sociological Theory, Free 
Press, N.Y.,1964, pp.35-49. 
22 My translation from Swedish, 
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It is according to this important to look upon "profession" as a 
changeable historical phenomenon. Brante suggests a model con
taining a combination of synchronistic and diachronic analyses, The 
synchronistic analysis is to be done by using the wide-ranging and 
inter-disciplinary typology. The diachronic perspective refers to 
concepts that grasp the process itself, the development during a 
period of time. The combination of the two perspectives should pre
sumably lead to an integrated and dynamic apparatus of concepts by 
which the phenomenon being analysed can be explained (Brante, 
1987a, 148ff). 

This suggested model is a good example of the changed objectives of 
this research, and the criticism of the trait approach that was men
tioned previously. 

Widening the Analysis 

According to this change of direction professionalization is seen as a 
process of change, which is always to be studied within specific social 
and historical context, although some limitations consequently follow. 
The change is a part of greater societal changes and has to be under
stood in that very context. Several researchers have pointed this out 
and some have been criticized for not succeeding in including all 
essential aspects and consequently not accomplishing sufficient or 
consistent interesting analyses of the processes being explored 
(Barlow, 1980; Brante, 1987, 1980; Kuper & Kuper, 1984; Florin, 
1987; Freidson, 1986). 

The suggested widening of the analysis seems to offer a possibility of 
leading the research out of the blind alleys it has been wandering 
through. At t he same time it raises the question of what issues rela
ted especially to professions will the widened approach answer? 

The question can be put in other words: why study professions at all, 
as the suggested widening of the analysis is so far-reaching ? It is easy 
to find some arguments supporting the relevance of studying profes
sional groups. Professions are (at least sometimes) powerful or they 
have considerable influence. Professionals are many, and large groups 
of people are dependent on them, which tells us that studying pro
fessions is the same as studying significant parts of society. 
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It seems, however, reasonable to question the starting point, the 
choice of studying professions. Is it not possible that this focusing on 
professionals should be critically considered or revised - arguing that 
there are other people in society? One answer to this might be: 
Focusing on the professionals, especially by using the suggested broad 
approach, means that one is analysing important centres of power or 
influence in society. Therefore, by studying professions one is in fact 
not studying the professions, but their relations in general in an 
attempt to grasp or penetrate relatively recent and important sphe
res in society. It certainly would be absurd to claim that the choice of 
studying professions is in itself wrong, uninteresting or both. In the 
light of the answers above the broadened approach will hopefully lead 
to an analysis covering significant contextual and historical changes. 

With this argument yet another question arises: Where does the 
research claiming to be research on professions and professiona-
lization end ? At what point does the emphasis shift so much that it 
might be more appropriate to call this research an analysis of societal 
change ? At the same time, as this general approach is interesting, it 
seems to have imbedded a problem of demarcation from other kinds 
of analysis of societal changes. It is not evident that it can be avoided 
by the combined approach and the use of new typologies. On the 
other hand it may lead to an interesting shift in focus from the pro
fessions per se to a more historical and contextual approach, where 
the study of the practical fields being confronted with professional 
action will be included. Instead of putting the question "why study 
professions" one should take one more look at the question how to 
study them. 

A Broadened Horizon Includes the Practiced Fiel d 

As seen it has been questioned if a concentration on attributes alone 
will lead to new and interesting knowledge about professionalization. 
At t he same time the historical and contextual claims on the research 
have been underlined. The analysis of professions becomes insuffi
cient, if one does not acknowledge as Hellberg has pointed out, those 
"who legitimize the status of the occupational groups" (Brante, 1987a, 
148). By this claim the attention shifts to centres of power and 
interest outside the particular occupations or professions studied. 
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Although this research has by definition from the beginning included 
some contextual and historical aspects, the above mentioned claims 
of a broadened horizon seem to call on increased attention to the 
fields of practices as a whole. While the change of the occupation 
itself earlier was the obvious point of departure, the fields being 
invaded become just as central as the efforts and strategies of the 
particular occupations. As already described the starting point of this 
study is the professionalization of one of these fields, that of child 
welfare. I find that studying the change of the "field", even before 
professionals begin practising, is an important part to be included in 
the analysis. This has been done in several areas retrospectively, but 
within social welfare services the ongoing transition has not, as far as 
I know, not been sufficiently studied. 

On Observing "Professionalizing " and How it is Regarded by Influential Parties 

Professionalization is a process of both differentiation and discipline 
in which many aspects and a complicated change of patterns is 
included. When discussing different views on professionalization it 
seems important to underline the character of social closure and its 
implications. This is made clear in the following citation: 

"The interesting sociological thing about all forms of exclusions is that they 
construct a social category of legally defined subordinates. From a sociological 
perspective it is therefore important to acknowledge that seemingly necessary 
demarcations are always associated with dominance and power, that is the 
subordination of one group under another," (Br an te, 1987a, 137).^ 

Professionalization is according to this view seen as striving for power 
and interests. Highlighting subordination, use of power and creation 
of dominance as a main characteristic of professionalization leads the 
attention to the fight of interest between groups of professionals, but 
the border cannot not been drawn there. The struggle does not only 
concern professionals. Exclusions of the kind referred to will inevi
tably lead to the same kind of effect towards the clients, patients or 
others dependent on professionals in the various sections of society. 
According to this perspective professionalization has obviously a ne
gative oppressive effect. 

23 My translation from Swedish. 



45 

Acknowledging this perspective it is, however, still a question if pro-
fessionalization is altogether negative and oppressive towards clients, 
consumers and the professions themselves. The search for the posi
tive potentials of professionalization seems to be an important issue. 
Actually the answer to this question is crucial. It would be a large 
step to totally deny that professionalization, this child of modernized 
society, has any positive sides or qualities. It seems doubtful to aban
don claims that professionals have contributed beneficially to changes 
both on structural and individual levels, or that they have often acted 
altruistically. That the opposite is also true as pointed out by Brante 
does not lead to a rejection of this argument. 

To approach the question if and how professionalization can be seen 
as positive, the attention should be shifted from being concentrated 
on solely the professionals to other parties of interest. At least three 
such parties are easily identified, administrators, politicians and the 
general public. Especially at a developing stage the views of all these, 
including the professionals, seem important to note. 

Let us now look further at this principal discussion and link it speci
fically to this study by reference to the Icelandic situation. As social 
services are still expanding with new local communities and new sec
tors being professionalized and new educational programmes being 
established, the question of the qualities of professionalism has of 
course been reflected on in various ways. I want to emphasize two 
factors that I find significant for the background of these changes in 
Iceland and which maybe influential determinants. 

Of special importance is the fact described previously that moderni
zation of welfare services occurred late in Iceland compared to 
neighbouring countries, which Iceland is closely linked to in many 
respects. This affects inevitably the debate and planning among all 
influential parties during planning and introduction of new welfare 
programmes. Another factor of major significance are the special 
circumstances created through foreign influence on professional 
training. This is highly relevant as regards many welfare professio
nals, for instance social workers, psychologists and teachers in spe
cial education, as well as for university teachers of recently intro
duced Icelandic training programmes in this field. These groups got 
their training in countries where welfare services already were well 
developed. This special background provides the opportunity of 
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viewing differently than otherwise the question of how or whether to 
establish services of the kind these professionals experienced during 
their training and living in other countries. I definitively find the 
specific frame reference created by the described circumstances 
noteworthy since it may cause a special kind of reflection on the issue 
of professionalization. 

This is not say that there is an especially high level of consciousness 
of these matters. In fact there is no intensive debate on policy
making regarding social services in Iceland, especially not social and 
child welfare. As I sa id in chapter I the situation is more characteri
zed by political silence and progress has been slow in this field com
pared to other sections of society. Policy-making is not so systema
tized as, for instance, the Swedish way of constructing reforms, 
which at least on the surface seems to follow a fixed path of govern
mental task forces or committees gathering views from the many 
identified interest groups. Compared to this the Icelandic way of 
constructing, for instance, new law reforms seems more closed in 
committees and bureaucracy and there are recent examples where 
law proposals are discussed only confidentially^) by law interest 
groups even close up to the treatment of these in Parliament. 

Despite this limited debate different views on the professionalization 
of social services are possible to identify by observation in the general 
Icelandic debate among politicians, administrators and professionals 
and even occasionally among clients. The views that have been noted 
as significant examples have, not surprisingly, been conflicting during 
this developing stage of the Icelandic welfare system. I will take them 
here as examples for my discussion of the matter. 

Three Views on the Introduction of Professionalized 
Services 

I identify in the following three different positions or views on the 
quality and possible effect of increased professionalization in welfare 
services,which I call the "conspiracy", the "social romantic" and the 
"critical-reflective" position. 

The "conspiracy position" is one where all efforts of professionals are 
seen as a struggle for the interests of specific professional groups. To 
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understand better the content of this let us take a look at Br ante's 
analysis of the neo-Weberian tradition in the research on professions 
upon which this position relies, although he does not use the strong 
term "conspiracy": 

"Behind the historical and societal understanding of the theory of "social 
closure" we thus fìnd a hedonistic philosophy concerning individuals and 
groups. Individuals and groups are led by their own interests, The theory of 
social closure is based on an idea of collective egoism seen as the main force of 
historical change. In this light the functionalists doctrine becomes pure 
ideology; a curtain that conceals and protects the real efforts of groups. The 
sociologists dealing with professions become ideologists of professionalism. 
The neo-Weberian research has the ambition of revealing the latent interests 
behind the manifest ideology. Thus it develops to a sociology of suspicion." 
(Bran te, 1987a,137).24 

I find the quotation illuminating not only for the discussion on re
search, but also clarifying regarding the "conspiracy position". When 
this standpoint is taken towards ongoing or beginning professiona-
lization the introduction of organized welfare services is seen as the 
onset of professional invasion. According to this view all action to 
introduce or enhance professionalism will be interpreted in terms of 
a strange kind of professional conspiracy. 

The "social romantic position" is a standpoint where the introduc
tion of professionalization is seen as undermining existing values in 
society and community. This concerns especially the values of tradi
tional societies, but even more modern ones. The professionals are 
here regarded as the destroyers of real, genuine and good qualities of 
life. Their efforts are, so to speak, looked upon as a kind of social 
pollution. In my own interview findings regarding child welfare in 
the non - or partially- professionalized local communities this view 
was manifested in idealization of present conditions. People stressed 
the quality of support from relatives and neighbours and the impor
tance of social networks and ignored the fact that such networks did 
not exist for everyone. 

Both positions "the conspiracy position" and "the social romantic 
position" are critical towards increased professionalization but from 
different points of observation. Within "the conspiracy position" pro
fessionals are seen as the great Egoists. Within "the social romantic 
24 My translation from Swedish. 
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position" there is a resistance to change. Apart from economic con
siderations that should not be ignored this standpoint is presumably 
based on the fear of losing experienced qualities of present condi
tions. Referring again to my own findings in this work - although 
serious social problems were identified and related to the absence of 
professionals this was, in some cases, ignored or denied and people 
attempted to maintain status quo regarding stage of professionaliza-
tion of social support. 

To these two views I want to add a third standpoint as a middle 
stand. The name "critical- reflective position" indicates the impor
tance of being critical and reflective during the investigation of 
qualities of professionalization. This means that one turns against 
viewing all professionalization as an accumulating process of power as 
well as the opposite view, the blindness of belief in extensive profes
sionalism as means for creation of "the good life". 

The "critical-reflective " position in that sense turns the focus away 
from the homogeneity of professionalism. As already said professio
nals have, even within the same field, different positions, preferen
ces, development, status and strategies.2^ This was for instance 
observed by Wilensky (1964,144 ff), who found that during a trans
formation period conflicts were often notable between older and 
younger generations of the same profession. These internal differen
ces have, however, largely been ignored, although there are some 
exceptions and distinctions made between rank and file professionals 
and administrators. As they do not seem too much reflected on by 
practitioners, research could presumably contribute to a raised con
sciousness by focusing more strongly on the problem than it is doing 
now. Internal struggles within professional arenas can affect the 
involved practices more (and eventually differently) than we know of. 

I want to argue that the main question when facing increasing pro
fessionalization of a certain field is not the establishment of profes
sionalism or not, but the question of what content these services will 
have. Thereby the issue concerns, as far as I see it, more the direc
tion and policy that is chosen than the question of expanding or in
troducing services or keeping things status quo. 

25 In Lundström 's (1988) discussion based on written documentation (articles, 
debates etc.) some evidence was found of three different professional positions in 
the Swedish social work "community", a "classical", a "client-centered and a 
community-centered" direction. 



49 

I p resume with reference to the Icelandic case that it is often easy to 
understand collective action of professionals as primarily promoting 
self-interests, and that they are thereby ignoring the needs of clients 
or society. This idea becomes especially intrusive by observing pro
fessional action, when obvious interests are at stake, such as during 
changes in training programmes, organizational and legislative re
forms or when a new field opens up and services are being moder
nized and professionalized. Professional initiatives related to such 
changes can be registered by the interested observer as an everyday 
occurrence on "the Icelandic professional battle field" (presumably in 
many other places as well). Not least with such observations of in 
mind, I want to emphasize the necessity of being on guard against 
"blind" efforts . These blind actions can be of various kinds and most 
typical might be the "professionalistic" ones. They chiefly benefit 
internal claims to get higher esteem and advantages, and they are 
given first priority, even when this is at the cost of the parties 
supposed to acquire services or have their needs fulfilled. 

I deliberately use the word "blind" since I find that one should be 
careful in judging what lies behind these actions of this kind. It 
seems important to note that occupations and professions as collec
tives at an expanding stage do not always seem to foresee the effects 
or can judge the direction of their actions. The occupations or pro
fessions have debates and struggles where this lack of consciousness 
and of acknowledging different ideologies at play can be noted. It is 
important to note not only the outcome of professionalism, but also 
the heterogeneity of actions and ideas within professional "communi
ties" and also, not to forget, between the various parties of interest. 

A critical approach to issues related to the different positions that I 
have presented here is a crucial issue in this study. Agreeing with 
those who express critical views on the negative consequences of 
professionalization and turning against blind professionalistic views 
and efforts as well, I thus find it important to reflect on an altogether 
anti-professionalization view. The last view seems to have a potential 
for leading to cementing neo-conservative values or to cultural 
pessimism. 
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Chapter III 

THE PROFESS ION ALIZATION OF SOCIAL WORK 

Social work has developed from being a moral and religious activity to 
become paid work with an important base of knowledge in an acade
mic discipline. 

In Western Europe and the United States the beginning of the pro-
fessionalization of social work can be dated to the period around 
1880 - 1920. Several works have been written on this change either 
stressing the study of the history of social work or analysing it in 
terms of professionalization (Lubove,1965,in Etzioni,ed.l969). 
Woodroofe (1971) described typically the history of social work as an 
activity emanating from charity and philanthropy through the deve
lopment of methods for increased efficiency and organizing of other 
forms of aid than financial support, which lead to the method of 
counselling and to the establishment of training schools and later to 
Schools of Social Work. Important steps towards professionalization 
were taken by the transition from unpaid to paid work, prolonged 
education, and specialization and bureaucratization along with and as 
a continuation of societal change. 

The text above is one of many that could be introductory in a chapter 
on this issue. Every account of a certain subject sweeps away many 
other stories thereby not written. I will in the following touch briefly 
on the historical background of social work with references to histo
rical analysis in order to underline the major factors that paved the 
way for the practice of social work. Thereby I will look at prevailing 
ideas and contemporary practice in light of this. 

In order to do so it is necessary to note the societal change that pre
conditioned the origin of social work and contributed mainly to the 
shaping of central ideas and methods of practice. This history can be 
traced long back in time as many other issues concerning the change 
of societies. The development leading to the foundation of modern 
society from the late eighteenth century seems, however, the change 
of main relevance, if one wants to collect the substantial threads for 
an understanding. It seems to be mainly from this time that major 
changes occurred that lead to the establishment of social work. 
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I should say at this point that the historical background of organized 
capitalism and the rise of the Welfare State has so been widely trea
ted, that it might seem unnecessary to touch on. General charac
terizations easily take on the contours of meaninglessness. Social 
work suffers , however, often from an absence of clarity about the 
diversity of its history and legacy. It seems therefore essential to 
underline briefly the many different kinds of changes that lead to the 
rise of social work and other related practices, even to the point of 
what is well known for many ! 

The development of social work has mostly been written in terms of 
descriptions of bourgeois bountiful ladies that gradually systematized 
charity into organized aid and thereafter discovered the need for 
more knowledge and entered the schools of social work. The exis
ting analysis is so far limited to one or few countries at a time. Some
times the purpose of understanding social work as a discipline is 
secondary in these works, as the main issue is to relate to another 
kind of analysis as for instance that of a particular country's social 
policy or to the sociological research on professionalization.26 A 
task is waiting for future research of social work to construct a 
comprehensive comparative analysis where historical background is 
linked to the multifaceted societal changes that shaped the practice. 
I have no ambition of treating the professionalization of social work 
and as said before there may not be only one story of the kind. 

One way of looking at the origin and development of social work is to 
ask the following questions: Why is it that social work did not arise 
much earlier? What were the preconditions for the development of 
social work as a profession? What were the central ideas that shaped 
its practice and the major tasks and fields reserved for its practice? 
This is what I will discuss briefly here, as said previously by using 
secondary sources. 

The origin of social work and other related personal services is ob
viously related to the societal changes that often are treated in
accurately as one term under the name of "modernization". Changes 
occurred on various levels, in economic and political structures, 
through cultural changes where changes of ideas and secularization 
played a central role and social changes related to all this. Apparently 
26 Katz (1986), In the Shado w of the Poorhouse, or Ehrenreich (1985), The 
Altruistic Imagination, Lubove (1983), The Professional Altruis t, on 
professionalization in the USA, Woodroofe (1971) From Charity to Social Work on 
rise of social work in England. 
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all mentioned levels are related, and they can all be differentiated 
with various lines of traditions identified within each of them, but 
this is not always covered in each study. 

Societal differentiation and changes of the economic basis of societies 
lead to a new kind of management to stimulate large scale (factory) 
industrial production. A part of this regulation consisted in discipli
ning the new and future work force, where an important part of the 
socialization was now organized in general schooling. Social measu
res were established to legitimize the management on behalf of both 
public and private interests. This legitimization had a double effect: 
through the social measures real improvements were carried through 
at the same time as these were repressive towards workers and 
especially against the poor . The process was promoted by 'the spirit 
of the times' that was characterized by faith in future, progress and 
enlightenment, which on the arena of social work was manifested in a 
socio-technical approach that put its mark profoundly on social work 
as well as social policy. 

Here I will claim that a threefold framework is essential for under
standing the most important factors for the origin, development and 
professionalization of the discipline. The three changes, the forma
tion of the central state, the shaping of the new family and the re
cognition of individuality seem to have been the major determinants 
for the development of social work. State, family and recognition of 
individuality formed the foundations, the ideas about the central task 
of social work derive from here and the methods of practice are ba
sed on them as well. As I s ee it this is true generally speaking, in 
spite of the different traditions of clinical or psychiatric casework, 
and even for community work, at least as it has predominately been 
practised in the Nordic countries. Regardless of these different 
methods "the relation between individual, society and family" became 
the central targets of social work intervention. Let us take a further 
look at the constitution of these three pillars of social work practice. 

The Systems of Provision an d Founda tion of the Central State. 

The modern development of societal changes has not followed exactly 
the same line in the whole Western World. As outlined by Watts 
(1983) and by Laslett (1982,x) there are important differences within 
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Europe in social, economic, cultural and political structures, which 
affected development, so that changes did vary considerably both in 
time and content during the transformation in modernity.27 There 
are according to these sources however several common charac
teristics especially in Northern Europe. It falls outside the scope of 
this work to treat the matter as a whole. When discussing the origin 
of social work the changes in systems of provision for the poor, 
orphans and old people are the most central features to focus on. 

It is well known that the major changes in this regard occurred 
through centralization, establishment of state power and industria
lization. The feudal system, a dominating structure in many count
ries, was dissolved and gradually in legal terms also the patriarchal 
authority was executed within the household, through which the 
provision of the poor had mainly been regulated. 28 The church that 
formerly took care of the poor lost power to the state. Despite cent
ralization of power to the state the order of provision continued to lie 
partially on parishes and towns. The working masses and people un
able to work had, however, often nothing else than themselves to 
rely upon for the retention of life. The dissolution of the former order 
of provision for the poor created considerable problems for those in 
power, a development that often is described as leading to an im
mense increase of vagrancy and begging. 

From this followed at the least three different things that laid out the 
lines for social work. The described societal reorganizing called on a 
change of responsibility for the system of provision, which was gradu
ally transferred to the state. In the Nordic countries there is a long 
27 The literature on European social change during the period is vast and fells 
within economic, political and social history. The linkage of social work 
development to European economic and social history in general is not done 
comparatively as fer i know. Existing works treat national development related to 
social work and child welfare are for Sweden: Holgersson, (1977,14ff) who had 
social welfare as his main issue and Vinterhed (19/7),who wrote about Swedish 
child welfare, for Norway the central work is Dahl (1985) where professionalization 
and social change are central issues. For the emergence of social work in England, 
see Woodroofe f i971). 
p Q  I want to point out together with Sunesson (1981,60ff),who makes a remark of 
relevance not only for Sweden, but also for Iceland, that feudalism can be defined 
strictly in terms of political-legal relation as in the continental ideal-type or in 
organizational terms where the mode of production is the determinant of whether 
feudalism is considered to exist or not. In the former sense feudalism did not exist 
in Sweden as pointed out by Sunesson. Neither did it in Iceland. The egalitarian 
picture of Icelandic social structure offered by Tomasson,(1975) who described it 
as simple and undifferentiated, should be contrasted by various other perspectives. 
See in Gunnlaugsson, (1988) both for references and for his own findings on how 
the Icelandic authorities restricted family building effectively and the extensive 
consequences of this for modernization, although his work covers only the period 
from beginning-transition to modern society -1801-1930. 
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tradition for local governments to have this responsibility, as I will 
return to later. Another thing occurring at the same time was a need 
for a systematic change of measures for ensuring the reproduction of 
the working poor, a demand that was preconditioned by industrializa
tion. These two needs rose parallel to the third important factor, 
humanism, which gained increasing support. The religious charity, 
sometimes called "the daughter of love", got hereby a sister in the 
nonreligious philanthropy where people started to act to remedy 
social misery. The philanthropic activity had just as the religious help 
a double function, one wanted both to assist and needed for their own 
interest to regulate the poor. 

The effect of the above described changes was that the private 
provisional form was sustained, at the same time as its boundaries 
were drawn up more clearly than before. The provision for children, 
poor, sick and the old was gradually defined as a public concern. 

An important condition for this development was the growing wealth 
of the central states as a result of decreased warfare, intensified tax-
paying that had been introduced earlier and, for some countries, an 
extensive colonial-imperialistic exploitation. This accumulation of 
wealth was contrasted by the increased recognition of and concern 
about poverty, a polarization of material conditions, which lead to an 
accumulating tension in the class-divided societies that were on the 
edge on being shaped. 

This was manifested in the claims of workers and their battle for 
social improvements. Support came also from the rise of humanism, 
where intellectuals and workers united several times in demands for 
social justice and put forward claims that actually were often based on 
different ideological grounds. As the demand for social improvements 
rose in a field of tension the reforms had, from the beginning, imbed
ded contradictions. While workers claimed social improvements and 
some minimal social security, which can be called a demand for pub
lic concern, the authorities and the market needed to ensure repro
duction of the work force and this called for a reorganization and 
control of the social order, which was unbalanced, sometimes even 
turbulent, during these rapid changes. This contradictory principle 
had a crucial effect on social work practice, which is maintained. 
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Since I have mentioned the rise of humanism it seems necessary to 
clarify my standpoint. E P Thompson (1985,375) discussed and 
questioned the idealistic picturing of rise of humanism in his work on 
the making of English working class where he acknowledged only the 
rise of workers demand for human rights, which he saw as a direct 
consequence of poverty under the described circumstances. I do not 
have any position to question his analysis. There is , however, much 
evidence of people working in the name of humanism, as for instance 
in the case of the well known prison reformer, John Howard, also 
mentioned by Thompson, during the rise of class society, although 
their efforts were not always everlasting. The materialistic perspec
tive has alone offered very important insights into the development of 
capitalistic societies. At the same time as the influence of humanism 
should not be overestimated , the question of an early humanistic 
concern shaping the rise of welfarism as an parallel factor viewed 
more independently than previously becomes, however, more and 
more interesting.29 

It is under the conditions outlined above that social work emanates. 
The drawing of a border between the private and the public burden of 
provision is an important part of this change, but that is only a part of 
shaping the field of practice. Social work has taken over old, even 
ancient, functions by undertaking tasks that formerly was the domain 
of the church, courts and medicine. 

The origin of social work can been seen as a part of efforts which 
Donzelot (1979) calls policing. He points out that he does not use 
the concept in its limiting, repressive meaning one would put into 
that today, but in a broader sense which can better be understood by 
the citation of Johann von Justi30: 

29At a conference on Rationality, Welfare and Socie ty in Umeå, June 1990, J 
Agassi pointed out that the ideas of Thomas Payne to introduce several welfare 
measures were presented before the rise of the working class in England, Despite 
considerable similarities in later construction of welfare systems there are some 
historical indications that the ideas and coalitions enabling those to be carried out 
in practice have varied between countries. By comparing recent historical work on 
Danish social policy, ideas and group coalitions promoting the shaping of the 
welfare system, and the Swedish case, considerable differences emerge (DN 
18.05.90). 
30 Eléments généraux de police( 1768), von Justi was a German macro 
economist, one of the first German systematicians of political science (Svensk 
uppslagsbok, 2 .uppl .1959). 
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"The purpose of policing is to ensure the good fortune of the state through the 
wisdom of its regulations, and to augment its forces and its power to the limits 
of its capability. The science of policing consists, therefore, in regulating 
everything that relates to the present condition of society, in strengthening 
and improving it, in seeing that all things contribute to the welfare of the 
members that compose it. The aim of policing is to make everything that 
composes the state serve to strengthen and increase its power, and likewise 
serve the public welfare." ( Donzelot 1979 ,7). 

Policing is, to put it shortly, a number of efforts to ensure the power 
of the state and to strengthen and develop the quality of the popu
lation. Policing has according to this definition a wider goal than 
social work. Nevertheless one recognizes the same goals that are 
central in books on methods in social work: to regulate, strengthen, 
improve and to see to that all things contribute to the welfare of the 
members. The last goal - "to see to that all things contribute to the 
welfare of the members", is not qualitatively different from the ob
jectives of social work, but wider in the sense that social workers do 
not usually deal with general policy questions. 

The definition of von Justi included also the goal to strengthen and 
increase state power. This is is no explicit goal of social work. It does 
not contradict the fact that social work's background is closely lin
ked to the function of the national state and an administrative origin 
that profoundly marks the activity. The practice is a part of the efforts 
made by the public sphere to regulate the order of society. 

Local governments have, as arenas for social work had and still have, 
an influential independent role, which should not be ignored. Their 
impact at the least in the Nordic countries has been important for 
the development of social work and welfare measures in general. 
Economic provision for the needy early became the duty of the local 
administration (Birgersson, 1984, Gunnlaugsson, 1988). Later on 
economic provision was defined as central task for social work. Child 
welfare in the modern sense of the word was defined as the shared 
task of state and local governments (Dahl,1985, 85 - 96). The provi
sion of contemporary social welfare services is in Nordic countries, 
the task of local authorities. The state has a regulating power towards 
the local governments, although they have always preserved consi
derable independence. 



57 

Talking in terms of professionalization it is of course also important 
to note that the state provides the training of social workers in Wes
tern Europe and is also influential in determining other standards. 
The binding of social work to the capitalistic state is therefore strong 
and obvious, and the origin of the profession a part of the differentia
tion of modern societies. The rise of professionals providing personal 
services and the development of their practices was a further deve
lopment of the central state. At the same time relatively strong and 
autonomous local governments have played an important part at the 
least in the Nordic countries. These two sectors of public administ
ration form together the most important arenas for social work. The 
close linkage of social work to administration, public or not, has un
doubtedly contributed largely to what is often called the administra
tive or bureaucratic element of social work. I will further discuss that 
matter later in this chapter and continue now to outline the founda
tions of social work practice. 

Individuality and Society. 

The societal restructuring that was described previously became the 
precondition of new theories, thoughts and measures concerning the 
management of society as well as the function of the individual and 
his position. At t he same time these very ideas, theories and efforts 
played a central part in the changes of industrialization. The origin of 
a new view on the individual and society lies presumably further back 
in history, but is first being actualized and materialized through 
changed economic and societal conditions. 

Among historians there have been some reactions against looking 
upon the period of renaissance as an turning point. Along with the 
new way of looking at renaissance during the last decades there has 
been a considerable interest in research on the Middle Ages. Histo
rians have turned against the former understanding where this pe
riod was looked upon as a "passive" period, "the time in-between", a 
period of many hundred years where, just as the word "middle" indi
cates, nothing significant occurred. I have of course no intention of 
interfering with that discussion of historians. J. Burckhardts and 
Michelets view on renaissance is by many seen as simplifying and too 
sharply periodizing, but these reflections have nevertheless a certain 
relevance for the discussion about the origin of ideas about the indi
vidual and his relation to the world. 
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The French historian Michelet used the word "renaissance" first of 
all. He stated that this period of time was not only a time of pros
perity for the arts and science, but even the period where one "dis
covered the world and the human being.31 J. Burckhardt described 
the period as the illuminating time in the history of Italy, when the 
people rediscovered the material outward world and the position of 
the human being. He claimed that the renaissance of the classical 
ancient culture was only a part of the important rediscovery. At an 
earlier point of time man was conscious of himself only as a member 
of a race, people, party, family, or corporation, that is only through 
some general category. Now an objective treatment and considera
tion of the State and of all things in the world became possible and 
the subjective side at the same time asserted itself with correspon
ding emphasis; man became a spiritual individual, and recognized 
himself as such (Burckhardt, 1944,81). Burckhardt wished among 
other things to show us the birth of a new kind of human being, the 
"modern" man, during this period of time, which he indicated as 
being 1300, 1400 and the first part of 1500 (Svensk uppslagsbok, 
1959).32 

This consciousness and recognition of the individual was influential in 
many respects. In political theory new and powerful ideas about the 
individual and the state, and their relation, were put forward, for in
stance in the writings of Hobbes and Locke on authority and political 
organization of society. The change included among other things new 
ideas of the family. As discussed by Jónasdóttir (Eduards, 1983,55 ff) 
these pioneers of political theory had great difficulties in determining 
the "right" place of authority, when it came to familial patriarchy. 
Although they found it necessary for the household patriarch to hand 
a part of his authority over to the state, he should nevertheless keep 
it within the family for the sake of general interest and according to 
nature.33 This meant that women and children continued to be sub-
31 According to Burckardt (1944,184) the quotation taken from Michelets 
Histoire de France sounds: " To the discovery of the outward world the 
Renaissance added a still greater achievement, by first discerning and bringing to 
light the whole full nature of man." 
32 Asplund (1985) has discussed the work of Burckhardt on the relation between 
individuai and community. The word modern began though according to R 
Williams (1989) first to appear in the late sixteenth century, more or less 
synonymously with "now , and in any case to mark off the period from medieval and 
ancient times. 
33 This last argument "according to nature" when it comes to the position of men 
and women in relation to the state can be traced as far back as to Plato,who 
wondered about differences between man and woman in his dialogue The State and 
concluded with reference to the "according to nature" argument that women are 
inferior to men in some significant respects. 
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ordinateci by the male head of the family, the master of the house
hold. 

The new ideas about the individual preconditioned the rise of various 
caring professions, including psychology, pedagogy, and later on so
cial work, which put the individual in the centre of their efforts. The 
forthcoming and recognition of individuality was an important con
dition, not only for a humanistic attitude to prevail the practice, but 
also for the legitimization of the function of social control that also 
became the focus of social work. The visualization and recognition of 
the individual and his value became one of the corner-stones not 
only in the ideological and practical platform of social work but also 
in the definition of civil rights of the emerging modern society.34 

Intimatization and the Modern Family , 

Just as important as the forthcoming of individuality and the centrali
zation leading to the formation of national state was the shaping of 
the modern family. Research during the last decades into family 
history has been fruitful, an interesting development, which is 
inspiring but even a complication for a non-historian that is trying to 
put on some kind of historical perspective into in her work. It is 
therefore necessary to proceed carefully and try to avoid too many 
pitfalls. 

Being a part of social history, with roots back in nineteenth century, 
an increasing interest in family history is shown in the growing 
research in this field after 1960 and even more from 1970 on
wards.3^ Limiting this discussion only to the main changes affecting 
the promotion of caring professions as social work, changes of family 
patterns are the findings of main importance among the many 
interesting results in this research. 

According to Gunnlaugsson (1986,14 ff.,1988,49ff) the recent re
search on family history has shown that many things that earlier were 
taken "for granted" about the structure, size and role of the family in 
the community of European states were actually wrong. Laslett and 
34 Feminist critiaue has in various ways pointed out how male-centered this 
development has been, for instance how women were not at all in cluded or 
effectively kept out at an initial stage, such as during the French revolution. 
35 Overviews are for instance given in Jakobsson, G. (1988 ), Gunnlaugsson,G. 
(1986), 
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colleagues studied the family in various countries of the world. Their 
main conclusion regarding family form was that the change of the 
European family into a nuclear family mostly had occurred before 
industrialization. Laslett claimed that the influence of industrialization 
and urbanization on the nature and position of the family, its size and 
structure had been largely overestimated in earlier works. Although 
the method of family reconstruction based on census, data, tax regis
ters etc., used by Laslett and colleagues, has been criticized, it is true 
that the conclusions of this research group totally changed the 
picture people had of the European family in the decades after the 
Reformation. 36 Subsequent to the first findings of Laslett many 
research projects have shown that "the extended family" was a 
dominating family structure in various areas of Latin-, North - and 
Eastern Europe at the time up to industrialization, and Laslett has 
been forced to revise his theory in this regard. 

It is thus widely accepted that during industrialization and urbaniza
tion the formerly prevailing "household family " changed and the 
dominating form became what later on was called "the nuclear fami
ly", whereby production and reproduction were divided. Along with 
this comes the shaping of the working class and the bourgeoisie. 

One of the many changes following was the reshaping of the private 
sphere which introduced an intimatization, where sharper bounda
ries than earlier were drawn between actions and emotions that 
people would reserve for the private sphere and activities done "in 
the open", a process that Norbert Elias has described in his Histojry 
of Manners. Andkjœr and K0ppe( 1987,30) point out that this change 
occurred in the various groupings of society at the same time. Neither 
among the nobility nor among the lower spheres of society was there 
a tradition for separating the public and the intimate and the emotio
nal part of life. What happened was that the sphere of intimacy was 
closed off for the insight of others. The idea of fixing the beginning of 
this intimization too sharply should however be questioned. 

The matter has been discussed in relation to the research on history 
of childhood, starting with Ariès classical book L'enfant et la vie 
familiale sous l'ancien régime 1960. As known by his widespread 
results his theory was that the "idea" of childhood, in the meaning of 

36 The definition of the term "household" family has also been criticized in 
various ways, but it would be a sidestep in our short discussion to go further into 
that. 
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a specific period characterized by an affectionate parental concern for 
children, is a relatively late phenomenon in history, nonexistent in 
medieval times. From the beginning his findings were questioned, 
his theories were challenged especially in the 1980's and he was 
criticized for drawing too a sharp line between the new and the "old" 
time regarding the change of childhood. The discussion concerns 
not only the danger of periodization and an enlargement of the 
change from one period of time to another, but is also a matter of 
contradictory results. 

Le Roy Ladurie's work Montaillou is often mentioned as an example 
of findings conflicting with that of Ariès's. Not only did he disappro
ve of the work methodically, he also found in his study of the Pyre-
nean township around year 1300 clear examples of love, affection and 
care of mothers towards children that in his opinion challenged 
Ariès's ideas (1975, 306 ff),37 Guttormsson (1983,16) discussing 
criticism put forward by Ladurie points out that the idea of childhood 
and the adult indifference towards children presented by Ariès 
should not to be treated as a proof of absence of the love and care of 
mothers for their children. Furthermore it is pointed out by many 
that Ariès's findings among other similar interpretations made by de 
Mause and Shorter presumably are too evolution is tic. 38 

As stated by Pulma (1988,2) the early research on childhood has 
presumably drawn up a misleading picture of the changes of child
hood and child care. The theory that people first in the fifteenth 
century became conscious about childhood as a stage of life with 
interests and activities of own value or that one first sometimes 
during 1600-1800 seriously started to develop and express feelings 
of love in the care for children has shown to be wrong. On the other 
hand it is clear that at this same time significant changes occurred in 
the ideas and practice of child-rearing and the understanding of 
children's needs and the content of childhood. 

The linkage between the subject treated and this outline, for instance 
between parental love in a Pyrenean township of year 1300 and the 
emergence of social work might seem obscure for the reader. 
Reading contradictory findings on the idea of childhood and of 
parental relation to children in this field raises questions regarding 

Chapter 13 of Ladurie's book, this discussion is left out in the English edition. 
38 According to Pulma (1988) the main critics are Pollock, 1983 Forgotten 
Children,Paren t-Relations from 1500 to 1900, Wilson, (1984). A source on this in 
Icelandic language is Gunnlaugsson (1986). 
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contemporary views on the parent-child relationship, which can be 
related to the analysis of child welfare practice. Social work, 
especially child welfare, should to a greater extent than now be 
critically investigated through an acknowledgement of how ideas 
related to this issue shape different schools of thought and the 
techniques used. I will return to this in various ways later. 

According to Donzelot (1980,3Iff) the family in France was given 
greater attention and status around 1850 through a campaign using 
different means. The church and even protective societies in the very 
beginning were active during this process, which he calls "the resto
ration of marriage among the poor." 

Men were apparently more reluctant "to answer the call" than wo
men. They were not willing to give up their relative freedom as 
unmarried. Reluctant as they were to leave the open life of the pubs, 
"le cabaret", they had to be persuaded by special means. Some wo
men tried to protect their contractual ability by the acquisition of a 
dowry, or preserve their honour by joining a religious workroom or 
the industrial convents existing at this time. Young poor women 
were often sent to special workshops, which were connected to the 
convents, where their parents found their only chance for a decent 
living. The trouble with this arrangement with regard to marriage was 
that male workers were not attracted by and would not "marry these 
nuns" as they left the factories. Of course other things than personal 
reluctance called for a special campaign for marriage. Poor married 
women's labour was exploited by their men in the primitive industrial 
process of this time. Wages were low and men easily would leave their 
women and the provision of children along with that. This undermi
ned the family and the reproductive force of its labour in the long 
run. 

Marriage, which was earlier not a particular attractive option for the 
poor, was according to Donzelot given higher status than earlier 
through a powerful campaign. By various means many forces, mainly 
the authorities, the church and philanthropic societies united in 
their efforts to reach the goal of increased marriage among the 
masses. A campaign was started to revise the status of household 
work and give it higher esteem. Thereby the woman's role in the 
stabilization of family life and in child-rearing was underlined, a 
change affecting also the poor family and the bourgeoisie, although in 
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various ways, as I soon will explain. The new position of the poor 
family was also promoted by housing projects with suitable accommo
dation. This new and important material improvement had the effect 
that the small family unit among common man now was increasingly 
and literally "closed in". The poor modern family was from now on 
put to live for themselves, physically cut off from others contrary to 
the accommodation offered in the earlier household family. 

Through the new status given to the poor family, the main and auto
nomous responsibility for its economy, socialization and behaviour 
was put there. It is thus not a question of the creation of the family, as 
it of course had existed earlier, even poor families were to be found 
within the earlier households and in vagrancy. Furthermore the 
changes described here do not only concern the earlier mentioned 
analysis of different family forms. 

The significant change was that as one had prevented marriage 
among the poor earlier, they were now actively encouraged to build 
families and different means introduced to promote the autonomy of 
the family. Moreover the private family became an option also for the 
lower groupings of society, family life became an accepted life form 
for the masses now actively made attractive, supported and regulated 
through the measures of those in power. The bourgeoisie family was 
also in its origin and a particular ideology was needed to ground it in 
a solid way in the new societal form. We shall later see that different 
measures became influential for the different classes in formation, 
the working class and the bourgeoisie. 

"Le social" - a New Landscape, 

It was the "necessity" of these measures that was the foundation of 
the social sphere and the professional management of people prob
lems in life. As mentioned previously social assistance in many 
countries in the early beginning consisted both of private philanth
ropy and new public efforts. Donzelot analysed French conditions and 
the efforts in that country to form a basis for the changed status of 
the family, but this change followed a similar line despite important 
variations between countries. As well the church and the philanth
ropic organizations, as the authorities, introduced various hygienic, 
educative and other socializing measures. Donzelot underlined the 
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importance of an alliance between philanthropy and the budding 
feminism in the organizing of new social reforms. 

It would be a simplification to claim that the social sector originated 
at the point of the interjunction of state and family, but that very 
point makes the origin of the new sector understandable. According 
to this le social - the social sphere was shaped as a crucial condition 
for the formation of the modern family - this is one of the most 
important point of Donzelots work. 

The social sphere became a hybrid construct. It was not one and the 
same as the juridical system, although it prolonged the field of 
possible juridical action. This was manifested in the reorganization of 
the court system and the establishment of new correction measures 
during the eighteenth and nineteenth hundred century. Le social 
was not identical with the economic sphere, since a special form of 
social economy was founded within the social sector, by which new 
kinds of boundaries were drawn between rich and poor. The social 
sphere was even not one and the same as the public or the private 
sectors; by it a reorganization was created, a sort of a new intertwi
ning of interventions, claims and sanctions on behalf of the state. 

As Deleuze puts it in the introduction to Donzelots book: le social, 
the social sector was from this time a new landscape that now 
surrounded us. He also points out that the question raised here is not 
whether or not le social mystifies or not or what ideology it stands 
for. Donzelot analysed how the social sphere was shaped, how it bor
dered to other sectors, how new relations between the public and the 
private were established, or new boundaries drawn towards the juri
dical, the administrative, between wealth and poverty, country and 
city, medicine, school, the family etc. Through this work we are told 
how this new landscape, the social sphere, cut across fields and 
reshaped previously existing or independent sections. Donzelot 
seemed thus to be satisfied by leaving the question about the traps 
and effects of the social sector entirely to the reader. By this analysis 
of how the formation of state, family and the social sphere all emana
ted as a consequence of changes of different aspects of life and socie
ty, he passed beyond the dualistic view, which many writers are trap
ped in, when they write about the relation between individual and 
society. This is an observation of importance for social work, as it was 
this relation that became a central target of practice, as I will return 
to later. 
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Two Ways of Regulat ing the Family, 

In the centre of the analysis is the change of family into a new for
mation, carried through on a structural level of society, but effecting 
directly in the family room. Along with this change followed the 
establishment of the general school system, public child care, family 
medicine, child psychiatry and the breakthrough of psychoanalysis. 
The development within all these sectors became a crucial condition 
for the successful functioning of the poor family as well as the 
bourgeois one, each in its own way. 

The emergence of the urban industrial working class in nineteenth 
century France presented the newly empowered bourgeoisie with a 
set of family practices which they found intolerable. The bourgeoisie 
responded towards the working class with a set of regulating means, 
semi-public philanthropy, social discipline and public policies to deal 
with the problem. Donzelot calls this "the tutelary complex". The 
process of establishing the family among the masses with the goal of 
autonomy has been described formerly. In fact the state's interven
tion undermined the intended result according to Donzelot, as the 
working class had to hand over a former kind of freedom to get the 
familial autonomy and the security of the social sector. 

The development of the bourgeois family followed another line 
resulting in a different kind of technology, by Donzelot called "the 
regulation of images". The juvenile court became the institutionalized 
form of discipline of the working class, for the bourgeoisie it was the 
schooling system. Psychoanalysis of a particular sort was the chief 
ingredient in the strengthening of the bourgeois family. This was a 
form of educational practice, where parent-teachers' organizations 
and family counselling among others constituted the set of institu
tionalized regulations. One of the main differences in the effects of 
this development according to Donzelot is that while the bourgeois 
family reinforced its autonomy by the regulations, the working class 
was submitted to control by the state. 

It is right to mention that the work of Donzelot, so much referred to 
here, has achieved attention of several family researchers since it was 
published in the late seventies. Barrett & Mcintosh (1982,95 ff) 
raised some critical issues, in fact their criticism is too extensive to 
go through here in length. They underline their own standpoint by 
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stressing that writings on "family" and "household" are locked in 
political and ideological positions, which has to be noted when the 
various analyses are evaluated. In their opinion the approach of the 
work leads to an insufficient functionalists analysis and to atheore-
tical deconstructions of the family where it is presented as an univer
salized, weak and idealized unit, a conclusion which they find that is 
based on essentialistic thinking. It seems to me that the strict defini
tion used by Barrett & Mcintosh on what constitutes the "analytic 
marxist categories" is most likely the reason why their reading of the 
work leads to strident and far-reaching negative conclusions. They 
seem to judge the work by the scale of orthodox marxist categories, 
which they find Donzelot rejecting by his approach. 

Donzelot's approach is a Foucault inspired one and the shaping of 
regulating practices are consequently in centre of the study. The 
focusing on policing, the different forces at play in the regulation 
and formation of the family and the social sector, which is what leads 
to the inspiring analysis, can be questioned in the same terms as the 
criticism put forward by many about Foucault's understanding of 
power, for ignoring the powers behind the forces being described, or 
the absence of acknowledging the ultimate ends of the regulation. 

This is what Barrett & Mcintosh found radical, at the same time as 
they defined the approach of Donzelots as a rejection of the use of 
analytic marxist categories or more precisely "the marxist categories 
of a capitalist state and of a bourgeois class as agents seeking to se
cure interests. These entities are radically reconstructed and repla
ced by contingent, miscellaneous and arbitrary agencies." (op.cit. 
1982, 102). 

At t he same time as Barrett & Mcintosh find Donzelots work wanting 
in terms of marxist analysis, they fail to acknowledge the centrali ty of 
a class-specific description in his work. Poster (1984,136ff), being 
more positive towards the work, points out that The Policing of 
Families is very much indebted to Foucaults work on the history of 
sexuality. Contrary to Foucault 's approach Poster finds that Donzelot 
treats "the problem of class in a most satisfactory manner", where he, 
in his analysing of history of the family, traces the complex interplay 
of the discourses of the human sciences and the actions of coercive 
institutions in the shaping of practices. 
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Poster points out: "The attention of Donzelot to class differences 
demonstrates the interpretive force of Foucault's categories without 
reducing the analysis to a marxist totalization. The mode of produc
tion may have generated the two classes, but it cannot explain the 
differential discourse/practice of the family structures." (Poster, 
1984, 38). This comes as far as I see close to my argumentation 
against the comments of Barrett & Mcintosh. It seems necessary 
that we ask ourselves to what extent the use of the classical marxist 
categories for a further analysis of the family in modernity are 
exempted. 

No explanation can be found to why Barrett & Mcintosh choose not to 
comment on the fact that Donzelot discusses the same question ela
borated by themselves; the question of the general breakthrough and 
success of family life under capitalism. Barrett & Mcintosh have 
apparent difficulties in explaining the centrality of family, while 
Donzelot presents a twofold answer, one for the working class and 
one for the bourgeoisie. 

I will now take a look at how the historical changes outlined in the 
chapter so far have, in various ways affected the practice of social 
work, and thereby discuss prevailing ideas and contemporary 
practice in the light of this. I will start with a discussion of social 
work's close relation to the state and to organizations, then discuss 
the practice of social work looking at its central tasks. 

Relation of Socia l Work to S tate and Administration 

The binding of social work to the public sector, state and local 
government, is generally looked upon as close. The impact of this 
close linkage on social work is viewed differently. 

As known, this differs between countries, since there are conside
rable variations in public interference, dependent on social policy 
models, and also in terms of influence on setting standards in 
education and through the credential system. 

In the Nordic countries, England and even in other Western Euro
pean countries, social work developed primarily as a part of the pub
lic sector, combined with an initial phase of charity or philanthropy. 
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As analysed by Woodroofe (1971) in England and Holgersson (1977) 
in Sweden, influential private societies promoted social work in its 
origin. According to Lubove (1983,53) the values and institutions 
associated with professionalization of social work in the United States 
were generated primarily in the private sphere of organizations. 

The influence of non-public organizations and the state should, how
ever, not only be looked upon as separate entities, as the interests are 
often coinciding and cooperating. In countries where the church has 
had a considerable influence and where public welfare has primarily a 
residual character, charity and other private organized form for 
assistance has consequently remained relatively strong. This can 
therefore not be dissociated from the interests of the central states 
that have supported and sanctioned the work of non-public organi
zations and private practitioners. 

Although this discussion might be differentiated, dependent on 
different types of state interference, it seems to be true that the 
administrative element of social work is generally viewed as 
problematic. This is well known from works on the crisis of the 
Welfare State, both in terms of Right and Left Wing criticism. 

In Wilson's (1977) work on the English Welfare State and develop
ment of social work she tied together existing critical views of the 
impact of professionalized care and her own analysis of the role of 
social work and its underlying theories. She saw prevailing theories 
and policy, which highlighted family ideology, lead to a cementing 
role of social workers within the Welfare State. This was an impor
tant analytical point. Wilson saw social workers as serving this system 
diligently apart from disparate examples of community work, which 
do not all pass the author's critical examination. It is in this respect 
that Wilson's work seemed to objectify social workers, viewing them 
as submitted and victimized by welfare systems. Similar conclusions 
were presented by Dale and Foster (1986,95ff) and Brook and Davis 
(ed. 1985, 4 Iff, 118), although an attempt was made to differentiate 
and discuss alternative practices. 

Not only in the socialist and feminist analyses is the close relation 
between social work and state welfare ideology seen as conflicting. 
Social workers together with other welfare professionals in the public 
sector are both in the left critique and the New Right tradition seen 
as victims of bureaucratic structures of the Welfare State (Leonard, in 
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Jones, 1983,xii) Yet another picture is the altruistically dominated 
one, which does not deal with the relation to social structures, but 
takes primarily into account other effects of professionalization of the 
discipline. Social workers are according to this view seen as autono
mous professional helpers, who, due to increased knowledge, are able 
to cultivate their professional egos by clarification of ethical norms, 
supervision and continuing training. This second view has imbedded 
an unconditioned belief in the benign impact of increased knowledge 
to be used as a major tool for improving the quality of social work. 
These two different pictures are quite apparently conditioned by a 
one-dimensional view, the materialistic or idealistic perspective of 
the analysis.39 While the first picture given views the impact of 
state regulation as entirely malign, the second view ignores the im
pact of binding on professional activity. 

There is, as far as I know, no comprehensive analysis of the changes in 
the position of social workers due to their professionalizing in the 
Nordic countries. Ronnby (1987, 13) discussed with special refe
rence to the Swedish case the dilemmas of professionalism in social 
work and saw the relation between social workers, administrators, 
politicians and clients as problematic. He stressed, among other 
things, that social workers seemed to benefit more by serving admi
nistration than clients. Ronnby put forward the question whether this 
did not counteract the professionalistic efforts of social workers. De
spite limited analysis the administrative character affecting the posi
tion (and the professionalization) of social workers has thus been no
ted as problematic, since it is seen as limiting the possibilities of ac
tion and contributing to conflicts of loyalty towards administration or 
clients. Mathiesen (1983, 1985) analysed with reference to Norwe
gian lawyers and social workers the tendency among these professio
nals to exercise self-discipline when working in public administration. 

This discussion calls for some extension. While searching through 
the literature on professionalization, one is repeatedly confronted 
with the discussion on the impact of organizations on professional 
activity. It seems essential to move from the level of "state" and 
"administration and social workers" in general terms, to the closely 
related organizational aspect. 
39 As this discussion is partially related to values in social work practice, I want to 
refer to Timms(1983) Social Work Values, an enquiry that identified three 
controversies in the values of social work and their relation to practice, a charity 
versus socialism functionalist versus diagnostic (where H Perlman is seen as 
unifying the two) and radical social work. 
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Social Work and Orga nizational Settings 

It is questionable, if a sharp line should be drawn between original 
professions and the ones that emerged after the establishment of 
central administration. It is well known that the rise of original 
professions was closely linked to the establishment of bureaucracy, 
which was the forerunner or eventually a precondition for their 
emergence.40 

It seems characteristic for most professionals, including the classical 
professions, that most of them were employed rather than self-em -
ployed from their invention (Freidson, 1986,122). This is also true 
for social workers, who are more often employees than not. They 
work also more often than not in organizations that have distinctive 
bureaucratic characteristics. This might seem apparent for readers 
in Nordic countries, where social work has a very close binding to the 
public sector, but is, however, important to note especially since 
influential theories and hypotheses focused on in the research on 
professionalization are based on ideas related to this. 

Research findings have shown that organizations providing personal 
services have special characteristics. Freidson (1984,10) summari
zed various terms that have been applied to describe the nature of 
these organizations "advisory" or "professional bureaucracy" (Goss, 
1961, Smigel, 1964), "professional organization" (Montagna, 1968; 
Scott, 196S) and "loosely coupled organizations" (Weick, 1976). The 
essence of these findings underlines the coexistence of bureaucratic 
organizing and an autonomous exercise of work carried out on the 
basis on professional authority. According to Lipsky (1981), who used 
the term "street-level bureaucracy", the various professionals provi
ding personal services (such as teachers, social workers, medical 
doctors) were as representatives of public systems expected to act 
independently in various important situations, which affected life and 
future of clients. 

40 The literature on "bureaucracy" and 'bureaucratization"is extensive. I cannot 
claim a general competence. I limit m y references to Weber's chapter XI in 
Economy and Society, (1978), to Bendix s essay, chapter VI in Scholarship and 
Partisanshipi 1971) to Sunesson (1981,1 Iff) in Byra/rati och historia. Finally I want 
to mention Torstendahls (1989,5 Iff) comments in Byråkratisering och 
maktfördelning on the German and the American (Parsonian) reading of Weber, 
the last one was modified by Bendix according to Torstendahl. 
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The question of whether working in organizations with distinctive 
bureaucratic traits limits professional autonomy or not, has been 
widely debated in the research on organizations and professions. The 
views are conflicting. Larson (1979,190,198) saw a contradiction in 
being a professional and working in administrative structures and 
concluded, that the actions could be characterized as powerless 
discretion rather than discretionary power. According to the depro-
fessionalization thesis, which is primarily associated with Haug 
(1973), professions are losing their position of prestige and trust. 
Changes in knowledge, techniques and division of labour erode 
qualities of the professional attributes. The proponents of the prole-
tarization thesis (Oppenheimer,1973) assert that bureaucratization -
that is to say the organization of professional work into a complex 
division of labour ordered by hierarchy of positions- has led to the 
loss of a traditionally asserted right of self-direction among profes
sionals. 

Freidson (1984, 1986) discussed contemporary changes of professio
nal control and these theories, which he rejected in favour of a third 
thesis. 41 He concluded that professionals acted relatively autono
mously; at the same time as they were submitted to increased bureau
cratic and professional control.42 They were now submitted to new 
forms of professional control by their own colleagues and professional 
organizations. Stratification and competition had always existed 
among professionals, but Freidson noted a considerable magnification 
and formalization of these relationships into a considerably more 
overt and consequential system of stratification, which could no 
longer be protected by the face-saving norms of traditional professio
nal etiquette. Instead of face-saving the formulation, direction and 
execution of professional work was strengthened and remained in the 
hands of the members of the professions, despite the fact that they 
remained employed and worked in larger and more hierarchized 
organizations. 

Freidson put his finger on contemporary changes, which are often 
seen as limiting professional autonomy, as shown in the two theories 
of deprofessionalization and proletärization. He described the orga
nizing of work, exercise of discretion, provision of supervision by 

42Much of this literature concerns analysis in the United States. What makes the 
case of the United States relevant despite great differences in construction of 
welfare measures for discussion of European and Nordic social work development 
is the great impact of techniques ( a notable influence on social work methods) that 
was carried over to Europe from the States. 
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members of same professions, which with higher status identified 
often more with organization than rank and file members, and the 
links developed between universities and modern professions. 
Although this needs systematized comparison, it seems as that 
description of organizational changes and the use of control has great 
resemblance to Nordic conditions in organizations employing social 
workers. 

Freidson (1984,18) concluded that there was little evidence, that the 
special status of professionals would deteriorate to the point where 
they would find themselves in the same position as other workers. 
Freidson described increased stratification dividing professionals into 
administrative elites, knowledge elites and rank and file professio
nals. He discussed future development and the possibility of a split 
between these groups due to different identification and loyalty, 
which members of administrative elite and rank and file professionals 
have developed. 

This seems highly adequate to notice in the case of social work . It 
underlines the importance of noting the intra-disciplinary tensions, 
that is the hierarchized control exercised within the professional 
community, as much as acknowledging the relation of professions to 
bureaucratic structures. Whether or not the increased control Freid
son found among American professionals in personal services is also 
occurring among welfare state professionals in Nordic countries is so 
far not known. 

The question is in fact complex, a third level of restrictions (the first 
being control of employees by administration, the second being the 
control of professionals by own professionals community, internally 
and externally) affecting autonomous exercise of work is that profes
sionals in these organizations are often largely dependent on coope
rative organs of different status and authority (social welfare agencies, 
courts, hospitals etc.) . 

Social workers in social and child welfare are placed low in these 
hierarchies. This is true in more that one respect. They belong not 
to the classical professions and do not share their prestige and 
authority. As representing social welfare they serve primarily clients 
with low status. Moreover, the framework of their practice and 
therefore their real space of action is often decided by others, for 
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instance through external referrals from court, school and health 
services, as Christie (1961) pointed out in the case of child welfare. 
Sunesson (1990) discussed, on the basis of research on Swedish 
social welfare systems that hindrances related to this existed on all 
levels, among the professionals within the organizations, and between 
cooperative organs, and that this was among other things related to 
occupational hierarchies. 

Occupational Roles and Profes sional Iden tity 

Another way of viewing the change is to explore it in terms of diffe
rentiation of professional identity. Some people have attempted to 
get beyond the above mentioned one-dimensionality of either mate
rialism or idealism in this respect. Schmidt et al. (1986) declared 
their theoretical position to be placed in between deterministic and 
the voluntaristic theories. Their ambition in an analysis of the deve
lopment of Danish social work was to develop a theoretical frame
work to understand professional identity, which neither ignored the 
self-understanding of professional social workers nor disregarded the 
materialistic view of historically based limitations of the space of 
action. 

They identified the various developmental stages of professional roles 
of social workers, beginning with the bountiful ladies of early prac
tice, passed over to the bureaucratic role to the diagnostician and 
therapist. As a result of their findings they added what they called a 
new professional role based on "an emphatic relation", which put 
strong claims on the social worker's engagement and generosity in 
creating space for the clients' own resources and knowledge. Their 
reservation was that the findings were based on experimental pro
jects, where increased client control was noted simultaneously to a 
tendency in other parts of same public organizations. Despite opti
mism based on the results, they pointed to observed problems of 
power in the client-social worker relation. 

The hybrid character of expectations directed at social workers that 
they are able to serve administration at the same time as they provide 
personal support to clients, is of course conflicting. The findings of 
special characteristics in personal service organizations, ensuring 
some kind of professional autonomy, seem to remedy this conflict, 
albeit, only partially. The daily work of most social workers is still 
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based on and directed by a prevailing bureaucratic rationality within 
the organizations, which they need, according to their training and 
assigned tasks, to combine with an emphatic, communicative ratio
nality, 

Despite the (optimistic) conclusion of Freidson it should not be ig
nored that the binding of social workers to governments and large 
organizations is a consequence of their function. Social work emer
ged together with these organizations and there is an important 
contradiction to note in the power and control, which social workers 
have imbedded in their role. This is not to say that they are entirely 
submitted to these structures. Social workers can and have used the 
placement in administrative structures for the benefit of themselves 
(i.e. professionalized through hierarchization ) and also for their 
clients. The close connection to governments and organizations has 
undoubtedly contributed to their professionalization and provided 
them with important means to carry through their tasks. Social work 
would probably not exist without these organizations, at least not in 
its contemporary form. At the same time this binding puts limits and 
shapes their actions very definitely into particular channels. It is an 
interesting question (not to be answered here) what social work 
would be without this close relation to organizational structures. 

Acknowledging Schmidt et al.'s framework of the different profes
sional identities of social workers, we should not take for granted 
that social workers see or have seen themselves primarily as pro
moters of change. External conditions, the administrative structures 
discussed above, the many ways of controlling actions of professio
nals, and their own way of organizing around difficult tasks, together 
make considerable hindrances in this respect. 

Sunesson ( 198l,44ff,116ff) used a threefold framework for the desc
ription of organizations, a macro level, which referred to external con
ditions and regulations, a social level consisting of the pattern of social 
conditions within the organization and a concrete practical level, that 
is to say, tasks and resources, measures or tools used. He stated that 
the power used and the control of the work in itself occurred in most 
cases at a low level in the organization. Moreover, he pointed out 
(1981, 126, 133ff, 1990, 63), on the basis of research on Swedish 
social welfare agency activity and with reference to Meyer and Scott 
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(1983) Gluckman (1966), the importance of the use of rituals to en
sure stability and harmony in situations of severe stress. The organi
zation used these reactions to protect its core tasks, which functio
ned, in turn, to uphold the status quo. 

By this Sunesson underlined the importance of a social level of regu
lating behaviour, which was a special way of informal organizing 
against stress and threatening proposals of change, such as the use of 
new knowledge. These rituals and reactions formed a cultural 
pattern existing alongside the more visible formalized control. 

One more level could be added to this, which takes into account the 
impact of life experience, history and personality, that is the indi
viduality of the employees. As this falls (partially) outside the dis
cussion of an organizational level, I will leave this aspect aside so far. 

Research on the matter confirms that there is some autonomy and 
regulation on various levels. It is still an interesting theoretical 
problem whether and to what extent professional autonomy, despite 
its coexistence with the informal and formalized control, provides 
potentials for change. Recent Swedish research on social welfare 
agencies offers a dark picture (Sunesson,op .cit., Larsson /Morén, 
1988). An optimistic voice of Schmidt et al. comes from a neigh
bouring country, Denmark, as I p reviously referred to, they identified 
a wish among their students to develop a professional social worker 
role of advocacy. Although their perspective was not primarily orga
nizational, they found that work based on this mode of thought was 
actually possible to carry through in a experimental setting within a 
public organization. 

Despite a somewhat contradictory and disparate character of fin
dings, the value of this exploration is to emphasize that within the 
large and distinctive organizational settings described above, and 
through a special kind of organizing to use Sunesson 's way of rea
soning, the framework of social work is partially and significantly 
determined. It is, moreover, within this organizational environment, 
at least in a Nordic model, that social work continues to develop its 
mainstream practice. For further exploration I now want to discuss 
how social work has defined and defines its central tasks, how its 
shapes its main direction and central character. 
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The Central Tasks of Social Work - The Old Debat e: Help or Prevention 

The practice of social work is still being professionalized, In several 
countries education has been prolonged during the recent years and 
research introduced or extended.43 There are now, however, not 
yet many notable signs of challenges to question the foundations, 
dominating practice or the development of social work. In Sweden, 
where this thesis is written, an increased interest in history of social 
work and in research on professionalization can be noted. It is still a 
question how the relatively recent research possibilities will be used. 

The classical writings on social work practice differed in terms of 
how the central task is defined. An intra-disciplinary debate has been 
ongoing from the very beginning on whether the emphasis of practice 
should be put on help or prevention. This debate concerned very 
much a struggle through the shaping of the practice between various 
methodological schools and also the conflicting practice based either 
on means-tested assistance or a universalistic rights'approach.4 4 

The views on methods and approaches vary obviously depending on 
ideological preferences. There have been some efforts to combine the 
two approaches of help and prevention. Among active supporters of 
community work and community action, arguments have been used, 
which can be called humanistic-realistic, where one argues that 
clients need individual assistance, while the change of life conditions 
is achieved. 

It is well known that help or the compensatory function of social 
work has mainly been carried out through work with individual and 
families, whereas "community work" stands for efforts aiming at the 
change of life conditions of specific identified groups of clients or 
43 In Scandinavia regular state funding to research in social work is a relatively 
recent phenomenon existing since the late seventies.In Norway and Sweden more 
extended educational programmes were introduced at this time, in Sweden Phd.D. 
programmes were introduced during the years 1979 -1984, Finnish social work 
training programmes were prolonged to five years basis education, and research 
funding have also been introduced , 
44 To make a thorough reference to this discussion would be a large task. 
Germain and Hartman gave an interesting insight in the U.S. discussion among 
pioneers in the article People and Ideas in the History of Social Work, Social 
Casework, June, 1980 pp. 323-331. So did Lubove (1983) in The Professional 
Altruist, which also surveys later development. In Sweden Vinterhed's (1977) 
work Gustav Jonsson - en epok i svensk barnavård is a valuable source where 
different traditions are identified in the Swedish development. An English source, 
primarily in contemporary matters, also with some historical comments is Jones 
(1983) State Social Work and the Working Class. 
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citizens. It has however been made clear that a large part of commu
nity work projects never have crossed the border of reformism. 
Some of them can even be classified as the exercise of help and cont
rol (Ronnby,1981, 260,304ff). The organizing of broader social policy 
programs is not defined as a part of social work practice. Social 
workers participate in policy-making, but this is marginal compared 
to other tasks. 

Closely connected to the help approach is the controlling function. 
The connection between these two functions, help and control, is so 
close that it can be argued that the one should not be mentioned 
without the other.Emancipatory social work practice is very limi
ted. The main stream of practice is so dominated by a approach, 
which combines these two functions, that it can with some right be 
linked together in one concept and called the "help-control app
roach". 

There seems to be an inclination to ignore the controlling side of the 
double function. Social workers wish, not surprisingly, to look upon 
themselves as helpers rather than controllers. This is recently con
firmed in Swedish research on child welfare practice. Andersson 
(1990) analysed Swedish social workers' child welfare work with 
parents and young children comparing four kinds of measures used, 
mediation of support,control and constraint, treatment and finally, 
investigation. She found an apparent favouring of treatment cases, 
while control cases were disliked and found very strenuous by the 
counsellors, even in cases where this was considered as needed from 
a child-centered perspective. 

When, on the other hand, constraint is used social workers usually 
have "good arguments" for the necessity of this function, which is 
then supported by ethically based paternalistic arguments. It is 
apparent that social work is more centered around assistance and 
counselling for individuals or families than on prevention or work 
aiming at improving life conditions. We shall take a further look at 
what the individual assistance often is centered around. 

A similar point is discussed by Mäntysaari,1984. 
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The Practical Idea of So cial Work 

The central task in writings on social work methods is most often 
defined as help to the individual in his or her unsatisfactory relation 
to what is often called "environment I will give only one example on 
this, which I find representative even for more recent works.46 

Per Iman, who was an influential writer on the matter, put this as 
follows: 

"The problem which a client brings to a social agency is perceived by him to be 
a problem in his social adjustment/ / / The person in interaction with some 
problematic aspect of his social reality is the focus of the caseworker's 
concerns," (in Plant, 1970,36) 

The "problem" is by this identified as the disturbances or the troub
led relations an individual has in his or her relation to the environ
ment. This is also frequently called the relation between individual 
and society. The view implies a dichotomized view on the individual 
and his relations, as pointed out by Plant (1970), who recommended 
that social work should try to transcend this detrimental view by a 
combination of an existentialists and marxistic based understanding 
of the human being and her life in the world. 

Despite some renewal and development of techniques, such as the 
widespread and influential adaptation of family therapy by social 
workers, the central task seems still to be the one Perlman stressed 
in the citation above. The change is a central issue in social work, 
but it is most frequently presented and dealt with as a change which 
the individual needs help with in interaction with his "social reality". 
To define the task in these terms is profoundly incorporated in social 
work. This view can therefore be said to lead its own life, as a cliché 
mystifying its real substance. We shall take a closer look at what is 
meant by the individual's relation to his environment. 

46 In Nordic social work training programmes the relatively recent book of 
Hillgård and Kaiser's (1979) Social (be )handling is widely used as a textbook on 
social work methods, Although the term "holistic view" is dealt with in the book, 
the presented framework does not extend the traditional definition of the central 
task, as it is defined here. 
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The Centrality of the Family. 

Who or what is it that the individual is supposed to interact with - if 
not the family? The answer becomes quite clear by looking at pre
vailing practice. If the identified client is a family member, his or her 
family will be included in the problem solving process of social work. 
If the identified client does not have a (accessible) family, or if the 
family he or she belongs to is "atypical" (not the two-headed family 
with children) this is by all odds defined as a major part of the 
problem. 

The family is in both cases put on the central stage of action in social 
work. Either the present or the absent family becomes a part of the 
identified problem complex. The centrality of the family in social 
work seems profoundly imbedded in its practice. This idea is symp
tomatic for social work practice, it is absolutely central. It shapes the 
practice to such an extent that it deserves a distinct name and I 
suggest therefore that it is called "the practical idea of social work". 

The centrality of the family is not isolated to social work, but widely 
emphasized within social sciences. The feminist analysis has dealt 
with these questions in an interesting and important way. The main 
argument is that Welfare State ideology has "the family" as its corner
stone, that through statutory social work and the administrating 
practice based on this ideology women and children are kept 
dependent of the State (Wilson,1977). In the analysis of social work 
in the United States it has been argued, that the family orientation 
was a major issue of internal conflicts among social workers, and that 
this also contributed largely as a fundamental point in social policy to 
the professionalization of social work (Ehrenreich, 1985). 

The importance of family is also commonly treated in social policy 
analysis. Jakobsson (1988,183) discussing the various contradicting 
conclusions drawn in research about the function and position of the 
family argued in her work on families in Nordic welfare stated that in 
"the relation between family and state one both can register the 
condition of the Welfare State and put its foundations on trial. The 
interests of the nation are confronted with the interests of the 
individuals and social justice is tried to its most utmost borderZ*47 

In my translation from Swedish. 
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It was pointed out by Wilson (1977) that through the family an 
admission was achieved to control women by welfare measures. 
Donzelot (1979) concluded that the child became the centre of 
attention and an object for intervention both in the bourgeoisie and 
working class families through the establishment of the social sector. 
As known there have been notable differences in social change and 
social policy between France and England, but despite this a similar 
observation is made in both countries in two otherwise different 
analyses. Family and child care are not the one and only focus of 
social support and regulation, but they are very important ones. It 
seems no exaggeration to talk about the centrality of the family as a 
characteristic of social welfare policy in general. In personal services 
this seems to be true especially for social work practice, which 
definitely has the family as its main target. 

The Dialectic Formula of Social Work: Contradictions of Material, 
Value-related and Political Forces 

In this chapter I have outlined, with reference to historical research, 
how the substance of social work was constituted through the emer
gence of new relations and views due to radical social change by the 
recognition of individuality, the shaping of the new family and the 
formation of the central state. 

The idea of the main line of reasoning, as well as "all my sidesteps" in 
this chapter, was to emphasize how the transition of social work 
towards professionalization consists of a complex web: 

Profound economic, political and socio-structural phenomena paved 
the way for the establishment of the social work profession. At the 
same time they conditioned important socio-cultural changes, the 
altered functions of the family. These influential determinations have 
imbedded and relate to other important societal phenomena as a 
contradictory social force. It is justifiable to claim that social work 
practice is a consequence of these contradictions, at the same time 
as the discipline embraced a contradictory principle. The profession 
of social work is inconceivable without the prosperity of industrial 
development. At the same time it was the insufficiency of industrial 
society and consequential social misery, which constituted the prac
tical tasks. Social work was, in its origin, and still is, to a great 
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extent, an important way in which relatively rich society cares for its 
economically deprived citizens. This "dialectic formula", although 
simple, is very often neglected among those describing the precon
dition of the development of social work. 

At the level of values we find the same contradiction. Social work was 
built on "value-based world views" that were closely linked to Chris
tian ideas of mercy and care for "one's brother". During the Middle 
Ages the idea emerged that almsgiving to the poor was the duty of an 
individual rich Christian.48 Social work developed as known from 
the idea of charity and social care, at the same time as secularization 
was an indispensable condition for the establishment of caring pro
fessions. It is well known that the excavated function of the church 
created a social vacuum, which exposed the needs of care that were 
handed over to the new professions to fulfill. 

It is, however, insufficient to state merely the existence of new social 
conditions, which shaped new forms of social care and gradually sys
tems of social welfare. The picture of social care in abroad sense of 
the term has to be completed by noting the engagement of the politi
cal system in the assistance of the needy and exposed. The care for 
the poor was a claim directed towards newly established centralized 
(more or less centralized, as noted) powers, which in its turn dele
gated the task to professional actors. 

The existing system of relations between needy and well-off citizens, 
between citizens and political parties of interest, between authorities, 
organizations and social workers and, at last, between citizens and 
social workers, is complex. It consists of various types of responsi
bility and duties, of claims and controlling forces, which are far from 
fully analysed. The questions and dimensions are extensive and 

The material base of these ideas should not, however, be ignored. Generally 
throughout the Middle Ages the practice of charity was in the hands of the church. 
The vagrant poor relied on monastic giving. Already at that time critics blamed 
indiscriminate giving for encouraging idleness. The poor man was seen in the 
image of Christ and retained a dignity, With the Reformation poverty came to be 
regarded as a social and moral evil probably self-induced, but this did not absolve 
the individual Christian from caring for the needy. Before that unorganized giving 
had existed for a considerable time.In the beginning the social kind of giving was 
individual - the rich gave to the poor. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 
the institutions were opened, hospitals, poor houses etc. but there was also wide
spread begging. Ideas came forward on now the individual rich should direct their 
charity in the first hand to the founding and endowing of hospitals, schools, 
almshouses, rather than to the vagrant beggar. Attempts to form rules or advice for 
the rich came forward. The concern of the several writers at this time about 
almsgiving is not so much a concern for the poor, it was rather the forming of a 
Christian social conscience within a given social and economic structure (Dubois 
1988, pp.489-495). 
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profound. They are often put aside or obscured in the intra-discipli-
nary analysis and debate on methods and conditions of social work. 

The claim that a phenomenon or certain conditions are complicated, 
often takes on a character of mystification; it is, however, not to say 
that they are incomprehensible. I believe that to carry out the analysis 
of social work as a profession in close relation to child welfare can 
provide us with a possibility of replacing the obscure by something 
that at the least resembles an illumination. This practical field has, of 
all areas, the closest connection to the dramatical sociological theme 
in the Western World during the last three hundreds years: the 
changes in the family. The present as well as the absent family is put 
on the central stage in social work practice. The family was from the 
beginning of professionalized efforts defined as the major target of 
intervention. The contemporary situation is characterized by a pre
vailing domination of the family approach within social work without 
a challenging questioning of its controlling and subordinating func
tion. 

The implications of the presented framework for the ideas and 
practice of child welfare will be treated in next chapter. 
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Chapter IV 

CHILD WELFARE DILEMMAS AND POTENTIALS 

Here I will, as the name of this chapter indicates, treat central 
dilemmas of child welfare, which relate to this work and hopefully 
also identify some of its potentials. I will treat the idea of child 
protection, as it is defined within public child welfare, and try to 
identify some of its implications. I will also examine how increased 
professionalization relates to child welfare practice. 

Then, where should this examination start, as it is true that on 
various levels many problems of this field have been pointed out ? A 
vast amount of research makes clear that social workers find child 
welfare practice hard to carry out, but also that the results of work do 
not raise many optimistic expectations.49 Child welfare practice 
seems according to this to be faced with considerable problems. De
spite extensive child welfare research not many satisfactory deter
minations have emerged so far and the answers looked for seem not 
to be approached easily. 

It has, however, been made quite clear, who the children and parents 
of child welfare are. It is characteristic for most parents submitted to 
child welfare to be dependent on social welfare. The variation in 
client population of child welfare over time uncovers different attitu
des and various prevailing social problems connected to societal 
changes. This ranges from the earliest interventions dealing with 
absolute misery and poverty to the gradual visualization of ongoing 
stigmatization of single mothers and children born outside the mar
riage. From the 1960's onwards attention shifted to the abuse and 
neglect of children, as well as alcohol and drug abuse among parents 
and adolescents. Recently identified are gender-related issues, such 
as sexual violence and sexual exploitation of children. The racial 
perspective, which has been examined increasingly in social policy 

49 References confirming this from Scandinavian child welfare research are for 
instance Jonsson,1969,1973, Börjeson et al.,1979, Seip Flaaten and 
Sandbeek, 1982, Rothe, 1983,Watt Boolsen et al.,1986, vinterhed,1985, 
Claezon,1987/ Hessle,1988. 
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analysis, has so far not been treated extensively in the study of child 
welfare practice. 

Despite these shifts in identification of problems there are common 
denominators as regards intervention. Two such characteristics have 
been widely pointed out as most apparent, which are class and gen
der. Consistent over time has been the class character of child wel
fare intervention, as poor families, poor parents and children have 
most often been the target of child welfare intervention.^1 Existing 
research has a clear emphasis on studies of family-centered mea
sures. There are many indications that measures of this kind are the 
most common way of implementing child welfare, despite the intro
duction of various preventative approaches. The extensive influence 
of these measures on people's life and the belief in their importance 
will probably be sustained in the near future. Combined with the 
many unsolved dilemmas connected to separation of children from 
parents,this makes family-centered practice worth further investi
gation. 

It is, however, urgent to develop a societal capacity to leave family-
centered measures aside. Child welfare should, to a greater extent 
than is now the case, be related to prevention and especially to 
general social policy measures. As regards many problems of social 
welfare, such as the need for public economic assistance, housing or 
elderly care, the linkage between these and social policy is widely 
acknowledged. This is not as clear, when it comes to child welfare, 
which is often apoliticized. Generally speaking influential political 
parties agree of the need to protect children; this is not a matter of 
great political controversy. Even when it comes to the choice of 
means the frequency of conflicting views appearing in debates about 
child welfare measures seems low compared to discussions of other 
issues of social welfare. 

^0 F Williams (1989) combined in her analysis the feminist, class, gender and a 
racial aspect, but the work is a treatment of general social policy, not focusing 
specifically on child welfare. Gould (1985) discussed the importance of a minority-
feminist perspective on child welfare issues. In the United States the introduction 
of the 1978 Indian Child Welfare Act did promote the influence of Indian tradition 
in Indian child welfare programmes according to Cross (1986) The matter is, as far 
as I know, not yet studied in Nordic child welfare research. 
® 1 This is documented in many studies countiywise, Jonssons and Kälvesten's 
(1964) 222 Stockholmspojkar and especially Jonsson's further works, such as Det 
sociala arvet (1969) showed a generational social inheritance of poverty among 
Swedish children of child welfare. According to an overview in a recent official 
publication, Växa ivalfàrdsland, SoS-rapport 1990:3, contemporary Swedish 
studies have not yet that changed this picture. 
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The study of the rather pessimistic findings of organizing of child 
welfare, and the role of professionals in relation to this issue, raises 
the question whether the idea of child welfare protection is in fact 
possible to carry out by professionalized public authorities. The nature 
of interventions, which affects so profoundly life of child welfare 
families, the limited success of practice shown in research and the 
degree of strain this work puts on professionals according to their 
own judgements; all three issues call on an examination of practice 
on various levels. I find it important to emphasize that this investi
gation should not be restricted to a study of the effects of various 
techniques. I will treat several important issues that I have found of 
importance and begin by looking àt a structural dilemma of child 
welfare, which is often pointed out as being extensive. 

I want to refer to two works where child welfare is found to be dea
ling with serious structural and organizational dilemmas and where 
the relation between child welfare professionals and public authori
ties is viewed as problematic. These are two works with a starting 
point in Norwegian child welfare, which I believe have a wider gene
ral importance. It is Dahl's (1978-original ed.) analysis of the 
establishment and development of Norwegian Child Welfare and 
Christie's (1982) work on child welfare in relation to the concept 
"community" where he examined the relation of punishment and 
insight to the organizing of community. 

A Structural Dilemma of Child Welfare ? 

The Norwegian Child Welfare Boards, a court-like administrative 
body, which included a judge and other local representatives, became 
a model for the rest of the Nordic countries. According to Hirsch in 
his introduction to the English version of Dahl's book, Child Welfare 
and Social Defence (1985,10), the boards were invested with powers 
similar to those which the family court later acquired in the United 
States. The analysis of the Norwegian model is still highly relevant to 
the treatment of the structural dilemmas, although it has been revi
sed and some of the child welfare tasks transferred to the court sys
tem, as is the case in Sweden. 

The view that the breakthrough of a humanistic view on children was 
the main drive behind child-saving and public child welfare was 
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questioned by Dahl (1985), who emphasized in her ingenious analysis 
of the establishment of Norwegian Child Welfare, how closely the 
interests of the State and the professions were, and have been, bound 
together. 

Dahl saw the influence of different parties of interest as the main 
drive in establishing the Norwegian Act as the first comprehensive 
juvenile statute, enacted in 1896. Different political ideologies at 
play, the conservative and the liberal party together with professional 
interests of teachers and the legal profession coincided and enabled 
the carrying through of the Act. 

Lawyers, strongly represented within the conservative party, were 
primarily interested in the new act for criminal preventive reasons. 
Teachers, with considerable influence among the liberals, were 
engaged in the effort to open the school to all children. These 
parallel interests resulted in the establishment of Norwegian Child 
Welfare Boards to handle juvenile offenders. The conservatives saw 
this as a measure for tightening social control and of social protec
tion. The liberals considered the removal of these children as a 
necessary sacrifice for the further development of democracy, the 
introduction of general schooling as playing an important role to 
increase social mobility. The opening of the school for "all" children 
included the contradictory compromise that children in the weakest 
social positions, the so-called juvenile delinquent and morally depra
ved, were put aside in specially established institutions. 

Dahl (1985,159) surveyed the Norwegian development up to the 
1980's and painted a gloomy picture. She pointed out the futility of 
various reforms, such as the paramount objective introduced in 1953 
as being "the benefit of the child". She highlighted also the consis
tent function of institutions, boards and administrative organs, which 
changed gradually names and ideology, shifting from criminal and 
educational policy to health and social policy by stating: "On the 
whole, the new schools remained the same, in buildings run by the 
same old staff' (op.cit.,162). Her conclusive remark was that, despite 
the reforms, no answers had been given so far to the question of how 
to handle the basic conflict between welfare and social defence, 
between treatment and deterrence. Moreover, that the original idea 
of child welfare boards with differentiation and specialization as the 
remedy par excellence against deviance seemed to be increasingly 
abandoned. 
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Later Dahl (1983,3ff) discussed further the relationship between 
individual motives and collective interests by stressing how social 
policy was increasingly characterized by a new form for paternalism, 
which differed from the old charitable one. This she referred to as a 
bureaucratic and professional paternalism, based on the idea of clai
med common interests between distributor and receiver in social 
policy institutions. Dahl saw the main drive in the development of 
social policy on a collective, professional level to be of this character 
and talked of a "social workers' paternalism". 

According to this Dahl viewed the close relationship between pro
fessions and the State as malign; as a system represented by pro
fessionals acting oppressively towards identified clients. By defining 
the relationship between clients and professions as paternalistic, and 
individual action as entirely transformed into a collective interest-
based collective product, Dahl rejected the idea of reciprocal views 
on the relationship between individuals and representatives of the 
child welfare system. 

It is necessary to stress that the main concern of Dahl was the sha
ping of social policy, the establishment of law reforms. It is, however, 
a question whether the entire focusing on the collective shaping of 
social policy in the evaluation of practice, leaves out important as
pects from the analysis. The strong focusing on the collective actions 
of professions at play, which is virtually the strength of the analysis, 
seems simultaneously to let the notion of variation among the diffe
rent of actors, clients as well as professionals, pass by. The various 
levels of policy making and the interplay between everyday life, pro
fessional actions and the shaping of general policy are important to 
note in this respect. 

One fundamental problem of child welfare is often highlighted, which 
is its own imprisonment imbedded in the double character of two 
main functions - support and control. Christie (1982,87ff) discussed 
this dilemma in away that raised central questions where he exami
ned the relation between community and organization and the prac
tical outcome of social work in child welfare in light ofthat relation. 
He stated that social workers and other experts on social matters 
seemed to be programmed to serve the administration, but not the 
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clients.^2 Thus he saw the traditional structure of administration 
and the child welfare boards as a crucial obstacle. He seemed to be 
convinced in this discussion that social workers were unable to serve 
the community within contemporary institutions, primarily the social 
welfare agency. He was in the same way pessimistic regarding the 
potentials of the child welfare boards. 

Christie did of course not fall into the common trap of suggesting a 
simple reorganization of structures. His major message was that in a 
community with a real sense of collectivity prevailing in everyday life, 
an understanding and genuine insight in human action will be attai
ned. This will, in turn, dissolve the need to control and impinge pain 
upon fellow community members. Continuing his analysis, he pre
sented, interestingly, the view on contemporary structure of child 
welfare, that the original function of the child welfare boards should 
be re-established. 

Back to the Boards! Christie claimed in a seemingly eager tone 
suggesting an establishment of a new kind of child welfare boards. 
He put forward the thesis that through newly gained knowledge and 
experience, improved living conditions, a new kind of community-
based equalitarian, nonprofessionalized boards would be freed from 
the heritage of child-saving, power hierarchy and bureaucratization. 
This discussion was extensively Utopian and the belief in progress 
made through democratization great, as seen by the following quota
tion: "Ours is the post ^welfare state in the sense that the supply of 
basic social needs is to a large extent taken for granted" (op.cit.,88). 

The two works, Dahl's shadowy view of powerful forces laying their 
unnerving hand on people's life and Christie's analysis, which implies 
a total rejection of the potentials of administrative structures, present 
themselves as two pictures too gloomy to be left behind. There seems 
not to be any notable variation within the systems analysed and, as 
said above, no space given for an examination of a possible interplay 
between various levels of action. It is like all significant change 
occurs within a limited sphere of the identified powerful actors, pri
marily the professionals. Christie's pessimism regarding the poten
tials of expertise within existing structures makes one wonder how 

^2 Christie put s this as follows: " they will come to the local office for social 
matters to serve the community, but will easily end up as rulers. More than 
policemen they are out of control, seen from the local's point of view. They are not 
designed to let people cope with their conflicts, but to solve the conflicts for them. 
"(Christie,1982, 87). 
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this seemingly cynical view on the mechanisms behind the use of 
power in contemporary bureaucracy could end in his sketch of the 
ideal community. There seems to be a very strenuous way to 
Christie's "community"; a path filled with hindrances not easily 
surmounted. 

The considerations of Christie that a better life is to be acquired 
beyond bureaucracy and social control and Dahl's emphasis on limi
tations of collective shaping of professionalized child welfare are, 
however, crucial. The problems of contemporary institutions and 
service systems cannot be extenuated by stating that people actually 
seek themselves to the offered services. This seemingly simplified 
observation is, however, to be noted together with the important 
addition, that people presumably only wish to be helped before 
experiencing bureaucracy and power relations; before knowing what 
they often have to hand over. 

Acknowledging that the social control criticism presented in the 
works of Christie and Dahl contains much truth, we should also con
sider the limitations. I have already mentioned one aspect, which has 
to be studied further; which is "the unwritten contract" between the 
people we often call clients and the employees. What claims are put 
on the client that she or he has to fulfill in order to get what he or 
she wishes ? Another aspect is the possibility of understanding of 
actions taken both by clients and employees more specifically than 
seeing them as "child", "family" or "system". Instead of viewing 
people as "representatives", their specific background and actual life 
situation should be acknowledged. 

In other words, by viewing, the contacts between clients and profes
sionals, as well as the institutions in terms of specific human rela
tionships, and studying this in detail, we might get a more varied 
picture. I will mention one example where an effort was made to do 
this. 

Gordon (1985, 1986) put forward substantial questioning of the 'so
cial control critique' in her studies of early child protection in the 
United States. This was a historical study of child protection and 
family violence covering the 1880's to 1960's and of the Massachu
setts Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children. In a theoreti
cal discussion Gordon dealt with contemporary problems of the "so
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cial control" critique of social work, which she considered not wrong 
but too simple. 

Gordon pictured her findings of the strength and weaknesses of child 
protection by describing cultural background, internal family structu
res, surroundings and specific conditions of society at this particular 
time. Through a presentation of case studies she underlined the 
variation of clients'needs and how differently they were met by "the 
system", which was serving mothers who tried to manage despite 
fathers' brutal violence, but also how this was done at the cost of 
children. At the same time as she acknowledged the shortcomings of 
the practice, she found beneficial, however occasional, alliances be
tween social workers and clients uniting against oppressive tenden
cies. 

In Gordon's analysis social workers and clients were viewed simul
taneously as being submitted to the structure, as being active sub
jects, who drew the possible benefits from the protection society. 
Recognizing that clients have to surrender partially, Gordon put it: In 
wrestling with bureaucracy "one never gets what one really wants but 
rather another's interpretation of one's needs." (op.cit., 223). 

In Gordon's study a specific kind of advocacy was therefore found to 
be combined with controlling measures, which is a similar result of 
the earlier mentioned study of Schmidt et al. (1986) in their findings 
in contemporary Danish social work welfare agency practice (see 
p.73). It was, however, only similar and not identical, since in the 
Danish case both tendencies were noted, but in separate units of the 
agency. The question is how to get beyond this mixing of approaches, 
and as Gordon stated, this is both a practical and a theoretical 
problem. 

Gordon had four major objections to the existing social control critique, the 
first one being that it is largely based on an essentielistic idea of "the myth of family 
autonomy" She rejected this idea and considered, that child welfare was 
established as a conseauence of weakened community sanctions, Secondly, that 
social control is viewed as one-directional, as an oppression coming from top to 
bottom. The third point was, that family is often seen as a homogeneous unit, at the 
cost of considering especially the particular needs of the weaker family members, 
The fourth problem with social control explanations was that they imply that 
problems or clients are not real but figments of social workers' biases, Gordon 
underlined the risk of ignoring real oppression as a consequence of taken too much 
notice of theories of professional labelling. 
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Three Implications of the Official Goal to Protect Children 

I will in the following present three implications, which can be 
identified as regards the way in which family-centered practice 
tends to treat "the family". 

First Implication; Child Pushed Aside -the Special Dilemma of Child Welfare 

"Social work is complex, contradictory and controversial" is a com
mon statement in textbooks on social work. There is some truth 
to this description, just as it can be claimed not to be a good charac
terization. It might in fact be a more accurate description of the 
basic thought in social work to look upon it as simple, in terms of the 
following: Social work deals with care for the dependent; it is mainly 
centered around one question, which is how to take care of the indi
vidual who does not manage. 

In Western societies it has, as is known, been a prevailing ideology for 
a long time that the individual shall be independent and self-mana-
ging, despite the introduction of collectively oriented social policy 
measures. Only in cases where this is not true, social workers have 
been, and still are, supposed to intervene. This builds of course on 
the old split of needy paupers in "worthy" and "unworthy" persons, 
the well-known principle used in poor relief since long time back, 
that the pauper having only him or herself to blame was not worthy 
and should only in extreme cases be offered help. Only the one not 
seen as responsible for the situation leading to her/his need was the 
worthy needy and should be helped. 

In child welfare this fundamental rule is, however, challenged since 
the main concern so often turns out in practice to be the parent and 
not the child. It has often pointed out that child welfare is not about 
child welfare, that practice does not primarily center around child
ren's welfare and well-being. The intensive focusing on parents has 
at the least in Nordic debate lead to the question whether "child 
welfare" should rather be called "parent welfare". 

Ç Ï A  
The quotation is from the first page in Hillgård and Kaiser's Social (be hand

ling, 1979, a widely used textbook on social work methods in the Nordic 
countries, 
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This substantial criticism is partially an effect of how child welfare 
has dealt with the question of self-management. It is thus widely 
acknowledged, that children cannot, and should not, be held respon
sible for their conditions or actions to near the same extent as adults. 
At t he least not the young child; for older children the question is 
more complicated. This "absence of capacity" to take responsibility 
shapes a special dilemma of child welfare, 

The fundamental idea of self-management and individual respon
sibility is, however, not easily broken in social work. Therefore the 
question of determining self-management, non-dependency and 
responsibility becomes crucial, both in practice and research. The 
defence of the weak and the determination of who is weak is a basic 
task of child welfare. This stated defencelessness is a central 
phenomenon for the problems facing child welfare, at the same time 
as it legitimizes professional intervention. 

Child welfare "solves" this identified incapacity of children to self-
management by delegation so to say, by handing the task over to 
another part than the child. Child welfare defines the parentas the 
one being responsible for the child and its well-being. The general 
consolidation of "family" as an institution, as well as of Welfare State 
ideology, has consequently lead to the definition of private parental 
responsibility. In cases of identified absence of well-being or well-
fimctioning the parent is defined as the dependent and the respon
sible. As is well known, the general rule is that society steps in, if the 
parent is seen as insufficiently caring, irresponsible and also when, as 
often is the case, he or she is dependent on public assistance con
nected to public family services. Through legal statutes the public 
sector takes action "in the best interests of the child", as it is usually 
put in official goals. 

The early historical understanding that the origin of child welfare was 
primarily based on a humanitarian principle, where the State acted as 
parent patriae in the interests of dependent, neglected or unprotec
ted youth has been questioned in the analysis of recent decades 
(Piatt, 1969, Dahl, 1978. Katz,1986). Despite a certain revision of the 
motives behind the introduction of child welfare, the general rule of 
legally statuted public intervention, the principle of "parens patriae", 
has not been overthrown. The authorities act as substitute parents 
when lack of good parenting has been identified. In that regard con
temporary practice still deals in a similar way with the same problem. 
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This delegation to private parental responsibility and the principle of 
public intervention in cases of "dysfunction" shapes a major problem 
for child welfare practice, which is the determination of the point of 
intervention. The questions most dealt with in child welfare practice 
and research are the following: Where are the borders of family pri
vacy or parental "good enough care", where are the boundaries of 
parental responsibility ? When is it necessary to intervene? Second 
to these, but closely linked come questions such as: What are child
ren's needs, how is their well-being ensured? What is the effect of 
children's and parents' separations ? 

A Second Implication; Mother Focused on and Controlled 

I underlined earlier that the mother, of all family members, has be
come the part who gets the main attention of child welfare autho
rities and is thereby also the central target of control. During the 
1980's one has paid increased attention to how women, as mothers 
to children and daughters to old parents, are treated by the welfare 
systems. A feminist analysis has been emerging, especially as regards 
social policy and care. It has been pointed out, generally speaking, 
that women, rather than men, deal primarily with welfare agencies 
on behalf of their families. This means, that primarily women are 
submitted to the agency's control. This was, as regards British social 
work, first analysed thoroughly by Wilson (1977), whose conclusions 
seem to have a more general importance. 

In child welfare this is, however, especially crucial as the child is 
defined as being, and in cases of younger children actually is, unable 
to speak on own behalf. There are several substantial reasons for 
mothers to seek the help of and keep in touch with public agencies. 
It is, however, no natural law that they should carry the main respon
sibility for their children, which is what social work practice often 
reinforces (Wilson, 1977, Brook and Davis, 1985, McLeod and Domi-
nelli, 1982, 116). 

At least three reasons, more or less combined, for the focusing on 
mothers in child welfare are fairly obvious. First, mothers are poorer 
than men and therefore more dependent on welfare, which has 
shown to be an easy and common criteria for child welfare inter
vention. ^ This is especially true when women are divorced or alo-
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ne caring as parents, which is often the case for child welfare clients. 
Of course it is well known that the two-parent family is not the abso
lutely dominating or only commonly accepted family form any more. 
Compared to the changes of family forms, it holds, however, still a 
disproportionate position and has an extensive ideological and prac
tical impact on social policy.^6 Second, women are traditionally 
carers and therefore take responsibility and are made responsible for 
their children as well as for their relatives (Pascali, 1986,32, Finch, 
1980, F Williams, 1989). Third, psychological research has focused 
much on the importance of emotional bonds between mothers and 
children in away that reinforced women's subordinated position.^7 

The last point is probably the one that has been debated most inten
sively. It is well known that the "blaming of the mother" has been 
spurred on, especially after the Second World War, due to increased 
psychological research and to the predominance of family ideology of 
social policy. This has during the two last decades been questioned 
intensively, where it was claimed that mainly mothers were blamed 
and burdened by all sorts of caring professionals including child 
welfare intervention (Oakley, 1986,149). 

A Third Implication: Father Ignored 

The third implication follows logically from the second one. In that 
the mother is focused on and controlled in child welfare practice, 
consequently the father will be largely ignored in the case handling. 
The study of implications of the biased treatment of fathers compared 
to mothers in child welfare practice or research is only in its initial 

^ The relative poverty of women is confirmed in international and national 
statistics. Concerning the connection between welfare dependency and child 
welfare, my survey presented in chapter VI showed that welfare families were 
strongly represented in the group of long-term economic dependency and it is also 
confirmed that the agency's contact often started with economic assistance, 
Hereafter child welfare measures were found to be necessary. 
56 Since I have been referring to the English analysis it should be made clear that 
women seem not to be economically dependent through their marriage to the same 
extent in Scandinavian countries as in England, ( see briefly in F Williams, 
(1989,209ff) on the difference between Denmark,Sweden and Britain and the 
United States). In Sweden there is evidence to support that single mothers risk 
much less to have their children taken into care nowadays compared to a couple of 
decades ago and that this is due to generally improved social conditions . (Börjeson , 
in Sju perspektiv på barns och ungdomars levnadsförhållanden, Sos-rapport 

I would do no justice to the vast literature on the subject by trying to present 
an overview here. The impact of psychological theories of motherhood on social 
work practice and welfare state policy was analysed by Wilson, 1977. A more 
recent overview is given by F Williams, 1989. 
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phase and deserves much more attention. This has in later times 
lead to a father's rights movement in a special area, in case of di
vorce. This movement is, however, not yet widespread, although 
with some influence. 

The biased treatment of fathers recalls the early findings of condi
tions among American black families in the 1950's and 1960's, which 
confirmed that poor mothers and children were often actually better 
off without men. Since then a considerable time has passed and an 
increasing understanding of emotional attachment and the impor
tance of both parents as identification objects has emerged. Family 
patterns have also changed with various implications. 

For this discussion here the main consequence of concern is the fact 
that many children who live only with one parent often do not have 
any or only sporadic contact with the absent parent (which is in most 
cases the father).^8 It was pointed out by Börjeson (1990, 35) that 
at the same time as a child to divorced or a single parent is not 
stigmatized to near the same extent as several decades back, this is 
surely an emotional and social risk factor with various age- and sex-
related consequences. 

The Systematically Biased Treatment of Family: The Child Welfare Trap 

I pointed out in the last chapter how the family has become a central 
target of social work intervention. We have now seen that this was 
actually a very rudimentary description, as the various family mem
bers get systematically biased attention in child welfare practice. 
These three serious implications of a traditional way child welfare 
deals with "family" is a triangular dilemma of family-centered child 
welfare practice, which I cairthe child welfare trap". 

Recent figures on this for Sweden are briefly presented in the Sos-report 
1990:3 Vaxa i vålfärdsland. 



96 

THE CHILD WE LFARE TRAP 

child pushed aside 

father ignored mother focused on/ 
controlled 

It follows from the "child welfare trap" that child welfare does not 
deal primarily with the family as a whole and the case handling tends 
to be fragmented. The identification of the three implications is 
based on findings, which have been pointed out more or less dispara-
tely in child welfare research. I find it of great importance to high
light this way of treating "the family" in the mainstream case handling 
since it has serious effects in many respects. Social workers seem to 
have administrative, training-related and value-based difficulties in 
relating practically to the family in child welfare cases, although it is 
generally identified as targeted. They seem to meet primarily with 
mothers, and often with the child only in emergency cases of neglect 
or abuse and (not always, however), when planning separation and 
placement outside their homes. In these serious cases needs of 
parents and children are often seen as conflicting. 

Looking Further at The Considerations of th e Treatment of "Family" 

The strong focusing on mothers in social services is, according to the 
marxist and the feminist perspectives, often defined in negative 
terms as control of the individual (in feminist analysis: of women) by 
an oppressive system (Corrigan and Leonard, 1978; Wilson, 1977; 
Brook and Davis, 1985; Dale and Foster, 1986; Pascali, 1986; Mcleod 
and Dominelli,1989; F Williams, 1989). 

This analysis has so far a strong emphasis on the search for ways of 
social change, on putting class and gender on the map and to demon
strate by empirical examples the oppression of workers and women 
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and their economic and patriarchal subordination to social policy 
systems. When this has been done, exceptional emancipatory pro
jects are described as an indication of a possibility for changes and at 
the end follow strategic suggestions. Examples of this approach are 
for instance found in Dale and Foster, Brook and Davis, McLeod and 
Dominelli (referred to above). McLeod and Dominelli (1989, 107ff) 
pointed out that two strategic suggestions have mainly been put for
ward, to work in the community, that is to initiate alternative prac
tices outside the 'systems'; or to step out realizing the limitations of 
every practical effort regardless of where it is situated. 

The potentials of feminist analysis of social and child welfare are far 
from fully exempted. The approach to proceed directly from "putting 
gender on the map" over to a discussion of various practical app
roaches is an analytic limitation. There are some suggestions for 
construction of a new theoretical basis, such as S and H Rose's 
(1982) suggestions to use Heller's marxist-based definition of human 
needs, F Williams (1989) framework for the examination of social 
policy, and Finch's discussion of the concept 'caring'. These are, 
however, all examples of areas not directly dealt with here and for 
social work the theory needs elaboration. 

From the perspective of marxist influenced feminist analysis "the 
child welfare trap" becomes understandable. These studies underline 
structural conditions, which determine the powerlessness of working 
class people and of women. From this perspective it is easy to under
stand the delegation of responsibility to the mother and the ignorance 
of the child, which I have pointed out as a special dilemma in child 
welfare. The mother and the child are obviously the most powerless 
parties from a perspective of political economy and feminism. But 
these conclusions leave us only with a rudimentary understanding. 

In the field of child welfare Gordon's objections of the critique of 'so
cial control', which is described above, stand fairly much alone as a 
theoretical suggestion of a new exploration of commonly accepted con
cepts. Problem orientation (that is to say, searching for problems, not 
potentials of clients) is commonly pointed out to be the main problem 
of social work practiced as a part of public services. It is a question of 
whether child welfare research is as caught up in the same trap. 
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In this connection we will return to Gordon's findings. I have men
tioned how she found that women in the early days of child pro
tection actually succeeded in getting substantial help from a system 
that simultaneously controlled them. She also pointed out that 
family casework agencies at this time were often helpful to clients. 
This was: "mainly because individual workers were usually better 
(although sometimes worse) than the official agency policies they 
were supposed to follow" (1989,298ff). This is an interesting ob
servation, whose validity we might consider very seriously in con
nection to contemporary practice. This is of course also Gordon's 
point, if I read her right. 

In Gordon's conclusions referring to contemporary insights offered, 
she insisted that "an accurate view of intervention into the family 
must consider, as the clients so often did in their strategic decisions, 
both external and internal forms of domination" .To this she added: 
"This is a complexity, that women particularly faced, struggling as 
they so often were not only for themselves but also for children." 
(op.cit.) Gordon's remarks raise the question, whether contemporary 
findings that highlight what I earlier called the "second implication", 
that is the control of mother, provide us with a far too limited pic
ture. 

To view the "second implication" as entirely problematic can be 
questioned also from another point of view, which is that the mother 
actually is the person who has most often the special relation to the 
child. This justifies, in turn, that she takes care of the above men
tioned delegation regarding the child. (This is obviously more true 
for young children and I realize the limitations of my discussion, 
which is the general absence of relating it to specific age groups.) 
Relating the matter to professional handling of the delegation of the 
child's rights to act and speak on its own behalf, we can ask our
selves: In what way has a mother different competence to handle this 
than a professional, for instance in what sense is she more capable 
than a lawyer ? 

Of course the question opens up a risk of generalizing in regard to the 
qualifications of lawyers and mothers. I want in fact to discuss this 
only in general terms. The question refers to the contrasts of the dif
ferent grounds on which the handling of the delegation of the child's 
right will rest, by the mother and the lawyer, generally speaking. 
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A mother's action and how reasonable a person she is will obviously 
rest primarily on emotional motives, while the lawyer will primarily 
search for aspects to promote his "case" in court or on a child welfare 
board. The juridical perspective will dominate his approach accor
ding to professional competence. It this then a plead for exclusively 
turning authority over to the "child welfare child" or to mother/ the 
main care-taking parent? No of course not, such romanticism of 
emotional bonds should to be avoided. This way of arguing is rather 
an underlining of the critique of negative impact on parenthood by 
invasion of a professional authority, in the literature well known, as it 
was put  forward by Oakley (ig74). 

The reestablishment of a parental voice in this context would not be 
that of a parental "authority". It should rather become a special kind 
of advocacy. This new kind of delegation away from child welfare to 
the parent might be considered as an important condition for a new 
kind of children's advocacy. The idea to promote conditions of 
change that leads to increased power of children becomes especially 
intrusive at a time where professional authority seems to expand in 
the field of children's services. 

This change should not be restricted only to child welfare parents, 
but rather it would have to carried through as a more general effort. 
As regards child welfare clients I want to say, that although parents 
belonging to that group have their problems to deal with, which cer
tainly makes some (a relatively few) of them incapable of promoting 
their children's interests, I find it especially important for them to 
be involved in such a process. This task should be absolutely not be 
exclusively left to professionals, or only to benefit middle class and 
upper class people, as often is the case when reforms are carried 
through. 

This is a therefore suggestion of a relative weakening of professional 
authority and a reexamination of professional and parental roles in 
dealing with child welfare problems. And, most important, is the sug
gestion to look for ways to hand over power to children themselves. 
My suggestions are partially meant to enhance a discussion on the 
matter, which I find somewhat lacking in enthusiasm. I want to 
underline how much children are still left out of analysis and how 
they also are largely ignored in programs of societal change. This is 
of course closely related to their powerlessness. 
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It is for instance an often ignored fact that children are only partially 
included in the concept of citizenship as shown in their lack of 
fundamental civil rights, such as the right to vote. Somebody might 
wonder what this has to do with the problems of child welfare. Of 
course general conditions of children also concern the children of 
child welfare, who are the most powerless of all. Child welfare has to 
search for potentials on various levels and examine many aspects 
related to its practice, and this does not exclude power-related 
political aspects, as I ha ve tried to demonstrate here. 

My next examination will fall on another level. While working on this 
thesis my interest in understanding the idea behind the frequently 
used measure to place children away from their homes increased 
considerably. The following text is an effort to explore this matter. 

Child Welfare Offers Primarily One Solution: Separation and 
Placement 

Practice Imprisoned by Tradition 

It is important to try to analyse the fundamental models of thought 
influencing practice - a search, which one can hope, that will lead to 
a new understanding. This seems not to have been any substantial 
part of the analysis of professionalization of the field, which might be 
partially due to the placement of this research field within sociolo
gical research. Despite the extensive research on child welfare the 
critique of some of the field's fundamental ideas seems largely to 
have been put aside, although a growing interest can be noted re
cently ( Donzelot,1979, Bardy,1988, Gordon,1989). Not only in 
Iceland or in Sweden, but also internationally, the practice of child 
welfare seems to be strikingly dominated by practical models and 
measures, which actually emerged a long time ago or around the 
beginning of this century. 

Of all measures one seems absolutely central in child welfare. The 
emphasis on and frequent use of placement of children outside their 
own home makes this measure the absolutely central one in child 

Illich' and Foucaults illuminating works on the critique of ideas and 
professionalization deal with these questions. Even though the analysis of social 
work and social welfare is only partially imbedded in their works, these contribute 
largely to the understanding. Within social work the analysis is so far limited. 
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welfare practice. Speaking in historical terms, the placement is the 
intervention in child welfare, since undoubtedly taking children away 
from their own home or away from their parents is the oldest way of 
dealing with the problems of child welfare. What makes it moreover 
important to discuss placements of children here, it that it seems 
that practice as well as research share the imprisonment and limi
tations of child welfare's original ideas. 

It is known that children have been placed outside their home since 
a long time back in history and maybe they always have. Long before 
public child welfare was established children and youth were placed 
outside their homes for various reasons. The meaning of this tradi
tion has been treated within the history of childhood, where it has 
been underlined that children were commonly sent away for working 
or training of specific skills or just by tradition. This was often not 
linked to any identified problems or to poverty. Also among the noble 
and rich farmers children were sent away at an early age (in our eyes; 
early) for training and work in homes of strangers. The site of these 
placements was of course the countryside since we are talking about 
pre-urbanized time.60 

Platt, Dahl and Donzelot analysed all the origin of public welfare, 
where they showed in various ways how the placement in the count
ryside became a central tool for child welfare, which was used and 
legimitized in the name of new knowledge. In his analysis of the 
origin of child saving in the United States, Piatt (1969) outlined this 
fundamental idea as it unfolded during the explosive development of 
industrialization and urbanization: Piatt wrote as follows: 

"The new penology emphasized the corruptness and artificiality of the city; 
from progressive education it inherited a concern for naturalism, purity, and 
innocence. It is not surprising, therefore, that the cottage plan also entailed a 
movement to a rural location, The aim of penal reformers was not merely to 
use the countryside for teaching agricultural skills. The confrontation 
between depraved delinquents and unspoilt nature was intended to have a 
spiritual and regenerative effect." (Piatt, 1969, 65). 

The plan Piatt described was the "cottage plan". "To Cottage and 
Country", was intended to move children from the urban reforma
tories and temptations, from the cities' lack of good influence, from 
60 See references on the matter mentioned in chapter III in the discussion on 
the idea of childhood. 
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the corrupting effect of the new technology to family-like institutions 
in the countryside. Dahl (1985) analysed how Norwegian child we
lfare institutions, built especially as such, were meant to save child
ren from the morally corrupting life of the cities. 

What is interesting for our discussion in this regard is that after the 
rise of public child welfare the countryside remained as a common 
site of children's placements. This was, however, not only a pro
longing of a tradition, since the total context was different than be
fore the beginning of modernization. Now mainly poor children were 
removed, often without consent or with force. These placements had 
now an important and clear socio-hygienic goal. Upper class and 
gradually emerging middle class people engaged in regulation of the 
misery of early industrialization to clean the cities of the absolutely 
poorest among children. The form was institutionalized through the 
charity societies and later public services, which undertook syste-
mized action. 

One of the preachings the Danish minister Kaj Munk (1944) held in 
his parish church during the Second World War is evocative regar
ding the multiplicity of views concerning children's placements in 
the countryside. Leaving aside the hidden agenda of encouraging the 
parish members during the German occupation, Munk illustrates 
vividly in the sermon "the Good Shepherd", how the life of the shep
herd boy can be seen as bare romanticism, at the same time, as it has 
its dark sides. On one hand Munk pictures the boy as leading the 
good life, where beauty of animals and nature is highlighted so that it 
reminds of paradise in itself. On the other he presents to us a life in 
the countryside, where the master is harsh, the food scarce, loneli
ness makes the early summer morning shivering cold and the sun 
feels hot and suffocating, while the shepherd boy is collecting his 
scattered flock of sheep. 

In similar terms as this way of picturing, I want to argue that child 
welfare has a profoundly grounded tendency to take notice of only 
one of the pictures. Child welfare seems to be inclined to idealize the 
old intervention of child welfare and therefore to uphold the belief in 
placement. 

Nordic child welfare practice has during recent decades developed 
with many new kinds of preventative and supportive measures and 
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changes for improving legal safeguards. Training and research has 
also been intensified. Various substantial findings have highlighted 
several serious complications of children's placements. The growing 
amount of research on foster care and placement during the last two 
decades has mostly centered on the effects of the different measures 
taken. 

Despite general societal improvements and welfare reformism, which 
has changed child welfare practice considerably, the placement is al
ways there like a central axis around which everything revolves. De
spite the many findings of detrimental or negative effects, the place
ment of children prospers and survives. The idea itself - the mode of 
thought behind taking children into care and placing them outside 
their own home has, however, not been analysed profoundly. I do not 
believe that material aspects dominate totally in this regard, but that 
we also have to examine the aspect of tradition. 

Historically viewed it is obvious, that the idea is grounded in the fear 
of the dangers of urban environment and the dream of good family life 
in the "idyll of unspoiled nature" - metaphorically spoken. The issue 
is not only manifested within child welfare. In literary writings the 
contradiction between country and city has been a common theme 
from the beginning of industrialization. It is worth considering that 
the subject continues to occupy many contemporary authors. This 
reflects, that modern man has not yet emancipated from the fear of 
the city's corruptive effect. It seems, as the conviction still prevails, 
that nature, countryside and the purity and charm of farming com
munity, shall win over the contamination of industrialization and its 
negative effects on people. 

Thus an non-reflected tradition continues to live in the placement, 
since child welfare as one of modernity's institutions still is frequent
ly placing this burden on the most powerless of its clients. The place
ment is based on an idea of dichotomy; of the good and the (morally) 
bad family, both which are placed on the central stage of child wel
fare. The influence from good family life in a rural idyll was meant to 
save children who could not be saved in their "corrupted" families, to 
use the crude language of early child protection. Manifested in the 
steadily ongoing of care-taking and placements of children, this im
plies that in the good family ( or in "the good institution", now often 
in the small "family home") the "troubled" child will get the stability 
and love so yearned for. 
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Children are often not placed in the countryside now, and there is a 
continuously ongoing reorganization of institutions. The original form 
- the countryside placement - has therefore been more or less torn 
out of its context. Child welfare is in this sense caught in a false 
country - city dichotomy. Acknowledging that placements will be 
needed in the near future in severe cases of abuse and neglect, the 
insight of vitality of the placement leaves us with the question: Will it 
survive all the reforms of child welfare? While we do not reconsider 
this issue, we will not seriously start the important task of answering 
how to improve the most common contemporary life style, the urban 
way of living, so that it serves the interests of everyone, including 
the children and parents of child welfare. 

Two Expansive Areas o f Professional Action; Child Abus e and Custo dial Disputes 

If despite various kinds of improvements child welfare is stuck in its 
own tradition - has nothing really changed then? I mentioned initial
ly the changes, which have occurred in client population over time, 
which are related to general social change. Viewing the changes in 
terms of professionalization, especially the increase of professional 
action, two areas should be especially pointed out. This is the re
newed interest in child abuse and neglect, and the fight for parental 
custodial rights. 

I choose deliberately to talk of the second issue as the fight over 
"parental rights", because of the bias this development has shown to 
have in practice. These changes have often been presented as an 
effort to define children's rights to parent's concern and custodial 
care and parents duty to undertake this. The questioning of the 
marked increase of formalized disputes, in terms of effects on fami
lies, seems quite disproportionate to its harmful consequences. It is 
therefore easy to get the impression that an issue, which was suppo
sed to introduce equality between parents and increase children's 
rights to care, has in too may cases lead to a detrimental fight be
tween the parties, where the child becomes the real loser. 

Starting in late 1950's and the beginning of the 1960's the concern 
regarding child abuse took a long time to develop from a medically 
oriented concern of physical abuse to include psychic and sexual 
violence, abuse and neglect. The fight over parental custodial rights 
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has intensified during the last two decades, which is clearly mani
fested in a range of new legislative changes. These reforms have 
regulated parental rights in a new way, introduced new forms of 
parents custody and visitation rights after divorce, increasing father's 
rights of their children born outside a marriage.61. 

Parental disputes regarding custody and visitation rights have become 
the concern of child welfare, although regulated in separate legisla
tion. Many of the same questions are dealt with here as in child wel
fare, such as that of separation, loss and emotional attachment. In se
vere cases they are often practically inseparable, that is when these 
disputes turn into serious child welfare cases. 

Although medical doctors, lawyers and psychologists have for a long 
time been active in these fields, it is quite apparent that new areas of 
expertise have been developing during the recent decades. Where 
social workers dominated earlier in the handling of these cases, the 
expertise of psychologists and lawyers and medical doctors has inten
sified and is now considered crucial for the investigation in both areas. 

In this light, these changes of practice have a character of increased 
professionalization. The intensification of these processes might not 
be beneficial for children, as it consists mainly of an increased use of 
investigative medical and psychological techniques and juridical pro
cesses, where the child is primarily focused on (which can often be 
highly questioned). In both areas there seems to be a main emphasis 
on a search for indications of abuse, or neglect to use as evidence in 
court processes. I find it crucial that a critical examination of this 
development and its implications takes place. 

In the Nordic context, although with considerable variation between 
the countries, a third area of professionalizing should to be added, 
which is the marked increase of research in this field. By the in
creased funding and establishment of graduate programs ( Finland, 

61See in Wetlesen,ed,, 1981 various perspectives of relevance at least for the 
Icelandic changes in this field. By a law passed in 1981 an important new practice 
was legislated in Iceland. (Barnalog, 198 l[The Children's Act of 1981]), see 
Erlenasdóttir (1982), Dögg Pålsdottir and Drifa Palsdóttir (1980). In Fréttàbréf, 
1988,conflicting views on this development were presented and discussed by 
psychologists, social workers and lawyers with reference to the Icelandic case. In 
Sweden tne matter was treated in an official report Barnets Rått , SOU 1987:7. 
Several suggestions were put forward that were meant to increase children's rights 
and legal safeguards in custodial and access proceedings, before courts of law and 
other authorities etc., see pp. 22 - 28 for a English summary. 
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Sweden, Norway) this marks a new period where not only child 
welfare, but social work as a whole, is being academized.62 

The expansive areas of practice and research are, in terms of pro -
fessionalization, to be seen as openings of new territories for pro
fessional action. In all cases new space has been created for an inten
sification and change of professional activity together with changed 
demands for expertise. Through this expansion, "the fight over the 
child" has gotten new dimensions, the hordes of professional experts 
have enlarged and the professionalized circle around the child has 
tightened. 

Regarding my polemics against the custodial disputes it can of course 
be pointed out that most children do not suffer because of divorce. 
This is certainly supported in research findings. I still think I have an 
important point to make. There is an ongoing expansion of activity in 
the two fields mentioned both from the side of parents and profes
sionals, whose effect on children we cannot forecast. That the child
ren (and parents, who often are seriously harmed too) involved in the 
most serious cases are relatively few provides no argument to leave 
this discussion aside. 

A Second Wave of Profess ional Expansion 

In a long-term perspective, child welfare has since the mid 1960's 
been experiencing its second wave of professional action. The first 
wave was the initial establishment phase marked by a new concern of 
children's welfare and of systematized introduction of regulating 
practices. At t his time the main concern of child welfare was pover
ty, in the absence of universal welfare programs, one dealt with cases 
of absolute misery of early urbanization and industrialization. The be
ginning of the second wave can be fixed around the renewed concern 
for child abuse and neglect. During this period child welfare has, 
together with social welfare, been and still is, dealing with failings of 
rationalized social welfare and the shortcomings of professionalized 
knowledge. 

One should not be too optimistic about the possibilities of child welfare 
research that seems to share the problems with practice that I have outlin ed here. 
In existing research an important bias is to be noted that confirms the parental 
emphasis of child welfare. An overview of recent Nordic research indicates a 
domination of studies on parental problems, foster care and foster parents, as fewer 
studies have children's conditions and functioning before and during child welfare 
interventions as their object of study (Grinde, 1989,268). 
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The first period was marked by responses to misery of life affected by 
industrialized production, while the second period has been charac
terized by action reactive to failings of reason. In this historical pers
pective fierce attacks on social workers for their case handling, espe
cially in cases of child abuse and neglect, are quite understandable 
regardless of how justifiable the criticism is. So is the obvious reluc
tance to acknowledge these problems among professionals as well as 
non-professionals. It is difficult to face the failings of welfarism to 
deal with these issues in a satisfactory manner. Being the original 
"experts" of the field, social workers represent the welfare system, 
which has markedly raised the general living standards but has not 
created the ideal society, foreseen in the most fear-reaching expecta
tions. Neither has it solved many of the serious problems in the field 
of child welfare. 

The Foster Care Controversy 

I said initially in this chapter that I would try to identify some of the 
potentials of child welfare. I ha ve so far indicated some preferences, 
as regards an optimal direction of future analysis. I want to put for
ward some reflections regarding the field of foster care. This is avast 
subject and I will only touch on it from one point of view, which is 
the suggestion that the assignments of qualities of client functioning 
could be changed. I find that this might create an important opening 
for a positive development. In connection to this I have identified an 
example of an effort to introduce such a change in the controversy on 
foster care and work with parents in relation to foster care. 

I hesitated a bit before I decided to intervene in this discussion. As 
short-term and long-term foster care is widely used, it is of course 
necessary to carry on studies on foster care. Due to the knowledge of 
profound implications of foster care for the involved families, it is, 
however, very easy to lose sight of other important aspects. There is 
therefore a reason to direct child welfare research away from these 
issues. I find it, however, relevant to interfere into this discussion in 
connection to the prevailing controversy in foster care research. 

The research on family-cent er ed measures and foster care has, du
ring recent decades, concentrated much on the issue of children's 
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and parents emotional attachment, deprivation and separation. 
International foster care research has continuously raised issues 
beyond the questions of attachment, separation and loss and lead to 
valuable knowledge.63. These questions have in turn had practical 
consequences in terms of refinements of interviewing skills and 
schemes, techniques used in evaluating original parents as well as 
potential foster and adoptive parents in the identification of types of 
foster homes, psychological testing, etc. 

As the research has developed the questions around foster care and 
placement of children outside their homes have differentiated. A 
clear controversy has emerged, manifested in different research fin
dings and intensive debate. In Scandinavian child welfare practice 
and in the Swedish debate on the matter, where research is interna
tionally influenced, the two different directions that have been most 
subjected to debate are referred to as the relationship- orientation 
and the need-orientation. These two directions base their argumen
tation on conflicting theoretical views on attachment and separation 
of children from their original parents. 

The "need- orientation" is based on Goldstein's, Freud's and Solnit's 
(1973) well known framework and guidelines for foster care prac
tice.64 Children's emotional attachment constituting the psycho
logical bonds between a child and his or her parent is, according to 
this direction, based on the daily satisfaction of the child's need of 
physical care, nutrition, love and stimulation. It is a crucial point in 
the argumentation that parents, who are absent in this sense, tend to 
remain as strangers for the child. Moreover, that children have the 
capacity to attach to foster parents in such away that the latter be
come "psychological parents" after separation from their original 
parents . Together with influential findings on the results of foster 
care, the guidelines of Goldstein, Freud and Solnit have been used, in 
England and the United States, to found the practice of planning for 

63Swedish works providing overviews of the international literature and research 
in this field include Andersson (1984) who especially focuses on children in 
institutions, for studies on foster care and adoption see Claezon (1987), Lindén 
(1982) and the official report SOU 1986:20 Barns behov och föräldrars ratt. 
Swedish writings in this area consist of at the least Bohman's (1973) work on 
adoption, Kälvesten's (1973,1982) on foster care, Lagerberg^s (1979, 1984) several 
publications on the Barn i kris project including Barnbyn Skås rapportserie nr. 
46,49, 50,(1979 - 1980), Vinterhed et al,, 1981,Håkansson and Stavne (1983), 
Vin ter hed, 1985, Hessle, (1988 ), Börjeson and Håkansson, (1989). Grinde (1985, 
1989) gives an overview of Nordic research. 
64 Framework presented in their well known book Beyond the Best Interests of 
the Child, 1973. 
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permanency, and also as a support for releasing children for adop
tion after having been subjected to foster care.6^ 

Theoretically the "relationship - orientation" has the theory of object 
relationship, based on M Mahler's et al.'s (1975,39,109ff) research 
findings as a main frame of reference. The central issue here, as 
known, is referred to as the psychological birth of the individual 
through the separation-individuation process . A stress is put on the 
importance of children's early emotional attachment to their original 
parents. After, in Mahler's terms, consolidation of emotional object 
constancy, this cannot be replaced. The practical implication drawn 
from this argumentation by the spokesmen of the "relationship-orien
tation" is the emphasis on keeping children and parents together, or 
upholding continuous contact between the child and its family of 
origin, if separation is necessary as in the most severe of cases. 

The" need-orientation" places the concepts "children's needs" and 
"children's rights" in the centre of the argumentation. Once a child's 
need is defined as being separated from its parent/s, the child's right 
to new parents should be ensured by the child welfare authorities. 

The "relationship-orientation" stresses, in polemics and in contrast 
to the "need orientation", the importance of relationship between 
parents and children rather than needs (Vinterhed et al., 1981,91). 
The Swedish "Children in Crisis" research group was initially inspired 
by Fanshel's and Shinn's (1978) research, whose findings supported 
the importance of keeping intact the relation of foster care children 
and parents (Börjeson et al., 1979,22 ff). According to Vinterhed et 
al. children identify not only with "good", but also with "bad" parents. 
If separated from the parents, it is not a child's need as a child, but 
its identity development that is at stake. Kept separated the parents 
become mysterious figures in the eyes of children, where feelings of 
emptyness, insecure identity and deep ambivalence towards foster 
parents, as well as the original parents, follow. 

65 In the United States "permanency planning" was established as the major 
orientation to children separated from their families by the Adoption Assistance 
and Child Welfare Act of 1980. Fanshel( 1990,8) refers together with more recent 
reviews (1978,1979) to the study of Maas and Engler(1959) as being influential for 
introducing this policy in the USA. In additio n, the Swedish official report, on child 
welfare SOU 1906:20 treating both US and British development refers to Morris, 
Maluccio and Triseloitis as spokesman of the permanency principle. 
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To this Börjeson & Håkansson (1989, 244ff) added a differentiated 
conceptualization, where they distinguished between "separation" and 
"vanishing". They related their argumentation to Mahler's stages of 
mental development. "Separation" referred here to a basic change in 
a child's life situation. The introduction of a new identification object 
was considered of crucial importance for the child's survival and 
psychological structuring. But talking in terms of practical conse
quences "separation" does not mean, in Börjeson & Hakansson's 
terms, that the child loses contact with an earlier prime object. This 
early relation will be maintained through repeated meetings with the 
parent. This creates in turn an "outer" dilemma and an internal 
conflict for the child to coordinate, with different consequences re
lated to a child's "psychological age". "Vanishing" referred also to a 
separation, but to this change is added, compared to "separation", 
that the child will lose contact with its biological parent. 

According to the differentiation of "psychological age" Börjeson & 
Håkansson argued that Mahler's et al.'s characterization of the child 
as "autistic" in early infancy was directly misdirecting. They stated 
that one should instead talk of a "presymbiotic stage". Consequently a 
separation of an infant and his or her parent during this period will 
leave "no traces" in an intra-psychic meaning. After a separation 
there will be no "psychic marks" to lead their "own" life within the 
child. From this followed their second hypothesis, that there is no 
basic difference between "separation" and "vanishing" as regards the 
intra-psychic condition. The whole of the basic intra-psychic struc
ture of the child will develop in relation to the identification object, 
which is offered to the child after separation or vanishing. 

Börjeson & Håkansson went on to relate their way of reasoning to the 
practical consequences for foster care children and asked: What hap
pens to a child when it is exposed to a separation or vanishing, if this 
incident happens during the presymbiotic stage ? They found that 
their way of reasoning supported their and Fanshel's et al.'s thesis 
and, accordingly, the child would feel much better, if visited by bio
logical parent. This was, however, not based on an idea of the biologi
cal parent as being a prime identification object. It was rather seen as 
an answer or a confirmation through reality testing (through the pa
rent's repeated visits) of questions the child inevitably would ask it
self about "vanishing". These questions would otherwise be unanswe
red with resultant feelings of insecurity. Börjeson & Håkansson 
argued that the same would be valid for a foster care child during a 
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adolescent identity crisis. To this they added, importantly, that a 
separation during the symbiotic stage would fundamentally disturb 
the psychological experience imbedded in the process of indivi
duation-separation in Mahler's terms. 

This argumentation is thus related to a differentiated view of psycho
logical development. On this point Börjeson and Håkansson can be 
seen as approaching the reasoning of Goldstein, Solnit and Freud, 
which was partially based on an age-related differentiation. It is, how
ever important to note, that the final conclusions of Börjeson/ 
Håkansson are quite different to Goldstein's et al.'s. The main 
difference relates of course to the different theoretical perspectives, 
as regards child development. The reasoning of Börjeson /Håkansson 
is, as they themselves put it, hypothetical and still a question how the 
two "schools" reach their opposite conclusions. Thus, important 
questions are still unanswered, but the opposite viewpoints qualify for 
the two schools to be called the controversy of foster care. 

These two directions' different way of approaching and arguing re
garding the problem clarify well how extremely difficult the matter is. 
The "need orientation" and the "relationship orientation" are not only 
interesting for their quite opposite guidelines for foster care practice. 
They can be used as indicators for different approaches in work with 
child welfare clients in a wider perspective. I want to show this by 
referring to a decisive point in the argumentation of the Swedish 
"Children in Crisis" Group. 

The rejection of considering "bad" relationships as altogether nega
tive and the suggestion that a child might be better off by keeping a 
stable contact with his or her "badly" functioning parent is an interes
ting and important aspect of the "relationship orientation". I am not 
going to discuss here the problem of deviance and normality, which 
is of course an important aspect, but would at the same time be a 
sidestep in this discussion. 

What I find especially interesting in this way of reasoning is the 
assignment of qualities and conclusions drawn from that regarding 
parents' ability to care. The parents we are talking about are certain
ly dependent on social welfare. Dependency has for a long time been 
classified as bad or assigned qualities of inferiority. Given the prob
lems social welfare has always been burdened with by this, I think 
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that here is a significant point. Social and child welfare has to face 
the failure to deal with dependency on this basis. 

My point is that the search for qualities, also in what is identified as 
"bad parenting" seems a hopeful opening, which might help to 
transcend this dilemma. From this point of view, the starting point 
of child welfare is quite problematic. It does not only point out the 
parent as responsible, it makes, moreover, the child dependent of 
parental functioning. The insufïiency of the parental functioning of 
child welfare clients is a precondition, where independence and re
sponsibility are the requirements to fulfill in order to be "found good". 
Conclusively this is only problematic if the opposite way of functio
ning, dependency, is valued as detrimental. From this viewpoint the 
dependent and 'Toad functioning" parents are deemed to be losers. 

We will get a quite different starting point by accepting "bad" parental 
functioning or "bad" child functioning and by using it as a platform to 
explore and understand the real qualities this implies, 'qualities' then 
being used in a literal sense of the term. This viewpoint might even 
help us to deal with the problem orientation of social and child wel
fare on abroad level. 

If There Should be Any Child Welfare - Should Not It be More 
Concerned About Children ? 

The expansion of professional activity in children's policy and child 
welfare has also its positive sides, despite the misdirections and 
problematic aspects I have pointed out.. An important achievement 
lies in the increase in psychological knowledge of children. The 
'child' has been highlighted through this, visualized in quite another 
sense than in earlier times. It is an important change to note that 
this knowledge of children has now become 'common property', 
opposite to what was the case thirty to forty years ago. "The child", as 
we see it now compared to earlier times, will not be easily swept off 
the scene. 

This makes the question of an independent children's policy more 
and more intrusive. Together with the "fight over the child" it has 
created a possibility for a "campaign for the child", which I find, that 
has already begun. At least at an optimistic moment it is possible to 
state this. A sign of this is, if we have any belief at all in international 
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conventions, are the united efforts to establish The U N Convention 
on Children's Rights.66 It seems also plausible that children will 
begin to take thing into their own hands, to run the 'children's own 
campaign', as shown in the new children's movements in Latin 
America. 

Here we should, however, note the controversial condition of child
hood at play - the powerlessness of children. I will continue my rea
soning by returning to what I discussed earlier in this chapter. I 
pointed out that in order to increase children's autonomy and enable 
them to express themselves, adults will have to hand power over to 
children. Just as adults can write and confirm international conven
tions of children's rights, they ought to be able act locally and intro
duce civil rights for children. Despite the improvements mentioned 
above, contemporary economic, physical, sexual and emotional ex
ploitation of children cannot be ignored and this calls on further 
action. 

Brückner (in Hollander & Marklund, 1983,25) defined the problem of 
modernity as regards socialization to be on three levels: the dissolu
tion of ideology of authoritarian child-rearing, the restructuring of 
society and the changes of juridical regulations. A suggestion based 
on this framework would consequently be a threefold counter-active 
program of change. First: a development of some new kind of theory 
on socialization. This could be furthered by developing the existing 
analysis of the eroding effects of modernity on childhood and alter
native strivings for shaping of identity. In this regard I should men
tion the importance of description of these cultural changes, as it was 
put forward by the socialization theoretician Ziehe (1986), which I 
find contributive although presented in general terms.67 A second 
and a third change would lie in the introduction of full citizenship for 
children, political and civil rights for children, as children's right to 
political representation, to vote and act as independent parties in 
court. 

66 While writing this, I cannot but think of Ofstad's (1987) effective and ingenious 
wey of arguing against the value of international conventions in his book Vi Kan 
ändra världen, I will, however, stick to my point, 
67 Ziehe (the essay "Die 'normalisering' der Kindheit'M98 6) described this 
phenomenon from a childhood perspective, in terms of a change that goes in two 
opposite directions. On one hand there is a deepening of children's internal 
references and need for each other, on the other hand they have an increased 
knowledge and understanding of their parents everyday reality. 
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These suggestions are not without problems and can presumably be 
polemicized in many ways. An apparent argument against the idea of 
adults handing over power to children is that this will, given existing 
power relations, in any case be done on the terms of adults. Adults 
will have to create some of the important conditions of change. Al
though children may have something to say about this, their contri
bution will presumably only be in terms of influence. 

Another possible objection to my my way of arguing is the generali
zation of my treatment of children. Obviously similar conditions apply 
similarly to children as to adults, they do not all share interests. In 
this respect children's conditions resemble clearly earlier changes of 
similar character, such as the suffrage question. Then similar condi
tions existed when majority of men had to be willing to hand over the 
right to vote to women. Women did then not share all interests 
rather than children now do. We know the outcome; that women 
shared the interest of getting increased civil rights, which they 
showed by their united efforts in this question, despite their different 
ideological, political and economic interests. The same will pre-
sumablybe true for children. 

Yet one more problem regarding the suggestion to carry through such 
an change on the political level is that it might not take sufficient no
tice of the changes in the power balances of the state and the market. 
At a time when symptoms of weakening of politics are increasingly 
made visible, time might seem to be ripe for something else than "a 
repetition of the French Revolution or the American Constitution" in 
the name of children. The establishment of the right to vote would, 
however, be a significant step in a right direction. If children can be 
working as family providers at an early age or, brutalized as soldiers 
or sexualized victims, they should be able to vote. In countries, 
where children are not soldiers or family providers, emotional ful
fillment has, due the drastic societal changes, replaced economic 
provision as a central function of the family and of children for their 
parents. This has created a projective attitude towards children, 
which is not without problems. 

Of course the matter is not entirely"technical" and therefore it cannot 
exclusively be solved rationally by an access to political participation. I 
believe have pointed this out earlier. Such a change will always be 
closely related to and occur as a part of a cultural change. It will there
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fore in any case be related to a profound change in parental attitude 
and a general change in adult attitude towards children. 

This is why adults have to also prepare to give up their projective and 
protective attitude towards children, to be willing to break down the 
protective childhood they have primarily built up for their own emo
tional needs. Despite a certain "democratization" through changes in 
socialization patterns, this is a wall that deprives children of influen
ce. It also seriously risks to conceal abuse, neglect and violence, not 
the least due to the relative diversification of the different worlds68 

in which children, men and women lead their modern way of living. 

68 See footnote 67. 
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PART 2 

REFLECTIONS FROM P RACTICE or THE NON-REFLECTED 
PRACTICE 
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Introduction 

Three empirical studies are presented here. The first study is from 
Reykjavik in the late 1930's and nothing is told in detail until the 
1980's. This might seem a large time gap. However, the choice of 
the two periods does not mean, that issues from other periods are 
not examined and discussed, if they are relevant to the account. In 
chapter I I have described my approach as being non-chronological 
and that I aimed to highlight episodes, events and actions, that affect 
important changes. In this part of the work several pieces from so
cial and child welfare practice are presented and examined separa
tely and related to their social and cultural context. 

In chapter V the reader is invited to enter the central administration 
of Reykjavik in the late 1930's, where the first relief officer was em
ployed by the mayor's office. This period of time is marked by several 
changes relevant to this work. The hiring of a poor relief officer mar
ked the beginning of formalization of welfare services in the city. At 
the parliamentary level social legislative reforms were prepared and 
carried through. Changes of employment structure had occurred 
leading to an increase in social problems. The thirties were, in Ice
land as in the neighbouring countries, a turbulent time marked by the 
Great Depression. (Einarsson, 1977, Magnusson, 198S). Several wel
fare societies were founded during the 192 O's and 1930's (Nordal, 
1949, Sumargjöf SO åra, 1974, Thorlacius,1981). Parallel to the 
changes of societal structure an emerging social reformism was 
therefore notable at various levels. 

In chapter VI a part of the work at the Reykjavik social welfare 
agency is presented. This is a study of contemporary child welfare 
practice and especially of work with families where children are 
placed outside their home. To study the practice of the 1980's was 
considered interesting because the transition to professionalized 
welfare services had passed and some time had elapsed since the 
change had occurred. The agency had been modernized and pro
fessionally trained social workers hired to take care of economic 
assistance, child welfare, counselling, housing, home services and 
elderly care. The Reykjavik social welfare agency was established in 
the late 1960's when the then existing services were integrated into 
one unit. The greatest expansion, including a considerable increase 
in the employment of social workers, occurred during and after the 
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mid 1970's. In the 1980's the practice was therefore well estab
lished and had been developing for some time. No single episode 
marks the period. What is happening, when nothing is happening 
could be the question here ! The New Right's criticism against the 
Welfare State had reached Iceland at this time, as in several other 
countries. It was mainly manifested in political ideas and some pri
vatization tendencies, but did not significantly much affect the local 
social welfare services. An impression of the disposition among pro
fessionals, which might be significant for a crisis of welfare rationa
lity, was a noted passivity and stagnation compared with the opti
mism among the pioneers (stemming mainly from the 1960's) as well 
as newcomers, which was easily observed during the expansive pe
riod in the beginning of the seventies. Among social workers at this 
time ideological conflicts resulted in a organizational split with the 
foundation of a second professional association. 

Chapter VII presents an examination of the work for and with child
ren in two small towns. The introduction of professionalism had 
occurred in Reykjavik and the surrounding capital area, but this was 
(and still is) not the case in small local communities. In many of 
them no social welfare agencies had been opened up, although some 
public care existed. This was the situation in the two small towns, 
which I studied. The Child Welfare Boards consisting of elected local 
politicians were responsible for legal and implementation mea-sures. 
This is the other part of the consideration of social welfare services of 
the 1980's, a study of a "field" before it has been invaded by 
professionals. 

Empirical data in this work are disparate and stem from very diffe
rent locations and circumstances regarding social service provision. 
Some aspects of importance should be noted in this regard. The first 
thing I want to say is that this dissimilarity reflects the very issue that 
made the case of Iceland especially interesting to examine ! As de
scribed initially this was a significant starting point in this work; the 
unequal social conditions and the varying of stages of professionalized 
social and child welfare. One consequence of the disparate character 
of data is that they are not statistically comparable. In Reykjavik one 
could "count" child welfare cases and examine the case handling in 
various ways. In the small towns there was very little child welfare 
work to examine. Conclusively no cases could be "counted and 
weighed" in away possible in the case of Reykjavik child welfare. 
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The absence of possibility to compare data quantitatively was obvious 
from the very beginning. While planning the study, it became there
fore clear at an early stage that I wanted to use some kind of an ex
plorative approach. 

This is not to say, that designing the study was without difficulties. 
Although it is exciting to be first out as an explorer it can be very 
lonesome. The problems of deciding on approach were strongly 
determined by the absence of earlier systematic examination. Official 
statistics in the field of study were incomplete or non-existent, no 
research had been done on child welfare or on the modernization and 
professionalization of social welfare. The limited existing research 
and the absence of systematic registration of information was truly an 
obstacle that had to be overcome. Just to mention one example, I 
would have had a hard time carrying out my survey in Reykjavik, 
(where no one knew how many children they were placing each 
year!), if not for my own thorough knowledge of the agency and of the 
client group through the years. A lot of manual checking was neces
sary in order just to construct a list of the placed children and their 
parents. This also demanded special efforts from my former col
leagues, which they were in no way obliged to do. Moreover, my 
practical knowledge of the conditions of child welfare in small loca
tions and an earlier professional involvement in some of the cases and 
problems described also formed a solid foundation and this helped 
me to validate data. This last thing, that I would recognize and recall 
such cases and problems, was of course in no way planned and purely 
coincidental but rather proved to be of unexpected help. 

The basis for the idea of studying the professionalized and the non-
professionalized aspects was obviously to try to get some polarity or 
contrast in the analysis. In terms of time the work consists of 
another polarity, the 1930's and the 1980's. Whether the scope of 
supporting and opposing views I have tried to make here correlate 
with this span of time, or how the dimensions and reflections will 
present themselves, will have to be judged by the readers, which is 
well, since they are in some sense included in the team of produ
cers. 
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Chapter V 

THE FIRST POOR RELIEF OF FICIAL AND THE SUPPORT OF 
MOTHERS 

In there sat the poor relief officials interrogating people and 
making decisions in their presence, people heard what each 
of them had to say, this was a test of how righteous these men 
were." 69 

On the second of March 1928 ship-builder Magnus V. Johannesson 
and saddler Samuel ólafsson were employed by Reykjavik's mayor, as 
the first paid officials to manage the town's poor relief programme. 
Magnûs V. Johannesson described the work during the first years 
between 1928 and 1936 and the citation ebove is taken from his 
report.70 

Johannesson and ólafsson had been members of the Poor Relief 
Committee and remained so after their employment. Formerly the 
members of the Committee had worked without payment. Since the 
regulation of poor relief in 1872, it had been a civil duty to work for 
the Committee. The Town Council would elect poor relief officers 
from the different parts of town in an attempt to ensure as much 
local experience as possible (ÈórSarson, 1974,158). According to 
Jóhannesson's description, the amount of work had increased as the 
town became larger and the only way for these laymen to avoid the 
job was not to come to the meetings. 

In 1926 a proposal for the election of three new officers was put 
forward in order to replace the officers that no longer attended the 
meetings. The proposal was justifiable, according to Johannesson, if 
the signing of the meeting's protocols were to be taken as proof of 
the attendance at the meetings. The mayor was among those, who 
opposed the proposal. He requested that the matter should be post
poned until the following year's budget planning. He wanted to 

69 My translation from Icelandic. 
70  u The first part of this chapter refers to Mr .Jóhannesson's report. It is 
unpublished, but the manuscript has been kept at the social welfare agency in 
Reykjavik, which I wish to sincerely thank for permitting me access. . 
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evaluate whether one should employ permanent poor relief officers 
as paid officials.71 

The Poor Relief Committee, as the board was called at this time, de
cided on the tenth of October, 1927, to give the mayor the task of 
employing two or three officials. The matter was discussed 
thoroughly at a Town Council meeting. Social democrats desired 
election according to political representation, but the mayor's com
ment on this was: " Poor relief officiels are the mayor's employees 
and I will choose them on my own "72 So it became. The mayor 
decided from the beginning to use age as a criterion in his choice. 
He employed one "old" and one "young" person from the members of 
the Poor Relief Committee. 

Ship-builder Magnûs Johannesson became the the "young" poor relief 
official. His initial description of the physical surroundings at the 
Reykjavik town hall follows: 

"At that t ime the office of the mayor was very lacking in its organization. The 
committee meetings were held there, but there was no place for the 
expedition of relief. Therefore a room was rented with access to a telephone 
in the house of Samuel ólafsson, Laugavegi 53. The room was on the second 
floor and the narrow landing of the staircase was used as awaiting room. The 
time of expedition was from 1:00 to 3:00 pm all week-days. The poor relief 
officials sat there interrogating the people and making decisions in their 
presence, the people heard what each of them had to say, this was a test of 
how righteous these men were." / / In 1933 the work had become so 
extensive and the room so full of recipients during the expedition time that is 
was impossible to walk both in or out of the room; the noise and unsuitable 
behaviour disturbed the working tranquility in the expedition." 

Besides the apparent crowd, that characterized the whole situation, 
the one remarkable thing that should be noted in these passages is the 
relative openness in the working conditions. This was shown most 
obviously by the fact, that the employees literally held their 
conferences in the clients' presence, which is described in more 
detail in the report. It is for instance briefly mentioned in the next 
citation below, when the official describes what, in his opinion, is a 
collapse of cooperation between the male and female way of reasoning. 
71 I translate the Icelandic terms using "officials" for the employees and "officers" 
for the laymen, that formerly took care of the poor relief. 
72 My emphasis. 
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As discussed in chapter II professional development is always 
characterized by a closure in the sense, that professions stake out 
their occupational fields and thereby close them off from other 
groups. But just as significant is, although in another sense, the type 
of practical closure, that occurs through specialization. I am now 
referring to the closure of the possibilities for the interested parts 
(clients, patients etc.) to attain detailed insight into the actions and 
procedures of the specialized or the professional. A closure of this 
kind is bound to lead to mystification and loss of power for the 
clients. According to the words quoted above "/...interrogating the 
people and making decisions in their presence, the people heard 
what each of them had to say".,./ this change had not yet been intro
duced in the expansive organizing of work in the Reykjavik town hall. 

The two officials, Johannesson and ólafsson, soon got a new col
league, when the mayor decided to employ GuSrûn Làrusdóttir as its 
first female employer. Johannesson had his own views regarding 
this, which he frankly expressed and returned to repeatedly. Among 
other things he has this to say about his first female colleague: 

"Mrs GuSrun Làrusdóttir was employed as a poor relief officiai on 16**1 of July, 
1930. This was not because the work had increased so much that this was 
necessary, the reason was rather that women had started to carry on a 
propaganda campaign for the employment of a woman, claiming that it was 
unsuitable for women not to have a designated official, they could better 
discuss their matter with a woman than a man. The most peculiar and even 
unbelievable of aspect concerning the matter of poor relief, was the 
compliance of Mayor Knud Zimsen, when he employed a woman, although it 
was his opinion that this was not a woman's job at all. The only thing that 
explains this submission is the consideration of the particular woman was in 
question /.... / . 
The result of this measure proved to be detrimental. The mayor's prophecy 
was fulfilled. Emotion on one hand, but cold consideration on the other, 
discussion in the presence of the recipients made cooperation impossible, so 
that a change was bound to be made under the first half of 1932. Then I took 
over my former job, while Mrs Làrusdóttir got the task of conducting home 
visits and point out deficiencies, make proposals for the improvement of 
clothing, etc. This work never became what one had expected, but rather 
became restricted to being responsible for clothing. The expedition had now 
regressed so that we no longer had any cooperation - everything was 
disorganized, and when this fumbling was over in 1933, one can say that the 
expedition had become totally chaotic." 
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It is quite amazing, how much chaos this first female official seems to 
have created according to this description, all without the men's 
ability to impede such an unfortunate development ! One is remin
ded of old tales of women's inherent and evil qualities. Perhaps that 
is a slight exaggeration, but the attitudes towards women with the 
dichotomization of female versus male qualities - the negative effect 
of women's claimed (and unbecoming) sensitiveness versus men's 
positive rational consideration, are not to be ignored. It is apparent 
that the first poor relief official ( including the mayor according to 
Johannesson ) did not consider poor relief to be a woman's job. 

In 1935 a change was made in the organization of poor relief. The 
town was divided into four districts and each one received its own 
director or poor relief official, as they still were called at that 
time.73 At times it was quite uneasy around the poor relief office 
and difficult to maintain order. From the official's point of view this 
was primarily due to the clients demoralized behaviour described 
below: 

"Widespread propaganda and defiling stories about the poor relief officials was 
disseminated by some members of the lazybones' support club , but these were 
authorized parasites protected by political views that occupied the poor relief 
office's waiting room to propagandize, I put SJB to look after the waiting-room 
and assist the officials. " 

One of the new officials was appointed to look after the waiting room 
and protect the other officials. It is not a recent phenomenon for 
things to get hot at the welfare agency ! 

The relief official noted many difficulties in carrying out the work 
during these first years. In his opinion the indulgent attitudes of 
politicians towards the distribution of relief were not the least ma
king work difficult. This seems to be a cause of great concern for the 
official who, with support from the views of the general public, made 
repeated attempts to get the mayor and the politicians to increase 
their vigilance and tighten their hold on the town's cash resources. 

This is, for instance, shown in his proposal to reduce the norm of 
poor relief. It had been one "króna" per individual in each household 
per day, but is according to the proposal to be reduced to 0. 80 
króna in the beginning of the 1932.74 He made efforts to demon -
73 Reykjaviks' population was approximately 28 300in 1930. 
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strate through various calculations and examples of family household 
accounts, how ordinary workers had less real income than the reci
pients of poor relief. 

That some workers' families did not have too much money on hand 
is clearly indicated in one of the examples given as support for the 
reduction proposal. This is a presentation of a detailed household 
account and an economic overview, which exemplifies the household 
economy of a worker's family at this time. I leave out the detailed 
household account, but include here a part, which offers some 
insight into a family's daily standard of living. 

This family has, according to the account S8.S aurar per person 
daily.They live in their own house and have a rent income that 
amounts to 44 % of the family income, to which two of the children 
contribute with their own income. In the family there are 8 children. 
The girls are: sixteen, thirteen, eight, seven and five years old. The 
boys are: fifteen, ten and four years. The couple adds the following 
about the household: 

"For the home 3 litres of milk are bought daily, more if milk is required for 
preparing food. In the morning the children have sweet milk diluted with 
water and dry bread, in the afternoon they have thin coffee and cakes, white 
bread or cake. The evening meal consists of oatmeal porridge, milk and rye 
bread with paté or sausage. The lunch has two dishes beginning with: meat 
soup on Sunday, salted fish and milk soup on Monday, fresh fish and rice 
porridge on Tuesday, minced meat and sago porridge on Wednesday and then 
the menu is repeated or left-overs are used to make fish stew, fish balls etc... 
Each weekend the housewife bakes from two pounds of flour thick pancakes 
with one egg and crullers of 2 pounds of flour in each and this is eaten with the 
afternoon coffee during the whole week, sometimes pancakes are made from 
the left-over porridge. 
Neither the couple nor the children have been visiting the physician for two 
and a half years and have not received any medical help with the exception of 
the daughter's surgery mentioned before.^ /..../ 

"The couple says, that children are without clothes, do not have 

74 The Icelandic currency is "króna", (plur. "krónur"). 1 "aur" (plur. "eurer") is 
1/100 of "krone". 

See footnote 74. 
Mentioned in the eccount ere: "medicei help, e here-lipped child, heelth 

insurence neutrel - 160 crowns." These expenses correspond to epproximetely 12 
% of the father's ennuel income . 
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anything but outer clothes and no coats; the girls' dresses are 
washed on Saturdays, dried over night and ironed on Sunday mor
nings, so that the girls can use them the following week. The couple 
does not use tobacco, enjoy any entertainment other than in the 
organizations, where they are members." 77 

One cannot claim, that this family lived in overabundance, but they 
had enough daily food. It is in accordance with the story, that they 
had a considerable debt at the end of the year to the amount of 220 
krónur, which were used to buy meat, shoes and clothes. The 
clothing was not excessive in quantity either, but the subsidies for 
clothing was one of the big concerns, according to the poor relief 
officials' description, which is underlined by the many repeated 
discussions of this matter in the report.78 

No explanation is given, why this family was chosen as one of the two 
examples included in the report. The goal of the documentation is, 
however, clearly to demonstrate the injustice, which according to 
the official exists, when clients receive considerably more money 
than the working class families managing on their own. As indicated 
the clients received 1 "króna" or crown as support per person each 
day. We saw earlier, that this particular family is managing (at least 
trying to manage) on far less, or 58.S aurar. 

A family of ten was not a typical one. According to Kjartansson 
(1974, 256) the mean size of the household in Reykjavik in the 
twenties was 4.8 - 5.0 persons. By this example the first poor relief 
official wants to show the politicians, that it is possible to survive on 
even less money than the poor relief norm. But how that life is, we 
could ask ourselves after reading this ? Maybe the same question 
was also being asked by the politicians. Neither they nor the mayor 
fully accepted the proposal of reducing the poor relief level, as we 
shall see later. 

The official claims, that the reason behind the proposal of reduction 
is that "the general public was of the opinion, that the recipients had 
more money by taking relief than by working". The official is very 
firm when he puts forward his restrictive views regarding this mat-
77 According to the economic account they pay membership fees to the Seamen's 
Union and The Order of Good Templars . 
78 The fact that this self- managing family was in debt because of clothing is a 
remarkable detail in this context as the clothing help is mentioned as being 
excessive - but this piece of information is not commented on by the officiel. 
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ter, and he apparently finds the whole thing troublesome. Thus he 
presents the administrators as the ones, who have endless difficul
ties due to the indulgence of politicians. Although the official mana
ged to achieve the reduction in 1932, this was only temporary, 
which is for instance reflected by the following statement: 

"The conservatives have never deserved their name, something that also 
became clear in this case. In the year 1933 things had developed so that 
special clothing support was given, which had in principle never been done 
before ( with the exception of children's clothes before Christmas). By the 
reduction the level of relief had become extremely unjust, because those who 
had more children got relatively more support, including more clothes, while 
others with fewer children received nothing. This compliance should later 
reveal to be very unfortunate in the poor relief matters and it did not improve, 
when one of the officials became a clothing official/® 

The struggle for "the restoration of justice" in this matter continues. 
The official writes yet another report to the mayor. Now he refers to 
more reasons for reorganizing and changing the implementation. 
According to this more issues than unemployment are causing the 
increase in demand for poor relief. One of these is the recent 
change of the Poverty Act. In that regulations depriving recipients of 
eligibility for office and the right to vote had been abolished. This is 
one of the things mentioned in the official's report to the mayor, as 
an important explanation to the increase in demand for poor relief. 
The claimed effect is that this change had relieved the pressure for
merly discouraging people from taking poor relief. Thereby people 
are now indirectly encouraged to seek support, which leads in its 
turn to the increase in expenses. 

The official now also presents information that he has collected on 
the poor relief in some neighbouring countries, from Ârhus in Den
mark, Gothenburg in Sweden and Oslo in Norway. He uses this 
information as support for his proposals, stressing that the report 
from Oslo showing that poor relief levels there have been reduced 
with by no less than 25 % during the years 1934 - 1935, while the 
reduction in Reykjavik at the same time was 20 %, Enclosing a 
letter to the mayor along with this report he makes the following 
conclusion: 

79 Again referring to the "impossible" female official. 
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"What we officials have often claimed/ that the poor relief directly has the 
effect that those in need get more children and thereby directly put a burden 
on the town's economy, because by being in need they get far better provision 
than by working. Then things have developed in the wey to make the support 
(poverty-) to a special occupation, which has its own union of recipients." 

When it comes to the provision of children, the officials find the 
child support far too high. At this time the town pays child support 
to single mothers, payments that in fact are mediated and come from 
the fathers. The official comments on this by saying, that it is abnor
mal, that the amount is as high as if one is paying for a child in an 
institution. The child support is commented on: 

"Of course it is possible in away to call a home an asylum for children, but it is 
certain that nowhere else in the Nordic countries does one pey the same 
amount to the mother as to an institution. It is furthermore certain that few of 
the mothers mentioned in this report have had such an amount for provision 
when they lived with their husbands. The fact that divorced women get more 
money by moving from their husbands, does point only in one direction, which 
is to be noted." 

The first poor relief official continues his investigation of the organi
zation of these matters in other larger Icelandic communities. After 
getting this information he makes proposals concerning the expe
dition, working procedures for the office, different relief categories 
and the organization of the poor relief. Considering the considerable 
efforts the official laid down in collecting information from other 
Icelandic towns, as well as from Scandinavian cities, his success is 
not large according to his own description. He comments repeatedly 
on the difficulties he has trying to make politicians and the mayor 
understand and accept his views. The following citation is an 
example of his writings about the reactions: 

"The additional reports I had prom ised to send were never sent, as these 
efforts of investigating the question of support and the matter as a whole was 
met with such apathy, that no one ever mentioned these." 

The Administrative Character 

What considerations does this description arouse ? I have called this 
chapter "The First Poor Relief Official..." Perhaps abetter title would 
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have been " The Troubles'of the Poor Relief Official...". What is first 
and foremost striking in the description are the great concerns and 
problems of the official. He is apparently very worried about the 
increased demand for poor relief and problems connected to lack in 
organization and regulations. Not the least he has great troubles 
when trying to convince his superiors of the legitimacy of his ideas. 

The first poor relief official appears as an accurate, loyal and hard 
working administrator, who initiates things far beyond what can be 
expected. This is not only an interpretation. The first poor relief 
official sees himself as such, as he comments on his own way of 
working, his success and failures to achieve acceptance of his ideas 
from his superiors. He tells the reader how long his working days 
are and how increasingly hard it becomes to cope with the expansion 
occurring during these first years. Examples of his initiative are al
ready given, such as his investigation of how the poor relief is carried 
out and organized in other places. We have seen that besides his 
foreign and national correspondence he undertakes a journey to an
other part of the country to collect information. He writes repeated 
reports with schemes, schedules and proposals to the mayor, most of 
them are included in his description. Despite these efforts his em
ployers do not pay much attention to his proposals and ideas. Accor
ding to his own report he alone seems interested in the proposed 
changes and efficiency efforts. 

The administrative character of the description is striking. This 
appears most clearly in the various proposals for reorganization, of 
decision-making and expedition, and also in the request for more 
personnel. These are the main themes in the report. The clearest 
portrayal of-people's conditions are in the examples of the families' 
household accounts, one of which is given ebove, where the need of 
keeping down the poor relief level is underlined. Thus the only 
people the official allows to step forward are not clients, but fami
lies, that are managing on their own. 

Comments on clients' needs or situations do not substantially exceed 
the ones I have cited above. They mainly focus on the degree of bur
den and the possible abuse of help. This in itself is common in wri
tings on poor relief and not so surprising. On the other hand this 
would not necessarily exclude a discussion of needs and some con
cern to be shown in the report towards people seeking help. The 
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total absence of comments on concern and discussion of those, who 
seek and need help is remarkable. People only seem to raise admi
nistrative concerns, if this description is to be considered. One 
wonders about the other side of the coin, what it was like to be in 
the situation of seeking help in these years of initial social service ? 

"I choose my own employees " - a New Boundary Between Politics and 
Administration 

The word professionalization is used in many ways. One of the 
criteria of defining a field's change in this regard is the transition 
from unpaid to paid work. This is what is happening in Reykjavik, 
when the poor relief official writes his report. The change in the 
relief level in 1928 was primarily, that administration of poor relief 
was taken over by employees, although many other changes rapidly 
followed. As we saw during the decision-making in the Town Council 
the mayor pointed out firmly, that it was his job but not the politi
cians' to employ these people. Thereby he drew a new boundary 
between the decisions of politicians and administration. 

We have seen that a saddler and a ship-builder became the first poor 
relief employees. By handing the poor relief over to employees a 
first step was taken towards professionalization, but we note, that no 
particular educational background was required. This initial employ
ment of officials were chosen from the political board - the Poor 
Relief Committee, where they continued to be members. This pro
cedure made it acceptable for a person to combine having political 
responsibility and act as an administrator in the same field, some
thing that changed later on. 

Rather than talking of professionalizing the relief services it is more 
accurate to characterize the hiring of employed officials, as a transi
tion towards a system, which Birgersson (1984,16) called "laymen's 
administration" in his writings about Swedish changes in the admi
nistration of local communities. He pointed out, that during the 
reformation of the new Swedish communal statutes in 1866, it was 
considered of great value to be able to use entrusted citizens directly 
in administrative work.80 He underlined, that the laymen's charac
ter of communal administration was maintained for a surprisingly 
80 I use the word "communed" as an adjective referring to a local community that 
is run as an independent administrative unit independent of its size. 
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long time. In small, local communities this was partially true in 
Sweden up to the communal reform of the 1950's. During the 
period being described above a new boundary was drawn in Reykjavik 
between politics and administration, but it was not a sharp 
distinction. Administration still had the character of a mixed 
exercise of political and administrative power. 

Changes from Urban ization 

We saw that the reason given by the first poor relief official for em
ployment was that the laymen no longer attended the committee 
meetings. They no longer bothered to take care of their defined 
citizens' tasks handed out at these meetings. A system that has 
existed for centuries is being dissolved. Why was this ? The duty of 
provision of the poor has a very long tradition in Iceland. The local 
communities and the elected members held this responsibility since 
the introduction of Grågås - the first Icelandic Law Book around 
year 1200. 

The answer may be a rather simple one. Reykjavik is breaking up as 
a small, stable community. It is growing, people are moving into the 
town. According to Magnusson (1985,57) the characteristic trait of 
Icelandic urbanization in the period before 1940 is primarily the 
monocentric development of the capital, Reykjavik. In 1880 only 3.5 
per cent of the country's total population lived there, but over 31 
per cent in 1940, and even more, if the nearby towns and suburbs 
were included. In the 1920's more than half of Icelanders had be
come town-dwellers and around two-thirds of the population in the 
1940's. Reykjavik alone contained approximately half of the urban 
population in this period. 

Fishing and related changes played a central part in the socio-eco
nomic transformation of Icelandic society occurring mainly from the 
1880's to 1940. As Magnusson (1985,104) points out, Reykjavik's 
economic expansion in the 1920's was primarily centered on fishing. 
The first period of urbanization with the introduction of modern 
fishing boats at the turn of the century has certainly passed. What is 
at this time the main base of expansion is the increased accessibility 
to good fishing banks through the introduction of new technology, 
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such as trawlers and larger boats than were used in the past, From 
this rose an intense labour demand in the 1920's. 

During period 1920 - 1940 shipping, fishing and industry prospered. 
Although fishing continued to play a key role in the national econo
my, there was a more rapid development in other occupations rela
ted to the overall change. New major institutions of education and 
public administration were being founded, all being located in 
Reykjavik (Broddason, 1974,6). In 1925 the second wave of expan
sion in fishing reached its climax, when about 20 per cent of the 
Reykjavik inhabitants lived from trawler fishing. Despite the in
crease in employment and income opportunities social problems 
followed, such as the lack of housing, that had not been so great in 
Reykjavik since the beginning of the First World War. More signs of 
problematic issues connected to modernization were tough working 
conditions, those conditions promoting the foundation of worker's 
unions during the first decades of the century (f>orleifsson, 1947, 
186). 

In the 1930's, there was a considerable decline of labour demand, 
that was associated with the Great Depression. According to 
Magnusson (1985, 154 ff) the unemployment rate in Reykjavik from 
the early 1920's to 1938 ranged from 8-21 per cent, an average of 
12 per cent, and was exceptionally high in 1932, where the rate was 
22 per cent. As mentioned by Magnûsson (op.cit.) the culmination of 
class confrontation was reached in November, 1932, when protests 
against wage-cuts in outdoor relief work turned into open street 
fights overwhelming the police force and resulting in a withdrawal of 
the wage-cut bill in the Town Council.81 

As formerly noted, the report of the poor relief official covers the 
period from 1928 - 1936, which, as we have seen, was a very critical 
period in terms of employment. This must obviously have affected 
the demand for economic relief seriously. During this period several 
efforts were made by the unions, sometimes in cooperation with the 
town, to meet these problems. The poor relief officer comments on 
the special unemployment work , which that was offered by the 
town. He considers, that these efforts are very badly organized, a 
situation he finds resulting in the increase of poor relief demand 
rather than an expected reduction. In March 1932, several months 
81 See also Einarsson's/ Haraldsson's book on the circumstances related to this 
conflict (1977), 
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before the conflict mentioned above, the poor relief official reports 
to the mayor to show how poor relief recipients had more money 
than the workers engaged by the town in unemployment work. 
According to him this lead to the reduction of relief level, a claim 
also made by the general public, he points out. The way of arguing 
and the occurring reduction of relief level to 0.8 króna is to be seen 
in the light, that the proposal of the town's council to reduce wages 
of these workers from 1.36 króna per hour to 1.00 króna lead to 
serious street fights, after which the proposal was withdrawn. 

The period preceding the hiring of the first employed officials was 
relatively prosperous and characterized by modernization on various 
levels. During the years, when the relief level is worrying as well 
poor relief officials as the general public, unemployment and resul
tant poverty was in fact alarming. This is supported not only by the 
unemployment figures above or in an increased demand of poor re
lief, which as a stigmatizing as it was, was the last resort for many. In 
various other ways this could be observed. Thus the churches and 
Reykjavik city opened temporarily a kitchen later this same year 
serving meals for the unemployed and their families (Haraldsson, 
1977,127,181). 

These are some of the obvious material changes. The increase in 
demand for poor relief is obviously one of the consequences of this 
development. We have already noted the assumed effect of this 
increase on the administration of the poor, with the laymen ceasing 
to bother about their civil responsibilities. Whatever deeper reasons 
or possible changes of mentality may be hidden is difficult to say. 

In light of this development one should also note the flourishing of 
different welfare and charity efforts occurring in Reykjavik at this 
time and legislative changes leading to social policy reforms, both 
issues I will return to later. 

Restrictive Attitudes Towards the Services but Bureaucratic Expansion 

Returning to the efforts of the first poor relief officer, a couple of 
things in his report can additionally be considered noteworthy, 
which are directly related to the field of social service provision. 
One recognizes in his report the typical thought of poor relief. This 
is for instance seen in the efforts to keep down the levels of support 
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as a discouraging measure. There is also the fear, that poor relief is 
being made too attractive through liberalization of law. The official is 
apparently worried about the possibility/ that the poor would have too 
many children due to "the good life" on support and, that women 
would divorce due to the "high" child support benefits. 

It seems obvious, that the first poor relief official is very restrictive, 
when it comes to the extent of support. Furthermore, he frankly 
claims, that he did not receive support for the changes he is pro
posing and finds this very bothersome. The extent to which the first 
poor relief official exceeded his superiors in his restrictive attitude is 
in fact quite remarkable. 

On the other hand, he is not restrictive when suggesting improve
ments in his office. He makes several suggestions of expansion and 
pushes things in a direction, which he defines as beneficial in this 
respect. He makes requests for more employees and argues for the 
establishment of a leading position for himself. These are all proposals, 
that will expand administration and he also proposes more accurate 
rules and procedures and organizing meetings for decision-making. 

Some of these things he manages to have accepted. For instance 
there is a considerable increase of the staff during these first years, 
from 2 to 8 people during a period of eight years. Meetings or con
ferences among the poor relief officials were established for the 
expedition of relief. The arrangement mentioned in the quotation at 
the beginning of this chapter, where decisions were taken in the 
presence of recipients was also changed. The decision-making was 
closed off from the clients and transferred into the conference room. 
We know now, that bureaucratic changes of this kind were later on 
accepted and cemented in professional practice. The poor relief 
official takes in this way important steps to create a group with some 
control of its expert knowledge. 

Different Layers of Time - in Municipal Relief and Parliame ntary Politics 

The restrictive attitude towards support has for a long time charac
terized poor relief. By relating this attitude to other things happe
ning at the same time an important contrast is to be seen by looking 
outside the town hall. 
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During the same years as the first poor relief official compared poor 
relief levels in Iceland and Scandinavia, a governmental committee 
was preparing an extensive social reform, a pension and health in
surance act (Blöndal and Seemundsson,1945, 17ff). The govern
ment's ambitions in this matter were extensive. They wished for an 
investigation on how it was possible "to introduce social security in as 
many fields as possible" in the future. 

The reform committee was especially notified by the government to 
take notice of foreign development in this field. According to the 
letter on tasks assigned for the committee, the government decla
red, that it should examine the national economic capacity regarding 
employment and economic provision. A proposal for a general law 
reform was to be prepared, including a general social insurance 
system and an act on general public welfare assistance. Moreover, 
the government asked for suggestions on how public measures could 
be used to prevent unemployment, how public investments could 
ensure stable employment, and at last, how it was possible to use the 
working capacity of the disabled in the interest of society and for 
themselves. 

Although it later showed, that these goals were far from being ful
filled, a far-reaching law reform was passed in 1935. The law lead to 
a major break-through in the establishment of general health and 
social insurance, although not an unemployment insurance. 

Thus we see, that during the initial period of specialized poor relief 
administration in Reykjavik, there was an ongoing progressive deve
lopment in parliamentary politics. Moreover, the changes were 
influenced by contemporary foreign ideas on social policy and social 

no  
security. The contrast between this and the obvious restrictive 
poor relief spirit of the official's ideas can be one reason for his fai
lures to achieve acceptance, citing the cause, as the official desig
nates it, as being met with "apathy". The attitude of the first admi
nistrator was, to put it simply, not appropriate to the times. Or may
be there was, metaphorically spoken, more than one dimension of 
time - different for different layers of society ? This is another 
possible way of interpretation. Leaving the question, I close this part 
of the chapter. 

S^See chapter V in Blöndal and Seemundsson's (1945). 
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No closing is without some sort of an end: An epilogue to the 
chapter follows. 

A S tory "Written by Life Itself - A Client-Centered Example 

As mentioned before, Iceland passed its first Child Welfare Act in 
1932. The law replaced regulations in the Poor Relief Act and several 
separate legislative measures regarding the care of orphans and 
children, that parents did not provide for or treat properly, as it was 
put. (Dögg Palsdóttir, 1980,2; Björnsson, 1979, 201). The Act was 
based on the Norwegian model that was applied similarly in all the 
Nordic countries, with local politicians acting as supporting body and 
court-like institution in child welfare boards (Dahl, 1985). 

Some organizing of charity had existed in Reykjavik since the end of 
the nineteenth century (Róbertsdóttir,1988). The scale of organiza
tional activity was broadened by an important initiative regarding the 
work on improving children's conditions by the foundation of 
Mœ&rastyrksnefhd in the following called The Committee for The 
Support of Mothers. The committee was not, at this time, a charity 
organization, it acted more as an advocating body, which also tried to 
promote public social policy.83 

In 1928 a group of women, that represented a number of women's 
organizations founded the committee. The goal was primarily to 
work for the promotion of the conditions of single mothers, regard
less if they were widows, divorced or unmarried. At t his time 
mothers without "a provider" were not entitled to any support other 
than poor relief. By receiving support the recipients lost eligibility 
and the right to vote, a regulation which the committee fought 
against. The ultimate goal for the committee was, that all women in 
this position should be ensured a mother's allowance, amounting to 
the coverage of household expenses. This model was recommended 
by reference to the existing Norwegian system already being intro
duced. The committee opened up a counselling and advocacy service 
for single mothers, widows and the wives of sick husbands. 

Nordel (194 9,xi) described the foundation of the committee. Several 
organizations TliorvaldsensfelagiS, Sumargjöf, M«<Srafelagi<S etc, worked for the 
promotion of conditions for children and single mothers at this time, which is an 
interesting piece of history, not yet described comprehensively. 
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Laufey Valdimarsdóttir was one of the most prominent persons initia
ting various women's actions, engaging with a great commitment in 
the foundation of women's organizations, and a women's worker 
union, as a typical representative of the liberal feminism of this time. 
She was the first person to work in the counselling and advocacy 
service on the Committee for Support of Mothers, which published a 
newly introduced magazine on Mother's Day. Valdimarsdóttir got the 
task of writing about the work of the committee in the very first 
magazine published on Mothers Day. In her introduction she says, 
that it is hard to do such a presentation about personal matters of 
clients in a small community. She found it nevertheless justifiable to 
publish a short extract from the committee's diary. 

As already mentioned, the absence of portrayals of the situation of 
clients becomes very intrusive, when reading the description given by 
the first poor relief official. I would like to counterbalance this and 
thereby give a slight insight into the conditions of the clients of this 
time. I will do this with only a single example. 

I found that the case chosen by Valdimarsdóttir for the Mother's 
Day's magazine was a good example demonstrating a different angle 
on the handling of social problems, than we saw before in the de
scriptions of the poor relief official. This case shows, how the emer
ging bureaucratic system of relief services could turn out towards a 
client family. I will present it in length, as told by Valdimarsdóttir, 
an account based on the diary of the Committe for Support of 
Mothers. This is the case of a child welfare client, a single mother 
and her children. It is apparent, that Valdimarsdóttir published it as 
a plead for better understanding and increased support for mothers. 
Quoting Valdimarsdóttir, this story is: 

" written by life itself, I have added nothing to it, but it so well describes the 
life of a single mother, that it cannot be considered only a story of a single 
individual, but the story of many. " (in Nordal,1949,161), 

The quotation from the diary is as follows: 

In December 1938, the young woman is first mentioned in the com
mittee's book, as no. 49 on the committee's Christmas Present List: 
"A single young woman with one child, two years old, and receiving 
child support from father,84 The rent was paid by the town until 

Child support is an allowance that at this time was mediated to mothers 
through the poor relief and was a payment from fathers not living together with the 
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October Is* when the town stopped the payment, Sick after child
birth until summer. Is now able to work again. Does some laundry 
work from time to time. 

April 3rc* , 1939, she comes again. Now she asks for help to get a 
court decision regarding child support. She is pregnant. The father 
is the same. The young women is now almost twenty-four years old, 
but she was around twenty when they moved together. Their coha
bitation has been somewhat interrupted because of her illness, hos
pitalization and his drinking. During the autumn the cohabitation 
should be brought to an end, but the young woman had not been able 
to get rid of the man. Now she cannot expect any help from him. 
The older child is staying with her relatives and needs clothes, The 
court decision is taken and the young woman gets support for the 
period before and after the birth of the child in order to help her 
through most of the difficulties, 

October 19^,1939, the young woman returns. Now she is living 
alone in a little room with her two children, one of them between 
two and three years old, the other two months. She gets child 
support for both children and support for the rent. She cannot 
manage with this and asks us to contact the welfare office on her 
behalf and apply for support for food for herself, as she is unable to 
leave the children to work. This is done without result. 

February 12**1, 1940, I met the young woman by coincidence at the 
Child Welfare Office. She does not have money for next meal and 
asks for coal and milk for the children. She has already been refused 
by the welfare office on the application for more support and has 
been to the Ministry, to the Chief Constable and finally ended up 
here at the Child Welfare Office. Nothing but desperation could 
make her pursue this painful route, but no one has helped her. She 
gets a few crowns in her hand for milk from the child welfare official 
and a coal bag from our committee. Neither of these have the suffi
cient resources to help her. I go home with her and see her little 
neat room and the children that are so tidy, in spite of the mother's 
poverty. She comes to the office and we write a letter to the welfare 
council; "......The child support scarcely covers the children's needs, 
as I do not have any chance of leaving them, I cannot get a job to 
earn money and I do not see any solution other than asking the 
mother. 
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honourable welfare council for support." 
The Welfare Council refers the matter to the poor relief official and 
the young woman receives twenty krónur as preliminary support. But 
the poor relief office does not wish to support unmarried, able-
bodied girls to keep a home. They tell her to find some place for one 
of the children and another place where she can stay and work with 
the other. 

It comes to her mind that she should give the baby away and by 
doing so it would be well cared for. She puts out an announcement. 
Twenty people come to her little room to have a look at the baby. 
But then she realizes, that she is unable to give it away. The 

extreme need forces her, however, and she is advised to place the 
child into a children 's home. There it can stay until it can possibly 
be put into a permanent home. She accepts the advice, but after 
twenty-four hours she is back. She asks me , for God's sake, to help 
her to get the baby back from the children 's home. She thinks that 
the baby is not feeling well. Moreover she is finding that the direc
tor of the home has implied that she had given away her right as a 
mother's at the moment she handed over the child and gave her 
permission for placement. But the young woman could not give the 
baby away like an object for sale. She tells me that she had never 
before experienced a night like the last one since the baby left. I 
went along with her and helped her to get the baby. Of course this 
was easily done. She had not given away any right, although she had 
asked for help to find a home for the baby. Now she had changed 
her mind. I will never forget how relieved she was when she held 
the baby close to her. 

If she would manage until the spring, then she would go to the 
countryside, when the roads were open again. I went many times to 
the poor relief official on behalf of this young woman during the 
winter. Somehow she managed to keep alive until the spring. 

But on May 6^ it is noted in the committee's diary that this young 
woman suddenly was deprived of the rent support that the town 
earlier had provided. Again an a pplication is written to the Welfare 
Council; this time for support to make it possible for the young 
woman to pay the rent. The landlord had only rented the room to 
the young woman as he knew the town was paying the rent. The 
application went like this: I have looked for a plac e to stay 
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and work, where I could have the children with me. I have planned 
to ask my relatives for help and am hoping that I will find a sufficient 
solution for me and the children, but at the moment I do not see any 
other way than asking you to pay the rent for me until something 
else comes up. " 

The rent support is not given and in the spring the young woman 
starts her journey to a distant place in the countryside. I expected 
her to return with one of the children. Next Christmas the com
mittee looked for the young woman to give her a present. But she 
was not to be found. 

Later in the winter it so happened that a woman had forgotten 
something in my home and sent her maid for it. I was very sur
prised when I saw that it was the young woman I had been looking 
for. She told me about her situation. One of the children she had left 
in the countryside but she herself had not been able to stay there any 
longer with the younger child. In the autumn she had come to town 
and not been able to find a room for herself and the child. She had 
been without housing for about a month. In the end she did not see 
any alternative way than to give the child away. But at least she knew 
that it had a good home. 

It is impossible to describe how deprived and exhausted she was in 
light of all the fighting power she had shown last winter. The pain 
she had been through showed for a moment when she said in a low 
and gloomy voice; " I cannot understand that it is right to force 
young poor women to give their children away." 

Later on I often thought about this young woman, and then at last I 
saw her once again. One day she came to me for information regar
ding child support for the older child, the one that still was staying 
in the countryside. "How about the younger one?" I asked; "Yes, he is 
fine," she said and lightened up. "Haveyou never seen him?" "No -
he was so young". She remained quiet for a while and then she said: 
"But they ve sent me his picture. They are good people. "She smiled 
and remained silent for a while, then she said: "Actually I have often 
seen him playing outside the house. I know that all is well." "And the 
other boy ?", I asked, her face turned into a smile:" Yes, I always go 
and visit him each year." 
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Many mothers have similar experiences to this young woman. I 
cannot forget her words: " I cannot understand that it is right to 
force poor young women to give their children away." There is an 
urgent need for a home for mothers, where they can stay with their 
children during the hard first years" (in Nordal, 1949.161-166). 

Two Coexistent Approaches - Administration and Advocacy 

I will pull the strings of this chapter together briefly. At the time 
being described for the two examples given of the handling of social 
problems in this chapter, three features are important for our discus
sion. The first is the socio-economic transformation and its effects 
which have been mentioned briefly. The second is the onset of the 
Great Depression with rising unemployment, wage-cuts and a resul
tant culmination in class struggle. These are the external conditions 
affecting matters of social welfare. This can also be linked to the third 
feature, which involves the ongoing changes in politics and administ
ration in regard to social welfare. 

There had an increased pressure on humanizing the Poor Law, which 
had, in principle, not been changed since 1905 (Aljpingistiöindi, A-
1932,397-409; Björnsson, 1979,208; Blöndal,19S4,lS6ff). Signifi
cant increase in public intervention first thrived in Iceland at the end 
of the period. Important changes of The Poor Law removed the most 
stigmatizing and crucial effects for recipients. First in 1934 the loss 
of right to vote was removed and in 1927 the regulation, that parents 
no longer could be separated from each other and from their child
ren, only because of economic dependency (Björnsson, 1979, 208; 
Blöndal,19S4, I56ff; Lindal,1963; in Stjómarti5indi,1927 A, 118-
134). As I a lready have said a far-reaching delegation to construct a 
progressive social legislation was given to a government committee, 
which resulted in the first act on social insurance in 1936. 

This was at the end of the period the first poor relief official treated 
in his report. With the help of his report we have taken a special look 
at the changes in the handling of social problems in Reykjavik. The 
hiring of special staff at the Reykjavik mayor's office marked the 
beginning of bureaucratization of these matters. As said earlier the 
situation described can presumably be best characterized by calling it 
"laymen's administration". 
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At the same time we have noted the increasing activity of organiza
tions engaging in charity, advocacy, counselling and the work for the 
promotion of social justice for the poor, of whom included widows 
and mothers. 

Looking further back at the work of societies etc. (for instance 
ThorvaldsensfêlagiS), I find that the disparate and limited character 
of these activities makes it doubtful to talk of an organized child-
saving activity, prior to public welfare. Gunnlaugsson (1982,44) 
pointed out, that the nature of social structure and the control local 
authorities exercised over individuals, that prevented people from 
settling down in Reykjavik, was extensively restrictive during the 
early nineteenth century. He put forward the thesis, that this ob
structed the formation of a group of urban poor, as emerged in many 
other European cities. Despite this poor relief developed to become 
a real burden for the Reykjavik authorities later on. It is possible, 
that the absence of an Icelandic child-saving movement, can be tra
ced to these same circumstances, since child-saving was generally 
very closely related to the formation of urban poverty. The matter 
needs, however, more exploration. 

Only a few years passed until a new step was taken in modernizing 
these matters. As said before the first Icelandic Child Welfare Act is 
from 1932. Two years later, in 1934 Reykjavik employed the first 
child welfare employee, a trained nurse, who was hired to work part-
time at The Reykjavik Child Welfare Office. Only a few years later in 
1937 the first psychologist was employed by the Reykjavik Child 
Welfare Board (Barnaverndarnefhd Reykjavikur SO åra, 1957). 
Thus we can note the beginning of a certain specialization in the late 
1930's, when the Reykjavik Child Welfare Board employed the first 
staff members, who were trained teachers, nurses and a psychologist. 
Twenty years had to pass until the first hiring of social workers , 
which later became the dominating child welfare profession. 

According to Róbertsdóttir (1988,379) various charity associations 
and funds were established in the city during the last third of the 
nineteenth century. These upper class initiatives marked the first 
stage in organizational activities aiming at meeting the needs of 
those, who did not manage on their own. The flourishing of different 
welfare and charity efforts occurring in Reykjavik during the 1920's 
and 1930's can be seen as a second stage in this development and as 
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a reaction to the increasing social problems of the growing modern 
town. 

In 1924 Sumargjöfvras founded, a society to promote health and 
moral development of children. Sumargjöf opened a day- care centre 
in 1931 and later became the major day care organization in the city. 
In 1936 MœBrafélagiB was established to promote the rights and so
cial benefits for single mothers. Mee&rastyrksnefhd founded in 1928 
to support mothers and widows had the same emphasis (Nordal, 
1949, Sumargjöf, 1974, Thorlacius,1981). These welfare societies 
during the 1920's and 1930's were apparently influenced by a rela
tively new type of social reformism. They worked in the name of 
social justice for equal rights and increased support for single 
mothers and widows through legislative changes. 

Relating this activity to similar efforts abroad, F Williams (1989,154) 
identified in her chronology of development of the British Welfare 
State a second period from 1880-1930, where policies of mother
hood and unemployment were central. The various state interven
tions introduced centered much around motherhood. She also noted: 
"Avast number of voluntary societies aimed at promoting child wel
fare and domestic hygiene came into existence"(op.cit.,lS7). The 
similarity in goals, efforts and in the period referred to from Reykja
vik is, in this sense, apparent. We have seen, that many of the 
changes introduced at this time also happened through efforts of 
various (women's) societies. It is known, that some of the women 
pioneers had active international contacts. This was for instance the 
case for Valdimarsdóttir,who both studied and travelled abroad and 
was a member of international women's societies, as described by 
Nordal (1949). 

What I want to emphasize summarizing the activity centered around 
social welfare on various levels during the 1920's and 1930's is the 
importance of these decades for the establishment of systematic 
treatment of these matters. My main concern here is though not 
periodizing and I will not let that carry me away and prevent me in 
making my final point in this chapter. 

I find the examples given by Johannesson and Valdimarsdóttir 
especially noteworthy, since they demonstrate in a concrete manner, 
how these services were organized and carried out. Moreover, for 
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the reason, that a coexistence of different kinds of thought, attitudes 
and practice emerges through these narrations. 

An issue of major importance for the discussion is the contrast of the 
two examples of practicing social assistance. The opposite view
points of these descriptions of the handling of welfare problems are 
hopefully as clear for the readers as for me. Where the poor relief 
officials uses administration, organization and collection of formal 
information as his main tool, the Committee for Support of Mothers 
uses advocacy and counselling in its work. Hereby two different 
perspectives appear, one where clients are absent and another of a 
totally client-centered practice. The two examples obviously repre
sent two different rationalities, the administrative rationality of poor 
relief and the rationality of the advocacy and counselling service of 
the private organization. 
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Chapter VI 

A SURVEY OF CHILDR EN'S PLACEMENTS IN REYKJAVIK 

This chapter is a presentation of a study in a part of the Icelandic 
child welfare practice; a survey of children's placements imple
mented during one year at the Social Welfare Agency in the capital, 
Reykjavik. 

The Aim of th e Survey 

The aim of this survey can be described in very simple terms. The 
documentation and research in Icelandic child welfare is very 
limited, almost nonexistent. It thus was necessary to get a more 
systematized insight in the professionalized part of the child welfare 
practice than was available. Undertaking this survey would allow (an 
important part of) the practice to become visible for the first time -
and thereby accessible and possible to comment on. In other words 
the point of making the survey was to form an important platform for 
the discussion of the professionalized and nonprofessionalized parts 
of the practice. The reasons for choice of object and location of the 
survey are given below. 

The Choice of Place and Object for Study 

For more than one reason, when doing research on the professionali
zed child welfare, Reykjavik seemed to be the right spot in Iceland to 
study . The Social Welfare Agency in Reykjavik is by far the country's 
largest, and was the first one to employ professional social workers. 
Furthermore, the city of Reykjavik was first in the country to moder
nize its organization of social welfare around 1970 when the existing 
social welfare, child welfare, alcohol protection, child care and home 
services all were allocated in one agency. The reform was not a part 
of a country -wide legislative reform, but a change decided by the City 
Council.This underlines the city's leading position in Iceland re-

A minor legislative change was, however, made allowing a a change of political 
management of these affairs (lög nr,80/1967, log nr.31/1968). 
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garding what certainly can be called promoting modernization and 
certainly also professionalization of this field. 

In the new regulation following this change the authorities stressed 
the importance of employing professional workers. The Reykjavik 
Council of Social Welfare provided grants for students that were 
willing to engage themselves to work in the agency after their studies 
abroad. At this time professional social workers were few; the first 
one graduated in Sweden in 1957, in 1975 there were 16 graduates 
and by 1985 around 120. Until 1975 there were only one or two 
professional social workers at the agency in Reykjavik at one time. 

Around 1970, the City Council introduced new goals for implemen
tation, such as "prevention", "family principle" and a "holistic view". 
All these terms were defined similarly to the principles of change 
occurring at the same time in the Nordic countries. The idea behind 
the change was to leave a functional approach and introduce a "holis
tic" principle, which implies a rejection of the former symptoms' 
focus as an organizing principle for receiving and treating clients. It 
was thus an acknowledgement of the importance of the relationship 
between individual and society.86 

The provision of economic relief has always been one of the main 
tasks of the local authorities in Reykjavik (Gunnlaugsson, 1982,179). 
But as we see from this, professional social work and modernized 
social welfare has a relatively short history. 

When it came to choosing some particular part of child welfare I 
found that children's placements would be important to study. Thus 
a study based on the annual report of the Central Council of Child 
Welfare from the year 1983 showed that in the small municipalities 
the boards of child welfare more often used controlling measures 
such as limiting or depriving parents of custody rather than sup
portive measures. 87 The boards most commonly used only one type 
of measure and in the smaller municipalities they never used more 
86 Writings from this time describing the principles behind the change are 
minimal, see records from meetings of the Reykjavik City Council 1967 
"Tillborgarfltr.Sjalfst.fi. um félagsmål", reecSa Poris Kr, î^ôr Bar sonar ,pp .114-135, 
Later writings explaining in the matter is for instance Ragnarsson,5, Félagsleg 
pjónusta undan fariS og framundan, 1985, pp.109-122.As Scandinavian influence 
was apparent, see also Pettersson,U. 1986,218 ff. on similar changes made in 
Sweden. 
87 Boards of Child Welfare or Boards on Social Welfare are responsible for the 
implementation of The Child Welfare Act, co nsisting of politicians with a juridical 
expertise in handling the most serious cases. 
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than two different kinds of measures. Many boards in small com
munities did not have any activity at all (Kristinsdóttir, 1985).88 

In other words, this meant that children's placements were not only 
common in Reykjavik, but also relatively commonly implemented in 
the smaller communities, where the child welfare activity in general 
was very limited. Although the aim was not to make a comparative 
study between professionalized and nonprofessionalized communities 
it was important to know that one of the most central subjects in this 
study would commonly occur in all parts of the field. 

Another reason for studying children's placements had to do with 
practice in Reykjavik and the organizational change mentioned above. 
This change affected the whole organization, including the case-load 
distribution and recording system. It meant that earlier working 
procedures where one used different procedures for different prob
lem categories were abandoned. It also meant that there was no 
longer a clear definition whether the agency was handling a case as a 
child welfare case, an alcohol ebuse case and so forth. This abandon
ment of the functional approach had a side effect that lead to a more 
diffuse definition of the different types of cases than used before. 
Even when the social workers eventually got administrative working 
rules for the most severe child welfare cases, the somewhat unclear 
use of a scale of continuum from less to more complicated cases was 
still implemented. Thus the premises (child welfare, supporting 
measures, financial assistance) for handling the case would not always 
be clear. In spite of this the agency staff would always consider a 
child's placement a matter of child welfare and in the small com
munities mentioned above such placements were also used, although 
the activity there generally was very limited. 

Questions of more general character than related to the Reykjavik 
practice making the placement an important object to study have 
been discussed in a previous chapter. The placement is a common 
measure in child welfare and a very important one, an action taken 
that drastically affects children's and parents' lives. This makes it 
very relevant to study placements of children and it may very well be 
the most substantial reason. 

®®The Central Child Welfar e Council is a national control and appeal authority, The 
Child Welfare Act obl iges the local child welfare boards to report annually to the 
Council. However, 68 boards did not report in 1983, which indicates that their 
activity had been limited or non-existent. Instead 155 boards reported, whereof 
80 boards had had one or more meetings during the year. 
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In that sense this particular section of child welfare practice can be 
seen as a relatively well developed one, This is also true when it 
comes to the production of knowledge; a fact becoming visible in the 
considerable amount of research that internationally exists in this 
area. 

The Study of Records 

This study is a survey of family records made from January to March, 
1986, where selected data from 10S families and IS4 children were 
systematically registered for the following analysis and discussion.89 

The survey includes all family cases with children from 0-18 years 
that were placed outside their home during the year 1984 by the 
agency, whether this was in an institution or a private home, both 
with or without the consent of parents. Information on the child's 
former placements, earlier places of upbringing and contemporary 
and previous family situations were gathered to the extent these were 
registered. The population is limited to children placed during the 
year 1984, a year chosen as the last one accessible at the time of 
study. The different placement forms used by the agency are long- or 
short- term foster care, a children's institution, a small home as well 
as a treatment centre for adolescents. 

Collection of D ata 

Family records were read in full length, data were extracted and col
lected on a specially constructed form. The form was tested before
hand on ten family records and thereby adjusted (see Appendix A). 
Data were collected on the child, the family, the parents and the case 
management. These were, when needed, supplemented with data 
from annual schemes, registers, files and protocols. The material was 
coded and systematized into tables. It was analysed and published in 
a descriptive overview and a discussion in a report (Kristinsdóttir, 
1987b). Some of the findings and questions raised by this study have 
been presented and discussed in an article (Kristinsdóttir, 1988a). 

See Appendix A which is the form used for registration of data extracted from 
records for this survey. 
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Some difficulties arose during the preparation of the collection of 
data. No central registration existed on children being placed. Since 
I had formerly worked at the agency for several years I could see that 
the list of children first given to me by the administration was defi
cient. It included some children, who were not to be included in the 
study and some others who were missing. After some manual 
checking it was possible to construct the list. The most reliable 
registration seemed to be of children placed in institutions and this 
was double-checked, thus I assume that this particular part of my list 
of children is complete. I cannot be sure that all children placed in 
private homes are included due to the absence of central registration 
and the noted lack in family records. One child that had been placed 
where no family record existed was included although this meant a 
lack of even the most elementary data. Some of the placements in 
institutions were to a state adolescent home, no information was 
collected from this home. 

The Placements 

Forms of Placem ents 

Placements in the Children's Home are short-term placements for 
children ranging in age 0 -12. These placements are planned to be 
short-term but they are not always. 

The Home for Adolescents in the age range of 12 - 18 has an 
observation home and two treatment homes; one of which is a family 
collective in the countryside as well as a small home ( a half-way 
house) for adolescents, who are unable to stay at home. 

Placements in private families are used for all age groups. There are 
two categories; the more permanent or supposedly long-term place
ments and the short-term or temporary placements, where decisions 
are delegated to the administration (even to the individual social 
worker) from the Child Welfare Board. 

In the following text the first form will be called "potentially 
permanent placement" and the second "temporary placement". The 
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first form is almost always used when parents are deprived of the 
custody of a child, but can even be used on the request of parents.90 

Teble 1 shows number of placements. The placements varied in the 
following way according to the above mentioned forms: 

Table 1 - All forms of placements (pl.). 

form no. of pi. 
- temporary placement 34 
- potentially permanent pi. 22 
- Children's home 115 
- half-way adolescent home 6 
- the Adolescent home 33 
- Other arrangements 2 

Total 212 

The placements totalled 212, the mean frequency was 1.4 per child. 
There were most frequently placements in the Children's Home. We 
shall later look at each of the different forms separately. 

Number of Children and Age 

A total of 154 children coming from 103 families were placed outside 
their own home by the social welfare agency during the year 1984. 
There were 71 girls and 83 boys. The age distribution was as follows: 

90 Iceland and Norway are the two Nordic countries allowing for permanently 
depriving parents of custody on the basis of the Child Welfare Acts. 
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Table 2 - Age of children. 

age 
0  -2  
3 -5 
6 -11  

n % 
children: 37 

24 
47 

61 40 
30 

adolescents: 
12 -16 40 

46 30 
of age91 17 -18 - 6 

Total 154 100 

There is a certain overweight in the placements of younger children 
and the number is declining with older children. The distribution is 
coherent with that of the client group as a whole. Compared to the 
number of children in Reykjavik Dec 1,1984 it is also similar, except 
for the older children, where those over 16 years (partially of age) are 
relatively fewer. The distribution of sex according to age not shown 
here is approximately even. 

Placements in the Children's Home 

We have already seen that the most frequent placement form is the 
Children's Home; the 115 placements during the year include 90 
children. 

Short-term placements were the most common ones; more than half 
of the placements at the Children's Home lasted from one day to two 
weeks and seventy-seven lasted to a maximum of four weeks. Thirteen 
c h i l d r e n  s t a y e d  a t  t h e  h o m e  f o r  a  l o n g  t i m e ,  s i x  c h i l d r e n  f r o m  0 - 3  
years, five children 4-7 years and two children 8-11 years were 
placed for 3-12 months. 

91 The child welfare boards take action up to the age of 16, when a young person 
becomes partially of age and can then among other things decide where to live and 
how to spend the money he or she earns, The age of criminal majority is IS. The 
boards duty to assist young people extends to the age of 18 (majority). 
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Placements are most frequent within the age group of 0 - 3 . Forty-
eight, or a little less than half, of the placements belong to this group, 
followed by the 4-7 year old children, who are almost as frequent 
with forty-one placements. Altogether there were 89 placements in 
the age group of 0 - 7 years. This is related to the frequency of place
ments, but the pattern does not change by relating it to the number of 
children, the younger children comprise the largest group. 

When analysing the reasons behind the placements registered in fa
mily records by social workers it is shown that placements in the 
Children's Home were almost always related to problems in the family 
or parental problems, not as symptoms and problems the children 
were exhibiting.92 The two reasons given most frequently were 
parents' illness and complicated family problems. 93 After this, in 
order of frequency, follow reasons like alcohol/drug abuse, lack of 
care, divorce and psychiatric problems. In the temporary placements 
child-centered reasons were frequently used. This criteria was not 
used ( with one exception) in placements in the Children's Home. 
This can presumably be explained in a very trivial way, by the child
ren's age, which is generally lower than in the temporary placements. 
It is a common phenomenon that while children are young, their 
problems are not as obvious for people in their environment as later 
on, one would thus not point out their behaviour as problematic as 
often as with older children. This difference could also be due to the 
different use of these forms of placements. 

Repeated Placements in the Children's Home 

A previous overview of placements at the Children's Home had shown 
that repeated placements of the same children were frequent. Thus 
they were 32.4 % of the placements during the years 1981 and 1982 
(Haugen et al., 1983). It now showed that 105 of the 154 children 
included in the survey had formerly been at the Children's Home. 
The repeated placements among these 105 were on average 2.6 per 
child, of which forty-seven children had been placed 1-5 times and 
five children 7-10 times. The period referred to here is from first 
placement until the data collection took place in January 1986. This 
92 See Appendix B where the reasons given by social workers are divided into 
three categories: child-centered, parental-centered or family-centered. 
93 I have refer red to "complicated family problems", where the social worker 
registers three or more different problems that can all be considered as family 
problems as a reason for a placement. 
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is a clear indication that these children have a history of repeated 
separations from their families. 

Placements in Private Homes 

The younger children were more often placed "potentially perma
nently", while the older ones were more often placed temporarily. 
Thus there were sixteen permanent of 22 placements in the age 
group of 0 - S years, while twenty-nine of 34 temporary placements 
fell into the age group 6-18 years. 

As the survey only covers one calendar year it is of course not possible 
to see how long the placements lasted; some placements were not 
completed during the year. This is, quite naturally, especially true for 
the "potentially permanent" form of placement. The following is a 
rough division of the duration of the temporary placements: 

Table 3 - Duration of temporary placements. 

duration no. of placements 
- 0 - 4 weeks 3 
- S - 11 - S 
- 3 - 11 months 10 
- 12 - S 
uncompleted by Dec 31st 11 

Total 34 

Short-term placements are few, only three of them lasted four weeks. 
Fifteen of the twenty-three placements, where the duration is known, 
last more than three months. The duration of the placements that 
were active by the 31st of December is unknown due to the survey's 
design. 

The reasons given for the children being placed in the temporary 
placements vary more than in the potentially permanent placements. 
The reasons given for temporary placements were various. The social 
workers used almost the entire existing scale of problems from child-
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ren-centered, family-centered or parent-centered reasons. The five 
different reasons given for the potentially permanent placements 
were: lack of care, family problem, parental drug /alcohol abuse or 
parents' illness, parents' wish for placement with plans for a later 
adoption. These differences can be seen as a sign of the two forms of 
placements being used in different ways. 

It should be mentioned that the majority of the children placed in 
private homes are being placed in farmers' homes and quite a few of 
them far away from their original home. The social welfare agency 
also arranges for a summer stay on farms in the countryside for about 
ISO - 200 children a year for a duration of one to three months. Thus 
the agency is in contact with many farmers' families. The homes re
ceiving children during the summer often take children in private 
placements later on. 

Placements of Adolescents 

Adolescents are being placed in the Children's Home, in the 
Adolescent Home, in private homes and in two half-way houses, each 
of which has S - 6 available places. The number of adolescents in the 
age of 12 - 18 were 46, which is 30 % of the group as a whole. Their 
placements were distributed as follows: 

Tafole 4 - The placements of adolescents. 

form no. of placements 
- Adolescent home 33 
- temporary placements 16 
- potentially permanent pi. 3 
- half-way homes 6 
- children's home 9 

Total 68 

Most of the adolescents are placed in the Adolescent Home. The 
placements in the two half-way homes are supposed to be relatively 
long-term. 
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Many placements in the Adolescent Home are relatively short, 
twenty-one of them were no longer than three weeks; only three 
lasted more than three months. The duration of the other three 
placements is unknown as they had not ended by the 31st of Dec. As 
we saw earlier most placements in private homes were short-term. 

The reasons given by the social workers for most of the placements 
are centered around the youngster, contrary to the reasons given for 
placement regarding the children. The most common reason given 
here is individual school problems, the second in frequency is drug/ 
alcohol abuse. Criminal behaviour is not common. Less than 1/3 of the 
reasons given are related to family problems or parent-centered 
problems. 

If we explore the reasons given we find a certain difference between 
placements in the Adolescent Home and in private homes. The 
adolescent-centered reasons were more dominant in the placements 
in the Adolescent Home than in the private placements. None of the 
adolescents being placed in private homes were seen as having be
haviour or school problems, while this was the case in twelve of the 
thirty-three placements at the Adolescent Home. Family problems 
were given as the reason for five placements in private homes and 
four in the Adolescent Home, where the number of placements was 
considerably higher. 

The Case Management 

Earlier we looked at the reasons found in the family records. If these 
reasons are divided according to whether they are primarily centered 
on the child, the parent or the family they are distributed in the 
following way: 

Different problems showed up in 28 children, such as psychological, 
behavioural or school-related problems leading to the placements. 
Parents of 67 children were seen as having problems such as illness, 
abuse of alcohol, psychological problems, lack of care etc. Families 
where 40 children were included were seen as having serious inter
action or communication problems leading to the placements. No 
reasons were given in the records for the remaining placements. 
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The value of looking at the reasons given for the placements and 
concluding something from that can of course be discussed , but a 
certain pattern of stressing either the children's situation, the pa
rents situation or a strenuous family situation as primary reason could 
be noted. For the majority it is true that the children as such were 
not seen as having problems with the exception of placements in the 
Adolescent Home where focus on the youngsters dominated. 

Table S shows the distribution of those who proposed (recommen
ded« suggested) and decided the placement. 

Table 6 - Who proposed and decided the placement. 

person /instance (body) proposed decided 
no. of children 

-parents 45 
-the child 2 
-caseworker 43 15 
-«gency meeting 22 33 
-child welfare board 7 39 
-not registered 35 67 

In this same table we see who initiates or recommends the placement 
and on what level the decision-making takes place. As for the last cate
gory "decided" this does not include parents or children. It is rela
tively common that the parents themselves ask for the placement. The 
45 children for whom this is the case are in 29 families. However, the 
caseworker or the agency initiated the proposed placement in many 
cases. If the Child Welfare Board is included, the initiative is on the side 
of the agency /board regarding a total of 72 children from 48 families. 

The number of cases where data is not registered is high, especially 
regarding decision-making. It is of course of the utmost importance 
regarding clients' rights and the duties of the administration that the 
decision-making is accurately documented, so this finding is quite 
remarkable. Where the Child Welfare Board decided, 39 children were 
included in 30 families. As the board deals with the most serious cases, 
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it can be concluded that this is the approximate number of the most 
severe cases. 94 

Voluntary/with consent placements are most common. One hundred 
and thirty children were placed on parents' request or with their 
consent, fifteen children against the will of parents and seven 
adolescents were partially of legal age (>16 years). 

The Child Welfare Act does not have any regulation regarding the 
consent of children. However, I wanted to check whether older 
children consented or opposed the placement and I used the age 
limit of 12 years in my collection of data. It showed that 20 of the 46 
children ranging from 12-16 years consented according to the 
records and 3 children were placed against their will. This was not 
commented on in the records of placements of 24 children. 

Thus, it was shown that placements were carried through against the 
will of children older than 12 years, though the number is unknown, 
as so many records lacked information on that point. Of course it 
should be noted that consent is not the same as voluntary action, but 
as the law does not have regulations on this point it is not systemati
cally registered. 

Besides looking at the reasons given for the placements the main 
reason for making the case active ( during the year included in the 
study), according to social workers' evaluation, was investigated. Not 
surprisingly the most central theme of the recording was the place
ment of a child/children. This was the case in records including 45 
children, in twelve families with 26 children the main reason given 
was financial problems, the need for counselling or support. Serious 
lack of care was considered to be the main reason behind the hand
ling of cases of parents to 20 children. Seven homes with 14 children 
were put under regular visiting control. Cases where reasons were 
related to a recent divorce or separation (marriage or cohabitation) 
included six families with 11 children. 

The initiative towards placements for thirty-nine children was taken 
by consultation with another authority or institution. As for some of 
the cases another authority recommended the placement. The most 
94 Referring briefly to the regulation of division of tasks between the Social Welfare 
Board and the Child Welfare Board suppor ting measures are the tasks of the former 
but more serious child welfare cases of the latter (ReglugerS um verkaskiftingu milli 
FélagsmâlaràSs Reykjavikurborgar og Barnaverndarnefha ar Reykjavikur). 
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common cooperating groups were school counselling offices and adult 
psychiatry hospitals. 

The Children's Situation 

Former Placements 

In some of the cases children were directly replaced, that is they 
went directly from one placement to another. There were 28 such 
replacements. 

As this survey only covers one year the intention was of course not to 
get a picture of placement careers. It was however considered to be of 
interest to collect data on the children's former placements as an im
portant piece of information on their background and on the agency 
practice as well. Although data was not collected on the total 
frequency of the placements as a whole, it was possible to see how 
many of the children had been placed formerly and in what way: 

Table 6 - Formerly placed children. 

form no. of children 
- private home 41 
- institution 67 
- boarding school 9 
- summer stay -country 40 
- other arrangements 23 

Total 180 95 

The different forms of private placements are put under one category 
in table 6. Six children had been in the "potentially permanent" place
ment and thirty-five in the "temporary" arrangement, of which fifteen 
had been placed in the homes of relatives. 

The total number is higher than the total number of children, because the 
same child has in some casesbeen in more than one place. 
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These data were collected in the records, which was the only available 
source at the agency itself. A large divergence was seen by comparing 
the number of children placed in an institution according to the re
cords and the data on repeated placements in the Children's Home 
register. Thereby it showed that the number of placements possible to 
extract from the family records were minimal numbers. According to 
this the family records were an unreliable source regarding the place
ments of these children, which of course is a remarkable finding. It 
nevertheless was possible to conclude that a considerable number of 
these children have a record of former placements done by the agency. 
This is already clear regarding the placements in the Children's Home, 
but it is presumably also true on a larger scale and for other forms. 

Earlier Places of Upbringing and Family Situations 

Data were collected on the children's family history. Before the 
placement each child had on average been in two different family 
situations. Ninety-four children had lived with both parents, ninety-
eight had single mothers, forty-six with mother/stepfather and twenty 
children with their grandparents. These were the four most common 
family backgrounds. Five children had had so many changes in their 
family situation that their family situations fell in the category "no one 
in particular". Considering that 40 % of the children are S years or 
younger the average number of family situations must be seen as high. 

Daily Situation Before and After the Placement 

In order to get a picture of the children's daily situation I p lanned to 
collect data on their stay in day care institutions or on their school 
and working situation. It turned out, however, that the registration of 
this was very limited. This information was not recorded for 35 
children regarding the time before the placement and for 81 children 
regarding the time after the placement. 96 It nevertheless was to be 
seen that half of the children of preschool age had been in day care 
institutions in the time up to the placement. A considerable number, 
or 28 of 82 children of school age, had either been in a special educa
tional setting, that is receiving segregated teaching in the compulsory 
school, or they had dropped-out of school. 

96 Data referred to is what had been recorded before the time of the data 
collection in January - March 1986. 
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The Families 

Some of the children being placed came from the same family, as 
demonstrated below: 

Table 7 - Number of children placed per family. 

no. of families children per family 
70 1 
21 2 
8 3 
3 4 
1 S 

The families are considerably larger than the average family in 
Reykjavik. The average here was 4.15 persons, while in Reykjavik it 
was 2.88.97 

Custodial Parent 

The custody of children was distributed in the following way: 

Table - 8 Custody of children. 

no. of children 
mother 91 
both parents 26 
mother /stepfather 20 
father or father/stepmother 4 98 
in custody of child welfare board 5 
legally of age (>16 years old) 7 
not registered 1 

For 59 % of the children, the mother alone has custody, representing 
almost six out of every ten children. The relatively large average of 
family size was noted earlier. This is interesting, not the least con-

9? 'Àrbók Reykjavikur 1985,34; comparing families with children 0-16 yrs. 
Stepfather/stepmother is used here synonymously for partner; according to 

the Children's Act of 1981, cohabitating partner shares the custody of children 
living in the home with a biological parent regardless of marital status. 
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sidering the number of children living with single mothers, which is 
relatively high, see below. 

Marital or Cohabitation Status 

The number of married or cohabitating partners among the parents 
was twenty; fifty-one were divorced or cohabitating, twenty-one had 
never been married or cohabitating; and information is missing in 
eleven cases." 

The mothers that were not married or cohabitating had the following 

The majority of the 154 children, or 119, had parents that were not 
married or cohabitating. The data on the family situation of the fathers 
was incomplete. There was no information on this regarding 63 of 85 
fathers to 92 (of totally 119) children. Single mothers with children 
constituted the largest group among mothers that did not live with 
the fathers. The 34 mothers that were single parents had 54 child
ren; earlier it was noted that 91 children had a mother not sharing 
the custody with someone else. 

The family pattern differs from the total population. Single parents 
outside the study are 16 % of all families with children, but here the 
proportion is 35 %. Where in 50 % of families in general the parents 
live together and 50 % apart, here only 22 % of the parents are both 
living with the children and 78 % are not.100 

" Considering divorces occurring during the year, the time referred to is 
84/01/01. 
100 TolfìresSihandbók 1984,30-31[Statistical Abstract of Iceland 1984], The 
definition of "family" is not quite the same, but the only one figuring in the official 
statistics. 

status: 

- living alone without children 
- single mother with children 
- married/cohabitation 
- not registered 

no. of mothers 
20 
34 
26 
5 
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Occupational Status 

The data on occupational status was not registered in many cases and 
especially regarding the fathers. 

Table 9 - The occupational status of parents. 

father mother 
- unskilled worker 14 21 
- fisherman/housewife 1) 8 20 
- craftsman S 2 
- driver /office ,shop -ass. 1) 6 11 
- academician 3 2 
- other work 11 7 
- invalid pension 2 19 
- patient 3 7 
- unemployed 4 2 
- deceased 2 3 
- not registered 42 9 

Total 103 103 1) first: father /second: 
mother 

The most frequent occupational status among the mothers is un
skilled worker or housewife. The third category of frequency was 
recipient of invalid pension. Occupational status is not registered for 
42 fathers. Considering these registered data it is clear that middle 
to higher paid or placed occupations are very few. 

Housing 

The housing situation of the custodial parents when distributed 
according to number of parents is as follows : 
- own house/flat 45 
- municipal housing 20 
- private landlord 11 
- living with others/in institution IS 
- without housing 3 
- not registered 9 
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Forty-five percent lived in owned housing and thirty percent lived in 
privately rented accommodation. Thirty percent had a very unsafe or 
bad housing situation, including privately rented housing , which 
often is a very unstable alternative. Some of the fifteen parents were 
living with others or staying in institutions due to lack of housing. 
Approximately ninety percent of Icelandic families live in owned 
housing and ten percent are tenants. It is an insecure housing si
tuation to be a tenant in Iceland, especially when renting from a 
private landlord because of the lacking rights of tenants. It is there
fore clear that the families in this group have considerably inferior 
housing situations than people in general. Municipal housing is very 
scarce, totalling 2 -3 % of all flats in Reykjavik, and people with 
special needs are given priority. The special status of people in this 
group is reflected in the fact that 20 parents live in municipal 
housing. 

Considering that at least 36 of the parents (2 fathers) are single pa
rents it is also to be pointed out that a survey of the conditions of 
single parents in 1984 showed that SO % of them in general lived in 
owned housing, 32 % were tenants and 18 % lived with their 
parents.101 

Contact With The Social Welfare Agency 

Initiative and Durat ion of Contact 

Parent initiative in contacting the welfare agency occurs in a little less 
than half of the cases. Forty families were referred by other authori
ties and fourteen families were reported to the agency according to 
the Child Welfare Act. The duration of the contact with the agency 
from the time of first contact is as follows: 

101 Könnun å kjörum og högum einsteeåra foreldra (1984), [Social Ministry Report 
of a survey of conditions of single parents. J 
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Table 10 - Number of years from first contact with the agency. 

Seventy families have been in contact with the agency since two years 
earlier or before, while a shorter time applied to thirty-two families. 
Of the 47 families where contact was established five years ago or 
earlier there are 19 families where the first contact was established 
11-16 years prior. The contact between family and agency can have 
been broken; the duration referred to is the length of time since first 
contact was established including 1984. Some of the parents have 
themselves been under child welfare as children or adolescents. 

Financial Support 

Sixty-four families have received financial support and twenty-one 
families have not; this is not registered in the records on eighteen 
families. The duration of the financial support in the known cases is 
as follows: 

Table 11 - Financial support - duration. 

duration no. families no. children 

duration 
< 1 year 
2-4 years 
> S years 

no. of families 
32 
23 
47 

Total 102 (1 case: information not registered) 

- < 2 year 11 
- 3-5 " 18 
- > 6 " 35 

18 
28 
62 

Total 64 105 

As previously discussed data on financial support are not registered in 
some cases. Nevertheless it shows that at least 64 of 105 families have 
received financial support according to the Social Welfare Act. 
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Compared to the total client group of the agency the proportion of 
cases that have been handled for 6 years or longer is high. This is also 
true for families that receive financial support; especially the families 
that have received support for six years or longer. In both cases the 
difference is significant. 

The Social Workers' Evaluation of the Situation of the Families 

I have mentioned earlier the reasons given for the placements and 
what was considered to be the background for handling the cases. 
Here we shall take a look at the social workers' evaluation of the 
family situation as a whole. 
In almost all records on these families the category "family problem" 
was registered by the social workers. This was the most frequent 
problem category being used; a very general one in this context and 
as such it is not very informative. "Income problem" and "illness" 
were the next in frequency; in 35 families including both cases. In 26 
families the social workers registered "abuse of drug/alcohol" as a 
main problem, 16 families ^unemployed" or "lack of housing" and in 7 
families "invalidity". On average the social workers registered two 
problem categories as a main reason for the problematic family situa
tion. This shows that they often considered the situation as many-
faceted. No information was registered in family records regarding 
II children and their families and consequently this was supplemen
ted with information from annual schemes. No information was found 
registered on the problem category for 3 children. 

Discussion of The Main Findings 

I will now summarize and comment on the main findings of the 
survey for the following discussion. 

Many Placem en t s 

We have now seen that altogether 154 children were placed outside 
their own home by the agency during 1984, which is 6 children per 
1000. What makes this piece of information interesting is that it is 
new. Before this survey was completed the frequency was unknown 
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due to forms of registration and the fact that no research had been 
done on children's placements before. For comparative reasons it 
may also be seen as interesting. 

As a whole statistics in this field are limited in the Nordic countries. 
This was made quite clear during the project on Nordic Child Welfare 
that gathered researchers and central administrators to several semi
nars to discuss child welfare issues (Grinde, 1989). In spite of Grinde's 
and Nososko's efforts to clarify the existing figures there are still many 
unsolved problems in producing comparable statistics (op.cit. 132 
ff).102 It is thus not possible to compare the Reykjavik frequency with 
any of the Nordic statistics published in Grinde 1989, as those include 
previous and continued placements, and different definitions are 
being used by the countries included. 

Iceland lacks national statistics in this field. Numbers of children 
being placed outside the home were however being provided for the 
first time in 1987 and number 10.8 per 1000 children.103 This is to 
be compared to the 1987 national figures provided by the other Nor
dic countries: Denmark 17.8, Finland 6.3, Norway 4.4. and Sweden 
7.4 per 1000 children (Social tryghed 1989,98). Thus Denmark had 
by far the highest frequency, Iceland was second, although conside
rably lower, Finland and Sweden similar, but Norway had the abso
lute lowest frequency. 

These national figures cannot be used when discussing frequency in 
one particular city like I am doing here. What seems to be most 
comparable to the Reykjavik figures are therefore not the Nososko 
data, although they are shown separately for small and large com
munities, which is an important differentiation to do when trying to 
clarify some inter-Nordic differences, but the following two: 

We saw earlier that the Reykjavik frequency was 6 per 1000. In 
Umeå, Sweden, a town of similar size but somewhat different from 
Reykjavik, 40 children were placed during one year in 1981/82 
(Claezon, Larsson, 1984, SO). In the city of Copenhagen in Denmark 
19 children per 1000 were placed in 1980 (Watt Boolsen, et al, 
1986, 18, 20). These three figures from Umeå, Copenhagen and 

102 Nososko: The Nordic Committee on Social Security Statistics. 
103 The lack of reporting found in the survey earlier presented in chapter VI, and 
the fact that circumstances have not changed considerably makes me believe that 
this figure might not be altogether reliable. 
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Reykjavik show a varied frequency. This is not at all surprising, 
considering the different conditions in these three cities. 

Although statistical data were comparable, one has to consider that 
many different things influence the use of placements. There is for 
instance the interplay between organizational capacity, available 
measures, professional skills and norms. 

At this point - I take the liberty to suggest that the frequency in 
Reykjavik is high - especially when looking at the quality of data, 
then referring to the percentage of young children, the length of 
placements and signs of many repeated placements that I found in 
this group of children. 
We have already seen that the 154 children were placed outside their 
homes on an average of 1.3 times during the year studied. Place
ments in the Children's Home owned by the agency were most com
mon; 115 of the total 211 placements or 54.S per cent. A study of 
the home's own records showed that repeated placements were 
common; of the total number of 154 children 105 had been at the 
home on an average of 2.6 times, 47 children 1- 5 times and 5 
children 7-10 times. The placements included in these figures are 
the placements that occurred up to the time of the study in January 
1986. A former study of the placements at the Children's Home 
showed that repeated placements were 32 % of the total number of 
placements during a period of two years (Haugen et al., 1983). 

The placement pattern, (i.e. the frequency the number of repeated 
placements and the reasons given by social workers or parents) 
showed a relatively large group of children that due to social and 
family conditions, were being sent back and forth from their home to 
some kind of a placement. The case records showed that this was 
often done without explicit (visible) planning, which refers to for 
instance, some kind of investigation or an observation of the child
ren's own situation and evaluation of the consequences before 
implementation. 

Children Subjected to High Risk Situati ons - Invisible in Records 

There are many signs in the material that the children were com
monly put under a great deal of stress, conditions that can be charac
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terized as high risk, such as shifting family situations, frequent repea
ted placements even among young children, high percentage of 
children with serious school problems. This is of course noteworthy 
in itself considering the knowledge that these are indicators of 
severe stress that often have serious consequences . 

What is even more remarkable is that the children themselves are 
not focused on in the family records. After reading them no clear 
picture of the children or their life situation emerged, although the 
study was specially designed to gather data concerning them. To put 
it simply: the social workers wrote surprisingly little ebout the child
ren's daily situation and conditions. 

The recording is centered around the measures taken and the practi
cal and administrative side of the casework. In some cases the docu
mentation is particularly poor. Seip Flaaten and Sandbœk (1982, 30 
ff) found similar shortcomings in recording in their study on child 
welfare clients in Oslo. 

It was of course not the aim of this survey to judge the general quality 
of the records. However, I want to stress the importance of making 
the children visible in the recording of child welfare agencies, par
tially because of the question of legal safeguards and partially to en
sure continuity and understanding of their situation during the 
handling of their cases. Referring to my practical experience of being 
involved in evaluating the seriousness of child welfare cases for years 
I must say that I find this of crucial importance. This is most impor
tant for the repeatedly placed children and long-term clients. The 
ebove mentioned lack of recording does not include the most serious 
cases of abuse and neglect handled by the Child Welfare Board. In 
these cases the documentation seems sufficient, but this concerns 
only a few of the children. 

I will not go into details searching for reasons behind the limited 
recording. Obviously many hypothesis can be put forward - powerless-
ness of children or the fact that parents and not the children are 
those in contact with social workers. This can also be a training 
problem in the sense that child welfare workers lack knowledge and 
skills in working with and for children. The last to be mentioned in 
this line of possible explanations is an organizational one. Watt 
Boolsen et al. (1986,143) found this to be an important reason in a 
study partially based on caseworkers interviews, - lacking resources 
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of the agency that prevented sufficient contact with the children (no 
time for visiting - only desk work ). Moreover, the question arises of 
course whether the children are as invisible in the handling of cases 
as they are in the records - a question not answered by this study. 

Long-term Dependency - Poverty Met with Minimal Assistance 

It was not surprising to find that serious social problems were com
mon among these families. The pattern of problems is similar to what 
has been found in research on child welfare practice in many other 
countries: poor financial situation, insecure housing, weak position in 
the labour market, high percentage of single mothers and of reci
pients of social security/social welfare allowances and - at least in 
this group - on average large families. The mothers often have a weak 
social position, more than 70 per cent belong to groups in a socially 
weak position or they are poorly paid workers (see table 8 p. 161). 
What perhaps differs most from many neighbouring countries is that 
unemployment is minimal in Iceland. As I have previously discussed 
in Nordic comparison there is a different employment problem of 
concern for families with children: the parents' far too long working 
day due to low real incomes and extensive labour demand 
(Kristinsdóttir, 1987a, 48).104. 

The överrepresentation of these families found in the study of long-
term clients and recipients of social welfare allowances compared to 
the total client population of the agency shows that a part of the 
group is very dependent upon municipal welfare support. This can 
partially be explained by family size, type, employment and housing 
situation. But this is not a sufficient explanation. It seems inevitable 
to conclude that the long contact with the agency and the weak fa
mily position shows that poverty is being met here only with mini
mal social assistance. The agency seems to fail to reach its own goals 
of rehabilitation and providing help to self-help. 

In addition, what was previously described is the restrictive social 
policy, families with children have worse employment, including 
very limited access to day care and income situation than in the 

l°4This is confirmed in Félagsmålarå<Suneyti5,1984; Kr istjånsson, 1989,33, 
1990,10 
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Scandinavian countries.
10^ This strikes of course hardest on families 

dependent on social security and welfare support. Most likely it also 
affects the working framework and space of action within child wel
fare, which in turn has to deal with problems of comparable severity 
among their client families. 

Lacking Legal Safeguards 

A lack in the documentation was found as is shown in some of the 
tables above. This made it difficult to get an overall picture, - in the 
first place - of the conditions of families, but especially of the child
ren's daily situation (where they were, who took care of them, how 
life was etc.) as well as the fathers' situation - and secondly, the 
handling of the cases. Just to mention one example: in table S (p. 
156) we see that the percentage of the category "not recorded" is 
high considering who - agency or the board of child welfare - has 
decided on the placement (67 children) and who suggested the 
placement (35 children). The frequent gaps in recording are of 
course very serious, especially considering the legal rights of clients. 

Fragmented Kno wledge of Fam ilies 

The registered information about the mothers was far more detailed 
than for fathers, which was often lacking on the most elementary data 
such as age or employment status. Therefore the overall picture of 
the families and their life situation was insufficient. It is likely that 
this indicated that the agency has fragmented knowledge in this 
sense. ( if we put aside the little number of heavy cases). If this is to 
be seen only as a mere reflection of the circumstances that mothers 
alone are reliable in family life ( or in the contact with the agency ), it 
is at the same time clear that in most cases their position was weak. 
I p resume that this indicates a dominant agency attitude, which in 
practice means focusing on mothers and ignoring fathers and child
ren. This would mean that the agency contributes to the stereotyping 
of parental roles, devaluing the importance of the father's role thus 
leaving mothers alone with parental responsibility. This is contra
dicting the increasingly accepted notion that children need care and 

106 There is no comprehensive comparative study made on this, but comparable 
data in the following sources make this nevertheless clear: FélagsmålaråSuneytiS, 
1984, Kristinsdóttir, 1987a, Kristjånsson, 1989, Social Security, 1984. 
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contact with their fathers let alone whether they are living with the 
children or not, Another serious effect should of course not to be 
ignored which is the employment of a strong administrative control 
on women. 

How Common Wer e Step-in-placements ? 

As said before the majority of placements, or 115 of the total 211, 
included children being placed at the Children's Home run by the 
agency. A little more than half of these had a duration of one day to 
two weeks. The frequent short-term placements, together with the 
often noted complexity of family problems and certainly also the 
number of placements due to parental illness (29), raised the ques
tion about the extent of placements at the Children's Home that had 
respite care as a primary function. Thus, only 1 (!) placement at the 
Children's Home was explained with a child-centered motivation; 
that is "something related to the child him/herself, while the rest of 
the placements were explained in terms of more or less complex 
family problems or parental problems. 

It is obvious that many of the families need support and most cer
tainly some of them could use other support that would prevent 
placements. Placements always have the implication that children 
leave their homes, the relation to the family is broken, and the 
change is often a big strain on the child. It is widely accepted and 
supported by a wide range of research that placements of children 
should be prevented, if their needs are to be considered. 

The many placements found in this survey highlight issues on two 
levels. On the first hand it seems that the situation of these families is 
generally deficient. They are in a socially weak position and this 
seems to be a major factor contributing to the placements. This 
means that children in Reykjavik are being placed outside their 
homes due to restrictive family policy including poverty. The second 
issue concerns agency policy and the wide-ranging use of placements 
versus the lack of other possibilities of intervention. It can therefore 
be presumed that by developing better support measures some of 
these placements could most presumably be avoided and replaced by 
different kinds of child welfare measures. This includes qualified 
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home workers, baby-sitting service, offers of placements for entire 
families and professional respite care families. 

I have chosen to mention a few issues from this first study on child
ren's placements in Iceland. As the question of consent and 
constraint has been a matter of considerable discussion in Scandi
navia, especially Sweden, I want to mention that the majority of the 
placements were carried out with parental consent or by request, 
thus 130 children were placed with parental consent or by request 
and IS children with constraint, i.e. against the will of parents, 7 
were 16 years or older, that is they were of age and nothing was 
recorded regarding 2 children. 

So Much Alike - but Different.,., 

The aim of this study of records was to get an overview of the 
placement activity in Reykjavik and relate that to the discussion of 
professionalization of these services. In my discussion I have made 
some comparisons with the other Nordic countries without making a 
comparative study. It is apparent that child welfare practice in the 
Nordic countries is in many ways similar: similar problems ere 
being met with similar reactions and implementations. The same 
traditional diagnostic, similar problem orientation, placements of 
children belonging to families in a weak social position being used, 
shortcomings in agency recording and in goal-setting is noted. All 
this underlines similarity, and therefore one may not observe the 
indicators of difference as clearly as if otherwise. 

In the ongoing Nordic discussion on child welfare practice one has 
already pointed out some differences between the various countries 
(Grinde, 1985). One has also hypothesized that there can be a great 
deal of difference within each country and that it might be interes
ting to make cross-national/regional studies in the Nordic countries 
(Tiller, 1987,71 ff). These specific differences are unclear at this 
time, but the idea is worth further consideration. 
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The Specific Impact of Culture - A Preliminär/ 
Interpretation 

As previously stated I find the frequency of children's placements 
high in this study, which calls on a discussion and exploration from 
different points of view. While working for years in child welfare 
myself, I often found that the social workers easily placed children 
without apparent or thorough consideration. However, I will at once 
stress an important exception. Placements with use of constraint, 
against the will of the child or parents, are almost always very hard on 
the social workers. What I am primarily referring to here are the 
numerous placements obviously being undertaken by social welfare 
agencies with consent or by parents' request. 

We have already seen that in this study this kind of placements is 
relatively common. I find it relevant to look for reasons for this. 
There are many indications that this far-reaching measure is easily, 
almost automatically, implemented by the social workers. 
The factors influencing the individual social worker in his or her daily 
practice has in recent research been viewed from different angles. 
There are certainly many interesting aspects to consider, such as 
matter of organizing and the process of decision making viewed from 
the theories on these issues. Considering the many problematic im
plications of this practice one could for instance ask why it is that 
many organizations seem not to have fail safe plans? 

I will, however, leave these issues aside here and discuss the matter 
from other important points of view. During this work I became par
ticularly interested in two aspects, which I will restrict my discussion 
to. The first is the interest in viewing the placement from a histori
cal perspective as already discussed in chapter IV. The second is the 
possible impact of the social worker's own background on her or his 
use of placement. 

Let us therefore first look at the following question. Is it possible that 
the caseworkers' own childhood experience of frequently staying 
away from home has been transferred into the child welfare practice? 
The obvious weakness of discussing this in relation to the survey is 
that it is not designed to show any empirical data on the connection 
between the actions of individual social workers placing children and 
their own background. My intention is, however, to discuss this on a 
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more general level, in terms of historical development and of the 
possible cultural impact on practice. The background needed to 
penetrate the question seems to be the following: 

The first and only Icelandic social worker education started in 1981. 
Before that most of the social workers had studied in Scandinavia, 
where they got their degrees in the 1970's during the optimistic 
and expansive period of the developing welfare societies. The Ice
landic social work practice has partially to be considered from this 
point of view. After graduation these social workers had another 
frame of reference than if they had studied in their home country. 
While studying they were often married and parents to young child
ren and thus had personal experience as beneficiaries of Scandina
vian family services. 106 They therefore knew the positive elements of 

Scandinavian social policy, which was more characterized by general 
interventions and more generous than the Icelandic variant. 

The background and attitudes of the social workers that had already 
been moulded before they entered the Scandinavian schools of social 
work are, however, most likely more important. Concerning child 
welfare, the general living conditions and dominant attitudes towards 
children and families must be the central aspects here. 

In chapter I we noted the Icelandic findings on qualitative change on 
children's socialization and upbringing in relation to rapid urbaniza
tion and modernization occurring from the beginning of 20th cen
tury, but mostly after the Second World War. The thesis was put for
ward that this lead to a lack of understanding of both children's con
ditions and the need for change in the pattern of child-rearing in a 
modern, urban society (Björnsson et al., 1977, 152- 153). 

External signs of this modernization can be observed in the organiza
tion of society. Where approximately 80 % of all women have paid 
work there are only child care centres for children under seven years 
of age (and far from many of them!), no school meals were until re
cently provided (still are very limited). In addition, the school day is 
often split, so children have to attend school twice or even three 

I am referr ing to the general benefits of Scandinavian (especially Swedish, but 
also Danish and Norwegian in the period referred to) family policy, day care, and 
financial aid, such as housing allowance, family allowance ana parental leave 
allowance. Although these are in some cases income-related they benefit most 
families with children, 
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times a day. Thus school children must take care of themselves, 
while their parents are working or they rely on some support and 
care from the few unemployed people in the family or among friends. 

The social workers are the children of this rapid development. Their 
parents belong to the generation that moved to Reykjavik from the 
countryside or the small fishing villages. The social workers them
selves were brought up in close contact with the original home of 
their parents and grandparents. Their relatives were frequent visi
tors in their home during childhood, staying for some time while 
shopping, seeking medical care or other services in the capital. 

At t hat time most children were sent to the countryside to relatives 
or family friends where they stayed during the 3-4 month long vaca
tion. The children earned their living during this time, they got food 
and housing and sometimes a small amount of money was handed to 
them before they returned home. Children's work was needed in 
farming not yet mechanized. Whether this summer placement always 
was a positive experience I dare not say, but it was natural in the 
sense that almost everybody did it. It was accepted and considered 
good for the children to stay in the countryside and experience the 
farmers' way of living. 

Thus it is apparent that most practising social workers have a child
hood experience of a long and repeated stay far away from their pa
rents - although this was of a different form and for different rea
sons than the placements of children due to child welfare measures. 

But how does this attitude towards children and family appear in 
social work? Have the social workers gained a special kind of under
standing of placing children in foster care based on their personal 
experience? Can the practice of the social welfare agency partially be 
understood from this point of view? 

Not all the children placed by the agency are sent to the countryside, 
but the majority of those placed in private homes have farmers as 
foster parents. I know that this kind of placement is also frequently 
used in countries with a more prolonged modernization development 
than Iceland has had. This does not, however, prevent me from 
trying to understand the culturally specific aspect of this kind of 
practice. 
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The link between attitudes, cultural patterns and handling of each 
child welfare case is of course complex. The impact of the individual 
social worker's experience on decision - making in child welfare 
practice was discussed by Börjeson (1981a). He referred mainly to 
the psychological impact , where he put forward the following idea of 
what he called "the psychological equation" using psychoanalytical 
terms: 

grief caused by 
involuntary 
childlessness 

own unresolved 
problems of 
separation 

aggression 
against the child 
within the ego 

choice of mea
sure that most 
optimally redu
ces own anxiety 

incapability of sepa
rating the own life 
history from the 
actual case 

(Börjeson, 198 la, 56) 

Börjeson mentioned in a later article (1981b) that he was criticized 
for the use of simple "psychologization" in the article referred to. I 
find his way of reasoning interesting for my discussion and see the 
above mentioned criticism as a simplified view of the model. Neither 
psychological nor psychoanalytical interpretations exist in a vacuum, 
but should be seen as cultural manifestations. Börjeson put his finger 
on a significant issue concerning the specific conditions that, among 
other factors, importantly influence child welfare practice. While it is 
commonly accepted to accurately penetrate the background of clients 
and some acknowledgement exists of the effect of individual back
ground of employees, there is not always much space of action to link 
that issue specifically to everyday child welfare practice. 

Let us go on further in this discussion. If one considers the impact of 
unresolved psychological experiences such as Börjeson referred to 
from a cultural perspective, which might be called the perspective of 
"life world experience" , my frame of interpretation becomes more 
complete. 
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A Double-sided Identification 

Referring to this as a possible frame of interpretation the question is, 
if the own background of the Reykjavik social workers' makes it 
"natural" for them to place children repeatedly outside the home. 
On the one hand it can be seen as an identification with the child in 

question in terms of own personel experience. On the other hand, 
it can be viewed as an understanding of an adult situation, a clients' 
acute need for temporary relief, occurring primarily on a intellectual 
level. But it is also an understanding based on a profound interest in 
social work and the well-being of clients, combined with a 
frustrating experience due to limited possibilities of social policy and 
scarce resources in daily work. The dominant Icelandic values of 
family support are not valid among many clients, as they often have 
families and friends that are unable to offer the necessary support. 
Although the adult experience of clients and social workers is not the 
same, they share, to some extent, the experiences of shortcomings of 
social policy. 

In this sense there is no contradiction in this implementation of 
child welfare - the common use of placement. The caseworker has 
theoretical knowledge of changes of children's needs and modern life 
situation, but this is superficial and does not come through in practi
cal work. The work is based on one's own personal experience du
ring childhood, but at the same time as the social worker identifies 
with the parent, who often needs acute assistance and rest. This is a 
sort of double-sided identification. In yet another sense it is con
sistent - the child welfare worker uses professional skills, existing 
agency resources and traditional working procedures. It is important 
to point out that I do not mean that the professionals have changed 
the practice - invented these frequent placements. As is well known 
and also described in chapter IV the placements were there before 
the professionals. 

The interesting thing is rather why they have not changed this prac
tice ? Has it even been strengthened by professionalization? We have 
noted the use of professional skills, but we should also observe that 
they do not seem thoroughly theoretically based in all respects. Why 
has for instance not the increased knowledge of children's need for 
stability and emotional attachment been better acknowledged in this 
practice? 



179 

Of course there is a danger of making simple interpretations. It may 
look as if I see the professional social worker as the main agent in 
development and change ( and stagnation) of practical social work. 
Their part is important, but there are other and even more powerful 
factors. I do not only see the influence of one's own background as 
the only possible factor of understanding. I want at the same time to 
stress that I find it an important one. Cultural influence is widely 
accepted within social sciences when analysing societal change on a 
macro -level. It may as well be useful also on a meso-level in order to 
understand how a professional group maintains a practice in spite of 
changed conditions and development of knowledge. Moreover this 
underlines the importance of analysing the influence of the individual 
experience of professionals on the daily practice. 

What Do the Findings of this S tudy Tell Us in Terms of the Main Question? 

After going through the main findings of the survey item by item, I 
would like to discuss them in terms of the main question. What does 
this practice tell us in relation to professionalizing social welfare 
services? 

There are various possible approaches to this discussion. One is to 
look at the advantages and disadvantages of the practice itself. In this 
material there are obviously some critical things that can be pointed 
at, such as lacking documentation, many placements, many repeated 
placements of same children, lack of planning etc. This could be 
explored and discussed back and forth. Actually I have already done 
this to some extent. The quick and rudimentary conclusion in this 
regard would be: What a bad implementation in this child welfare 
practice ! 

Regarding effects of practice the same way of handling the findings 
would lead to statements like : how hard this solidifying of problems, 
this ignoring of psychological effects on children, etc. must be on 
everybody affected - the children, their parents, brothers and sisters, 
grandparents, social workers etc.! 

Where is this leading us? This approach clearly is a possible way of 
visualizing misery, such as investigating negative sides of practice, 
defining or underlining and ending by making all sorts of common 
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sense statements about practice. Some people do also work like this 
with the serious ambition of discussing the implications and possible 
improvements. This is sometimes called "misery research", which is 
a controversial term, since it sometimes is used to avoid critical ana
lysis. Here it can nevertheless be used to avoid falling into the trap of 
"just" evaluating the practice. 

Rejecting this as being of main interest, the most obvious thing when 
looking at the findings of this survey becomes the following: a very 
similar study could have been done in any other middle size urban 
community in Scandinavia. This regards above all the organizational 
structure, in these countries similar systems, agencies to meet 
clients, regulations and procedures to follow, recordings for docu
mentation and so on can be found. The Reykjavik social welfare 
agency is very much a Scandinavian model. Besides the structure of 
organizing the work, this is also true when considering more in detail 
the content of practice. In this study we can thus observe a similar 
problem and placement pattern and child welfare practice as descri
bed earlier in other and larger Nordic studies ( see for instance: 
Jonsson,1969,10, 1978; Börjeson et al., 1979,11-14; Seip Flaaten and 
Sandbeek,1982,32,53; Rothe,1983, Watt Boolsen et al.,1986). 

When looking for differences in development between the Icelandic 
and the Scandinavian situation it is to be noted that the modernized 
Reykjavik practice is not an implementation of a legislative reform as 
in the professionalized Scandinavian agencies. The modernization of 
the Reykjavik agency was made possible by a small change in the 
social legislation. This was a minor legislative adjustment and to refer 
to it as a "legislative reform" would be a distortion. The opposite has 
been the case during the process of modernizing social welfare and 
child welfare practice for instance in Denmark and Sweden. There 
reforms were carefully prepared for years as a part of the reorgani
zation and enlargement of local governments. Despite the earlier 
noted influence Nordic (mostly Scandinavian) on Icelandic legislation 
and a relatively great similarity of welfare system and social policy 
model, Iceland has not reformed the legislation in this field for a long 
time, while the other Nordic countries have done this through far-
reaching reforms. 

If this is compared to what happened in Scandinavia, the issue of 
main interest is not whether modernization of services and their 
professionalization were carried through by complete legislative 
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reforms or by minor changes in parts of the systems. (The latter 
being changes that mainly seem to occur through an import of ideas, 
which is carried through by dominating interest groups and not 
thoroughly planned reforms). The changes referred to are thus either 
reactive, in the sense that development is confirmed through legisla
tive and administrative reforms, or responsive in the sense that they 
correspond to and materialize contemporary ideas. This is, however, 
not the main thing to be noted. The interesting substance hidden 
under the seemingly different circumstances is that in both cases 
society tries to solve or meet important problems of modernization by 
primarily one type of answer or means, which is professionalization -
in this case of welfare services. Thus societies seem to have had 
professionalization as one general answer or organizing principle, 
when it came to the handling of social problems of modernization. 

This referral to the very fact that professionalization is a major 
phenomenon in the modernization of societies has been so largely 
dealt with that it might seem trivial to mention. When discussing the 
findings of this survey in terms of professionalization it seems, 
however, relevant to touch upon the matter. These changes are 
relatively recent, even ongoing, in some regard, and therefore 
presumably not well consolidated in the Icelandic case. 

It was earlier mentioned that Icelandic professional practice in this 
field has only existed a short time. It was, however, first around 
1975 that formally trained social workers were constantly being 
employed by the Reykjavik agency. Moreover, can be added how rapid 
the development has been in terms of employing professionals; the 
agency engaging around 35 trained social workers in the 1980's, 

Considering the matter of social service provision, changes of cent
rum-peripheral structure of habitation continue to affect the situation, 
which has of course had great regional-political consequences. Thus, 
the considerable migration, primarily to the capital area, has not 
ceased yet, although it stagnated in the fifties. In social services the 
matter has not been well investigated. It is, however clear that demo-
graphically the Reykjavik population differs from sparsely populated 
areas, in ways which legitimize claims that social services have made 
on politicians to recognize the relatively heavy burden of social prob
lems in the capital. Examples of this are a high percentage of elderly 
people and single mothers, and the relatively low average income 
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among the employed population. More specifically we could point to 
the survey and note some indicators confirming this, such as the large 
average sise of client families that differs very much from the general 
population. The long-term contact and welfare dependency are signs 
of a heavy social burden among this client group. This can also be 
confirmed by looking into the general client statistics of the agency. 
The findings of this survey, for instance the long-term dependency of 
clients and frequency of repeated placements, which resembles more 
respite care than serious child welfare intervention, should be inter
preted also in these terms. 

Moreover, the previously mentioned distributive bias in the develop
ment of the systems of welfare, education and health, where the 
health services were given high priority, points to the limited re
cognition of the need of welfare services and greater acknowledge
ment of the value of the other sectors mentioned.107 This might thus 
be an indicator of ideological and political dominance where the need 
for an institutional model of social policy (in R Titmuss'terms) is 
recognized for education and health services, but not given priority, 
when it comes to social and child welfare. 

The higher priority of health and education and the residual character 
of social welfare (economic support, home services and child welfare) 
is a common phenomenon of the Welfare State. In the three Scandi
navian countries these areas of social services expanded considerably 
on a local basis during the 1960's and 1970's. The development of 
welfare services resulted in the most generous example in Sweden, 
when inhabitants were entitled to social service from local govern
ments in a definition that underlined the right of citizens to this 
service by the Social Service Act of 1982. Hereby, one significantly 
tried to cross the traditional border of a residual character of these 
services. The preparations and debate prior to the Act and the fol
lowing changes indicate a tendency to replace the residual status of 
social welfare with an institutional ideology, although some of the 
most far-reaching proposals regarding economic support were not 
altogether carried through. 

What I want to emphasize here is that, in a Nordic comparison, the 
work on and the intentions of the Swedish new legislation and the 
accompanying claims on improved welfare services had a high level of 
107 See Buskapur hins opinbera, ì>jó<5ha^sstofhun, 1983,1986 [National Economic 
Reports], Davidsson,ó. Buskapur sveitarfelaganna, Sveitarstjórnarmal, 1982,199ff, 
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ambition. The Act did not totally wipe out the view to regard social 
and child welfare as stigmatizing, but the changes came very near to 
passing the residual border in this area. 

In Iceland development has been much more moderate or restrictive. 
This is for instance shown by the fact that the Icelandic attempts to 
carry through a country ^wide reform of social welfare, including child 
welfare, have been strenuous and hesitating. They started in the late 
197 O's, when the government appointed four different committees 
one after another, all of which were dissolved or dissolved themselves 
due to a lack of consistency or response from the government. During 
this period important reforms were carried out in other sectors, pri
marily in health care, services for the elderly and the disabled. An 
interesting thing is to be noted, which is that by these reforms the 
same administrative obstacles were removed as were simultaneously 
seen as primary hindrances regarding the reforming of welfare ser
vices. It was made clear through this that the prevailing political 
attitude towards these various sectors of social services was biased at 
the cost of welfare services including child welfare.108 

I do not see this hesitation primarily as a sign of the power differen
ces between more or less influential professionals engaged in estab
lishing services in different fields. A more extensive aspect is worth 
considering, which is the tension between different models of social 
policy, to put it briefly, between a more general or more residual one. 
Taking the risk of dichotomizing, this development can thus be seen 
as a reflection of the polarization between deserving/ non-deserving 
still influencing the shaping of social services in a broad sense of the 
term. This is not to deny the different influence and power of pro
fessionals. For instance medical doctors are represented on all levels 
of power and influence in health care and this is not the case for 
social workers in welfare services. That is yet one more manifestation 
of the fact that being sick still is more socially and politically 
acceptable than being poor. 

i ns In this argument it is taken for granted that reforms are feasible. This view is 
not the least based on the practical experience that the absence of any welfare 
activity in the less dense regions often seems to be negative for the potential 
clients; by this nothing is stated on whether the presence of such a capacity could 
be negative as well, Considering the possible negative interpretations based on 
findings of the survey regarding, for instance cementing welfare dependency or 
repeated separations of parents and children, does not seem sufficient to question 
the introduction of professional social services. 
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These are important aspects of conditions shaping the Reykjavik child 
welfare services. We have seen several signs that could be discussed 
in terms of professionalism. One could ask for instance, if these ser
vices really are to be defined as professionalized considering the 
deficiencies of placement practice pointed to in these findings? Well, 
at least I could say that in traditional terms professionalism is not 
consolidated in all respects. I have already put forward some con
siderations of this character. I have no intention, however, to explore 
the question further or to try to define the quality in these terms. 

I have already pointed to the striking similarities in content and form 
of the Icelandic and the Scandinavian practice. My statement that 
this similarity is noteworthy can of course be easily questioned. Is 
this development not to be seen as a simple reflection of moderni
zation ? Did not the studies of the Icelandic social workers in Scan
dinavia bring with them the practice and the ideas of "form and con
tent" of welfare services - a sort of a "rationality of welfare" ? The 
problem with this kind of reasoning is that there is no such thing as 
simple reflection, and there is no such thing as a simple and pure 
import of ideas. The import of ideas into a specific cultural context 
can be a powerful force, but it is necessary not to loose sight of the 
importance of actual cultural and material conditions. But more im
portantly - the task here is not to look into the Icelandic situation to 
answer only questions about that very context, but to analyse the mat
ter in a broader sense and in terms of the specific field being studied 
- child welfare. It seems clear to me that this similarity is of a signi
ficant interest as it points to the generality of professionalization. 
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Chapter VII 

THE SMALL TOW NS NES AND FJÖRDUR 

An Explorative Study in Nonprofessionalized Communities 

Introduction 

Most local communities in Iceland are small.109 Some of them are 
extremely small with under one hundred inhabitants. Many of the 
towns and villages, most of them based on fishing and the fishing 
industry, lie on the coast with an open view to the often stormy North 
Atlantic Ocean. Several villages and towns are located at the bottom 
of the deep fjords of the east and the west coasts, with the houses 
creeping up the steep slopes since flat land is almost nonexistent. No 
one lives inland and the coastal areas are sparsely populated with 
more than sixty per cent of the inhabitants living in Reykjavik. Des
pite modern techniques a certain isolation is a common fact of life 
during the winter, which lasts eight to nine months of the year, 
making travel and transport difficult in the outlying regions. Com
munications are often poor, many of the high mountain roads are 
frequently blocked by snow and ice. 

It is often stressed in speeches given on matters concerning local 
governments, that ever since the first Law Books, Grågås and 
Jónsbók, the latter from 1280, self-determination and autonomy of 
the hreppur, the Icelandic term for local rural community, has been 
secured. In a special chapter of Grågås the duty to provide poor 
relief is regulated by the prescription of local support of the needy in 
hreppur, and reciprocity in situations of catastrophes (Lårusson, 
1969, GuSmundsson in Blöndal, 1954, 149). The introduction of 
legislative duties of secular authorities to provide poor relief hap
pened before the acceptance of Christianity in the year 1000. This 
was opposite to many other European countries, where poor relief 
was transferred from churches and monasteries to secular authori
ties. It is often taken as an indication of early existence of poor relief 

109 By "local community" I refer t o what is called "sveitarfelag" in Icelandic, an area 
(urban or rural) that in legal terms is an administrative unit, with a local 
government which has among other things the legal obligation of upholding local 
services of welfare or other social services in abroad sense of the term. 
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in Iceland (Gudmundsson, in Blöndal, 1954, 149, Gunnlaugsson 
1988, 93) . 

Early regulations of local autonomy are not only a historical pecu
liarity, but have also been used as an argument in contemporary 
debate on the local governmental structure. The historical back
ground of hreppur is often used for stressing the "historical obvious
ness" of keeping the local administrative structure unchanged. It 
then serves as an argument for the preservation of the old boundaries 
of the local administrative units, although they seem ineffective and 
inadequate as political and economic units. 

This inefficiency and inadequacy is extremely visible in the matters of 
social welfare, where development has been slow compared to other 
forms of social services established recently in the small local com
munities. Before I started my studies it was well known by the ex
perience of those, who worked in welfare services that social ser
vices, including child welfare, were almost non-existent in the small 
local communities of Iceland, although this was not systematically 
documented. This was, as mentioned earlier, confirmed in my over
view of the national-wide activity, including the activity of the child 
welfare boards based on officiai sources (Kristinsdóttir,198S). 

As said previously the differences in levels of service, the existence or 
the absence of child welfare measures are important starting points 
in this research. This is why in the summer of 1986 I visited two 
small towns, called Nes and FjörSur, outside the capital area and 
interviewed people that had the task of working with and for child
ren.HO 

Nes and FjörSur are local communities, where no child welfare 
activity was organized at the time of the study. The central questions 
of the research have been explained earlier. Studying the small com
munities was of course a further attempt to understand the condi
tions and implications of professional change. In this chapter I will 
present the study. The two small towns were chosen primarily by the 
criteria that they had neither a social worker nor a social welfare 
agency. Given a general low level of activity in the smaller communi
ties and the wish to study places where some occurrence of child 
welfare activity or children's services was to be expected, the smal

110 The names of the communities aire fictitious. Due to the small size of the 
Icelandic society it serves my purpose best not to reveal the identity of the 
communities, even though the material is not confidential. 
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lest communities were not an option. Nes and FjörSur are middle 
size towns, different in various aspects, such as in occupational 
structure, location, regional status and function in terms of neigh
bouring rural areas. 

The professionalized social welfare agency of Reykjavik on the one 
hand and the many small local communities on the other, with no 
obvious readiness to act in the field of child welfare, did not seem to 
fit for a comparative study. Apparent differences in the structure of 
the capital and the smaller peripheral communities contributed to 
my choice of approach. 111 Studying the "great contrasts", the capital 
and small communities, seemed to be abetter key to understanding 
the conditions of development in the field studied than trying to 
cover by comparison different levels, aspects and phases of deve
lopment. 

I decided to undertake an explorative study in small communities, 
which concentrated on the life of children and families, their con
ditions and also on the changes and the development in the public 
services provided. By "explorative" I m ean a qualitative approach, 
which provided the opportunity to look at the communities from 
different angles and study their various levels and layers. In the 
presentation of this chapter the findings from the small towns will 
not be compared to the professionalized Reykjavik practice. The 
intention is that pictures drawn from analysis of the data act as 
alternative images. 

From the beginning I found it important to cover informal (not pub
lic) as well as formal activities related to children's families in the 
study.112 Since the public child welfare was so limited, other acti
vities would presumably be replacing child welfare and this was im
portant to try to cover. I found it therefore necessary to interview 
people, who were generally involved in work concerning children, in 
addition to child welfare and other local authorities. 

111Despite the Icelandic homogeneity in race and religion and a relatively high 
living standard including general public education and nealth care services there 
are considerable differences that can be referred to as centrum -peripheral with 
great differences in occupation,communication and location. 
112 I use the term "formal measures" for the public child welfare carried trough by 
laymen or professionals, The term "informal activities" include both the care and 
support provided by people in general, but also other care for children (e.g. day 
care) not defined as child weitere. 
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The very starting point and subject, the study on nonprofessionalized 
environment, also called, in another sense, on the inclusion of various 
child - or adolescent-centered activities, besides public child welfare. 
In places where authorities kept their involvement at a minimal level, 
other forces would probably be at play. To include other fields than 
child welfare was, therefore, an effort to understand changes related 
to the introduction of professional or caring measures. It was also 
important to try to understand what kind of communities I was ex
ploring, otherwise I would not be able to answer any of my questions. 
To enable this general aspects of life in the communities should also 
be looked at. 

In order to cover these different aspects or levels of activity, an inter
viewing framework was used consisting of three different themes that 
were defined beforehand. The first one considered life in the com
munity and social relations, the second meant to cover the available 
public child welfare and children's services and the third concentra
ted on professional development. The framework is presented in 
detail in Appendix C. 

Certain individuals were defined beforehand as key interviewees due 
to their positions as employees or politicians working for or with 
children and their families. When I had interviewed these people I 
asked them, if they recommended that I additionally interviewed any 
other persons. I interviewed the persons that were recommended to 
me in this way, if they were possible to contact during the planned 
period for the data collection. 

I presume that someone might wonder about the choice of turning to 
authorities, employers and politicians and not clients or the general 
public for the interviews. Obviously people in client-like positions or 
people seeking help for social problems are not easily identified in a 
community without professional services. I assumed that many 
people in need of social welfare assistance, in need of becoming 
clients, would have moved from such towns and could be difficult to 
identify and trace. This was confirmed in the study, as the reader will 
see later. 

A semi-structured approach was used for interviewing. The inter
views were tape recorded, written out in manuscripts and analysed. 
Along with the interviews I obtained and studied written information 
about the amount and content of the social and child welfare activity 
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occurring during the last four year period before I visited the com
munities, that is from July 1982 to July 1986.I used some secon
dary sources on the history and contemporary situation of the two 
towns, historical accounts, pamphlets and newspaper articles. My 
visits to the schools, town halls, day care centres, playgrounds and 
homes in the communities, where the interviews took place, were a 
also source ofinformation. 

The interviewees had different positions and related differently to 
the communities. Besides their formal positions some of them were 
parents engaged or interested in improving the conditions of child
ren. Some were brought up in town and had only been away for their 
higher education, others had moved to the communities through 
marriage or employment. Some lived there for decades, others a few 
years and others for one or two years. Some of them planned to stay 
there, others were doubtful of staying or had decided to move. The 
oldest interviewee was retiring and moving after living in the com
munity for thirty years and the youngest one was moving after one 
year of employment for both professional and private reasons. One 
person I interviewed did not live in the town, but worked there as a 
consultant. 

Practical experience had taught me that a social worker visiting 
places, where welfare services were limited, was met in various ways, 
such as with suspicion, curiosity or friendliness. On the whole I found 
a confident and open atmosphere, which I could not take for granted, 
when studying conditions often seen as delicate or difficult. During 
the interviews people were inevitably confronted with the absence of 
services in the field being studied. Several situations were unexpected 
and I understand some of these in terms of this situation, which was 
often experienced as hard to deal with. Sometimes a tension and 
defensive responses were noted that seemed to be directly related to 
this. What was interesting and informative was that questions brought 
the interviewees occasionally new insight on local matters, which they 
had never reflected on before according to themselves. 

Some interviews evolved into a sort of consultation, for instance when 
a local administrator asked me about my ideas on a work description 
for a future employee in the field, this developed into a discussion of 
the matter. When I asked a day care person whether she knew of 

113 The interviews are filed and the listings and summaries made from these are 
accessible, 
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serious family problems there , a considerable part of the interview 
turned into a kind of counselling situation along with being a research 
interview. When a possible conversation partner appeared in the 
absence of a traditional professionalistic attitude and of consultants, it 
evoked the need for seeking advice. I found these situations fruitful 
for my purposes and I hope that this was also the case for the other 
parties. 
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The Town FjörSur 

Conditions of Life in FjörSur114 

FjörSur is a little town and stretches its boundaries into a surroun
ding farming region. Some of the population lives from farming, but 
the majority lives in the little town. There are approximately one 
thousand inhabitants. FjörSur has only existed as a town for a few 
decades and developed as a trade centre for the neighbouring region. 
The first period was characterized by the establishment of the town. 
The first generation of business firms for trade and service opened up 
and people built their own family houses. 

Trade and service is still the occupational base of the town. There is 
one elementary school for children from first to ninth grade, a day 
care centre, a primary health care centre, a retirement home, a 
church and a cinema. 

After the first period of establishment the unexpected happened, 
when a large construction project to build a plant in the adjoining 
inland brought new possibilities of employment. A sudden demand 
for labour and increased income opportunities created a short period 
of expansion not only in FjörSur, but in the whole region. 

This period of ten to fifteen years is described for me as somewhat of 
a Klondyke atmosphere. Workers lived in barracks in the highland 
and went home during weekends or more seldom. Small business 
firms expanded, several people invested in big trucks that were 
needed for the construction work. Sometimes both parents worked 
on the inland during summer leaving children alone on week days. 
The largest reduction of labour happened two to three years before 
the interviews. The construction project is now complete, only a 
small group of ten to fifteen people from FjörSur hold permanent 
jobs. 

* Ih FjörSur I interviewed following persons: The Headmaster of the elementary 
school, the Director of the day- care centre, the Chairman of the Child Welfare 
Committee, who was about to leave his post, an elementary school teacher,who was 
the new Chairman of the Child Welfare Board, a minister in the community; the 
Chairman of aboard for child and adolescent leisure activities, the director of the 
local authorities. 
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Now, at the end of this period of expansion, unemployment is a big 
problem in FjörSur and it characterizes the atmosphere in the 
community. The Town Council has not taken any action towards 
improvement and it appears that people are themselves expected to 
search for individual solutions and these are not obviously visible. The 
word unemployment is treated carefully, which is seen in the fol
lowing quotation: " on the other hand people talk about unemploy
ment, but eveiyone who wishes can get a job, especially now during 
the summer, but there are people that don't wish to take jobs like 
ordinary workers. " 

The atmosphere is characterized by the reduction in labour demand, 
but at the same time there is an ongoing stabilization in population. A 
second generation has settled down here as adults and these people 
now form the core of the relatively large group of people in the age of 
thirty to forty living in FjörSur. 

FjörSur thus seems, in many ways, to be a homogeneous community, 
which is partially an effect of the young history of this little town. 
There are few elderly people here. Most of the inhabitants are ordi
nary salary workers, with an average income, who live in homes they 
built themselves. The labour market is geared for this population. 
There are very few occupational possibilities in the labour market for 
the youngest people looking for jobs, or the elderly, who are still able 
to work. 

The matter of homogeneity is true not only for the working popula
tion. Parents with children, which need special services due to some 
sort of a handicap, have to take them to another town, since no trai
ning or special education is provided here. Some parents with child
ren who have Down's syndrome, impaired hearing or other disabili
ties have even had to move permanently to get appropriate training 
and care. Some of the interviewees find this very unsatisfactory and 
wish that more extended services were provided. 

Everyone is, however, not of this opinion, which is seen in the fol
lowing comment on the situation of parents moving away with their 
children:" here there are no facilities / of course it is much more 
convenient for them that their child goes to school over theren11^ 
/ / is it not so everywhere that the one who is deviant or is 
not like others is most comfortable in a large community ?" 

"there": in the capital, where the families referred to are living now. 
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This person is also of the opinion that adults with social problems, for 
instance abusers of alcohol, wish to live in the capital themselves, 
where they have easy access to temporary work, and where their be
haviour is better tolerated than here. He does not think that one 
gets support more easily in a little community than in the large one. 
On the contrary, people remain passive, when social problems are 
developing. Of course there is some support within families and 
among relatives, but this is diminishing. Fortunately most people 
manage on their own and there is also a great emphasis on people 
doing this. It is best for those, who do not find a satisfying job, and 
do not want to build their own house to leave town, he states firmly. 

As said earlier FjorSur is a homogeneous community and the 
examples given above are meant to show some of the signs observed 
in the interviews of how this homogeneity is maintained. People, 
who move to town often stay here for a very short period, only a 
couple of years. The explanations given are dissatisfying work or 
housing shortage, there are few houses to rent. Some of these people 
are seen as having economic and other problems:" maybe they are 
adventurers moving around the country". It is claimed that, if you 
behave properly, it is easy to be integrated and satisfied here, those 
who do not have only themselves to blame. "Here it is almost 
necessary to be ordinary" is another way of describing the narrow 
framework. 

The capital is seen as the place for anyone else, those who for one 
reason or another cannot live here because of unemployment, social 
problems, deviance from the norms or some special needs. The 
capital is looked upon as positive in the terms that it is a place to go 
to for having fun, enjoying culture and leisure. A more negative atti
tude presented as a negative impact from the capital, explained so 
that the urban life style has loosened up traditional norms, shown for 
instance in an increased tendency to divorce among the inhabitants, 
which is notable here as in other places. 

The support within families is claimed to have diminished. "It is not 
like before, when everything happened around the town square", is 
the statement of one of the first inhabitants. It is far from certain that 
people's problems are easier to solve in a little community than a 
large one. A person that has only lived here for a few years explains 
that the best way of being integrated is by joining clubs or organiza
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tions, and there are amazingly many in this small town. It is good in 
many ways to live here, the size of the town does that most things you 
need are nearby. In some ways service is even better here than in a 
larger community. For instance the access to a doctor is claimed to 
better here than in the capital, the place people constantly and 
spontaneously compare to in the interviews in FjörSur. 

People Primarily Concerned about Ado lescents 

It seems to be a general impression that children lead a good life 
here in FjörSur. Also for parents it is much easier and less trouble
some to bring up their children here than in a larger town. The 
limited traffic is one of the advantages mentioned. When children are 
around four years old, they can play on their own near the home. 
The environment is in many ways seen as positive and the nearness 
to nature is appreciated. There are, however some dangers, namely 
the main road and the river. A preschool teacher tells me that the 
young children are kept from the river by tales told of the troll, who 
lives in the water and will crawl up and grab them, if they come too 
near. As for the older children they do not, of course, have the same 
choices here as in a larger community. The school children have very 
little hobby opportunities. They do not even have a soccer coach, I 
am told, and this is emphasized as a serious lack. 

The conditions of younger children did not, however, become the 
central theme of the interviews. When I asked people the question: 
"how do you think it is to be a child or an adolescent here?" they all 
talked about the adolescents. They have been a matter of considerable 
concern. The adolescents are seen as hard to cope with at the school, 
which has lead to a negative image, noted among other things in 
problems of recruiting teachers to the town. 

What is first of all defined as problematic behaviour is young people 
taking up "adult behaviour" early , as someone puts it. This is espe
cially obvious among the young girls. They are often only thirteen to 
fourteen years old, when they and young men from seventeen to 
twenty-one, start dating. These are the unmarried young men living 
and working on their parents' farms. Although girls usually mature 
earlier than boys the age difference is seen as problematic. What 
especially concerns people is that the young girls start smoking 
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cigarettes, drinking, and start at an early age going to the adult 
dances arranged here or in neighbouring communities with these 
young men. Young women in same age as the young men often leave 
the community for education, so there are no peers to date. 

The young men also become a problem at the school, where their 
behaviour is characterized as strange. It often happens that the young 
men come to the school, when school dances are being arranged. 
They arrive either in cars speeding right into the school yard, or they 
have been drinking and come walking up to the school and try to get 
inside. When they are denied entrance to the school dance they get 
aggressive, hang around outside, swing their liquor bottles around 
and try to start a fight. 

Although the adolescents have a bad reputation here the teachers find 
that things are improving. For a few years now a group of new 
teachers has tried to change the negative development. Some years 
ago there was considerable vandalism, the pupils would destroy 
furniture etc. The attitude of the children is described as bad: "They 
thought that they could treat the school as badly as they wanted". 
The older pupils would, for instance, start smoking right on the 
doorstep and throw the butts over their shoulder, when they entered 
after the break was over, and they still in fact do so. There have also 
been problems of nonattendance, which in some cases have led to 
drop-outs. The atmosphere is tough and many children, especially 
the girls, start picking up teenager behaviour early from the older 
ones, often in fifth grade, typically by beginning to smoke cigarettes. 

There are many obvious reasons for the problems among adolescents, 
people tell me. They have no gathering place. The sporting facilities 
are bad, there is no gymnasium, an old community house from the 
fifties is used for physical training. It has been a problem for years to 
recruit gymnastics teachers, since they can get better working con
ditions in most other places. The children have few opportunities to 
work during the summer and hang around in the town. The 
adolescents drive around in cars or hang out at the kiosks. 

The atmosphere in the group of young people is also traced back to 
the construction period. It is now seen by some of the interviewees 
as a period of lacking care. As said above, sometimes both parents 
would be away, leaving the children alone under the supervision of 
the oldest child. These parents consequently had little time to spend 
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together with their children, and some of the interviewees are 
suggesting that this might have contributed to the problems noted. 

At the school an important explanation is found in the absence of 
leisure activities, and the fact that the teachers have not been en
gaged in arranging this, as often is the case elsewhere. Previously the 
community house was used both for dances for the older school 
children and the adults, an arrangement seen at the school as proble
matic, since the adults use alcohol in the building. 

There is a widespread agreement that something has to be done for 
the adolescents. There are several ongoing efforts, such as rearrang
ing the physical settings at the school, which is meant to give 
younger children the opportunity "to remain as children" a bit longer 
than now happens. Now the school arranges its own dances and 
other hobby activities. The older school children are being drawn into 
a more active role through planning hobby activities and the discus
sion of new school regulations. 

The New Leisure Committee 

Four years ago a new political board was set up with the task of orga
nizing public leisure activities and working opportunities during the 
summer for children and adolescents. The committee started by 
arranging hobby clubs and courses in cooperation with the school. 
This was not very successful because it was hard to find something 
that attracted the children and the adolescents. They were primarily 
interested in dancing and listening to music. It seems like the adults 
have some idea that this is too limited and are trying to introduce 
more varied activities, which can of course be questioned. It seems 
more reasonable to let the interests of the school children shape the 
options of hobby activities. The most popular activity was the skiing 
trips, but there is no ski area with lifts in the region. Since the child
ren seem to prefer a gathering place of their own, there are few op
tions open to them. 

Besides arranging hobby clubs the next task planned is to start orga
nized summer activities for younger children and summer jobs for 
teenagers. Icelandic school children have a three month summer 
vacation. It is common in Iceland that these activities are public 
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initiatives of the local community, but in FjörSur this has not been the 
case. After the age of fifteen adolescents usually can get some sort of 
a regular summer job here in the community. Before that an organi
zed activity is seen as needed, and this is now planned for the first 
time. 

The Dey Care in FjörSur Lacks Authority and Support 

The day care centre in FjörSur "was first opened in the early 1970's 
as a preliminary summer activity, but a few years later it became an all 
year round service. The centre is planned as a half day play school, 
and this is of course problematic for families, where parents work 
outside the home during the whole day. This has been solved by the 
centre by accepting in-take of children the entire day apart from the 
time that they have to go home for lunch. A new building is being 
built as both the house and the playground now used are unsatisfac
tory. Despite the fact that a full-time centre is needed, the new 
house now being built is only planned as a half-time facility. This 
means, among other things, less space per child than would be provi
ded in a full time centre. The new building does not have a lunch 
kitchen, so the children are expected to continue to have a quick 
lunch break at home. The staff is fewer in number than required by 
regulations, and there are too few trained workers. 

The day care centre is in many ways limited by scarce resources. The 
quick lunch at home and parents, who have to rush to pick up child
ren and bring them back in a hurry is of course very stressful for both 
parents and children. This is not true for all the children, some of 
them only stay half a day. 

The centre seems to be trapped between the scarce resources the 
authorities have been willing to provide, and this seems to influence 
the general attitude towards the day care and create some problems. 
An example of this is manifested in the obvious problem of in-take. 

I am told that it is very rare that a child is denied admittance, re
gardless of space. At the town hall this is confirmed spontaneously. I 
am told, with some pride, that in this community day care is provi
ded for everyone, who needs it. What is not mentioned, but becomes 
clear by visiting the centre, is that behind the statement is an over
crowded day care centre. It is very unpopular among parents and our 
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superiors if we turn down a request of admittance or put up a waiting 
list, the staff tells me, The result is that the centre, which has space 
for twenty-four children, in fact often has thirty at a time. The age 
regulation of not admitting children younger than two years old is not 
adhered to either. As it was explained to me, this overcrowded con
dition is disruptive, especially for these young children. It puts a 
pressure on them and they easily get confused and tired. 

The limited resources sometimes create tension that otherwise 
would not be there, a kind of strictness, too much discipline, rules 
being introduced because of the limited space and under staffing. A 
uniformity of activities is often the destructive effect of the difficult 
working conditions at the centre. 

On the other hand the small building creates a warm and friendly en
vironment. The nearness and the fact that "everybody knows every
thing about everyone" is good in some ways, bad in others. When it 
comes to problems, everything becomes "so personal". It can of 
course be good not to have to investigate anything, an interviewee 
explains for me, in another sense is the informal insight experienced 
as distasteful. 

The communication with parents about problems in the daily situa
tion is often indirect. Complaints from parents sometimes come to 
the centre as rumours. There is a tension in the contact between 
parents and the staff. When there are concrete problems, the com
mon acquaintance in the small community is often seen as a comp
lication. Both parties can be sensitive and have a hard time discussing 
necessary things. Perhaps the close relationships complicate direct 
action is the comment of a staff person, who also adds the following: 
"It is like the parents do not understand that we are obliged to ob
serve professional secrecy in our work". 

At the centre the staff considers a few of the families with children at 
the centre in need of counselling. The centre does not, however, 
have any direct access to this kind of support or a referral system. We 
go through several examples of cases, where such support is seen as 
needed. It would be good to establish a contact with a social worker 
or a psychologist but: "we have not, however, considered the 
possibility". 
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There are expectations that the new centre will bring improvements 
in more than one sense. Perhaps it will be easier to recruit trained 
staff and to get permission to employ more staff, when the new 
centre opens. Some of the changes, which the preschool teachers 
want to make are now, as they see it, prevented by the lack of under
standing by the untrained day care staff. They are for instance not 
willing to participate in certain activities, which the preschool 
teachers consider evident parts of a pedagogical scheme, for instance 
singing with the children. 

A preschool teacher, who is leaving after having been at the centre 
one winter, has previously worked in child care in the capital area 
and in a little town in another region. She is critical of the condi
tions here, although she is primarily leaving for private reasons. She 
feels exploited by the inadequate facilities, by the fact that there are 
far too many children, too few trained staff persons and low salary 
compared to other places. It is impossible to create a good atmos
phere with the resources the centre has. The director of the centre 
has been here for many years and is in fact brought up in the town. 
She is more moderate in her presentation, although she also finds 
many things fall short of their work, for which she has been requiring 
several improvements. 

The cooperation with the parents is considered problematic in more 
than one way. The attitude of some of the parents towards the centre, 
considering it primarily a "storage place", becomes clear through the 
interviews at the day care facility. It happens for instance that a 
parent does not bring in a child scheduled for morning care until 
after lunch. This is most often accepted, at the cost of the activity in 
an already crowded situation. 

I will give only one more example of this problem, which occurred 
just before lunch on Christmas Eve, the most important annual 
celebration. This is a working day until lunch, and the celebration 
begins at six o'clock pm. The telephone rang and two mothers asked, 
if they could bring their children to the centre during the afternoon, 
so they could easily prepare the evening dinner. This time it was not 
accepted. The limits towards handling unreasonable demands were at 
least somewhere. 

There is apparently a lack of respect for the centre and the staff 
seems to contribute to this attitude. It is presumable that their 
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reactions are, at the least partially, based on the scarce resources 
provided and limited responses, when the centre has asked for 
improvements, The staff at the centre neither has own authority nor 
sufficient support from their superiors. 

The Child Welf are Board - When Should it Intervene ? 

The same individual has been the Chairperson of the Child Welfare 
Board for thirty years. She has taken care of most of the cases herself. 
Often other members of the Board have only been there for one elec
tion period of four years, so she has worked with several people du
ring her tenure. There is no employee to handle the cases. In FjörSur 
there is no social welfare board, which means that the Town Council 
handles tasks according to the Welfare Act. 

Two of the interviewees, who have been or are members of a child 
welfare board have never seen the Act on Child Welfare and are not 
informed about the tasks or duties. One of these tells me that he was 
a member in another region for four years and was never called to a 
meeting. 

According to the Chairperson no child welfare cases of concern come 
up for long periods of time, but then again some cases have been hard 
to deal with and have needed a lot of time and effort. We went through 
the cases, which have been handled during the previous four year pe
riod. There were many similarities between the cases and the prac
tice here and in the town Nes, which I will present later. There is a 
general low level of activity, the cases and their management are of 
similar character. I t herefore find it irrelevant to present a detailed 
overview here. 

The existing system of child welfare boards should be maintained, 
according to the Chairperson. But it is often hard and unappreciated 
work. The task is by nature most often invisible to others and bound 
to be unpopular. That the Board is in fact almost invisible, as is its 
work, is confirmed in the interviews outside the Board. People did 
not have many ideas or reflections about the tasks or goals of child 
welfare. The foremost comments in the interviews are about the 
concern and the level of interference. When interviewed about the 
Child Welfare Board the interviewees are preoccupied by the ques-
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tion: How much and when should the board intervene? Now there is, 
for instance, a rumour in the community about a person suspected of 
abusing children sexually. How is this to be handled? What are the 
tasks of the Board and when should they intervene? 

The comments on the concerns and obstacles regarding this matter 
can be summarized in this way: There are infrequent serious prob
lems here and the sensitivity to privacy is pervasive. Some comments 
from the interviews exemplify this: People are so sensitive; it is hard 
for us to judge; there are often rumours; some people are quick to 
spread rumours, but hesitate to report anything; sometimes it is of 
course necessary to take action, but "it is hard to act only on the 
basis of rumours", but if they continue and become more definitive, 
one is forced to do something, especially when very young children 
are involved. 

Another obstacle is mentioned for the work on the board, of a similar 
character as at the the day care centre. This is the fact that parents 
involved in a potential inquiry are often acquainted (or family) with 
someone on the Board and people on the Board finds this hard to 
handle. There are apparently no routines to meet such a situation. 

No Ideas or Plans for Improving Soc ial Services, 

At the Town hall the plans for future social service programs seem 
nonexistent. The view presented is that things are considered accep
table as they are. The need for social service is always a matter of 
evaluation, as it is put. There is a retirement home in town and home 
services are provided for retired people. Younger people do not get 
such assistance and thus they are expected to manage on their own 
or get help from family or friends. 

We discussed the situation of adolescents that was presented to me in 
other interviews. The comments given can be summarized like this: 
Improvements cost money and it has been hard to get a gymnastics 
teacher at the school. The salary is not the entire issue, the person 
must be interested too, otherwise the employment tends to be tem
porary. It is possible that the absence of a gymnasium or a sport hall 
effects the problem. The concerns about the adolescents are exagge
rated and the same thing.is true for the day care centre. There it has 
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been hard for years to recruit trained people, caring and pedagogical 
work is demanding, since great personal involvement is needed. No 
one ever gets economic support from the town. It is hard to know, 
whether anyone has needed support and moved from here because of 
this. It is always a matter of evaluation about how much is needed for 
a household. If people cannot manage they have to move. It is best 
for them. Nevertheless, people presumably move from here because 
of the difficulties of getting a job or housing. 

It is recognized that the day care centre is understaffed. At the 
centre I was presented for the concerns about the private day care, 
which is ongoing with no supervision and regulation, although this is 
a legal obligation of the town. Asking for comments on this at the 
town hall, I was told that the central supervising authorities have 
never commented on this and "nobody has ever said anything". 
Moreover that there is no need for concern in this matter as people 
here know each other well. If something is wrong it will easily be 
discovered. If parents are dissatisfied they "simply change" to 
another private care. The activity therefore regulates itself. In this 
last comment there seems to be no understanding or acknowledge
ment of children's needs for continuity in day care. 

One of my interviewees tells me that the dominating attitude toward 
social service is negative. This becomes clear during the interview at 
the town hall. A clear cut restrictive attitude is presented concerning 
all lacks and limitations in the area of social services, which confirms, 
what others have told me. Limitations in service, social problems or 
requests for improvements have not been, and are not, recognized 
here, neither in words nor actions. 

The general involvement I observe here in FjörSur in the improve
ments for adolescents is contrasted by the attitudes towards the day 
care centre. A problem has to become very intrusive to be acted on 
in FjörSur. 
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The Town Nes 

Life and Work in Nes,116 

Nes is a regional centre, which has a service function for the 
surrounding farming areas. There is a police magistrate and well-
equipped primary health care centre with a small hospital unit in the 
town. There is also a day care centre, a retirement home, an elemen
t a r y  s c h o o l , w h i c h  i s  d i v i d e d  i n t o  t w o  s c h o o l s ,  o n e  f o r  c h i l d r e n  7 - 1 2  
and another for 13 - 16 year old, a cinema, a church, sporting facili
ties, for instance for handball, soccer, golf, skiing and swimming. The 
inhabitants are between three and four thousand. Nes has a long 
history. It has presumably been inhabited since the original settle
ment of Iceland. 

The position of the cooperation movement is central here in Nes as 
in many other local communities. The co-op is the dominant enter
prise in trade and service and they run a fishery, which together with 
another fishing factory form the ground pillars of employment. A 
hotel, a camping site and an airport together with beautiful natural 
surroundings make Nes an attractive spot for tourists. 

Working life today is not as bound to seasons as in earlier times. This 
has reduced the demand for work from children and adolescents, 
which was needed earlier especially in the fishing industry during 
intensive periods. Wow young people under the age of sixteen can 
only get temporary work at the fisheries "if it is needed", as someone 
expressed it. The workday is still long and the working moral is 
tough. Those who have a hard time managing economically do not 
live here, one of the interviewees tells me. The content of the 
statement is that people unable to manage do not fit in here and 
consequently often find themselves forced to move. Earlier we saw 
how people in FjörSur unable to manage economically, often moved 
from there after a relatively short period of time. Here the same is 
expressed, although this was stated with much more clarity and by 
some more harshly in FjörSur. 
11® In ATes I intervie wed following persons: Three members of the School and 
Child Welfare Committees, the Director of the day care centre, the Head-master of 
the elementary school, the director of local authorities and regional psychologist 
working as a consultant for mentally handicapped. I intervi ewed these people 
individually, except for the occasion when I had a group in terview with three 
persons. 
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Many married women work outside the home. Their income is 
needed, but the work of married women outside the home has its 
negative sides, I am told, in a traditional way of reasoning. Family life 
is changing and it is pointed out as positive that parents gradually 
have more time for active involvement in the leisure activities of their 
children. 

Through the changes to more regular working hours and a stable 
year-round employment, the content of family life seems to be 
changing here like in many other places. In modernized living con
ditions the planned family activities become prevalent and this seem 
to have been happening here. Another related indicator of the 
changes in modernity is noted in the changing family forms. It is, for 
instance, emphasized in the statement that most school children 
referred to the school psychologist have a step-parent, often a step
father. The problems of the school child typically arise when a baby 
is born into the new family constellation that has not yet become 
emotionally stabilized. 

Reactions and Non-reactions 

People I interview do have different opinions on matters concerning 
the life in Nes, but they also share certain views. One of these is that 
the little community has many advantages compared to the larger 
ones. 

I have summarized the descriptions of this in the following way: here 
people have considerable knowledge of other people's life and con
ditions. The opportunities for daily contacts are many. People meet 
on the street, at the grocery shop,through various leisure activities, at 
the stables where people keep sheep or horses as a hobby. The spon
taneous contact in a small community creates a nearness, which leads 
to an immediate understanding between people in abetter and more 
profound way than in the big community, is the unequivocal claim of 
the interviewees. 

I get the impression, however, that this town, relatively small as it is, 
is a modern developed town in one way, and differentiated to an ex
tent that contradicts the statement of a clear insight and an under
standing. It is for instance apparent that great involvement and 
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understanding of existing family problems that are presented for me 
at the day care centre are not reflected on to the near same extent 
among the members of the Child and Social Welfare Board. A 
question that becomes intrusive is therefore : how much and what 
is it in fact that "everybody knows" about others ? Is it possible that 
this is an experienced, but false, feeling of transparency and insight, 
and if so, what are the implications of this ? Or is the statement on 
the first hand to be seen as a culturally accepted and/or defensive 
view brought to the outsider ? 

The interviewees present several problems, which they relate to the 
smallness of the town. One issue related to this is that the nearness 
and the closeness prevents people from reacting and offering help. 
The description of this leads to the association of a high threshold of 
behaving, as if one does not notice when families and individuals need 
help with their social problems: "one notices and one does not 
notice". 

According to this it is not always easier to intervene into people's 
affairs in the small community, but it tends to be more personal and 
has a different character than in a large city. Does the insight lead to 
a paralyzing feeling of guilt that prevents communication and action? 
If so, a collective silence emerges from here and conduces an idea
lization, which manifests itself in statements like: "Here we seldom 
have serious problems - things like that are almost nonexistent." As 
said previously this is the dominating presentation in the interviews, 
although it is contradicted by the individual case examples, as we 
shall see later. 

The support of neighbours functions in various ways: when there is 
sickness in a neighbour's home; in the everyday life, when children 
need someone's attention while parents are working, they can seek 
out a neighbour. The door is open in more severe situations as well, 
for instance when women escape from their husbands together with 
their children because of violence. 

Support within the extended family is given here like it always has 
been. The strong bonds described within the family are experienced 
as being common and positive. Here in Nes problems usually do not 
accumulate, as the family intervenes much earlier than in the larger 
community. It is pointed out, on the other hand, that these efforts 
can in some cases impede permanent solutions, as in cases of alco-
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hol abuse and where the informal support is insufficient. Not all 
families take care of their relatives, even when they obviously need 
help. 

In spite of the support described there are also socially isolated indi
viduals with relatives in this town. A typical example of this is the 
young man not accepted by his family because of his earlier unstable 
way of living, according to the family's judgement. When he settled 
down in the town, as a married man, he was not free of this judge
ment that was transferred to his young wife and children. Now they 
need assistance, but do not get the spontaneous support and care, 
which is common within families. The fact that his wife has moved 
to town through marriage adds to the weak position of the young 
family. She does not have the possibilities of support which often lie 
in the close contact with the family of origin. 

I am told that insight and understanding prevent the kind of margi-
nalization, which usually creates outsiders in a community. This is 
also compared to the conditions of the large community by claiming 
that this happens to a larger extent there. As mentioned earlier, 
there are, however, also outsiders here and it can be hard, according 
to one of the interviewees. She explains: 
" If p eople consider him to be a fool (idiot) , it does not matter how-
he changes, he can become a good person later on. If you once fall 
outside, you stay there, the judgement is much tougher and more 
cruel here ". 

The spontaneous comparison with the large community shown in the 
comment is recurrent. This interviewee is critical ebout this ruthless 
attitude, but modifies the strong statement immediately by empha
sizing that the rigid attitude is presumably declining, this is however 
not exemplified. 

The kind of insight described here seems to become something you 
adapt to and live with. You k now but your knowledge leads to a non-
reaction, This is similar to what Christie (1982) points out, when he 
puts forward as a plausible hypothesis that the greater amount of 
information about the totality of the life of the relevant system mem
bers, the less useful and needed are generalized concepts such as 
"sickness", "madness" and "crime". The system members come to 
know so much about each other that the broad concepts become in a 
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way simple and insufficient generalized abstractions. The concepts 
do not add information, they do not explain. Commenting further on 
the use of generalized stigmatizing concepts Christie says: 

"In a social system where one is not useful, the other might not be useful 
either. Knowing / / - the odd local character - the system members will 
understand his behaviour to an extent that makes one aware of the 
complexities in changing it. Simplified punishments will not be seen as natural 
and obligatory answers." (Christie 1982,82). 

Christie is actually discussing sanctions for actions defined as crimi
nal. I believe that his analysis is also relevant for related conditions. I 
find his way of reasoning on this point clarifying for the comments of 
the interviewees in their reactions to social problems among the 
inhabitants. It is the very fact that "everybody knows" that makes one 
not react, one understands and therefore remains passive. 

On one hand some kind of daily support is given here, on the other 
harsh judgements of disapproved behaviour are also found, and 
moreover the kind of social isolation, where certain individuals do 
not benefit from the informal support, which otherwise is stressed as 
the quality of the small community. The conclusion has therefore to 
be that a whole scale of variety exists here in terms of integral and 
disintegrating reactions in human relations of this town. 

Those with Problems Have Moved - Or Are They On the Move ? 

It would be inaccurate to make a sharp distinction in terms of 
acceptance between the "locals" and the "newcomers", people that 
have moved to Nes. Here as in other places there is a general limit, 
a set of accepted norms of behaviour. If one trespasses then one 
become marginalized regardless of one's relation to the community. 

It takes many years, sometimes decades, for a person to be con
sidered a "local". This is a reciprocal process, one of the interviewee 
explains for me. She has lived here in town for thirty years and seems 
well integrated, but she also keeps the bonds and the identification 
with her place of origin. It is like Stacey (1969) pointed out in her 
discussion of community studies, the definition of "community" is not 
linked to location only. It is more to be understood in relational 
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terms, as the bonds and relations particular persons have to people 
they are closely attached to. 

The people, who move to town and have social and economic prob
lems seem to have difficulties in integrating. Most of the families 
having typical social problems that are described by the members of 
the Social and Child Welfare Board are people that have moved into 
town, lived here for some years and then have moved away again! 
This is in fact observed during the interview by one of the people I 
talked with. She begins to wonder, if this is a coincidence or not, 
and tells me that she has never thought of this before. She and other 
people I in terviewed point out that the support within the family is a 
stabilizing factor for the local families, which is missing for the fami
lies that move into town. The comment on spontaneous support is 
repeated here, the fact that children of the "locals" have daily 
support in grandparents, other relatives or family friends. 

We discuss the situation for people who move to Nes. A hypothetical 
conclusion about their situation is put forward. It is the idea that 
these are often people "on the move", families or individuals escaping 
from their own problems, for instance a problematic marriage or an 
alcohol problem. These are similar ideas as presented in FjörSur. By 
moving here the newcomers try to start a new and better way of life. 
If the suggestion is true then the maneuvre to try to settle down here 
apparently becomes a fall during flight. Here there is no place for 
falling seekers of fortune. 

The Work With and For Children, 

Here Children Are Free ! 

It is claimed that children have lost a part of their freedom through 
the organization of their daily lives by the introduction of day care. 
What is then referred to is that the children themselves often feel 
restricted, that they typically express the feeling of being walled in at 
the day- care centre, when they return after summer vacation. 

But this was a diversion in the very beginning, because here I came to 
know the same thing as in Fjör$ur\ In this community children are 
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free! Everybody I talk to describes and emphasizes the situation of 
children in these terms. There are so many possibilities for play and 
activities and few external or physical restrictions. The street is 
described as an open and safe playground due to limited traffic and 
the thoughtfulness of the drivers. Activities are arranged by the 
schools and the sport club. It is near open nature, to the skiing area 
and the hills, to the berry-picking and the barns. The children know 
their parents' working places, a familiarity which creates a feeling of 
safety, is pointed out wisely by a teacher. The children have to 
manage on their own at an early age, there is no child care after the 
age of six. They become independent at an early age and are good in 
expressing their spontaneity and creativity. Interestingly, it is added, 
as, the other side of the coin, that the children are not as considerate, 
tolerant and understanding towards each other as one would wish. 

I presume it is here that children learn that life is hard and they have 
to manage a lot on their own. Only by this independence can they 
adjust to the norms, later recognizable in their extreme by the rigid 
judgements of the adults towards the losers. It eventually is here that 
one achieves the strength, which creates obstinacy, the kind of 
strength manifested in statements like: "of course we manage on our 
own here - here there are no or at least very few social problems". 

The statement is understandable in the sense that the social prob
lems, certainly found in the detailed "case" descriptions, seem not to 
be recognized by some of the interviewees, although they are clearly 
noted by others. What can be seen as a denial is presumably partially 
a denial, a defensive reaction against the impossible task of inter
fering in a small community. But it can also be understood as an 
effect of the position taken by the losers, who choose to stay and 
settle down in the community. The only way of coping here, when 
you are not managing very well, maybe to stay silent in a feeling of 
shame created by the tough atmosphere and the pride that people 
put into managing on their own. While some people remain like this, 
others escape from this atmosphere and move on to places, where 
they presume that they can manage better in some way or other. 

Various signs confirm this, one example is already mentioned, people 
with problems, who have already moved away. Another example is 
seen in the different descriptions and interpretations of some family 
situations among the interviewees. The third example is the reactions 
noted in a group interview, which I understand as different views of 
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exactly the same situations. While some people explain that a family 
has moved from here, because they were denied social and economic 
support, others have not recognized this or they present quite a 
different picture of the same case. 

Long Working Hours 

Returning to the children, I am told repeatedly that it is good to be a 
child here; the opportunities for free play and variety of activities are 
stressed. In spite of this claimed free life, the organized activities are 
very visible and full of enthusiasm, the school and the day care, the 
professional pedagogy is here. Almost all children living here stay at 
the day care centre for some years during preschool age. Some of 
them stay for long days at the centre, some only half a day. The "full" 
day is a long one. Parents of young children work long hours as in 
other places in Iceland. This is commented on indirectly at the day 
care centre: "When there is much work at the fishery, the children 
are picked up by either grandma or grandpa or by some girl baby
sitter the children are seldom here for nine hours." 

Thus it is rare, but it happens that children stay for nine hours at the 
centre. The staff finds the long stay problematic and hard for child
ren. The family life here, I am told, is often tense after the working 
day is finished. This tension is easily understood in light of the long 
working hours, as I see it, but this connection is not made in the 
interviews. It is commented on rather as a general effect of change 
in the every-day life of families that people have become more stres
sed. The long working day for parents with children is a common 
phenomenon in this country and it is apparently at the cost of child
ren's needs (FélagsmålaråöuneytiS, 1984, Kristjånsson, 1989, 1990). 
The absence of this connection can be seen as a sign of cultural 
acceptance of this situation. 

The School and the Day care centre that is More Than a D ay care centre 

The staff at the day care centre has good insight into the conditions 
of the children who stay there and their families. The contact be
tween parents and the staff is often spontaneous, parents do not 
hesitate to phone the staff personnel at their home or to start 
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discussing their children, when they meet in the grocery shop, on 
the street or even at parties, although the last is not a popular place, 
as one staff person commented. This makes it easy to know if some
thing is wrong, which is described in the following quotation; If a 
child is somewhat different from the usual, does not feel well or is 
aggressive for example, then we can often link it, without people 
telling us. You do not have to look for the reason, therefore you can 
react much earlier to the unusual or abnormal behaviour of the 
child". 

I get several examples clearly illustrating how well informed the staff 
is about the life of families and their conditions. I am impressed by 
the examples of flexibility, which seems to be prevalent at the day 
care centre in meeting needs of weak families, for instance the posi
tive exceptions to the rules of registration in situations of special or 
acute need. The cooperation between school and the centre is well 
established, which is not always the case in such locations and not 
formally required either. There are examples that children in special 
need to maintain contact with the day care after they start going to 
school. Thus, there are many examples of extensive concern and 
quality care, which this day care provides to children and their fami
lies. It is easy to get the impression that this day care centre is more 
than a day care centre. 

It is clear from the detailed "case" descriptions that some of the fa
milies have serious social and emotional problems. A couple of child
ren have been exposed to traumatic incidents, for instance there is a 
case of sexual violence, where the child has not gotten any assistance. 
In spite of the care and concern shown in the way the day care staff 
handle these problems, obvious limitations are also noted in the most 
serious cases. It is not quite clear what they are based on; pre
sumably some lack of understanding one's own limitations and/or a 
hesitation to actions on seeking help outside the centre. The ab
sence of local professional assistance is likely to contribute to not 
crossing this threshold. Whatever reason, the important thing noted 
here is an apparent limit in handling these cases. The most serious 
cases, well analysed and understood, which are a matter of conside
rable worry and concern, are obviously not sufficiently handled. 

In spite of this, the positive impression of this day care centre leads 
to the question of whether this indicates something about the com-
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munity in general. If it did not have the negative connotation of insti
tutionalization, I would say that Nes is apparently characterized by 
"pedagogization". A somewhat more sympathetic term might be "a 
positive pedagogical atmosphere". 

This is confirmed by the stability among the staff. There is no lack of 
personnel in the schools or at the day care centre, which is often a 
problem in sparsely populated regions of the country. Several of the 
teachers and the preschool teachers are local people, who returned 
to the community after their training. Others have moved here for the 
job and settled down. 

The atmosphere at the school is optimistic. A couple of years ago the 
pedagogical scheme was changed radically, a reform that has been 
successful, I am told with pride. As proof of the feeling ofwell-being 
among the pupils the headmaster shows me around in the building. 
He tells me eagerly that I have to see the boys' lavatories as an 
example of, what he tells me the absence of vandalism, graffiti or 
need to paint, repair or replace things here for years. It is actually 
very true, the place is well kept, and the common signs of aggression 
against unreasonably strict authority are not to be found here. 

The Peripheral Social and Child Welfa re Board 

As said before I collected information on the work of the Social and 
Child Welfare Board during a four year period, from 1982 to 1986. 
The part of the work, which concerns child welfare is limited to a 
few cases of individuals and families. There are no cases of actions in 
matters of prevention, for the improvement of children's conditions 
or other structurally oriented initiatives, which fall under the 
jurisdiction of the Board. 

During these four years fourteen cases of individuals and families 
were registered by the Board, four of which were police reports con
cerning adolescents. In all four cases the Board did not find it neces
sary to take any action, although some of the incidents were rather 
serious, as I will comment on later. Six reports were made on re
quest of the court in cases of applications for adoption of children. 
There was one case of supervision of a parent's visitation rights, but 
no report given on how this was carried out or of the outcome of the 
case. 
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One family case that falls under The Child Welfare Act was reported 
to the Board during the period. Aside from the police reports not 
reacted upon and the evaluative reports on adoption applications, all 
of which were referred to the Board, only one (!) family child welfare 
case was in fact handled by the Board during the four year period 
studied. The initiative in this case came from the employers of the 
head of the family, and it was a severe situation, which endangered 
the safety of the family. 

The actions of the Social and Child Welfare Board initiated by them
selves are minimal according to this overview of a four year period 
and as a whole, the activity is very limited. I am told that the last 
removal of a child from its home by the Board occurred many years 
ago, so long ago that people have difficulties remembering this. It is, 
after some pondering, suggested that the last removal or permanent 
placement of a child took place more than a decade ago. The con
clusion based on this overview must be that activities of this Board 
are peripheral in the ongoing work for or with children and their 
families in this town. 

Children and Families with Serious Problems Do Not Get Help 

The school has a psychologist, who is not accessible on a daily basis, 
but visits for regular consultation twice a month from another town. 
The day care centre also has access to visiting psychological assistan
ce. The defined task is to provide services for handicapped children 
by a visiting consultant. Handicapped children, who need evaluation 
and intensive treatment programs can be referred to a team in a 
neighbouring town. The psychologist visits the centre for consulta
tion a couple of times a year, but can be otherwise contacted, if nee
ded. 

The school and the day care centre staff try to solve family problems, 
which come up and have not referred any case to the Child Welfare 
Board in recent years. Sometimes assistance from the psychologists is 
a help, but this is very limited, especially at the day care centre as 
described previously. In fact the day care psychologist has been 
involved mainly in a few cases, primarily concerning mentally handi
capped children. The school is satisfied with the work of the school 
psychologist, who is seen as attending to most problems concerning 
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the school children and their families. A passive and reluctant mis
trust towards the Social and Child Welfare Board is noted at the 
school and the day care centre. In fact there is no cooperation be
tween the centre and the school on the one hand and the Board on 
the other hand. Besides this psychological assistance people also 
seek social and emotional support from the local minister of the 
town church. 

It is obvious that there are problems among children and families 
here, which the Social and Child Welfare Board is obliged to handle in 
cooperation with the existing public services for children. Further
more, the school and the day care centre have a legal obligation to 
contact and report cases to the Board, when they think that children 
need social assistance because of family problems. Acknowledging 
that reporting is not the ideal way of opening up cases for social sup
port, it has, at the same time, to be noted as problematic that serious 
family cases are not dealt with. It is easy to presume that this some
times has devastating consequences for those, who need assistance. 

In some of the family cases it seems like the well intended support 
given by the staff may, rather than be constructive, delay a more 
permanent solution. In these cases a well functioning child welfare 
or family counselling service could obviously contribute with active 
support measures. As the situation is now the Child Welfare Board 
seems unable to handle these problems. 

At t he Social and Child Welfare Board the same positive and tolerant 
attitude towards children and adolescents is expressed as in other 
places. An example of tolerance is the reactions of the Social Welfare 
Board to the complaints and police reports they get about the beha
viour of adolescents. An extreme example among those presented to 
me was one about a teenager that had put a rifle shot through the 
window of a family house. The incident was not defined as a concern 
by the Board. The Board members did not think that there was any
thing to do about this or other incidents and generally claimed the 
absence of problems among adolescents. The question arises whether 
this phenomenon is to be seen as tolerance in positive terms or as 
some type of reluctance in a more negative sense? 

The situation of this Board is not unfamiliar to me in view of my 
former practice. It seems like many of the committee members get 
caught in a trap. They are officially delegated to carry out far-
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reaching public duties in terms of prevention, support and control. 
In fact they often lack all resources to meet these responsibilities. 
They not only find it hard to handle the cases brought or reported to 
them. The also find it hard to cope with the doubt about the level of 
interference, when they are confronted as insiders with daily prob
lems in their community, as in the case of rumours of sexual assault 
discussed previously. Several times throughout the years I heard 
members of such boards express their strong feelings of despair 
because of this. 

This becomes evident during my interviews. Aside from the cases of 
reports, we discussed several situations that have been on the Board's 
(informal) agenda, in terms of rumours of neglect or ebuse and vague 
concerns. The final conclusion is always the same: this case does not 
concern this Board, but rather others, people themselves the school 
or relatives should solve the problem or will handle the situation 
better. Practically speaking the outcome is that the Board does not 
define many tasks as being of its concern. Considering the nature of 
the cases from which I h ad obtained detailed insight during other 
interviews, the Board seems to be very distant for the families that 
need social support. 

What the Board does, generally speaking, is very limited and some of 
its activities has far more the character of charity than a modern wel
fare board. They have for instance the task of distributing what is 
called "Christmas money" to recipients of elderly pensions. Each year 
the Town Council sets aside a certain amount of money for this sup
port before the season. The Board makes proposals to the Town 
Council on how to distribute the amount. This is the only economic 
support function actually delegated to the Board, although they 
should, according to the formal regulations, also deal with economic 
welfare support. These cases are primarily handled by the Town's 
Council. 

Serious incidents concerning children, that are obviously a duty of 
the Board to handle, pass by its table. The most extreme example of 
this presented for me in other interviews is the child being seriously 
sexually assaulted. At the Board the case is not mentioned at all, al
though it is common knowledge in this community. Neither the 
child nor her family was supported in anyway. The incident has up
set people in the community and some collective actions have been 
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taken. The case is now treated as a criminal case, but in a sluggish 
pace, as commented on by my informer. But this means no emotional 
or social support to the child. The Child Welfare Board does not de
fine even this serious case as its responsibility. 

The low level of activity is explained to me partially as an insecurity 
about how to handle cases. The dominating attitude is that it is best 
not to take initiative, but wait for reports, which is an interesting 
comment, since the Board does not act, even if something is repor
ted. If initiatives were taken, the members tell me that they would 
feel insecure in how to handle cases as laymen, since the Board does 
not have any employees and/ or sufficient confidence in its own 
actions. In part the attitude seems to be a belief in the self-manage
ment of people's lives. 

As I w ill later treat separately there are plans for employing the first 
social worker in this town and the members of the Board look for
ward to this change. Through the discussion on the matter of em
ploying the social worker, it becomes clear that despite the state
ments of the absence of child welfare problems something is defined 
as being relevant for this expected social worker to handle. There
fore, the reactions described leading to the strikingly low activity are 
to be seen as an effect of prevailing conditions, eventually caused by 
the fact that no service is yet provided in this community, rather than 
a manifestation of the absence of social problems. 

Pettersson (1986,40ff) mentions two references, relevant here, on 
the rise and acceptance of social problems in society. Reasons and 
Perdue (1981,2) talk of three stages of societal recognition - the 
emergence, institutionalization and maintenance of social problems. 
In their treatment of the question "what is a social problem ?" they 
refer to Horton's and Leslie's effort of definition as follows: "A social 
problem is a condition affecting a significant number of people in 
ways considered undesirable ebout which it is felt something can be 
done through collective action (1978,4)." Blumer in his turn de
scribes the process of the recognition by a society of its social prob
lems as a highly selective process, with many harmful conditions 
being ignored and others falling by the wayside in an often fiercely 
competitive struggle. "Many push for societal recognition but only a 
few come out of the end of the funnel "(Blumer, in Pettersson, 1986, 
41). 
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At a local level, one could say that Nes is the struggle for societal 
recognition has begun, the emergence and constitution of "social 
problems" are being shaped. Some of my interviewees describe tasks 
being not dealt with, while others, either deny their existence or are 
unclear in their statements. As we shall see later, it is still unclear, 
however, what social problems or conditions are defined as important 
tasks to deal with at the present time. 

The Positive Care has its Limits, 

Several positive things can be noted in the work for children in Nes. 
As already said the day care centre seems to play an important part in 
the concern for families. It can be added, that an interview with a 
person outside Nes, knowledgeable of the situation in many small 
communities, confirms that the measures introduced here in Nes for 
children with special needs are unusually extensive at the school as 
well as in the day care centre. 

On the other hand, I find that the most serious family problems seem 
too extensive for even a well-functioning day care and school to hand
le alone. The profound understanding, care and concern for children 
I have described was interesting in itself, but also in terms of the 
limitations the same staff seemed to have, when it came to reacting 
on the most serious cases. I am not saying that they should be able to 
solve these situations, only that in light of their involvement some 
further actions could be expected. 

As involved as people at the school and the day care seem to be, the 
Social and Child Welfare Board presents itself as distant. The public, 
general measures are important, but have their limits, as is shown in 
much of the research on welfare. The original idea of the local child 
welfare boards, was that locally elected inhabitants should ensure the 
knowledge of nearness combined with the understanding of other 
interests ( Dahl,1978, 94,110; Birgersson, 1984,16). The external 
physical conditions of the small community and the experienced 
insight is still here. However, the cases of troubled family life or of 
the absence of social support described by the interviewees and the 
limited actions taken show that this laymen model is functioning 
contrary to its expectations. On the other hand, there is some dis
satisfaction and plans being made for change, among other things by 
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employing a social worker and a person to take care of leisure 
activities for children and adolescents. 

The Introduction and Need ibr Social Services, 

The day care centre was established in the early 1960's, initially as a 
summer activity program and grew to its more extensive form that 
now exists. It became a permanent, year-round and full day-program 
in the early 1970's. In the early 1980's the centre moved to the well-
built and equipped building, where it is now. Since the early eighties 
the day care centre and the school have received psychological 
assistance in the form of limited consultation, and they also have 
access to a speech therapist. 

The day care centre was originally only open for children of health 
care personnel. Professionals often promote the establishment of 
other related services, such as when doctors wish for specialized 
nurses or day care personnel calls for psychological counselling. The 
opening of a day care centre for health care personnel as a part of 
recruitment policy, as was done here, is yet another example of how 
professional services call for extended care. 

The public concern in the area of human services is being extended 
in this community. It is symptomatic that while the school psycholo
gist initially was meant to care only for children with special educa
tional needs, his function over time extended to take care of the 
psychic well-being of the school children in general. Another examp
le of this growing concern is the plan for employing a leader of lei
sure activities for children and adolescents. These ideas are posi
tively looked upon and considered necessary at the school. 

Informal care and concern is disappearing and family life is changing. 
Children need to be taken care of, when parents are working and 
more changes are in fact needed. The question of nutrition for 
school children (a need largely ignored in this country, where school 
teachers are generally provided with school meals) is, for instance, 
seen as a problem, where some public organizing is desired. 
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What Should the Social Worker Do ? 

The social and health services in cooperation had been considering 
the possibility of employing their first social worker, when I arrived 
at Nes. During last two years before my interviews the idea of 
employing a social worker had been considered at the Social and 
Child Welfare Board, a discussion, which had recently lead to a formal 
policy decision on the matter. The social worker was employed two 
weeks after I finished my interviews. I had no prior knowledge of 
this, but the situation matched my research interest perfectly. I had 
by chance chosen a community where the introduction of professio
nal services concerning child welfare was in fact just about to be 
made ! 

In fact, the matter was not limited only to the jurisdiction of the 
Social and Child Welfare Board. The social worker was meant to work 
in other fields as well. The political system in this little town is 
diversified to an extreme, which is not only the case here, but a 
common phenomenon in Icelandic local communities. It is pre
sumably due to this that the complicated political structure is pre
sented for me as self-evident. At p resent in this little town, the tasks 
of social services: alcohol and drug matters, day care, elderly care, 
leisure, housing and social and child welfare are divided between not 
less than six boards ! 

The town has followed the trend that has been arising since the 
1970's in this country to coordinate the political structure, but the 
changes made to date are limited. When the local political structure 
was changed some years ago and the child welfare and social welfare 
functions, including home services, were combined into one board in 
an integration effort, many tasks in the area of social services were, 
however, still kept on separate boards, as seen above. 

The job description for the social worker was not ready, when I 
conducted my interviews, although the decision had been made to 
employ him cooperatively by the social and health care services. In 
fact the ideas about what tasks should be assigned to the social wor
ker seemed far from being defined. This became apparent in the 
interviews. 
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Several ideas were presented, some interviewees thought that the 
social worker should take care of leisure activities among other 
things, Others felt that this responsibility should be separated and 
another person employed for that task. The town's chief official 
discussed the question with me and wanted my opinion. There was 
an agreement on the pressing need that elderly services should be 
taken care of by the social worker. It was pointed out as positive that 
the social worker would provide services, which people had until now 
to go for outside of Nes. The members of the Social and Child Wel
fare Board seemed to be relieved by the idea of getting a person to 
take over the responsibility of family problems, which might turn up. 

A comment from a staff member at the day care centre on the task of 
the coming social worker was: " I am not so sure how much work he 
is going to do here, but he can of course... We can refer to him. 
People telephone us here, not only parents /...../ they have prob
lems, to get information about where to turn and it would then be 
good to be able to refer to him. He can either take care of things 
himself or refer them." 

According to this the day care centre has, without any formal obli
gation, been functioning as a place, where one could telephone and 
discuss problems, not only problems relating to children and families 
of the centre, but more in general. The employment of the social 
worker now provided the possibility of handing over to him the kind 
of informal counselling, which the day care centre, willingly, but 
without any obligation, has been providing. 

There were, as we see, several different ideas about what the social 
worker should do and the main question seemed to be how extensive 
the working field should be. All the tasks concerning individuals and 
families, people seemed to agree upon, but when it came to the 
question of organizing more general activities like leisure and sport 
arrangements for children and adolescents people were more hesi
tant. 

Traditional attitudes towards the services of a social worker became 
apparent through the question of where the social worker shall be 
located. The interviewees seemed to agree on the idea that it would 
be suitable for the social worker to have his office at the health care 
centre rather than at the town hall. The argument for this was that it 
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would not be as stigmatizing, not as visible, to go there as opposed to 
knocking at the door of the Town Hall. People would not feel as 
embarrassed by seeking help at the health care centre. The ghost of 
poor relief is apparently lurking around the corner in this argument, 
following right on the heels of the first and new social worker. 

The transferrai issues and the definition of new boundaries during 
the introduction of something new can hardly become clearer than 
where a change is about to happen. Or, as in this matter, it might be 
said has happened in away. Before a policy decision is made, as in 
deciding to hire a new kind of professional, many things must in fact 
have happened. Let us take a look at how the decision of employing 
the first social worker came about and what lead to this. 

The social worker who is being employed moved to Nes some years 
ago, settled down with a family and took various jobs. People having 
social and emotional problems started contacting and consulting him 
quite informally, they started coming to my house/ would knock on 
the door, stand on the doorstep and ask for advice.... It was clear 
that the authorities had a certain understanding of the social wor
ker's frustrating situation not being eble to use his professional trai
ning and being forced to take other types of jobs. The social worker's 
initiative apparently had an impact, as he himself contacted the 
Social and Child Welfare Board to discuss the idea of employment. He 
pointed out, among other things, the fact that people were seeking 
him for help. So in a sense the knowledge and the practical con
sequences of having such a person living in the community evoked 
the idea of hiring a social worker, apart from the community's need. 

These are the evident explanations. The discussion had taken two 
years and the several factors mentioned above effected the opening 
leading to the possibility of employing a social worker. Besides this, 
at least one more observation is to be noted. 

It is my impression, seemingly trivial at a first glance, that the very 
presence of a person with a required professional background in a 
little community is, provided certain circumstances exist, an effective 
factor during such a development. Such a change cannot only to be 
explained in terms of interest. It would be easy to claim that the 
decision of crossing a line and employing a professional is based on 
the following: There were social problems here that were not dealt 
with. People felt uncomfortable in this situation and therefore it was 
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convenient to employ the social worker, especially when he had sett
led down here. Besides that he was also married to a professional that 
the community had an interest in keeping etc. Summa summarum : 
the employment was of interest for all the involved parties. 

This is presumably all correct, but I would also like to emphasize the 
impression of the considerable impact on the personal aspect in a 
case like this. Not only is the immediate nearness between the in
volved persons crucial for the promotion of the employment. This 
closeness, this presence and the understanding, which emerges and 
shapes the necessary conditions to bring about the decision, is a 
another dimension of concern. Besides the actions outlined above 
and including the fact that people were seeking help from the social 
worker, it is the very proximity constituting the meeting between the 
different parties, the authorities, people in need of services and the 
available person, that finally makes the change. 

Conditions Paving The Way For Professionalization In A 
Local Community 

We should move beyond this limited scope of understanding to reflect 
further on professionalization in this particular field of study. While 
keeping in mind the examples of FjörSur and Nes I will continue 
looking at the questions: What are the possible conditions clearing 
the path toward professionalization in a local community? What 
changes are going on through such a process at an initial stage? 

As discussed in previous chapters the change is closely linked to the 
consequences of modernization and differentiation of society. It is, 
however, important to stress that this development is not a simple 
process of differentiation. A tree gets new leaves and branches, but 
this does not change its nature. Contrary to this the process of 
professionalization leads to qualitative changes in systems. 

The professionals enter a new field and thereby change the existing 
structure in different ways, they replace some people and step in for 
others. The professionals in social care do replace social networks, 
tighten or untie them. New demarcations are drawn towards existing 
personnel, as we actually saw in the expectations of the first social 
worker in Nes, which is only one of many examples of this that could 
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be mentioned. A previous existence of other professionals in a par
ticular place is noteworthy, as professionals often seem to make a 
demand on each other, as in asking for other professional services. 
In fact we have seen this clearly in the presentations from both 
Fjör5ur and Nes, 

The professionals partially replace and partially change the role of 
politicians. The political system gives, so to say, birth to the pro
fessional system, which is an important aspect of these changes. 
Through professional occupation of a new field a new element of 
power is introduced in relation to the clients and in another way 
towards the political system. Thus, there are many aspects in the 
complicated change of patterns initiated by professionalization. 

Differentiation of society is therefore an evident aspect effecting the 
process of professionalization. Obviously this has been a central 
theme in sociology and anthropology. The cultural effects of this 
societal development should not be underestimated. I am referring 
both to the changes in peoples consciousness regarding social prob
lems that are necessarily prerequisite to the development, but also to 
the changes that actually occur, when public and professional mea
sures are introduced. The latter changes of relevance to this parti
cular study are at least of two different types. In the first place it is 
the transition from spontaneous help, support and reciprocity to 
formalized procedures in a community and in the second place the 
change from laymen dominated practice to professional measures. 

An important condition for professionalization of social welfare within 
a Welfare State framework is evidently the emergence of a desire to 
increase social policy measures. People in a particular place begin to 
acknowledge a will or express a new understanding concerning 
specific social needs. This shift becomes visible in various ways, but is 
based on the condition that the community is not functioning adequa
tely. It is not problem-solving when it comes to meeting social needs 
and a wish emerges to introduce measures to the pressures. The 
"solution" of modernity is at hand, already known, serving as a model, 
in the existing professional service programs that already are estab
lished in other places. 

Some of the reflections in Nes on how to arrange things in connec
tion to the employment of the social worker have great resemblance 
to what has happened in similar local communities in Iceland. 
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Gunnarsdóttir (1985, 87ff) describes for instance her first years as a 
social worker in HornaQörSur, the first small local community, which 
engaged a social worker. She writes, among other things, that she 
had her office in the health care centre on the basis of the same 
arguments as mentioned in Nes. 

The similarity to Nes is also apparent in the following quotation from 
Gunnarsdóttir: 
"I believe that pressure from public servants, headmasters or doctors 
and the initiative of the members of town councils is very influential 
when small local communities engage employees to provide social 
service and support. "As far as I know some members of the 
local council had often mentioned the need of employing a social 
worker, but there were no remarks in the protocols of this before I 
said that I was ready to move into the community. Then the School 
Board issued a written appeal to the local council to employ a social 
worker." (Gunnarsdóttir, 1985,87). 

According to this, the process described is not far from the case of 
Nes. The understanding and the willingness already there to increa
se services is first manifested clearly when a person is available. It 
seems almost too obvious to make a point out of it and can be turned 
over to question why particular professionals become available at a 
particular time. 

The introduction of professional services have various affects on 
practice. In the field of child welfare the establishment of professio
nal activity changes prevailing attitudes regarding the limits and ex
pectations of children to manage on their own, as well as the com
monly accepted demarcations of "good enough care" versus neglect 
and abuse. This can presumably in turn lead to two different things; 
that is the increase of control and/or care. In which way or which 
constellation is obviously determined by professional, political and 
ideological preferences. 

The effects of professionalization of social welfare in a local com
munity differ according to different actions and strategies of pro
fessionals. These actions do not necessarily have to decrease social 
responsibility as often stated by politicians, which is frequently an 
argument put forward against the idea of expanding services. It is a 
well established fact that the absence of services or some capacity to 
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provide care for children and their families strikes selectively. Al
though there is the problem of bureaucratization and control, when 
services are established, it should nevertheless not be ignored that 
this absence has serious negative consequences. My own findings in 
the two small towns obviously confirm this. 

We have seen in the examples above that professionals work in their 
own interest and actively engage in the change. The health care staff 
in Nes took the initiative and the day care centre and school were 
also involved as positive parties in this initiation. Many professionals 
would argue that the interests of professionals, in cases as the ones 
discussed here, coincide with the interests of clients, but it is not 
self-evident. 

I have focused mainly on the change of ideas and the impact of vested 
interests in my discussion. It is therefore time to stress the obvious: 
not all local communities have an economic capacity for professionali
zing new welfare functions and fields of service. Just as professionals' 
struggle for their own interests can (at least partially) be understood 
in terms of strategies to achieve greater power, autonomy and in
fluence, public measures including professionalization of social work 
can also been seen as strategic. For instance, are such measures of 
course sometimes taken to decrease or prevent people from moving 
out of small communities, that is from an economic and regional-
political point of view. 

A considerable number of Icelandic local communities (in the sense 
of being administrative and political units) have the smallness of 
absurdity considering their duty to uphold a variety of services. Often 
the local economics hardly provide a capacity to provide the most 
necessary things, keeping up the occupational base etc. For instance 
in a fishing town the harbour, the fishing factory, the boats and the 
road are a course of first priority, which means that other needs like 
expanding social welfare services inevitably have to take aback seat, 
because they are not required for maintaining indispensable func
tions. Consequently, reaching a certain level of economic standard is 
an important precondition and expansion of social services. When 
this happens the change is about to occur and will then presumably 
also be promoted due to a certain self-confidence, a prestige and 
comparison to other communities, which this particular community 
now can afford to manifest in action. 
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When this is not the case the community can and does react in diffe
rent ways; for instance by marginalizing people, as seems apparent 
both in Nes and FjörSur or by initiating problem - solving outside the 
community, as I have often seen in my former practice. The changes 
are partially based on the manifold developments, which are already 
or concurrently in progress, as described in the presentation from 
the two small towns. Various strategies develop in similar circum
stances and these have different potentials imbedded in them. It 
seems, however, far from predictable how they arise, or obvious how 
the various influencing factors are linked together. 

According to Gunnlaugsson (1982,42ff) the deteriorating economy of 
Reykjavik around 1800 lead the authorities to announce restrictive 
regulations against housing and accommodating residents of other 
communities in the city. The announcement included the decision 
that every visitor should have a legal passport from the police, with a 
time-limited permission for staying in the city. People accommoda
ting such visitors were obliged to pay fines for each week, which 
exceeded the time limit. Such hosts were also obliged to report to 
the police on visiting residents from other communities within a 
week after their arrival. It was then up to the judge to decide 
whether these people should get a permit to stay. 

When the announcement showed to be ineffective the judge asked 
the cathedral minister to cautiously register visitors during the next 
parish catechetical meeting and hand this register over to him. In 
1807 the judge made yet another announcement declaring that every 
person unable to prove his residential rights in the city and his ability 
to provide for himself and his family should move from the town. If 
he was himself unable to move on his own" due to his own misery", 
proper authorities would be asked for assistance. Further restrictions 
were on several occasions declared on the hosts of residents from 
other communities. The result was, according to Gunnlaugsson, a 
considerable decline in the number of city inhabitants, a result almost 
entirely due to the introduction of these announcements. 

Such exclusions and deportations of city dwellers occurred several 
times later in the century. The practical consequence for the poor 
relief authorities was that they spent much of their time in deciding, 
who should be allowed to stay in town and who should be excluded, 
an effort made to discourage people from staying long enough to 
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become entitled to the city's poor relief. But - why bring in this 
historical excursus here ? 

In a previous chapter I p resented ideas about the different strategies 
local communities seemed to have when coping with social problems 
among inhabitants. I ta lked of "active" and " passive" strategies and of 
communities giving "first aid" in order to remove people dependent 
on social service. We saw earlier that a whole scale of various reac
tions towards inhabitants having problems existed in the two com
munities of Nes and FjörSur. 

Despite the difference between the two towns in anti-professiona-
listic attitude more in FjörSur than in Nes, there was an obvious 
tendency for people with problems to leave both places. The stra
tegies used are, however, different. While in FjörSur no cases of 
economic support exist and it is strongly declared that people not 
managing cope best by moving to a larger community, such cases are 
treated with some sort of social responsibility by the authorities in 
Nes. The way of handling the cases can, however, be discussed and 
is in fact experienced totally different by the interviewees. While the 
authorities in Nes present their efforts in these cases as being 
actively engaged in helping a single parent family, a consultant that 
followed the family later, sees the manner of assistance as patriarchal, 
humiliating and directly leading to increasing the problems for the 
family, where they finally decided to move from town. 

Comparing Gunnlaugsson's account of the conditions in Reykjavik 
around the year 1800 with this example, the similarities become in 
fact considerable. In both circumstances the significance of the story 
is that people are forced to move away because they are not managing 
economically. 

My point is not to claim that time stands still. I need not go into 
details to emphasize the enormous difference in living conditions 
between the two points in time. The economic, social and political 
"wonder of welfare" has, perhaps surprisingly, similarly occurred in 
Iceland as in neighbouring countries. The change that apparently has 
occurred is that the exclusion strategies in Nes and FjörSur are far 
more indirect and subtle than the brutal and punitive restrictions 
introduced by the judge of Reykjavik in the beginning of the nine
teenth century. 
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The term for being sophisticated; "sophistry" has more than one con
notation, one of which refers to "the use of subtle reasoning". The 
subtlety of reactions being introduced during modernization might be 
the best way of characterizing the change we are discussing here, the 
reactions and non-reactions towards individuals not being able to 
manage without support. The time of declarations, payment of fines 
and restrictive proclamations has passed. The exclusion is more 
coalescent with reactions and non-reactions of everyday life; in the 
absence of informal or formal support towards people. The app
roaches of authorities are not as ruthless, but of a similar nature as 
earlier, although the effects maybe milder. The noted variation in 
the strategies and reactions to social problems is a separate 
phenomenon that should be noted as influential in terms of, what 
impedes or enhances the introduction of professionalism in dealing 
with welfare problems. 
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PART 3 

CONCLUSIONS 
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Chapter VIII 

CONCLUSIONS 

In Part 2 a transition was described by holding up pictures of what 
happened at a few points of time in relation to the modernization and 
professionalization of the Icelandic child welfare services. To these 
pictures I added an analysing discussion of the link between this 
development and social change on various levels. I have now come to 
the point where the work as a whole needs to be discussed, the con
tours to be sharpened, the main questions to be finally explored. 

So much alike but different is one of the headlines in chapter VI 
referring to the findings of the survey on Reykjavik placements and 
comparing them to the results of other studies of Nordic child wel
fare practice. It seems right to transfer the words to this final chap
ter since they present themselves in all their plainness as one of the 
major conclusions of this work. 

There was substantial evidence in the study of professionalized child 
welfare practice, where family services were studied, especially con
centrating on children's placements, that the formalized and deve
loped child welfare work, consolidated as it was in an organization 
with professional employees, had a dominant bureaucratic character 
mainly in the sense of being formalistic. The child welfare work 
lacked often social-psychological orientation and a child-centered 
perspective and was less focused on emotional aspects than on mate
rial assistance. These limitations seemed cementing for the clients, 
who often stayed on in long-term economic dependency. It was 
concluded that were clear signs of a biased family focusing. Based on 
the findings of the recording of family cases this was called "the child 
welfare trap", a term that referred to a case-handling, which was 
managed in a way, where the child was pushed off the scene, the 
father was ignored and the mother controlled. 

A variety of attitudes and an insecurity towards professionalized 
services was observed in findings of the studies of two small towns, 
where child welfare was not yet professionalized. In the small local 
communities members of child welfare boards struggled with in
security about how to handle the public responsibility of managing 



232 

child welfare. This resulted in a cautiousness that, despite good 
intentions, often lead to passivity at the cost of children's needs for 
service, even in the most serious of cases, such as sexual assault. The 
pedagogical work in day care and school showed to be a valuable 
source of support for families in need, although these efforts also had 
its serious limitations. The results confirmed a request for increased 
professionalism as a part of public services for children and their 
families. It was, however, still undetermined, even at the stage of 
formal decision - making, what was actually asked for by key persons 
at a local level. Together with the absence of detailed state regulation 
of Icelandic child welfare practice this reveals a situation where there 
is presumably a considerable space of action for common planning 
and shaping of an outline of practice at a point where services are 
pr ofessionalized. 

I have already touched on another conclusion drawn from the fin
dings of the work, which I want to underline. Unconditioned of 
external conditions or specific cultural context, the professionaliza-
tion of social care, including social and child welfare, has in many 
aspects followed a similar line in the Icelandic society as in many 
countries. The findings in this study supporting this confirm, not 
surprisingly, the substantial generality of professionalization in this 
field. 

The earlier noted conclusion so much alike but different was based 
on the findings of professionalized practice that in many respects 
were similar to other Scandinavian studies on child welfare work. To 
this is to be added the noted variation in living conditions and in 
stages of professionalization of services within the country. Although 
services are varied in Scandinavian countries they provide a country
wide system of social welfare services, which is the big difference to 
be noted compared to the Icelandic case. It is therefore possible to 
talk of an asymmetry of modernization of Icelandic child welfare 
services both within the country and in comparison to Scandinavia. 

The Three Achievements of Professionalizing Social Care and Child Welfare 

Examining further the content of the change and relating it speci
fically to the field of study I want to spell out three major features. 
The achievements emerging parallel to and in interplay with profes-
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serialization of social care, including that of social work, can gene
rally speaking be outlined on three levels. 
- By welfare state measures significant improvements of general 

living standard and quality of life have occurred. 
- Establishment and intensification of professional systems have lead 

to a new capacity, which implies an increase of societal sensitivity 
and a capability to deal with human problems in a new way. 

- International research on children and child welfare has generated 
production of valuable knowledge, which has affected Icelandic 
condition as well others. 

This has lead to a new kind of understanding of children and parent -
child relations. This has in turn lead to a general proliferation of 
knowledge on children's needs, which has made it a part of common 
knowledge. On an ideological level the changes are manifested in an 
emergence of a new kind of acknowledgement of children's right to 
well-being. Foundations of children's rights organizations, which 
have very recently occurred in Iceland, may partially be seen as signs 
of the same development. 

The reader notices that I referred to all three features as achieve
ments and I want to underline this. I p reviously treated some prob
lematic aspects of this development in this work and this is no draw
back from that position. All three achievements have validity for the 
Icelandic case, although we have observed several misdirections and 
limitations. Is there more to be said then? Before I comment on that 
question I will put forward some concrete reflections on the Icelan
dic case in relation to the three above mentioned achievements. 

Signs of A chievements Confirmed in This Study 

The general improvement of welfare, living standard and the quality 
of life is essentially prerequisite to new kinds of child-centered living 
conditions, which we find signs of in the material of this study. That 
this has actually happened in the Icelandic case is for instance seen 
in the narrations from the small towns, such as in the descriptions of 
children's changed needs due to changes in family forms, in the 
increase of leisure time among parents and their new possibilities to 
engage in their own children's school and leisure activities. When 
these changes can be viewed as positive, there are, however, also 
various indications in this work and other studies that Icelandic 
children and families with children lead a tough life. It is moreover 
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confirmed that this is, in various ways, related to the fact that Ice
landic child policy has to be extended. Obviously general social policy 
affects importantly the framework and potentials of child welfare 
services. The limitations of family and child policy concern therefore 
children in general, but they have also a significance in a more limi
ted sense, that is for the conditions of child welfare practice. 

The societal sensitivity regarding children's needs and welfare has 
thus definitively been, and is still increasing, but we have also seen 
that the provision of services is unequal and varied in many ways. This 
is not only a centrum-peripheral phenomenon, between the capital 
area and small communities, as it might have seemed initially. We 
have seen that there are considerable differences between the two 
local communities studied, for instance in definition of problems, in 
service provision and attitudes and ideas towards and future social 
services. This study provides no opportunity to generalize about the 
small local communities in Iceland. It definitively confirms, however, 
an existence of differences in children's services and in the attitudes 
towards the handling of public child welfare as well as variations in 
ideas of an increased public responsibility in the area of social care. 

These results do not only concern inequality, they also reveal a varia
tion, which can be viewed as positive in the sense that lines are not 
strictly laid out regarding future services. This acquires even greater 
attention, when observed that Icelandic social services related to 
child welfare do not seem to rest firmly on top-bottom regulations. 
On the contrary it was confirmed in this work that existing child 
welfare statutes were largely ignored, which brought to attention a 
relative large reliance on unreliable local infra-structures. 

The professional child welfare studied seems, as noted previously, to 
be based more on formalistic procedures than a sensitivity towards 
handling of problems in total context, including material, social and 
psychological aspects. Most presumably the economic resources of 
these services are far too limited and this is often pointed out by the 
services. It can, however, be argued that there are some potentials 
for change within the given framework. The statement is based on 
the observation that the outline of service provision and the use of 
accessible knowledge seems rather to be of a reactive than of a 

responsive character. We have observed several indications earlier in 
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this work and it is unnecessary to repeat these. 

The increased societal sensitivity spoken of above is closely related to 
the growth of knowledge concerning children that has placed the 
child on the central stage of action, as I have put it earlier. One con
clusion to be drawn from the coexistence of the mentioned achieve
ments with several practical limitations is that a generally acquired 
knowledge about children is not consolidated and transformed into 
professional competence. For a positive change an extensive restruc
turing is needed with regard to the use of knowledge. The direction 
of the implementation of knowledge and the choice of techniques is 
an important aspect for future development. As pointed out in chap
ter IV there is a notable extension of professional handling of custody 
and child abuse cases with a technifying tendency in the use of expert 
advice and investigations, such as psychological and medical evalua
tion and an increase in juridical formalization of conflicts, a develop
ment seemingly still not ended. It is still an open question whether 
or to what extent this risks to leave families, not the least children, 
as losers, while professionals win new territories and consolidate 
their fields of action. 

While I initially underlined achievements of professionalizing social 
care my discussion might, in the light of the mentioned limitations, 
seem to be turning into a dark and desolate picture, but that is ac
tually not my intention. Without ignoring the problems of recent 
changes I am claiming that the three achievements, the general in
crease of welfare, of societal sensitivity and of child-related know
ledge, have all imbedded possibilities of significant change, if opti
mally utilized. I ha ve also pointed out that a relatively loose structure 
of welfare services and of the practice of law in this field, together 
with a request for professionalism, might create a constructive space 
of action in areas yet not professionalized. The direction chosen and 
the outline and initial shaping of the platform of practices is a crucial 
point that points to the diversity of professional rationalities, which I 
will examine before I approach the final conclusions. 

The Negative Dialectic of Oppo sing Views 

In the background the manifold theoretical critique of changes of the 
kind being explored here, exists and waits to be commented on in 
the light of the presented material. Put forward on various levels the 
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critique of professionalism is mainly twofold. It consists of two pairs 
of polarities both of which are somewhat similar in content, to put it 
very rudimentary; being either positive or negative towards the social 
change whereof professionalization is a part. On a global and a socie
tal level, there is the belief in reason and knowledge-based practice 
and its potentials, and there is the "disabling" critique and marxist 
theory, stressing exploitation, destructive use of resources, force of 
structural power and dominance. On a group and individual level 
more closely connected to the discussion on professions and profes
sionalism, two faces of professionalism are often put against each 
other. It is the face of benevolence of helping professions, viewed as 
based on disinterested foundation and the face of self-interest viewed 
as based on collective egoism. 

As pointed out in chapter II the analysis was for a long time divided 
into the two schools of naivism and cynicism. The first viewpoint 
that is supportive to professionalism has strong potentials due to its 
idealistic bias to an oversight of aspects related to personal integrity. 
Theoretically and practically this direction is reformistic. The view
point that rejects professionalism, which is in some cases a far-
reaching criticism of modern development, as in the works of Illich, 
has imbedded on a practical level a danger of romanticism and anti-
intellectualism. A second viewpoint, also negative or rather conspi
cuous of professionalism, stresses dominance and oppression promo
ted by collective egoism, and pays particular attention to the impact 
of professional community in expanding and monopolizing areas of 
competence and action. 

In the discussion of the potentials and dilemmas of child welfare the 
opposing views were identified as representing a problematic way of 
reasoning concerning the value and impact of knowledge, the first by 
its unconditioned belief in progress caused by accumulation of know
ledge, the second by its totalizing perspective on structural oppres
sion. They both lead in their polarized views into blind alleys, on one 
hand centered on reproduction of existing service ideals and prac
tice, on the other by presenting a gloominess of an empty-handed 
doctrine. When both of these viewpoints have been creative at an 
earlier stage, they now seem to have exempted their potentials to 
rock each others' foundations or to further the work. 

The conclusion to be drawn from the position of the analysis so fer is 
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therefore that this absence of challenge works as a kind of a negative 
dialectic, which still represents a theoretical problem. 

Professionell Differences; Shades of Diversity or Substantial Differences ? 

I suggest that we still hold onto the question of different faces of 
professionalism and relate our discussion to the practical arena. Are 
there more than the two faces of benevolence and self-interest to be 
considered ? In order to understand what goes on, when professio
nalized practices are established, the question of existing tensions 
and contradictions on the arena seems crucial. Different professional 
faces stand not only for varied directions in the research field, but for 
contradictions of a broader significance. 

Relating this to my material and being very concrete I will claim that 
most presumably the people in Nes were asking for neither of the 
two faces when they decided to hire their first social worker. What 
kind of professional service did they expect and what could they 
obtain, all conditions given ? Instead of treating the question quite 
literally, let us use it as a platform for exploration. 

Looking over the field of existing practices it is easy to claim an 
existence of conflicting forces. The Icelandic health, education and 
social services constitute models of public service. In terms of 
economic resources this is absolutely dominating and the respon
sibility is, in principle, divided between the two levels of administ
ration, state and local governments. Occupational and professional 
training is conducted in colleges and university, all of which are 
stately financed and regulated. 

The first generations of social workers and related groups were al
most entirely hired by public authorities. The pioneering period for 
social work practice was seemingly characterized by a homogeneity in 
ideas, both regarding practice and strategies. Besides a unity in pro
moting the establishment of public service models examples of pro-
fessionalistic character can also be observed. For instance that the 
small group of the pioneers, consisting of only 10 - IS persons, 
managed to promote a state accreditation by law passed in the mid 
1970's. That this was a significant professionalistic achievement is 
seen for instance in the fact that this occurred earlier in time than 
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for psychologists, who both had longer training and had been working 
for a longer period in these services. 

Later on, during the late 1970's and the beginning 1980's a diversi
fication of ideas and in practice, could be noted among the social 
workers in various respects. New ideas of the need for private 
practices to be established as alternatives to the public services were 
put forward and gradually carried through, although on a limited 
scale. Ideological conflicts were also manifested in the question of 
whether social workers should continue to belong to a non-academic 
organization or join a federation of organizations of academicians, 
which they finally decided after years of debate. I do not believe I 
should survey this development in detail here and I also want 
primarily to restrict the discussion of diversification of practices to 
the field studied. 

Then it can be observed that the child-centered practices now reflect 
more diversity than the two above-mentioned polarities. The contro
versies may not be considerable within the professionalized, estab
lished practice, such as in the social welfare agency. The reading of 
family records for the previously presented survey did for instance 
not demonstrate any substantial conflicts in terms of different profes
sional approaches. 

What is not to be seen in Part 2 of this work, nevertheless existing on 
the Icelandic arena, is an action-oriented practice in this field. 
Examples of this are the professionals working together with incest 
survivors, engaged in opening hot lines and refuges for women, child
ren and adolescents, who question, challenge and affect the profes
sionalized systems in various ways.117 There is no doubt that this 
work represents conflicting views on practice compared to public 
services. The question is whether (or how and when) these differen
ces are strong enough to enable new alternatives to develop, also 
activities, which can influence mainstream practice. 

In this connection the areas not invaded by professionalism should be 
noted since they represent a possibility of establishing new kinds of 
practices in small communities. In these places there is a potential 
117 The refuges, hot lines, incest survivors groups, that is the non-public activities, 
are all initiated on a voluntary basis and rely neavily on ideas of self-help, but they 
are also substantially influenced and initiated (voluntarily) by employed welfare state 
professionals, especially social workers. 
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to introduce alternatives to the existing services of larger local com
munities that may not serve as an optimal model given specific local 
conditions. This might seem obvious, but I do not think it is. Rather 
I believe that in practice a more or less non-reflected modelling con
tinuously goes on. Different views regarding professionalizing and 
modernizing were certainly observed among the locals in the non-
professionalized arena, as we saw in the small town FjörSur. There 
was the obvious suspicion of professionalism, although still not openly 
challenged, as there were no plans to introduce any such services. 
There was also a curiosity and a cautious interest put forward in rela
tion to concrete child welfare problems being dealt with. 

The variety of conditions and attitudes shown in the study of two 
small towns highlights the necessity of not looking upon local com
munities as open fields waiting for the plough and the seed, awaiting 
a legislative reform to be introduced or professionals to arrive. As 
already pointed out, it is plausible, at least in the Icelandic case, that 
other forces will shape the practice to as great an extent as such top-
bottom initiatives. Together with specific local conditions, it seems 
therefore important to note the existence of variation of professional 
activities, as it points to the importance of alternative practices as 
potentially influential sources. As seen this phase of diversification of 
the Icelandic practices is relatively recent and has presumably not 
peaked. 

The conflicting views are substantial, at the same time it has to be 
acknowledged that professional communities have vested interests to 
underline commonality and not diversity. We could call this a "de"-
ideologization process imbedded in the disciplining of professionals, 
which leads to a blindness or an absence of a "pre"-reflective attitude. 
It seems plausible, although it falls outside this work to validate the 
statement, that this might be especially true for conditions where 
nonprofessionalized areas open up, where there is a new request for 
such services. I can only refer to separate, however, clear observa
tions to point out that despite controversies, professionals tend to 
show an united front, while they consolidate a position in a new field 
of practice. This is done in various ways, as a social or cognitive legi
timation, through the shaping of new techniques and intensification 
of the production of formalized knowledge. 

At t he same time as professionalization of child welfare shows impor
tant common features, we find at practical and theoretical levels a 
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variety of practices and standpoints. Does this mean that professio
nalizing of child welfare and other work for and with children dis
plays only shades of diversity, or are there substantial differences? In 
other words: are there conditions to break the negative dialectic of 
the discourse on professional rationalities ? 

Along with this important question I will now proceed to a discussion 
that both relates to my own findings and also has a broader signifi
cance. 

In order to further the examination it might be helpful to look at the 
issue of the private-public distinction, which is one of the fundamen
tal lines that were consolidated during the establishment of welfare 
ideology. 

The Public-Private Schemata and Gendered Divisions 

J Habermas (1984b,1987) had the ambition to establish a critical 
theory of a character that is highly relevant for this discussion. How
ever, it also extends to areas far from this work and relates to various 
disciplines and perspectives. Habermas (1984b,vi) wished to con
struct a theory pointing at a redirection rather than abandonment of 
enlightenment. His work on the theory of communicative action was 
an attempt to establish a middle ground theory and to find a theore
tical solution to the problem rising from the distortion of moderni
zation, to what he summarized as the "system's colonization of life-
worlds".118 

118 Habermas' theory of communicative action has been subjected to various 
criticism (see for instance Bernstein, 198 6,Rasmussen, 1990). From this vast 
discussion what is most relevant for our discussion is, firstly the point that power -
based contradictions are underestimated and therein existing hindrances to 
establish a constructive dialogue powerful enough to solve conflicts, secondly on the 
system - lifeworId distinction. Rasmussen ( 1990,45ff) underlines McCarthy s 
questioning the validity of system theory as a contribution to the theory of 
communicative action, suggesting that despite an earlier critical standpoint 
Habermas has been seduced by the seientistic accuracy of system -theoretical 
approaches. In this respect there are, however, different opinions. Giddens (in 
Bernstein, 1986,119ff) is for instance impressed by the manner the notions of 
system and lifeworld are applied to the elucidation of the nature of modernity, 
although finding that Habermas narrows the concept of power rather considerably 
and adopts a Parsonian position. Another point is Honneth's (in Rasmussen,1990, 
51) suggestion that the distinction "functions as a kind of dualism which enables 
communication to be separated from power". Ultimately the distinction is based 
upon two theoretical fictions, namely, that an action system can occur 
independently of the normative building of consensus, and that a communicatively 
integrated action sphere, the lifeworld, can occur independently of domination by 
relations of power (op.cit., SI). 
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I will only interfere in this vast discourse in a strictly limited and 
indirect manner. Actually I will not discuss Habermas' theoretical 
construction per se. My intention is to refer to a critical reading of 
only one and limited part of his work, and I do this in order to 
approach my own point. 

Habermas described the diversification of modern societies by 
constructing a scheme of the private and the public arena, thus 
defining among other things the relations of politicians, citizens, 
consumers and clients in modernity. 

Analysing Habermas' private-public schemata Fraser found it despite 
its deficiencies to be an "important corrective to the standard dualis-
tic approaches to the separation of public and private in capitalist 
societies" (Fraser, 1986,41). Limitations of the system-lifeworld dis
tinction determine important problems of the theory. It is based on 
the earlier distinction between labour and interaction, which Haber
mas has earlier found problematic, but appears nevertheless in a new 
guise in the system-lifeworld distinction (Rasmussen, 1990,52, 
Fraser, 1986). 

Fraser (1986, 30 ff) discussed these problems of the theory in away 
relevant for our discussion in that it relates to the private-public 
distinction. Through her re-reading she unmasked its gender sub
text, where she initially pointed to its gender-neutrality. She went on 
to show how the distinction between material and symbolic repro
duction ignored the gendered roles of masculinity and femininity in 
modern capitalist societies. Moreover, she demonstrated how the 
private-public distinctions used by Habermas were problematic in the 
way they covered the lines that cross these spheres, not the least due 
to gendered roles. 

Fraser pointed out that the crucial issue here was the differentiation 
between material and symbolic reproduction. In Habermas' functio
nal division of labour, paid work is viewed as material reproduction 
and work in the domestic sphere as symbolic reproduction, including 
among other things child-rearing and other socializing functions. I 
need not go into the details of Fraser 's analysis; just to put this in 
words makes the division susceptible from the viewpoint of critical 
feminist analysis. It has visualized the amount and quality of women's 
unpaid work and claimed an acknowledgement of the value of house
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keeping and caring work that is traditionally, and actually in most 
cases, carried out by women. 

The problem is conceptualized as a relation among four terms: family, 
(officiai) economy, state and "public sphere". The view suggests that 
in classical capitalism there are actually two distinct and interrelated 
public-private separations. One separation is at the level of "system", 
namely, the separation of the state or public system from the (official) 
capitalist economy or private system. Another separation is at the 
level of the "lifeworld", namely the separation of the family or private 
lifeworld from the space of political opinion formation or public life-
world sphere. Each of these separations is coordinated with another. 
Thus, the roles of the worker and consumer link the (official) private 
economy and the private family, while the roles of citizen and (later) 
client link the public state and the public opinion institutions. 

Eraser's main objection to this schemata is that Habermas misses 
important cross-connections among the four elements, as he ignores 
the gendered roles of modern capitalist societies. To exemplify this 
makes, in Fraser's terms, the woman and not the male function as a 
prime consumer and as a femininized and sometimes "sexualized 
service" worker. In addition/it gears males into worker-breadwinner 
roles, not to forget the soldiering aspect of citizenship, the concep
tion of the citizen as the defender of the polity and protector of those 
-women, children and the elderly, who allegedly cannot protect 
themselves. 

This amounts to the important conclusion that the citizen role is, in 
male-dominated classical capitalism, a masculine role, according to 
this theory and also that the gender-neutrality of the scheme leads to 
several omissions. This leads according to Fraser to the following 
failings: 119 

- to observe the way the masculine citizen-soldier-protector links 
the state and public sphere not only to one another, but also to the 
family and to the paid workplace, 

- how the masculine-citizen-speaker role links the state and the 
public sphere not only to one another, but also to the family and 
official economy, that is the way the assumptions of man's capacity 
to speak and consent and women's incapacity therein runs through 
all of them, 

- how the masculine worker-breadwinner role links the family and 
119 In my summary. 
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the official economy not only to one another, but also to the state 
and the political public sphere, that is the way assumptions of 
man's provider status and woman's dependent status run through 
all of them, 

- And Habermas misses, finally, the way the feminine child-rearer 
role links all four institutions to each another by overseeing the 
construction of the masculine - and the feminine-gendered subjects 
needed to fill every role in classical capitalism. 

Fraser found conclusively that critical social theory needs gender-
sensitive categories. Thus, changes in the very concepts of citizen
ship, child-rearing and unpaid work are necessary, as are changes in 
the relationships among the domestic, official-economic, state and 
political public spheres. The changed view one gets through this re
reading has an extensive general importance, because as Fraser her
self remarks, it demonstrates how gender identity structures paid 
work, state administration and political participation. 

To this I want to add that the picture is not complete because the 
special situation of children is not thorughly considered. Fraser's 
most interesting critique strengthens my view that the absence of 
children in the analysis is a crucial issue. Taking the risk of conduc
ting a one-dimensional discussion here, I find that a central concept 
to further the analysis and look for possible changes of children's 
position is that of citizenship. 

In other words, the same issues as analysed by Habermas and Fraser 
relate directly to children's conditions in modern societies. I do not 
have to go into the details of this issue, which I have already discus
sed at the end of chapter IV, among other things in terms of child
ren's situations of being "outlaws" regarding citizenship. In a more 
restricted sense the problems of practical child welfare work in the 
family services, can be viewed partially as a reflection of the general 
understanding of children's conditions and of the real circumstances 
leading from the structuring of gender divisions in modern societies. 
In the same light of the gendered structuring of relations, and its 
impact on all levels, we can view the systematically biased family case 
handling, which I called "the child welfare trap". 

Both the social theory of Habermas and the reading of Fraser can thus 
been seen as an ignorance of children which applies, as far as I see, 
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to the societal structuring related to age. It is not only that "man" in 
the analysis, as a citizen or a consumer, is still very much a male. 
"He" is a well-fit male with a possibility for speech, a male not too 
young and not too old, referred to as a norm. When we have "added 
gender on the map", as feminist research is doing on, children still 
are with few exceptions left outside it. 

It has often been pointed out that many dilemmas of social policy are 
shared by and apply similarly to various subordinated groups, racial 
and gender issues, or in terms of more specific groups, shared by 
women, children, elderly or handicapped. Feminism uses the term 
"ageism" to refer to the practice of devaluing and discriminating 
against people because of their age.120 As I touched on in chapter IV, 
and becomes even clearer in the light of Fraser's analysis of the defi
nition of gender-sensitive categories, especially as regards citizen
ship, the concept "ageism " can be applied not only on women and 
occasionally on men, but also on children. The failings to treat 
children's potentials and their subordination can in feminist analysis 
be seen partially as a temporary shortcoming, considering that it has 
no long history and is still expanding extensively. 

In light of this relative absence121 it is therefore a pleasure again to 
refer to the work of Gordon (1989) in her study on child abuse in the 
United States from 1870- 1960, now as regards another issue than 
earlier. She discussed the situation children and their relation to 
child protection in the light of shared interests of women and child
ren linked to feminism. She found among other things that, if early 
feminist insight had continued to prevail, children would have been 
better off, because early feminism considered the common interests 
of women and children, or in her own words: " A more continuous 
feminist influence might have encouraged a search for alternative 
responses to child abuse other than removal of children. Only in the 
past few decades has a women's movement been again strong enough 
to direct attention to wife-beating and incest; there is need for a 
stronger feminist influence in the analysis of child abuse and neglect." 
(Gordon, 1989,292). 
120 » Ageism: Term referring to the practice of devaluing and discriminating 
against people because of their age.Although men may be victims, ageism is more 
commonly directed at women and maybe seen as another aspect of SEXISM..,/" 
(Tuttle,1986,13). 
121 Some writings on child welfare from a feminist perspective have been 
published, see for instance Child Welfare, Vol LXIV, No 3, May - June 1986, a 
special issue on this subject publishing 9 articles.In the Nordic countries here this 
is, however, limited. 
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In chapter III the line of "family-state individuai" was traced in rela
tion to the rise of social work and it was pointed out how the social 
sphere cut across the public-private division during this social 
change. Habermas analysed these divisions by pointing to a further 
diversification of modern societies. He problematized interestingly 
the commonly accepted presentation of these changes, among other 
things, with the help of Offe 's (1984) schemata of ongoing changes in 
various arenas affecting policy and societal development, such as elite 
of state apparatus, anonymous activists and collective actors, shifts in 
cultural hegemony etc. (Habermas, 1985). The insight has been im
portantly deepened by Eraser's gender-sensitive reading. I want to 
add that it can be analysed further regarding the analysis of children's 
position. 

The Deepening of the Welfare State Crisis- a New Challenge for Professionells 

In this work I have treated the research on professions and some 
aspects of professional activity, especially those which are related to 
the expansion and modernization of children's services. In this final 
discussion two observations seem to be of special interest concerning 
the analysis and the prevailing conditions that professionals are faced 
with through recent changes of welfare systems. 

Firstly, the extensive research in this field had important functions to 
the extent a dialogue was carried on between research fields and 
practices. The prime function was of course the highlightening of 
the ongoing changes, which was certainly important during the 
expansive stage of welfare professionalism. This research initially 
provided professionals with a rather static picture of "profession", 
where a main question for professionals and professionalizing groups 
often became "to fulfill the requirements" of accepted traits. This 
effect, which has obvious negative sides, as I have pointed out earlier 
in this work, seems to be long-lasting. A shift in this research 
gradually added to an important dimension to the development of 
professionalism by a broadening of the analysis. 

The most interesting and important effect of this shift was that it 
contributed to self-reflection among the included professionals or at 
least provided them with a new possibility to do this. With the deve
lopment in mind, where public services do not any longer hold a 
strong position, I want to claim that this phase of visualization and 
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self-reflection is about to pass. Moreover that in light of the strong 
ongoing questioning of public welfare systems the future analyses of 
the professional acitivity in this field will presumably achieve a far 
broader significance than earlier. 

Secondly, I want to point to the one-dimensionality of the discourse 
on professionalization, which has been prevailing among practicio-
ners themselves. The more or less hidden mode of thought among 
welfare state professionals was that the professional sphere would 
expand perpetually and this was exclusively looked upon as beneficial. 
When on the economic-political arena the belief in this kind of ex
pansion and consolidation has decisively been questioned for awhile, 
and is not valid any more, the shift seems not to be as definite among 
professionals. 

I believe that we can therefore approach the topic of conflicting 
practices from yet one more angle than earlier by linking it to the 
question of recent tendencies of politics and idelogy that affect the 
planning of "post,,jwelfare societies. Let us look closer at the back
ground of these ongoing changes. 

The analysis and debate on "The Crisis of the Welfare State" has gone 
on in many countries since about twenty years ago. It has gradually 
evolved into a new stage with a deepening of the crisis, which is so 
profound, that might even be called "The Fall of the Welfare State", 
since views on a total collapse of public social welfare systems have 
been accumulating. In some Western countries the practical effects of 
the New Right Wing policy have already been actualized, in others 
development has not really reached that stage.122 

It is important to note that these changes, as they relate to professio
nals, now have more than one direction. As is known, some of these 
groups of professionals are still expanding their territories, although 
this varies considerably between countries. At the same time they 
face the challenge imbedded in ideas and changes related to what I 
earlier called "The Fall of the Welfare State", which is of course a 
development heading in an opposite direction. This last tendency 
seems to be overwhelming and is therefore of great concern. This is 
122 Tins situation has been actualized since more than a decade ago through 
cutbacks, within Europe, for instance in Denmark but especially Britain with a 
conservative government seriously restricting public services,Relatively recently it 
has reached the "fortress of welfarism" Sweden. But for I celand the situation is not 
as clear. 
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not to say that welfare ideology and practice is bound to collapse. In 
fact there are several indications that capitalism cannot function well 
without welfare, and in the beginning of this chapter we noted signi
ficant achievements concerning children as a consequence of such 
measures. Therefore it might be more correct to talk of a "deepening 
of welfare state crisis" rather than "The Fall of the Welfare State. 

During the emergence of welfarism a belief in the expansion of pro
fessionalism prevailed. Declared more or less clearly the belief held 
that the Welfare State would not only expand, but also that progress 
was seen as an inevitable consequence of welfarism. For a consi
derable period of time the eroding signs of this conviction have been 
increasing. We know now that what seemed to be consolidated, the 
order of the Welfare State, did not show to be so solidly founded. 

This was, as well known, an important starting point of the analysis of 
"The Crisis of the Welfare State". What is relatively new and increa
singly faces professionals of the welfare state with serious conside
rations is that they are now really forced to revise the belief and the 
actions that formed the foundation of their own existence. 

This might be especially true in countries where social services were 
built up by public authorities as in the Nordic countries. What might 
seem paradoxical is that professionals of these countries, where wel
farism has prospered most, might have a special difficulty in dealing 
with the situation. This last statement is of course speculative. I 
want to emphasize that it is not based on the rather simplified view of 
inertia created by "institutional" policy - a common, problem iden
tification,123 which can be used as an argument for enfeebling such 
measures ! The matter is bound to be more complicated than so. 

The abandonment of institutional principles of social policy that are 
actively being worked on at various levels, in politics and market, the 
claims directed at public service to adopt ideas of the private market 
and the welfare cutbacks of several years in many Western countries, 
all continue to increase the pressure on social service systems. It is 
certainly possible that the demands for change that are inevitably 
directed to professionals in this respect have far from peaked. 
123 This argument appears frequently in massmedia and in political debate. In the 
official final Swedish report on the investigation on power and democracy in 
Sweden this argumentation on the close relation between inertia, inefficiency and 
the Swedish institutional model is presented several times, see Makt och 
d em ok rat i i Sverige, SOU 1990:40. 
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This development will presumably affect the research on professions 
as well as other kinds of explorations ongoing on the practical fields. 
It is plausible that this research field will achieve a broader and more 
varied significance due to the crisis of welfarism. These analyses 
might be broadened and deepened. This may imply that the pre
viously described shift in the research will be strengthened and that 
to the self-reflective aspect will be added a new critical dimension 
among professionals themselves. 

There are already signs to conclude that an emphasis will be laid on 
the exploration of other concepts than these studies have so far 
centered around. In addition, some of the "old" concepts are now 
being reconsidered. Many of the lines that earlier were taken for 
granted are now being explored in a new way, whereof the private-
public divisions might be one of the most obvious. It is not clear that 
the established boundaries between clients and professionals will 
continue to be as distinct as earlier, or they might even be laid out 
more firmly. 

Let us also turn this discussion directly to the practical field. For the 
Icelandic case where, as previously said, the lines of service systems 
are not firmly and fully laid out and welfarism is still expanding, these 
issues might be related to in a special way compared to places with 
"more developed" systems. This is though still an open question, we 
have seen that modelling and import of ideas seems to occur to a 
considerable degree in Iceland. We have also observed the existence 
of the different and conflicting practices. Despite the noted variation 
in service provision, similarities seem more obvious than differences 
on the Icelandic professional arena itself, if compared to neighbou
ring countries. 

I have been writing in terms of professional faces and it can be con
tinued by saying that this development forces professionals to un
cover their faces, which will be a tough task. This may look some
what dramatic, but it is true that welfare state professionals are con
tinuously confronted with new dimensions of this development. 
There are, however, not many definite signs that the consequences of 
these changes are generally and in a profound way being investigated 
by professionals of the welfare state. 

The situation facing professionals is, in other words, that the former 
consolidation of the modern public-private diversification, with the 
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roles of consumer, client and citizen in their gendered variations, is 
being dissolved. 

The belief in progress related to welfare is being revised in a way that 
relates directly to this dissolution. It is not only that the agenda fore
casting a continuous prosperity and expansion of welfarism has gra
dually been visualized, but also that the qualitative aspects of relations 
such as client-professional, consumer-market or voter-politician are 
challenged during the ongoing revision of welfare state ideology and 
systems. Just as the kings' representatives of earlier societal orders 
had to face changes, the position of the new messengers, welfare 
state professionals, is now called into question. A new kind of self-
reflection seems to be needed. 

It is not easy to try to foresee what will happen in the future and it is 
presumably not intelligent to try to do so. The position of advocacy 
and an empowerment-based type of self-help124 seems, however, for 
the time being, to be a promising path to follow. This does not auto
matically involve welfare professionals; to the extent it does, we will 
meet an imposing situation. 

This will presumably force upon us a reorientation, as we cannot then 
carry out any longer the double role of representing public service 
systems, in the sense these exist now, and acting at the same time as 
supporters of our clients. We will then have to reconsider the con
tent of various dichotomized lines we have followed, some of which 
are in fact already being revised. This might lead to a dissolution of 
fundamental conditions that were established during the emergence 
of welfarism. In the area discussed here this will be a challenge to 
the problem-orientation of social work and the character of the 
client-professional relation. This might in turn lead to a total re
shaping of practices. We will thus have to continue to re-examine the 
control-support dilemma, which is so heavily affecting children's 
services, instead of treating it as a cliché or a burden we have to live 
with. 

124 See Adams, R, (1990) work on self-help and social work; différent kinds of 
values related to and social workers'attitudes to self-help. 
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Fall nr / Mål nr. / 

ADSTÄDÜR FJÖLSKYLDU Familjens situation 

Barnió 
barnet 

kyn: 
kön 

• s t ulk a 
flicka 

Q drengur 
pojke 

aldur,f.ar : 
ålder, föd,är: 

Barnió er aliò upp hjå: timabil 
barnet uppväxt hojs joeriod 

• baôum foreldrum ^forataar 
Q móóur mov 

• foóur fa? 
• móóur/st jupa/samb.m. mor/sambo ' 
• fòóur/stjupu/samb.k. Tar/sambo 
• afa og/eóa ömmu rnor/f ar/f ora Idrar 

• òórum aettingjum 
• engum fast 
Q annaó,hvaó 

fjöldi aóila 

timabil 
period 

andra släktingar 
ingen fast 
rmnn+.s nsrJ 

antal parter 

Forsjaraóili: vårdnadsHavareT" B arni <5 d velur pr. 31.12.'84: pr.ti4-1Z-öl är barnet: 

Staóa: 
barnets 
daglige 
situation 

f.v. 
• • • • • 

dagis £j • i dagvist 1/1 

Bi dagvist 1/2 
i dagv./skóla D 

D i skola/nåmi skola O 
• i sérsk./deild • 

speda Ik lass /sko la 

• grunnskólag.rofin drop-out frän skola: 

Bi atvinnu arbetar 
atvinnulaust arbetslös 

• annaö,hvaó annat,vad • ekki vitaö_ oupp Lyst 

Systkini: faeóingaràr : föd. år: 
Syskon 1* 2-

5. 6 .  

Fóstur-eóa uppeldissystkini: 
ioke-biol. 1 * 
syskon 

faeóingaràr : 
2 .  

5. 

födelseår: 
3. 

Foreldrar faeóingaràr : 
Föräldar $&ir 

%%pl^rfåu^' \arribo VA^fa X/sßmb. ar/mors—snmb7T~ 
Hjûskaparstaôa foreldra: 
Moóir: mor: 

am ej gifta/sammanb Sameiginleg hjuskaparstaóa foreldra: 
giftir/saxnbuó gifta 

d?(irs D skilin/samb. si. frånskilda/samb. upphört Q byr ein/barnl.sambuô ^>or ensam uta n barn 
civ.il-R aldrei gift/sambuöaj^^ gifta/samman- Qeinstaeó ra.börn å heimili ensamst.med bar 
stånd EJ e kki vitaó oupplyst boende Qgift/samb.m.öörum en fMur m.b.å heimili, 

• ekki vitatouppl. ^fwsamb m arman än f< 
Faóir: far: 

Qbyr einn/baml.sambuó ensam uta n barn 
• byr einn m.börn å heimilien8amst*m barn 

Staóa 
Yrke/position 
Móóir: 

mor: 
Faóir 

far : 
• k vaentur/sanib. m. anni 
•ekki vitaô ouPPT-

arri en 

Husnaeôi forsjaraóila: vårdnadshaoarens bostad: h 
D eigin ibuó Q leiguibuó b.sjóós Q leiguibuó • verkam.bxxstegen social bostt 
• å stofnun yhusn.laus å alm. m.pnvat q framieiguhûsn. fa,-? andra haru 

v j i i • ' « r—1 ann^A KtraA ^ \ egen bostad I kommunal bostad 
på institution)utan bostad 

• dvelur hjå bor 
òórum fos andra 

Ef ti Ivi sun, tilvisunaraóili vegna barns: om nänvisni'ng pga bamt från vem: 
• ranns, lögr kriminalpolis • fore ldrar föräldrar Ö aórir aettingjar alSJitirtgar 

rikisins Q skóli skola • barnageódeild bampsykiatri 
• lögregla polis G sålfr.d.skólasHolpsyk. • aórar stofnanir andra instiutioner 
• laeknir läkare Q aórir einst, andra • sjukrahùs sjukhus 
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Â heimili barns bua - tengsl vió barnió: I barnets hem bor - relation till barnet 
Fullorónir: faeó.àr Börn: faeó.àr 

vuxna fc barn föd. år 

totalt: alls: 

FERLI MÅLS Handläggning ~ föräldrarnas I. kontakt med förvaltningen år: 
Foreldri/forel.drar leituóu fyrst/afskifti F.R. hófust àrió:  

Âôur veitt fjàrhagsaóstoó: mottagit ekonpnrùsk bistånd: ] . , . • Da ja Qnexnej ef 3a: om ja. 
• 2 år eòa skemur Q 3-5 år r-jß år eòa iengur 

2 år eller kortare 3 - 5 år 6 år eller mer 
Måliö var tekiô upp å årinu vegna: Malió barst: • Lilv.frå oórum hänvisning från a 
Fallet var aktuellt under året p g a kontakten g foreidri îeitaâi föräldrars kont 

påbörjade r-i sera tilkynning,frå hverjum 
via som anmalan, fr ån vem 

Vandi aó mati starfsmanns: 
Socialarbetarens problemdefinition: 

mg/7 ol. l.oy* n+ .mn fnYiml.f.Yij.ngonx marhiarkrm 
B ama t har föpr veurit , •' n ^ ; 

Barnió hefur aóur dvalió: f +/ j F.Rj Vistanir 1984 (visth.,fjöls.h. 1 eòa 2, fostur 
• i vist hjå óskyldum^ familjehem til reynsl./framb. , URK eòa samb.UR): 
• i vist hjå aettingj ho,s s läkt-familjehem Placeringar 1984 hófst lauk 
Q i fòstri i varaktig familjehemsplac-. . „ till 
Q å s to f nun på i nstitution jran 
Q å heimavistarsk. internatskola 
Q 1 sumardvöl 1 sveit somnar på landet 
Q annaó,hvaó annat.vad 

kemur beint ur vis tun eòa fc.h. 
raóstofun, hverri: 
direkt omp lacerad:varifrån: 

vistunaroeioni/tillaga rrâ nverium: 
önskan/förslag om p lacering, från vei 

Àstaóa oskar/tillögu um vistun: 
motivering till önskan/förslag 

Akvöröun um vistun tekin af; V&n b eslutade —> Q starfsraanni einum socialsekreteraren ensam 
ÇBeslut om piacerino i samrad med annan,vem g hverfafundi distriktsmöte 
^tekin 1 samraôi vió annan aóila, _ . U"°"J . 

hvern. • fu.m.yfirm./salfraeö^iöte m psykolog/arbetslect 
' • barnaverndarnefnd barnavårdsnämnden 

fl annaó,hvaó annat, vad 
• ekki vitaó framgår inte 

Vistun meó samfcjykki forsiåraöila: _ . . # Vardnadshavarens samtycke U l3- ja U nei nej 
vistun meó samfcjykki barns Q jå ja Q nei nej Q ekki vitaó frångår inte 
(ef 12 åra eòa eidra) barns samtycke 

om äldr e än IZ ar 
Starfsmaóur Hyerfi/deild. , . 
Socialsekre terare Distrikt /avde Imng 
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Appendix B 

REASONS GIVEN FOR THE PLACEMENTS (chapter V I )  

The reasons were as planned categorized after the collection of data 
from the records, protocols and registers. The reasons were given in 
various ways. Thus, the reasons referred to are the recorded social 
worker's evaluation, the formal decision made by the Child Welfare 
Board, the recording of the parents'request and explanations when 
they requested a placement etc. 

Child-centered reasons: 

illness /handicap 
behaviour/school problems 
psychological or social problems 
child does not feel well in private care 
criminal behaviour 
alcohol/drug sbuse 
not able to live at home 

Parental / familv-centered reasons: 

illness 
lack of good care 
psychological problems 
alcohol/drug abuse 
mother without any other support 

family problem 12^ 
complicated family problem 21  

divorce /separation 
request for adoption 

not registered 

125-rhe "family problem" category is a very general one. Therefore I used the 
category "complicated family problem" when a placement is being explained by 
three or more different factors, that can all be characterized as family problems. 
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Appendix C 

Theme 1, Consider? primarily Ufe jn tfrç community and social 
relations: 
Key fcgueg: 
The life in this community, occupational structure, leisure activities, 
how do you find it to live here in this community, your background 
and relation to the community, how do you think that other people 
find it , how do you think it is to be a child here, or an adolescent, to 
be a family with children here, questions on informal support or the 
absence of this, relations to other people, neighbours, school, day 
care centre staff, do you find that there is a difference between the 
"locals" and the "newcomers", if so what does it consist of, where and 
how is the border of reputation drawn, can you describe attitudes, 
give examples. 

The framework was constructed around two themes; life in the 
community and informal social relations. Both are directly related to 
the underlying question: what kind of community is this ? The 
questions can be answered by looking at the objective characteristics 
as function, location, occupation, services, demographic structure, 
historical and cultural background, local politics etc. The more 
subjective categories are issues related to central sociological terms 
like interaction, social structure and system (PS Cohen, 1968, 
Stacey, 1960,1969, Christie, 1982 ). 

Theme 2. Considers primarily the public child welfare and children's 
serràggi 
Key issues: 
The work of the social welfare/child welfare board, how does it 
function in your opinion, how do they/you work, what forms of 
measures and assistance occur, does the board cooperate with other 
sectors, formal procedures, legal safeguards of clients, 
documentation, the use of juridical expertise, can you describe 
concrete examples of client situations, or situation where the board 
has been needed/would be needed if involved or where it is involved. 

The main question here is : what does the public child welfare 
service do, how do they work, what do they not do ? This concerns 
the character of child welfare work and the attitude towards it, which 
in its turn can be informative also of the life in the community as well. 
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Do they have a functioning social welfare council, strategy of the 
authorities when coping with problems in a nonprofessional context, 
do the interviewees find that there is need for more social service 
and public effort, what and how do other authorities, institutions act 
in these matters. There is obviously an overlapping in these questions 
with theme 3. 

Theme 3. Considers primarily professional development: 
Key i??ues: 
The "history" of the child welfare board and its activities, how do you 
look upon the work of the board, do you have/what are your ideas 
about changes in social services provided, or the feasibility of 
introduction of such services, can you describe the content of, 
planned, ongoing or already occurred changes in family services in a 
broad sense of the word. 

These issues turn around the "history" and development of work of 
the involved committees (social welfare and child welfare) and other 
related services as day care centre, services for handicapped children 
etc. They also concern ideas of the contemporary level of service and 
activities, attitudes and way of reasoning about this and towards 
eventual changes of the welfare services, plans, ideas and the views 
on the ongoing or past development. 

Theme 2 and 3 are obviously directly related to the question of 
changes of the specific field being studied. 
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