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Introducing Individual Plans and Evaluation Routines 

 in the Child Welfare Services? 

by Anne Halvorsen, Agder University College, Norway

Public welfare and service sector undergo changes, in Norway as in the rest of the Western world. Two main features in this development are an increasing emphasis on participation from users and an increasing use of evaluation. In this paper we present and discuss the implementation of evaluation routines and tools in the child welfare service in a Norwegian local government. The project is defined as a test project which comprises the development of standardised formulas for the individual plans that are required by the Child Welfare Act of 1992, and of evaluation tools and routines to ensure client participation. One of the underlying ideas is that actors involved in the individual cases/plans, should be given the opportunity to voice their views about the quality and results of the work of the child welfare service. Not unexpectedly this is controversial among child welfare staff.

Introduction 

Public sector is undergoing change, in Norway as in the rest of the Western world. It is among other factors characterised by increased emphasis on goals and cost efficiency, performance measurement and evaluation, user preferences and participation and the delegation of authority (and responsibility) both to management and to the individual service provider. Leading theories on leadership and public management (NPM, Managerialism) partly causes and partly encourages or supports this development. Perhaps is it also motivated by leading principles in theories on social work, in so far as it emphasises empowerment and the clients partaking in the solution of her or his problems. However, opinions on how user participation and evaluation could or should take place differ. There is no agreement on which parts of the public sector or which aspects of public services that are suitable for participation and evaluation. And there are discussions about which groups should be given influence and whether (all) users actually will benefit from participation. 

The project presented here concerns the municipal child welfare service in Kristiansand a town of 70 000 inhabitants, which is a rather large municipality in Norway. The project involves the implementation of standard formulas for individual plans (IP) and the development of evaluation tools and routines (hereafter referred to as "the IP and evaluation" or IPE project). Although the Child Welfare Act of 1992 states that each child taken under care by the child welfare authorities should have an IP, experience shows that this is by far the case. Either an IP is not drawn up or they are insufficient or simply not used when prepared. A recent report from the Office of the Auditor general showed that this is the case in many Norwegian municipalities
. Both managers and professionals in the child welfare service have asked for standard forms for IPs and guidelines on how to formulate, use and follow up an IP. The child welfare authorities of this town had long planned to improve their use of IPs.

The background of the evaluation part of the project is somewhat different. The IPE- project is an integral part of a larger evaluation project. The latter is a triennial project with a more general title and objective in so far as the subject of the project is "evaluation in the child welfare sector". The project is a joint venture between researchers and practitioners, and is aimed at collaboration for the mutual benefit of the involved parties. The concrete content of the project, of which the IPE-project is one part, is the result of a process where both practitioners and researchers have taken part. And the establishment of the larger evaluation project gave the child welfare authorities in this town an opportunity to engage external competence in their planned IP-project, and to combine it with the development of a system for internal evaluation. 

While the professionals and street-level social workers in the child welfare service fronted the need for improved IPs, management mainly promoted the development of evaluation routines and tools. It is fair to add though, that the child welfare professions also were eager to evaluate their work systematically. 

The IPE project is defined as a test project. It is divided into three main phases; a planning and preparation phase, a test period of one year and then the project will conclude after a thorough review. The planning phase was accomplished early this spring, and we are now in the early stages of the test period. The review will take place in spring 2004. After that the use of IPs and evaluation tools hopefully will be routine and considered useful working methods both by management and professionals. The project involves change in working methods, procedures and routines. It includes introducing systematic evaluation and user participation in evaluation, which is new to the child welfare service of this town. 

Going from planning to implementation is a crucial stage in any project. The imple-mentation of new working methods, or one might add introducing any novelty into an organisation involves change, and change usually means uncertainty and unpredictability (Jacobsen og Thorsvik 1997, Nylehn 1997, Pollitt and Bouckaert 2000). That change will evoke resistance must be expected, hence we have taken some measures in the IPE project to meet and handle frustration and resistance. Despite this we know that unforeseen problems, conflicts as well as trivialities, will arise. Dismantling old habits, methods of work, routines and tools for new ones will inevitably threaten to render competence acquired through years of training and practice useless. It will also intrude on well-oiled networks of collaboration and information sharing. 

Short outline of the child welfare service of Kristiansand

The child welfare service in question is divided into six units; one unit dealing with investigation of reports about children in need, three district units responsible for assistance to families and emergency actions, one unit in charge of children in foster and institutional care and a development unit. The units in all employ 80 people encompassing professionals, managers and mercantile personnel
. 

The development unit is in charge of the IPE-project, and it primarily concerns the activity of the three district units. The other two units will be affected though; directly so because they will be included in the project successively, and indirectly because the way one chooses to work or change work process in one unit inevitably influences other coadjutant units. 

The objectives of the IPE-project

The main objective of the IPE-project is to develop instruments and routines for systematic evaluation, which subsequently will constitute the basis for organisational learning. The system developed so far primarily secures the collection of data and the use of these data within the scope of each case. It also provides data for statistical analyses and reports. It remains to develop additional arenas for internal learning, where evaluation results actually are used as basis for discussions on how to improve practice on an organisational level. This will, however not be commented further here, our prime concern at this moment is to implement the new system. Organisational learning in this respect will only be possible if the system is successfully implemented.  Hence the immediate goal is to develop a standard IP and evaluation routines that meet the needs and requirements of the organisation (and the legislation), and that are in line with its culture and ideological foundation.

The planning process

Knowing that the success of the project depends on how the people who constitute the organisation accept the changes it will bring about, the guiding principles of the project process are participation and transparency.  In this section we will give an outline of how we have been working during the planning process and our experiences so far. 

Shortly after the decision to start the project was taken, a working group (WG) was established. The WG is composed of one representative from each of the three district units, two advisers from the development unit and an external researcher (together these three may be regarded project leaders). The director of the child welfare service has followed and supported the project through informal information exchange and in formal meetings. The group, who has now designed the new IPE-system (tools, routines and procedures), will follow the project through implementation and carry out the evaluation of it after the one-year test-period. The internal members of the WG are also expected to act as mediators between the group/project and other staff that are not directly involved in the design of the project. They are advised to communicate to their colleagues what has been discussed and eventually agreed upon in the WG, and to pass on any questions or comments from the colleagues to the group. Furthermore, they will be their colleagues' consultants during the implementation process. 

Designing the IPE-system has involved defining its content, shape/lay-out and procedure i.e. finding the best possible answers to questions like:

· What information is needed in an IP and what questions should be asked in an evaluation?

· What status should the IP have (a binding contract or simply a working plan?) and what about the evaluation (obligatory or elective)?

· What is the best lay-out?

· How will the IPE tools and routines influence interaction between the individual social workers and their clients, or the established practices and working methods of the organisation?

· What alterations are necessary to make the IPE-system fit in with the organisation?

· Which measures should be taken to ensure implementation?

From December 2002 to March 2003 the WG has worked intensively with forms and questionnaires, check lists, routine instructions and guides.  The most difficult and time-consuming task for the group has been to work out how the IPE-system should fit in with the organisation and plan how to implement it.    

A short outline of the IPE-system

Evaluation is by no means new to the child welfare services. The social workers constantly evaluate their clients and the progress in individual cases, and social workers evaluate their work through systems of coaching from colleagues as well as from leaders. But this evaluation is only documented to some degree in individual case journals, and it is seldom reported to partners external to the individual case or maid available for systematic analysis and research. 

One leading principle in the IPE-project has been to value and build on existing practices and not to change and disturb the organisation more than necessary. It is for example common practice in most cases to gather the different parties involved in a single child's life situation to an evaluation meeting every three or six month. In these meetings the social worker in charge of a case evaluates the progress of it together with the child (depending on the age of the child), the parents and other actors involved such as school or nursery personnel. From now on an evaluation meeting is maid obligatory each six month (or so), and the qualitative evaluation performed in the meeting will be documented in an evaluation report which is standardised to some extent (this is done to secure data for research purposes). In addition to this the participants in the meeting are asked to fill in a questionnaire (if any party or important actor in the case is not present at the meeting, the questionnaire will be sent by post).

In this way we further the existing practice of evaluation meetings (A in the figure to the left), but add the systematic collection of both qualitative and quantitative data to it (C) and the formal participation of users and other partners in the evaluation (B). The social worker is responsible for carrying out the evaluation. It is also up to them to decide which children who is able to take active part in the evaluation of their own case, and which of the remaining actors in a case that should be involved in the evaluation. Professional discretion is an essential part of social work (Abbott 1988). When we introduce an IPE-system we should continue to value this competence, especially when we wish to build flexible and "caring" organisations.
Not unexpectedly there has been some resistance against the project. One of the questions that were raised from the opponents was about the purpose of the project. They suspected that one motive was to enhance control and steering from their managers. Referring to the discussion later in this paper, they may have a point. Since this project started the city management of this town has instructed all the remaining sectors to introduce user participation in quality assessment. And one reason for this is probably that top leaders need this information to be able to control and steer the use of funds. The IPE-project will also provide data that are needed by the leaders (political and administrative) for this purpose. But the prime purpose of the IPE-project is to establish an empirical and systematic data bank that will serve as a basis for reflection, learning and development – both for the individual social worker and for the organisation as a whole. Hence, the IPE-system must give information on different levels. 

The individual social worker will need detailed, many-facetted and qualitative information about identifiable children or cases. For documentation purposes the child welfare service needs quantitative data, and for learning purposes both quantitative and qualitative, yet anonymised information.  The IPE-system will generate data for both purposes. And the evaluation will give data about the progress and the success or usefulness of the measures taken in each case, and of how the involved partners appreciate the performance of and co-operation with the child protection service.

The social worker that is in charge of a case will be the first to receive the filled-in questionnaires from users and partners. She will primarily use this information for her own purposes and learning, and she or her leader may take initiative to use it in coaching. She will remove any information that makes her or the child/case involved recognisable before it is forwarded to registration and statistical analysis. Extensive anonymised qualitative data will then be available for research and method and quality development purposes. Quantitative and standardised data are gathered for the same reasons, but they are also for external use. This is illustrated in the table below. 
Some of the questions in the evaluation are standardised and posed to all involved parties.  In this way we can map how users and partners assess the quality of the child welfare service according to some specific parameters
, we can compare across units and see how things develop over time. These data will balance the information that is already reported from the child welfare service, such as number of employees, cases per social worker, and complaints and of course performance on economic parameters. Hopefully it will contribute to a more nuanced picture of the child welfare sector.  

Evaluation is a core element in quality assessment and development. By establishing the IPE-system the child welfare service of Kristiansand, has prepared the ground for systematic quality development. The next step is to establish arenas for organisational learning. These will then supplement existing arenas, which are mainly limited to personal or team coaching. 

The next phase – uncertainty

At this stage in the project, we enter a critical phase, namely the implementation of the IPE-system - tools, forms, procedures and methods. We have been careful to point out that the project is still a development project. Whether the project is successful or not will not be decided until next year. The difference from earlier stages is that from now on each and all in the organisation will be involved in the development process. The success of the project will be decided by the joint effort of all employed in the child welfare department, professionals, management and mercantile staff.

The further development of the project will happen through the application of the methods and procedures. By trying them out in practice their inefficiencies and shortcomings will unveil, and hopefully we will be able to find better solutions when we see how they actually work when shifted from sketchbook to organisation. The staff is prepared for a period that will be challenging and set their patience on trial, and they are advised to direct whatever questions and frustrations they have to those in charge of the project. The same goes for suggestions on how to improve the project. 

To follow up the project several measures are taken. The advisers form the development unit and the researcher will visit each of the three district units of the child welfare service in their regular staff meetings once a month. The director of the child welfare service has a meeting with his middle managers every Monday morning to exchange information and to discuss issues of common interest. The advisers leading the IPE project will attend this meeting on a regular basis.  From now on the progress of the IPE project will be on the agenda of these meetings once every month. The researcher will attend the meeting on these occasions, both in order to discuss the project and to gather data on how the project is progressing
. 

In addition to the advisers and the researcher regularly attending meetings, the working group will meet once each quarter of the year as a minimum. As mentioned earlier the district units have one representative each in the working group. During the implementation and test period the working group will be extended to include one trade union representative. 

The purpose of this follow-up routine is of course to address questions and problems as they come, but it is also to signal that the development project is still ongoing. The underlying message is that from now on everybody has a role to play in the further development and a responsibility to ensure that the IPs and evaluations routines are put into use. Putting it on the agenda on a regular basis in formal meetings also signals that this reform is given first priority in the organisation. 

What do we know about change in organisations?

We have stated that in the coming phase of the project we will face challenges. The challenges will be of two categories; the first are technical challenges, i.e. challenges concerning the design and use of tools, and on how to follow routines and procedures. The other kind of challenges is perhaps more difficult to deal with, and concerns the mentality of individuals and the culture of the organisation and the resistance that is a result of the change process itself. Some resistance has already come to the surface in the planning phase. When it became known that the project involved that the clients and the agencies co-operating with the child welfare service should evaluate the activities and achievements of the child welfare units, the social workers in one of the units forwarded a letter of protest. As project leaders we welcomed the protest. We knew resistance was inevitable and preferred to have it out in the open at an early stage of the project. The protest resulted in some minor changes in how the questionnaires were designed and some of the questions formulated. In stead of asking the clients to judge the individual child welfare worker they will be asked to give their opinion on the result and quality of the co-operation with the child welfare service as such. This incident may serve as an example of resistance rooted in the insecurity brought about by the reform project. 

Literature on organisations and organisational change generally treat opposition as (an integral) part of any change process (Levin og Klev 2002, Busch et. al.1999, Nadler and Tushman 1990, Schein 1987, Nylehn 1997, Jacobsen og Thorsvik 1999). The basic nature of an organisation (as any other social structure) is stability (without stability, no structure). Its logic is inertia; an inclination to cement routines and concepts. Resistance may well be rational because changes are not always for the good, and even if they lead to improvements in some areas they may have dysfunctional effects on others. Employees that have specialised and developed successful working methods may find that the content of their job will be altered or that they will be moved to units or tasks where their specialised skills are less appreciated or not needed at all. Sometimes changes are carried through for the sake of the change itself, which one can suspect is the case when organisational novelties sweeps the country. But certainly change will be opposed not only on rational grounds. 

The tendency to oppose to change is not restricted to organisational reforms in professional and working life. The need and search for stability and security is most likely a basic human feature. Life in general is based on stability. We would not be able to interact with each other and form societies unless we knew that the world would present itself in pretty much the same way each morning and unless we knew what to expect from other people (Berger and Luckmann 1967). 

The reform process that goes on in the public sector, have been described as a means to reduce the influence and autonomy of professions (Sehested og Ejersbo1998, Nylehn 2002, Pollitt 1993, Pollitt and Bouckaert 2000, Broadbent and Laughlin 1997, Du Gay and Salaman 1992). It has also been described as a cultural change where managers have gain influence over the professions and re-introduced Scientific Management in new wrapping (Yeatman 1987).  One way to reduce the influence of the professions that dominate public welfare, has been to introduce user participation and evaluation. The underlying assumption is that the users' participation in the evaluation of the activity and quality of public service agencies will weaken autonomy of the professions. Thus, through evaluation and user participation politicians and management gain access to and obtain better control over professions (Sandoff and Norén 2002). On this background one should surely expect the professions of the public welfare service to oppose reforms. 

Lipsky (1980) has described the role of the frontline professionals and workers in public services as a dual role. The street-level bureaucrat, in Lipsky's terminology, shall take care of her client's needs and fulfil the mandate she is given as a professional and public bureaucrat. These considerations may very well come in conflict, and typically the goals of public agencies are vague and internally inconsistent. Her situation is therefore best described as one of constant dilemmas, and Lipsky has depicted how the street-level bureaucrats apply different strategies to handle their role. By doing this they have a substantial influence on the performance of the organisation and on the results of social policy,  - and on whether a change will be successful or not. 

The bureaucracy of the Scandinavian welfare state has been characterised by tight coupling between management and professional work in so far as the professions have dominated in both (Sehested og Ejersbo 1998). The low level of conflict has then been seen as a consequence of this. The question is whether the reforms and changes that are currently taking place in the public sector, will lead to loose coupling or even de-coupling. As Sehested and Ejersbo (1998) point out, one possible consequence of de-coupling is a higher level of conflict in the public services, primarily between managers and service workers. If this is the case, the risk of failure in change efforts is plausible, especially when initiated by management. The implicit story here is that it is hard to carry out changes, and that success depends on how changes are initiated and met by practitioners.

Pollitt and Bouckaert (2000) agree that the implementation phase is crucial, and shows that one reason for this is that individual reforms may contradict other reforms carried through at the same time. This may well be the case for the IPE-project. One of the characteristics of the public sector of to day is that it is constantly undergoing change. At the time of the IPE-project, a major re-organisation was taking place in the child welfare service in question. Whether this will be to the advantage or disadvantage of the IPE-project is hard to tell. We have already seen that the IPE-project questions the division of work between two units of the child welfare service
, a division that was considered favourable by the initiators of the re-organisation process. Anyhow, as Pollitt and Bouckaert (2000) maintain, reforms are launched and they frequenty make an impact. But it is difficult to know what the full impact will be beforehand.

Change strategies 

The planning of a reform rests on the assumption that it is possible to change structures and cultures in organisations through rational decision-making. Knowing that man is not (always) rational, much literature on organisational change concerns how to overcome resistance. The change strategy of the IPE-project is to a large extent in line with the Organisation Development tradition, with the planning and motivation phase followed by implementation and then the evaluation and consolidation phase (Jacobsen 1997). This tradition has been criticised for not taking into account that most organisations experience conflicts from time to time. 

We have already seen that there are conflicting interests in the IPE-project; frontline personnel have opposed the idea of being measured and they have questioned the purpose of the project. They fear that one underlying premise of the project is that leaders now will be able to keep a more narrow control with their subordinates. Or, if not so, that increased control is a likely consequence of the project. 

Our change strategy has also been, as shown earlier in this paper, to take a bottom-up perspective. Front line personnel have worked together with the development unit and they have been advised to speak openly about the project, the process and the discussions related to it, - and to invite colleagues to give their opinion. 

The strategy behind the project may be seen as both anticipatory and reactive (Nadler and Tushman 1990, Busch et. al 1999). It classifies as reactive in so far as it can be seen as a direct, although extremely overdue response to the requirements of the Child Welfare Act of 1992. The idea behind the project was however also to anticipate any demands from the city management to measure performances and document results. Initiating the IPE-project was one way to take control over the design of the new systems, tools and routines. According to Nadler and Tushman (1990) it is also a strategic change in so far as it is supposed to have an impact on the whole organisation: structure, processes, people and values. 
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�
Open-ended questions 


about an identifiable case�
Standard questions, 


for generalisation�
�
The progress of the case�
Qualitative information for internal use�
Quantitative information for external use�
�
The performance of the child welfare service�
Qualitative information for internal use�
Quantitative information for external use�
�









� http://www.vg.no/pub/vgart.hbs?artid=54185


� Service providers in the child welfare sector are here considered a profession, and the terms professionals, social workers, staff and personnel will be used when referring to this group in this paper. For discussions about the definition of professions and semi-professions see e.g. Abbott (1988) and Erichsen (1996).


� The parameters are co-operation, information, user-participation, respect, reliability and progress/results. 


� The role of the researcher in this project is dual, she takes part in the project as a consultant and adviser/guide as well as a researcher. This double role is not uncommon, and is discussed for example in literature on action research (Tiller 2000, Westlander 2000)  and evaluation (House and Howe 1999, Patton 2002, Baklien 1985, Weiss 1998) 


�  The question concerned which unit should have the authority to decide what type of intervention to effectuate in a child care case once a decision to intervene has been taken, the enquiry or the intervention unit?
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