
Introduction

Providing a multidisciplinary and comprehensive response to child abuse 
is the fundamental core of the Nordic Barnahus model. In Denmark, 
five Barnahus were established by law in October 2013. The establish-
ment of Barnahus was one of the several outputs of a broad legislation 
called “the assault package” (in Danish “overgrebspakken”), imple-
mented as a response to the disclosure of a number of shocking cases of 
child neglect and abuse in Denmark during the 2010 (Glassow 2015).  
There were high expectations of Barnahus from politicians, experts 
and child welfare caseworkers (Damsgaard and Christiansen 2012). 
The gathering of expertise in one organisational unit and the concept 
of ensuring multidisciplinary and interagency collaboration between 
professionals and agencies dealing with the child and the child’s 
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family in particular were thought to improve work with abused children 
(Sundhedsstyrelsen 2012).

Work with abused children not only takes place within the Barnahus 
but also between the Barnahus and collaborating agencies. In Denmark, 
there is an important collaboration between the Barnahus and the child 
welfare services in the local municipalities where the children and their 
families live. As described in the introductory chapter, the responsibil-
ity for Barnahus is in the Danish National Board of Social Services, 
which suggests a strong connection with the social welfare system. The 
child welfare services in municipalities have the overall legal responsi-
bility for the children and their well-being before, during and after a 
case has been handled in the Barnahus. This strong connection with the 
child welfare system is apparently stronger in Denmark than in most 
of the other Nordic Barnahus models, for example, in Norway, where 
Barnahus is organised within the judicial system (Stefansen et al. 2012).

The Barnahus model and cooperation inside the Barnahus have been 
analysed in other Nordic countries (see, for instance, Conte 2014; 
Johansson 2012; Stefansen et al. 2012). Less attention has been given to 
collaboration between Barnahus and other agencies1, and consequently, 
it is appropriate to investigate the role of Barnahus in a broader context.

Based on the empirical study, this chapter will discuss the collabo-
ration between the Danish Barnahus and local child welfare services, 
departing from a holistic perspective on social work. A holistic perspec-
tive is central to social work in Denmark, as will be explained later in 
this chapter. The key question explored in the chapter is, How the estab-
lishment of Barnahus has affected the experience of child welfare caseworkers 
regarding their ability to work holistically with an abused child and his/her 
family? The understanding of holism will be analysed from the perspec-
tive of caseworkers in local child welfare services who have collaborated 
with Barnahus in specific cases.

Initially, the chapter explains the responsibilities of Barnahus and 
the child welfare services in municipalities in Denmark. A set of theo-
retical perspectives and definitions of a holistic approach to social work 
are then presented before the methodology of the study undertaken 
among the municipalities of one Danish Barnahus is introduced. The 
empirical data for the study is finally analysed in light of the theoretical 
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approaches of holistic social work. The focus of the analysis is the coop-
eration between child welfare services and Barnahus as seen from the 
perspective of the child welfare caseworkers dealing and cooperating 
with the Barnahus.

Responsibilities of Barnahus and the Local 
Child Welfare Services

The role of Barnahus in Denmark is to coordinate cases and assist the local 
child welfare services, who are responsible for providing the necessary and 
correct help for an abused child. If the child welfare services suspect that 
an assault has taken place and it is necessary to involve at least two public 
agencies in the case (most often this involves the police, health care sys-
tem and child welfare services), the child welfare services are obliged by 
law to contact the local Barnahus. The involvement of Barnahus is man-
datory under these circumstances, regardless of the resources and exper-
tise of child welfare services in relation to cases of abused children2. When 
a suspicion of child abuse is raised, a child welfare investigation has to 
be made3. This child welfare investigation is made by the child welfare 
services who have full responsibility for the case, while the role of the 
Barnahus is to provide expertise, coordinate initiatives and assist in child 
psychiatric evaluations. This division of responsibility fits well with the 
general organisation of the Nordic Barnahus model, where each partici-
pating agency is responsible for its own part (Landberg 2009, 17).

Theoretical Perspectives on Holistic Social Work

A central concept in Danish social work is what will be termed “holism” 
or “holistic social work” in this chapter; however, holism does not 
completely translate and explain the core values of the terms “hel-
hed” (meaning “whole”) or “helhedsorientering” (meaning “orienta-
tion towards the whole”) which are often used in Danish social work.  
A characterisation and explanation of the importance of holism to social 
work in Denmark are consequently appropriate.
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Holism is a central aspect of social work because all children, young 
people and adults are part of a whole, of something bigger than the 
individual. A holistic approach is based on the understanding that the 
problems of a child or young person cannot be viewed separately from 
the rest of the individual (Ejrnæs and Guldager 2008; Guldager 2015). 
Working holistically means working with all the aspects of a person’s 
life that are important to a case, based on the assumption that all the 
aspects are interconnected (Harder 2011). Not all elements are equally 
important, but they are all significant and nothing can deliberately be 
left out. A holistic approach is by definition multidisciplinary, as one 
profession cannot be profoundly knowledgeable about all the aspects of 
a case (Guldager 2015).

Holism is central to social work, as explained in the words of 
Ferguson, because social work includes the

combination of a value base of respect, empowerment and social justice, 
the emphasis on a relationship between worker and service user founded 
on trust and non-judgmental acceptance; a knowledge base which 
embraces both developmental psychology and also an understanding of 
social structures and social procedures, and a repertoire of methods rang-
ing from individual counselling to advocacy and community work; all 
these give social work a holistic perspective which makes it unique among 
the helping professions (Ferguson 2008).

Putting all the different concerns and topics mentioned by Ferguson 
together is the core of holistic social work.

Uggerhøj (2011) defines holism as “being able to see a case in as big 
a perspective as possible and being able to view a problem from as many 
angles as possible”. A holistic perspective is consequently the ability of 
the child welfare caseworker to see a case from a broader perspective: 
to see a case in multiple dimensions and to act according to these mul-
tiple dimensions. The purpose of working holistically is to be able to 
find the right solution(s) to the child’s problems. An unintended con-
sequence of not working holistically is attempting to solve the wrong 
problem or trying to make a solution fit the problem rather than letting 
the problem(s) define the solution.
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In the case of abused children, working holistically means viewing 
the child not only as an abused child, but also as an individual with 
a multitude of possibilities and challenges which can affect the child’s 
ability to deal with, and react to, the abuse. It is also important to 
acknowledge that the abused child is part of a larger whole, first and 
foremost a family, but also a circle of friends, a neighbourhood, a town 
or city and a society. In a holistic approach, the abuse cannot be viewed 
alone, and the child cannot be treated without consideration of the 
child’s immediate environment. Although it is clear that the sexual or 
physical abuse is the central issue in a case of child abuse, the abuse is 
typically not the child’s only concern. In a study of the effect of group 
therapy for sexually abused children in Denmark, the background data 
on the participating children showed that their life circumstances were 
difficult, and the children had a number of challenges in addition to the 
abuse. Many of the families had problems with alcohol or drug abuse, 
mental illness and/or unemployment (Lægsgaard and Søbjerg 2012). 
The fact that abused children often have multiple problems that social 
caseworkers have to include in their dealings with the child accentu-
ates the importance from a social work perspective of using a holistic 
approach in cases of child abuse.

The opposite of holism is reductionism. Reductionism occurs when 
a case is viewed from a more simple or reduced perspective. From a 
theoretical perspective, two of the core elements of Barnahus, the coop-
eration of multiple professionals and specialised knowledge, pose a 
contradiction when analysed as part of a holistic approach. Gaining spe-
cialised knowledge on one issue inevitably leads to less focus on other 
issues. This can be termed reductionism, which is the opposite of holism. 
Laursen (2011) argues that if a holistic approach is not used, some form 
of reductionism is inevitably taking place; however, social problems 
are often complex and sometimes even wicked (meaning impossible to 
solve) (Rittel and Webber 1973), and in order to handle or tame these 
complexities, it can be necessary to employ a certain degree of reduction-
ism. Despite the inevitable need to reduce the complexity in the field of 
social work, the ideal is to work holistically (Laursen 2011).

The Barnahus model also includes holistic aspects. Johansson 
argues that the main goals of Barnahus are “to improve the criminal 
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investigations and make the judicial processes more efficient on the one 
hand, and to improve protection, support, and treatment on the other 
hand” (Johansson 2012). This involves a combination of criminal law-
oriented logic and treatment-oriented welfare logic. The combination 
of several logics in the Barnahus is an example of multi-professional 
cooperation, which contributes to holistic social work, because the main 
objective is to use a multidisciplinary effort to help the child with all 
aspects of the abuse. There are consequently holistic elements integrated 
within the Barnahus model; however, working multi-professionally is 
not the same as using the theoretical perspective of holistic social work 
presented above, because the theoretical foundation of holistic social 
work focuses on the child (or in more general terms, the citizen) and 
not the logic of organisations or professionals working with a case.

The difference between the instinct of child welfare caseworkers to 
see a case of child abuse from a holistic perspective and the Barnahus’ 
more organisational objective of providing multidisciplinary specialised 
expertise poses a conundrum worth investigating. An ambition to ana-
lyse this dilemma was the main inspiration behind the research question 
presented and analysed in this chapter.

Methodology and Strategy of Analysis

The chapter draws on data from a study conducted at one of the five 
Barnahus in Denmark, in 2014, approximately one year after the estab-
lishment of Barnahus in Denmark.

The study included a quantitative survey distributed to all nineteen 
child welfare services connected to this Barnahus and semi-structured 
qualitative interviews with twelve child welfare caseworkers in eight 
municipalities. Seventeen municipalities answered the survey, which 
gave a response rate of 89%. The quantitative data of the study provided 
a basis of knowledge about the Barnahus and the cooperation between 
the municipalities and the Barnahus; however, the written answers of 
the questionnaire did not elaborate on the holistic perspective on the 
cases, and the data included in the analysis are thus primarily based on 
the qualitative study.
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Eight municipalities were chosen for the qualitative part of the study, 
based on the size of the municipality and the number of Barnahus cases 
in each municipality. The municipalities represented four categories: 
large and small municipalities with relatively high numbers of cases, and 
large and small municipalities with relatively low numbers of cases. The 
intention was to include municipalities with variation in the numbers of 
Barnahus cases, not only because of differences in the size of the munic-
ipality. Two child welfare services from each of the four categories were 
contacted, and qualitative interviews with a child welfare caseworker 
and/or a manager from the child welfare services were carried out.

Five interviews were single interviews and three interviews involved 
two or three respondents. All interviews were recorded and transcribed 
verbatim. The interviews were undertaken in Danish and followed a 
semi-structured interview guide. The quotes in this chapter have been 
translated by the author. All interviews are treated anonymously.

The data were analysed in an iterative process using both a deductive 
and an inductive approach (Kvale 2007). First, all transcriptions were 
read and the identified patterns of statements led to the construction of a 
coding framework based on the research question. Second, an inductive 
reading, in which unexpected themes were discovered, was conducted. 
Finally, systematic coding identified recurring themes and patterns.

The analysis identified two divergent perceptions of the establishment 
of Barnahus. One perception was a positive reaction to the increase in 
expertise and attention given to child abuse. A contradictory perception 
was the expression of a number of dilemmas encountered when work-
ing with abused children in the child welfare services. The essence of the 
dilemmas is connected to the holistic approach to social work and will 
be analysed and discussed below.

Centralisation of Competences Challenges 
Holism

A holistic perspective on abused children was evident in all interviews 
undertaken in the study. Several child welfare caseworkers explained 
how an abused child is more than just the abuse, and it is important 
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to have a holistic perspective in cases of child abuse. “It [the abuse] 
fits into a set of events in the child’s life and the abuse is only a part of 
it” (Interview 1). The acknowledgement that the abuse is only one of 
many problems in an abused child’s life makes it very important for the 
child welfare caseworkers to be able to work with the complete child.

Many caseworkers described positive expectations regarding the estab-
lishment of Barnahus. One child welfare caseworker stated that “the 
establishment sends an important signal that child abuse is not acceptable”, 
and this gives the child welfare caseworkers an increased incentive to act 
on suspicions of child abuse (Interview 7). Several child welfare case-
workers also explained that the establishment of Barnahus gives them 
more confidence because they know there is a place where they can ask 
for help and advice. One caseworker said: “We actually have these world 
champions in child abuse who we can work together with” (Interview 3). 
There is consequently no doubt that the child welfare caseworkers had 
high expectations about the establishment of Barnahus and the ability of 
the Barnahus staff to assist the local child welfare services in their han-
dling of cases of child abuse. The child welfare services were also very 
satisfied with the advice and help they received from Barnahus.

Despite an acknowledgement that the concentration of expertise 
leads to a higher level of knowledge and expertise, and that the quality 
of the services from Barnahus is very high, about half of the child wel-
fare services participating in the qualitative study argued that the cen-
tralisation has negative side effects related to the holistic understanding 
of social work. One concern is that the concentration of expertise 
in Barnahus may drain the knowledge of local child welfare services 
about cases of child abuse. One child welfare caseworker said outright:

One disadvantage with the Barnahus is the centralisation. You move 
resources and competences away from the child welfare services 
(Interview 3).

Another said:

The thought of securing a systematic approach in these cases is good 
but securing the expertise within the child welfare services instead of 
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centralizing it outside the child welfare services could have been consid-
ered (Interview 1).

Since the handling of an abused child is moved away from child welfare 
services to Barnahus, some child welfare caseworkers fear that there will 
be fewer and fewer employees in the child welfare services who actually 
have experience in dealing with abuse cases. They fear that a weakening 
of local expertise in child abuse will affect the ability of child welfare 
caseworkers to work holistically, because there is a risk that the focus on 
child abuse will be downgraded due to inadequate knowledge. Viewed 
from a holistic perspective, the consequence may be a sort of reduction-
ist approach to the child, where issues of abuse are ignored, and this is 
not in line with a holistic perspective. This can make it more difficult 
to detect and expose new cases of abuse since signs of child abuse are 
in danger of being overlooked or ignored by the local child welfare ser-
vices. An unintended negative effect could be that fewer abused children 
actually receive the help they need.

There is a dilemma here between holism and reductionism. The 
child welfare caseworkers, who work holistically, need to have knowl-
edge about child abuse in order to do their job properly; however, it is 
important to recognise that half of the child welfare services interviewed 
did not make a direct connection between the centralisation of expertise 
and their ability to work holistically4.

Improvement in Cooperation with Other Public 
Agencies

The child welfare services greatly appreciate the close cooperation with 
the police which was established in relation to Barnahus and to a certain 
degree administered by Barnahus.

What we experience as a positive effect of this is that the cooperation with 
the police and the sharing of information has become much better. All of 
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a sudden we get a lot more information about the family which we can 
use when we continue the work with the family afterwards (Interview 2).

As part of the legislative assault package mentioned in the introduc-
tion, which included the establishment of Barnahus, child welfare ser-
vices now have the legal right to share information about cases across 
different public agencies. Several child welfare caseworkers explicitly 
emphasise the added value of cooperating and sharing information 
with the police, but information can also be shared with hospitals and 
other medical agencies. The right to share information is not a direct 
consequence of the establishment of Barnahus; however, Barnahus coor-
dinates the meetings where information is exchanged and the meetings 
often take place in Barnahus, which provides Barnahus with an obvious 
role in this improvement of cooperation. “The sharing of knowledge has 
really meant a lot. It is easier to hold on to cases and follow them, when you 
have more information”, one child welfare caseworker argued (Interview 
2). The sharing of information consequently strengthens the ability to 
work holistically with abused children.

Dilemmas of Involving the Police

Although the close cooperation with other public agencies is greatly 
appreciated, some child welfare caseworkers see a dilemma in the 
involvement of the police because it can result in the fragmentation of 
social work with the family. Involving the police often means pressing 
charges, and sometimes, the child welfare caseworkers  feel that involv-
ing the police clashes with the best interests of the child. The dilemma is 
that when the police are contacted about the suspicion of a crime against 
a child, the legal system steps in, child investigative interviews are con-
ducted, and the alleged abuser and perhaps others are interviewed by the 
police. At times, the conclusion of these interviews is that there is not 
enough evidence to actually press charges, or the public attorney does 
not believe that a trial will end in a conviction, so the case is dismissed. 
If this happens, the whole family has been disrupted and the child wel-
fare services have to continue working with the family in order to ensure 
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the well-being of the child. One caseworker argued that “It may not be a 
case for the legal system, but there is something in the family which they need 
help with” (Interview 7). Another caseworker said “Our goal is to help this 
child. The Barnahus can help us [if the police is contacted], but sometimes 
the best thing is not to press charges” (Interview 5).

The predicament is that according to the legislation establishing 
Barnahus, a Barnahus cannot get involved if there is only one public 
agency involved in the case. If the child welfare services do not involve 
the police (which is the second public agency in most cases), the case 
cannot involve Barnahus. This again means that the child welfare ser-
vices in the municipalities do not have access to the expertise offered in 
Barnahus, and this becomes an unintended effect of this predicament. 
Sometimes, the child welfare services would like to obtain guidance, 
assistance and psychological treatment in cases that they see as being in 
a grey zone, cases that should not be tried in a court of law, but where 
a child shows signs of failure to thrive and the municipality has to deal 
with the family. This poses a dilemma which is related to the opposi-
tion between holism and the reductionism of specialised knowledge. On 
the one hand, the child welfare services appreciate the opportunity to 
receive assistance from experts with knowledge about child abuse. On 
the other hand, the legal framework of Barnahus states that it is neces-
sary to involve the police or health services in order to involve Barnahus 
in the case. Involving the police is often very important, but in some 
cases, the child welfare caseworkers found that involving the police and 
engaging with all the legal issues of interrogation was the wrong way to 
deal with a particular child and the child’s family.

It is against the law to hit your child, but should the police be contacted 
when a child says something or only when the child has bruises, because 
then the police has evidence? Or should the police be contacted because 
you think it will help the child if the parents are punished? Sometimes 
when I contact the police, they are also in doubt (Interview 5).

Approaching the family from a holistic perspective and looking at the 
strengths and potential of the family may be a more constructive way of 
working with the family, according to the child welfare caseworkers.
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Conflicting Approaches to Working  
with the Family

The acknowledgement that abuse is one of several problems in an 
abused child’s life, makes it very important for the child welfare case-
workers to be able to work with the child. In many child welfare ser-
vices, this implies working with the whole family, not just the child. 
This is especially difficult in cases of child abuse, since many cases 
of abuse take place within the family or the child’s immediate cir-
cle of trust. “Of course there are families where someone from the outside 
has abused the child but the majority of cases happen within the family” 
(Interview 8). Several caseworkers, however, argue that working with 
the whole family is not an integrated part of the work in a Danish 
Barnahus.

The coordination is around the child but the child is part of a unit called 
a family. When the child welfare services look at the whole picture, it [the 
case in Barnahus] becomes a bit fragmented compared to how we deal 
with the family. We cannot take care only of the child. It is not in the 
interest of the child if we don’t take care of the family (Interview 6).

The interviews indicate that there may be a tension between the 
approach of child welfare services and that of Barnahus in working with 
the families. Several child welfare services argue that the extent of work 
in Barnahus is sometimes too narrowly defined, because their focus is 
exclusively on the abused child. The child welfare caseworkers find it 
challenging that Barnahus does not work holistically with the child and 
the child’s family. “If the whole family received a collective offer of help 
[from Barnahus] then it would make sense, when we work to heal the fam-
ily again” (Interview 6). This statement shows how child welfare services 
are focused on working with the child and its family rather than just 
the child. It was not expressed as an intended critique of Barnahus, but 
rather as an expression of frustration because the perspective and focus 
of Barnahus do not match the perspective of the child welfare case-
worker. A Swedish book on Barnahus describes how the cooperation 
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between all relevant professionals in a Barnahus will lead to “an unbro-
ken chain of support where the child and its parents receive the help they 
need” (Landberg 2009, 79, author’s translation). This description of an 
unbroken chain is in many ways what many Danish child welfare case-
workers are asking for, but the chain appears to have weak links because 
the child welfare services do not feel that the whole family receives all 
the help they need in Barnahus.

Concluding Discussion: Common Agenda, 
Different Perspectives

The simple but also multifaceted answer to the research question of 
how the establishment of Barnahus has affected the ability of child wel-
fare services to work holistically is that it has affected them in several 
ways. The core elements of multiple professionals working together on a 
case, as in Barnahus, is in some ways an example of holistic social work 
because the child’s case is viewed from several angles. The centralisa-
tion of expertise in cases of child abuse in Barnahus has clear advantages 
because it can provide the caseworkers with room to engage more holis-
tically with the case at hand. Conversely, the centralisation of expertise 
is viewed by some as a weakness, because it drains the local child welfare 
services of knowledge on child abuse which may lead to a fragmentation 
in the treatment of the cases. Barnahus and the legislation implement-
ing Barnahus provide productive closer cooperation between public 
agencies, which improves the ability to work holistically with the child. 
At the same time, the mandatory involvement of the police or health 
services in order for Barnahus to become involved leads to dilemmas 
about how to best protect the interest of the child, because sometimes 
the best interest of the child is not to involve the police. Finally, the 
holistic perspective means that child welfare caseworkers wish to work 
with the whole family which is not possible within the framework of 
the legislation initiating the Danish Barnahus. Consequently, child wel-
fare caseworkers at times disagree with the focus of Barnahus. Analysed 
from the theoretical perspective of holistic social work, the conclusion 
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is that while Barnahus contributes to holistic social work with abused 
children, Barnahus and the child welfare services do not embrace the 
same type of holistic approach to abused children. While Barnahus has 
an organisational holistic perspective, child welfare services have a more 
comprehensive child-centred holistic perspective.

The divergent perspectives on holism can be illustrated using a meta-
phor. Treating abused children in Barnahus is like using a pair of binoc-
ulars to view the child. Barnahus zooms in on the case of abuse and sees 
certain parts of the child and the child’s problems clearly and in detail. 
Barnahus staff all see the same problem, and from this perspective, it is 
possible to initiate treatment and procedures to deal with the problem 
in focus. As long as the binoculars can retain this focus, the problem 
is dealt with in the best possible way. The initiatives in Barnahus are 
greatly appreciated and are of high quality, which is acknowledged by 
the child welfare services responsible for the children’s well-being.

However, a large part of the child and the child’s problems cannot be 
seen when zooming in with the binoculars. The majority of the child 
and the child's difficulties are outside the perspective of the binocu-
lars. The child welfare services work closely with the child and the fam-
ily and they do not use binoculars, but try to see all of the children in 
front of them. Child welfare services can consequently see problems and 
nuances that are outside the scope of Barnahus binoculars. Child wel-
fare services see the problems that are addressed in Barnahus but they 
often also see a wider picture. They view this wider, more holistic per-
spective on the child as very important in work with abused children, 
and while they appreciate the knowledge obtained by using binoculars, 
they also argue that blocking out large parts of the child’s life has unin-
tended consequences for their social work with the abused child and its 
family.

Some of the differences between Barnahus and child welfare services 
in Denmark are not just theoretical but practical. The Danish Barnahus 
has been given specific tasks with a specific budget to fulfil these tasks. It 
is, for instance, not within the statute of Barnahus to offer services to the 
child in relation to problems other than the abuse, nor is it possible to offer 
actual family counselling or a larger degree of family support; however, these 
frameworks for the work undertaken within Barnahus are not necessarily 
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unchangeable. Barnahus in Denmark is still a young institution, and the 
experiences of Barnahus are being continuously gathered in order to improve 
the help given to abused children (Ankestyrelsen 2015; Børnerådet 2015; 
Socialstyrelsen 2015). It is very important to include the perspective of the 
local child welfare services in discussions about an elaboration of the man-
date of Barnahus in Denmark. Offering specialised help on one particular 
subject (the abuse) is exactly what Barnahus is meant to do, according to 
the legislation establishing Barnahus. At the same time, the local child wel-
fare services continue to hold overall responsibility for the well-being of the 
child, implying a holistic approach. Barnahus and the child welfare services 
thus have a common agenda of helping children but different perspectives 
on how to implement and improve the assistance to abused children.

Notes

1. One exception is Johansson (2008), which looked at the external coop-
eration of Barnahus during the pilot of the Swedish Barnahus.

2. An alternative form of Barnahus involvement is through consultative 
cases. These are cases where child welfare services contact Barnahus and 
ask for advice, but the interaction does not lead to an actual Barnahus 
case. The cases included in this chapter are actual Barnahus cases.

3. In Denmark, a child welfare study is called a §50 study due to the sec-
tion in the legislation (LBK no. 1284 17/11/2015) authorising the study.

4. Theories of holism and reductionism cannot explain all the wariness 
about the centralisation of expertise. Other aspects, such as a discussion 
of independence and autonomy between local authorities and the cen-
tral government of Denmark (see, for instance, Bømler 2012), can play 
its own part in comments on centralisation and loss of local expertise 
(Bømler 2012).
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