
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rnsw20

Nordic Social Work Research

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rnsw20

The impact of case characteristics on child welfare
service investigations in Norway

Kirsten Buck Rustad, Camilla Lauritzen, Karen J. Skaale Havnen, Sturla
Fossum, Øivin Christiansen & Svein Arild Vis

To cite this article: Kirsten Buck Rustad, Camilla Lauritzen, Karen J. Skaale Havnen, Sturla
Fossum, Øivin Christiansen & Svein Arild Vis (05 Nov 2023): The impact of case characteristics
on child welfare service investigations in Norway, Nordic Social Work Research, DOI:
10.1080/2156857X.2023.2277250

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/2156857X.2023.2277250

© 2023 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group.

Published online: 05 Nov 2023.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 126

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rnsw20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rnsw20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/2156857X.2023.2277250
https://doi.org/10.1080/2156857X.2023.2277250
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rnsw20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rnsw20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/2156857X.2023.2277250
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/2156857X.2023.2277250
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/2156857X.2023.2277250&domain=pdf&date_stamp=05 Nov 2023
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/2156857X.2023.2277250&domain=pdf&date_stamp=05 Nov 2023


The impact of case characteristics on child welfare service 
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Kirsten Buck Rustada, Camilla Lauritzena, Karen J. Skaale Havnenb, Sturla Fossuma, 
Øivin Christiansenb and Svein Arild Visa

aRegional Center for Child and Youth Mental Health and Child Welfare - North, UiT The Arctic University of Norway, 
TROMSØ, Norway; bRegional Centre for Child and Youth Mental Health and Child Welfare- West, NORCE Norwegian 
Research Centre, Bergen, Norway

ABSTRACT
This article explores the extent of activities in child welfare investigations. 
Several studies have reported that families can experience an investiga
tion as both stressful and intrusive (Harris 2012; Tembo and Studsrød 
2019). The extent of the investigation and its relation to reported concerns 
is important to better understand the investigation phase. The aim of this 
study was to examine which case characteristics lead to either an inves
tigation with a high activity level or an investigation with a low activity 
level. Few previous studies have been identified, resulting in an explora
tive approach. Designed as a case file study, 1,123 investigations from 16 
agencies in Norway were included. Multi-nominal regression by the gen
eralized linear mixed model was employed to assess the relationships 
between case characteristics and the extent of the investigations, 
accounting for differences between agencies. For investigations with 
low activity, the main predictor was concerns regarding medical and 
educational neglect. Predictors for high activity included younger chil
dren, concerns of physical/sexual abuse, and concerns regarding the 
child’s social relations.
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According to the Norwegian Child Welfare Act a child protection investigation shall be thorough 
enough to identify children in need of services. On the other hand, investigations must not be more 
invasive than needed (Child Welfare Act 2021, Section 2–2). Not much is known about how social 
workers balance the need to investigate broadly, in order to discover children and family’s needs, 
against families right to privacy from intrusion by the state. Apart from the general principle that 
investigation should first and foremost focus on the reported concerns (Norwegian Directorate for 
Children Youth and Family Affairs 2022), there are no specific guidelines on how social workers 
should differentiate the assessments. This lack of guidelines has resulted in local Child Welfare 
Services’ agencies performing investigations differently (Juul 2011; Lurie et al. 2015; Vis et al. 2015). 
Similar challenges are found in the Swedish CWS as regulations are indistinct concerning the work 
on investigations (Cocozza, Gustafsson, and Sydsjö 2006; Leviner 2014), and variations in the 
performed investigations between agencies have been identified (Östberg, Wåhlander, and Milton  
2000; Wiklund 2006). Little is however known about the variation at case level, and how the 
reported concerns determine the scope and extensiveness of the investigation. Because the 
Norwegian Child Welfare Service (CWS) pursues a very high number of referrals into investigation, 
76.2% in (2022; Statistics Norway 2023a), the types of concerns and the level of risk differ quite 
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substantially among cases screened in for investigation. This further emphasizes the need for 
targeted and differentiated investigations. In this study, we look at core identifiers of investigation 
scope and extensiveness as; (i) type and amount of contact with the families, i.e. meetings, home 
visits, and consultations with children and parents, ii) who and how many external informants does 
the CWS contact for information, and (iii) how long does the investigation last. This operationa
lization was made by the authors and was based upon the types of data that were available in the 
casefiles. The aim of this study is to identify how CWS investigations in Norway vary depending on 
case characteristics, with respect to these core features of the information gathering process.

Child welfare investigations are usually carried out when there is reason to believe that a child 
has been subject to abuse or serious neglect. Most previous research has studied decision thresholds, 
i.e. factors that determine if a case is dismissed or considered serious enough to warrant further 
processing. These studies have primarily looked at intake decisions (Damman et al. 2020) and 
decisions of substantiation and intervention (Bhatti-Sinclair and Sutcliffe 2012; Cross and 
Casanueva 2009; Dettlaff et al. 2011; Scannapieco and Connell-Carrick 2005). However, throughout 
the process of a child welfare case there is a range of minor decisions to be made, from the initial 
assessement of referral to case closure. This includes how the investigation should be carried out: 
what type of information is of interest, who is contacted to provide information and what should 
the frequency of contact with family and children be. Overall, this determines if the investigation 
will be thorough or brief. An interesting question is why some investigations become extensive with 
many information-gathering activities, while others involve few activities before conclusion of the 
investigation.

The general purpose of a child welfare investigation is to assess and determine if the child is 
entitled to services. In 2022, 4.48% of Norwegian children were reported to the CWS, representing 
a total of 49,778 referrals. While most referrals were screened in and investigated, only 36.3% of the 
investigations were concluded in service provision (Statistics Norway 2023a). Since the purpose of 
the investigation is to determine if the threshold for service provision is met, it is expected that some 
cases are not found entitled for service provision and therefore closed at this point. In general, it is 
expected that for each point of decision-making in the CWS the continuing cases should be fewer, 
but concern children with the most severe exposure of maltreatment.

Families may experience the investigation as stressful and negative (Kildedal et al. 2011; Tembo 
& Studsrød, 2019), and as intrusive (Harris 2012). One of the main legislative principles for 
Norwegian CWS is to always seek minimum intervention into a family’s private life. The purpose 
of the principle is to protect the family from excessive governmental involvement. This principle 
applies to all parts of the proceedings in the child welfare services, including the phase of 
investigation. On the other hand, national guidelines state that the investigation should assess the 
child’s total situation and ensure that all relevant facts are known (Norwegian Directorate for 
Children Youth and Family Affairs 2022). The case workers must therefore maintain a balance 
between interfering as little as possible and ensuring they have sufficient information to make an 
accurate determination.

The theoretical framework of The Decision Making Ecology acknowledges that decision making 
in child welfare services is a complex process affected not only by case factors, but also by 
organizational factors, external factors and the decision maker, in addition to experiences from 
outcomes of previous decisions (Baumann et al. 2011). This includes decisions being made during 
the phase of investigation. The investigation itself may be viewed as a process consisting of four 
main phases and points of decision making: i) decisions regarding the focus of the investigation, i.e. 
which questions need to be answered; ii) collection of information; iii) assessment of the informa
tion; and iv) conclusion regarding delivery of services (Sundell et al. 2007). However, the CWS 
investigation is not always a linear process from referral via investigation to decision (Christiansen 
et al. 2019; Holland 1999; Juul 2011; Lurie et al. 2015). The process can reveal new concerns 
underway, which need to be pursued further even if the initial reason for referral is fully resolved. 
Such shifts in concern can affect the original plan, in such a manner that the investigation might 
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shift back and forth between phases before the final conclusion is reached. This study is, however, 
limited to explore the extent of information collection. This is a process where CWS decides from 
whom the information is to be retrieved and when the collected information may be considered 
sufficient.

Investigations in the Norwegian child welfare services

Official guidelines and regulations are two of the external factors that affect the determination of 
how extensive an investigation becomes. The official guidelines for gathering information state that 
the process should be related to the reported concerns (Child Welfare Act 2021; Norwegian 
Directorate for Children Youth and Family Affairs 2022). Children and parents should be invited 
to participate in every part of the case processing, and information should be collected in collabora
tion with the family. This accentuates the child as an important participant and source of informa
tion. When considered necessary, CWS may gather information from external informants as well. 
The guidelines emphasize that the extent and type of information needed should be considered 
throughout the investigation. When opening an investigation, there is a three-month time limit 
before a conclusion must be reached. Under extraordinary circumstances, the limit may be 
expanded to 6 months. Apart from the above-mentioned regulations, there are few guidelines 
that specify how to manage information-gathering procedures. It is likely that this has contributed 
to differences among agencies in how investigations are usually carried out. These differences have 
been documented in several studies and show locally developed routines, such as differences 
concerning traditional investigation procedures versus network meetings in the initial phase of 
investigation, various degrees of parental involvement, and the use of different frameworks (Juul  
2011; Lurie et al. 2015; Vis et al. 2015).

Previous studies on information-gathering procedures

Although research on investigations exists, it has mostly focused on perspectives such as risk 
assessment (Berrick et al. 2017), family experiences with investigations (Harris 2012; Platt 2008; 
Tembo & Studsrød, 2019) and the use of frameworks (Vis, Lauritzen, and Fossum 2019).

A national study on investigations in Norwegian Child Welfare Services (Vis et al. 2020) 
consisted of a case file study (n = 1,365), focus group interviews with case workers (n = 41), inter
views with leaders (n = 14), case managers (n = 11), parents (n = 12), and children (n = 6). The 
current study uses data from the case file study. Some results from the case file study have already 
been published, though they mainly focus on the conclusion of the referral and investigation 
(Christiansen et al. 2019; Lauritzen et al. 2019). Concerning procedures during the investigation 
phase, Christiansen et al. (2019) identified methods commonly used for gathering information. 
These were meeting with the parents, home visits, conversation with the child, and requesting 
information from external sources. Conversations with the child were also common and were 
conducted more frequently the older the child was. External informants were often other social 
services, the police, educational services, or other child-serving professionals. Activities such as 
family group conferences, network meetings, and the use of external experts were rarely employed.

Further results from the study of Christiansen et al. (2019) showed an association between the 
extent of activity and the conclusion. Investigations that led to support measures had a higher extent 
of meetings with the parents and children, more home visits, a greater number of observations, 
more information retrieved from external informants and longer investigation phases than those of 
cases that were closed. However, there was no evidence of a relation between the severity of the case 
and total time spent on the investigation. A shortage of CWS resources could prolong the duration 
of the investigation, while cases with children acutely at risk could shorten it. The type of internal 
organization, i.e. the transfer of a case to another department in the CWS agency, also affected the 
duration (Christiansen et al. 2019; Havnen, Havik, and Christiansen 1998; Lurie et al. 2015).

NORDIC SOCIAL WORK RESEARCH 3



Individual interviews with leaders and focus groups with CWS workers identified the 
following aspects as influencing the extent of investigation: the Child Welfare Act, time 
limits, strain on the family, available resources, the reported concerns, and the need to feel 
confident in making a decision. Furthermore, the informants described routines for 
a different type of investigation when the referral contained allegations of violence or 
sexual abuse: the response was often quicker, involved more workers, and started with an 
interview of the child. The study of case files showed that the child was more frequently 
involved in such investigations, both with and without the presence of parents (Christiansen 
et al. 2019).

In a study on CWS investigations in Norway, Lurie et al. 2015) found that the interviewed 
leaders and caseworkers (n = 39) described two types of investigations: ordinary and extensive. 
Extensive investigations were more thorough and time-consuming. The type of investigation 
was determined by case factors and previous knowledge of the family, in addition to the kind of 
intervention that CWS had initially considered suitable to support the family. The tendency 
was to decide the type of investigation early during the phase of investigation (Lurie et al.  
2015).

By interviewing 18 CWS workers, a Norwegian study found that the social workers assessed 
information as being sufficient not only based on the amount of information but also on the sources 
and consistency of the information (Langsrud, Fauske, and Lichtwarck 2019). Information from 
parents, in particular, seemed to carry less weight if caseworkers questioned its’ truthfulness. Lurie 
et al. (2015) found that the perceived quality of information from the family depended on the 
caseworker’s trust in the family’s ability to be honest about their situation. Another Norwegian case 
file study (n = 90) found that poor collaboration and a weak relation to the family could hinder 
a thorough investigation (Havnen, Havik, and Christiansen 1998). Hence, for CWS, both con
sideration of the quality and amount of information have an impact on the point at which they 
considered the information to be sufficient to make a decision.

A Canadian vignette study (n = 327) investigated if the type of reported concerns had an 
influence on child protection decision making (Stokes and Taylor 2014). The caseworkers rated 
their impression of risk, stipulated the importance of a home visit, and estimated how many hours 
they would spend with the family over the coming 4 weeks, all based on the different types of 
concerns presented in the vignettes. Type of concern was not associated with perceived importance 
of home visits. The assessment of risk and contact hours increased when there were concerns of 
physical and sexual abuse, as opposed to concerns of neglect and emotional abuse, for which it did 
not increase.

Havnen et al. (1998) counted the contact points between CWS, the child and family, and external 
informants. The study did not find any association between referral content and extent of inves
tigation, nor between referral and conclusion of the investigation. The lack of association was 
explained by parents refusing to receive voluntary support measures, which led to closure of the 
investigation without any further action.

In total, the existing knowledge about why some investigations become very extensive while 
others remain brief is limited. There are few studies investigating the details of the decision-making 
process in terms of type and provision of information, as well as contact with the children and their 
families.

Study objective

The aim of the study is to examine which case charateristics lead to either (i) an investigation of high 
activity level or (ii) an investigation of low activity level. The research objective is to develop 
a greater knowledge of how case characteristics affects the extent of investigation in the Norwegian 
CWS. Because this has not been widely studied empirically, there is not much evidence on which to 
base a specific hypothesis. Hence, this investigation has an explorative approach.
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Methods

The study is based on data from a study that was commissioned by the Norwegian Directorate for 
Child, Youth and Family Affairs (Vis et al. 2020), aimed at gaining better knowledge of CWS 
investigations in Norwegian CWS. The data used for the current study was designed as a cross- 
sectional case file study.

Participants

In total, 16 CWS agencies from 13 municipalities participated in the study. The contributing 
agencies represented four geographical regions of Norway, where the municipal population ranged 
from 8,000 to 680,000. The cases were randomly drawn from all referrals registered in the 
participating agencies during the period of 2015–2017, using a computer program that picked 
casefile numbers on random. The number of drawn referrals from each agency varied according to 
the size of the agency, ranging from 50 to 150. Data from a total of 1,365 cases were collected, 
following the cases thru the child welfare process from referral, investigation, and intervention. Out 
of the total registered referrals, 82.3% were investigated. It is the 1,123 investigated referrals that 
constitute the cases of interest in this article. Due to missing data on immigrant background, sample 
size is n = 1,059 in the regression analyses. In the cases where immigrant information was missing, 
there was a higher proportion of single caregivers than in cases where immigrant information was 
available. There is a natural explanation for this. When only one caregiver was party to the case, 
information on the other caregiver was not collected. In such instances we were not able to 
determine if the family had immigrant background or not.

Ethics

The data handling procedures were reviewed by the Norwegian Centre for Research Data. The 
Norwegian Directorate for Children and Family Affairs granted the researchers access to the case 
files. License to handle and storage, the data were issued by The Norwegian Data Protection 
Authority, who also gave the project concession to handle personal information without partici
pants’ consent.

Procedure

A pilot study identifying information typically found in case files was conducted to create 
a registration instrument. The instrument was tested for interrater reliability by 
calculating percent agreement, and the results showed low reliability for 13 variables. Three of 
these variables were eliminated, while the remaining 10 were reformulated. The second test showed 
an interrater agreement of 90.8%, which is considered acceptable (McHugh 2012). The registration 
instrument was then used on-site by the researchers, and the files were coded online.

Measures

Because there was no pre-determined proxy to determine exactly what constitutes an extensive and 
thorough versus a minimal investigation, we created our own definitions. These were based on a set 
of criteria involving the frequency of different types of activities that constitute a CWS investigation. 
These included: (i) number of meetings with the parent, (ii) number of home visits, (iii) number of 
external informants, and (iv) involvement of the child. The involvement represents the number of 
times that a caseworker had seen and/or had conversations with the child. Each of the activities were 
coded as either performed at a low (0), normal (1) or high level (2) (see Table 1 for details). Based on 
the level of each activity, a total score representing the sum of investigation activities was calculated, 
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and the investigations were defined as having in total either low (0–1), normal (2–5) or high activity 
level (6–8). For an investigation to be considered as having an overall high level of activities, it had 
to contain at least three of the above-mentioned activities, and a minimum of two of the activities 
had to be performed at a high level. Conversely, for an investigation to be characterized as having an 
overall low activity level it could contain no more than one of the activities, and this activity had to 
be performed at a low level. The majority of investigations were categorized as being within the 
‘normal’ range. We also looked separately at time spent on the investigation. An investigation can 
be long-lasting because the concerns require a lot of investigation activities over a long time period, 
or because the concerns are not seen as severe, and therefore not prioritized by the CWS. The 
association between time spent on the investigation and the level of activity in the investigation 
were therefore examined (Tables 3 and 4).

Predictor variables consist of characteristics of the child and the family, characteristics of the 
referral and reported concerns. Characteristics of the child and family are sex, age, main caregiver 
and immigrant background. Immigrant background was applied when at least one of the parents 
was born outside Norway. This definition differs from that of Statistics Norway, which defines 
immigrant background as persons born in Norway with two foreign-born parents (Statistics 
Norway 2023b). They further define immigrant as a person born abroad with both parents and 
grandparents being foreign-born. Since CWS case files do not contain sufficient information on 
parents’ or grandparents’ birth-country, we had to use a broader definition of children with 
immigrant background in this study.

Characteristics of the referral include previous registered referrals and previous use of CWS 
interventions. Reported concerns are categorized as pertaining to the child’s developmental needs, 
parental competencies, and family and environmental factors. The number of previous referrals and 
age were counted, while the other variables were registered as present or not present in the 
registration form.

Child’s developmental needs consists of five variables. The variable ‘child’s health and develop
ment’ refers to concerns for the child’s mental and somatic well-being in addition to developmental 
delay. ‘Externalized behavior’ refers to the child’s delinquency, substance abuse and other concerns 
related to the child’s behaviour. The variable ‘internalized behavior’ refers to the child’s emotional 

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of type, frequency and levels of investigation activity.

Type of activity Low n (%)
Normal 
n (%) High n (%)

Home visits 
Low = Zero home visits 
Normal = One home visit 
High = More than one home visit

513 
(45.7%)

448 (39.9%) 162 
(14.4%)

Meeting with parents 
Low = Zero meetings 
Normal = Between one and three meetings 
High = More than three meetings

153 
(13.6%)

766 (68.2%) 204 
(18.2%)

Use of external informants 
Low = Zero external informants 
Normal = Between one and four external informants contacted 
High = More than four external informants contacted

160 
(14.2%)

798 (71.1%) 165 
(14.7%)

Child involvement 
Low = No child involvement 
Normal = Between one and four meetings with the child, or one consultation with 
the child 
High = More than four meetings with the child, or three meetings and a consultation

273 
(24.3%)

698 (62.2%) 152 
(13.5%)

Total Score, Level of investigation 
Low = 0–1 
Normal = 2–5 
High = 6–8

112 
(10.0%)

863 (76.8%) 148 
(13.2%)

n = 1,123; the calculation of total score is based on the sum of levels of the activities: Low = 0, Normal =1, and High = 2.
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problems. ‘Concerns regarding relationship to peers, adults and caregivers’ reflects the child’s social 
skills and challenges. The last variable is referred to as ‘the child’s functioning at school/ 
kindergarten’.

Parental Competencies consists of five variables: ‘Physical/sexual abuse’, ‘emotional abuse’, 
‘medical and educational neglect’, ‘basic care and physical neglect’ and ‘parenting’. ‘medical and 
educational neglect’ denotes concerns regarding parental failure to follow up on health and other 
childcare services. The variable ‘basic care and physical neglect’ refers to absence of caregiver, 
concerns of basic care and protection of the child. The ‘parenting’ variable includes concerns 
regarding lack of parental stimulation, guidance and boundaries. There were few allegations of 
sexual abuse (a total of 45- which constitutes 4%), and therefore this group was combined with 
physical abuse.

Family and environmental factors includes seven variables: ‘parental health/stressful events’, 
‘parental conflict’, ‘domestic violence’, ‘social integration’, ‘parental substance abuse’ and 
‘parental delinquency’. The variable ‘parental health/stressful events’ includes concerns 
about both the mental and somatic health of parents, exhaustion and stressful events. 
‘domestic violence’ refers to domestic violence and the child witnessing violence. ‘social 
integration’ denotes concerns regarding the family’s social network, their social integration 
and cultural background. ‘Economy/housing/employment’ includes concerns about the 
family’s finances, inadequate housing and employment. Inadequate housing refers to housing 
safety, hygiene, etc. Concerns regarding employment could be related to poor finances due to 
unemployment but could also reflect concerns that the caregiver’s job situation is not 
consistent with caring for a child.

Statistics

The statistical analyses were performed by using IBM SPSS statistics version 29.0. Taking into 
account the possibility of clustering effects between agencies, multi-nominal regression was con
ducted using the Generalized Linear Mixed Model analysis (GLMM). As a first step, we performed 
a univariable logistic regression analysis of all variables. Using the results from the initial analysis, 
non-significant variables (p > .05) were omitted from the multivariable analysis. Most of the 
measures are dichotomous, while ‘main caregiver’ is nominal. The most common category, living 
with both parents, was used as a reference. The possible effect of agency differences was accounted 
for by including a random intercept effect for the agency clusters. Collinearity between all variables 
was tested and found not to be a problem (VIF <2). We also performed GLMM analysis individually 
for the characteristics of case proceedings. This was weeks from the conclusion of referral until the 
start of investigation activity, the total number of weeks spent on the investigation phase, and 
conclusion of support measures.

Results

Table 1 shows the types, frequency and levels for each activity. It also shows the distribution of the 
overall activity levels. In total, 112 (10.0%) investigations were characterized as having a low activity, 
whereas 148 (13.2%) were characterized as having a high activity level. More than half of the 
investigations (54.3%) included one (39.9%) or more (14.4%) home visits. Meetings with parents 
and requesting information from external sources were the most frequent activities in the investi
gations. Meetings with parents (home visits excluded) were performed in 86.4% of the investiga
tions, with an average of 2.46 meetings per investigation (SD = 1.73). External informants were 
contacted in 85.8% of the investigations, with an average of 2.97 per investigation (SD = 1.61). In 
almost a quarter of all investigations (24.3%) CWS did not meet the child, and in 39.4% they did not 
have a conversation with the child. For those children who did meet with CWS, the mean rate was 
1.91 meetings for every investigation (SD = 1.36).
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In 31.3% of the cases that had a low activity level, no activity occurred. Furthermore, in the low 
activity group, meeting with parents was the most common activity, performed in 36.6% of the 
cases. External informants were contacted in 27.7% of the cases. A few cases (1.8%) were concluded 
after one home visit, and 2.7% of the cases were concluded by involving the child. In all investiga
tions with a high activity level, meetings with parents were performed. In these investigations, 
children were also involved in all investigations, although in 23.6% of the investigations 
a conversation with the child were not performed. In 97.3% of these cases home visits were 
performed, and in 99.3% external informants were contacted.

Table 2 shows the frequency of case characteristics associated with different levels of 
investigation activity. Out of 1,123 investigated referrals, 53.0% of the cases concerned boys. 
Less than half of the children (41.1%) lived with both parents, while 34.5% lived with one 
parent. According to our definition, immigrant background applied to 41.6% (441) of the 
children in our dataset, of which 38.8% (171) were of Asian descent, while 27.7% (122) had 
an African background and 15.6% (69) with origins in Eastern Europe. More than half of the 
children had no previous registered referrals (53.1%). The number of previous referrals varied 
from zero to 17 (M = 1.10, SD = 1.79). Each case could be registered with several concerns. The 
most common reported concern was basic care and physical neglect (322), while the least 
frequent concern was parental delinquency (63). Table 3 shows descriptive statistics for the case 
proceedings. After the conclusion of the referral, the average time before start of investigation 
was almost three weeks (M = 2.81, SD = 3.22). A need for support measures was determined in 
39.7% of the investigations.

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics of case characteristics and levels of investigation activity.

Variables Low (% of total low)
Normal (% of total 

normal) High (% of total high)

Total 112 863 148
Sex of child (male) 61 (54.5) 452 (52.4) 82 (55.4)
Age of child, Mean (SD) 8.45 (4.79) 9.18 (5.15) 7.63 (4.43)
Main caregiver
Both parents 41 (36.6) 354 (41.0) 66 (44.6)
One parent 45 (40.2) 297 (34.4) 45 (30.4)
Shared custody 7 (6.3) 74 (8.6) 17 (11.5)
Other 19 (17.0) 138 (15.9) 20 (13.5)
Immigrant background, n= 1,059 40 (39.6) 331 (40.7) 70 (48.6)
Number of previous referrals, Mean (SD) 0,89 (1.56) 1.14 (1.81) 1.02(1.84)
Previous recipient of support measures, n= 

1,095
26 (24.3) 233 (27.6) 40 (27.8)

Reported concerns regarding child’s developmental needs
Health and development 7 (6.3) 124 (14.4) 19 (12.8)
Externalized behavior 13 (11.6) 187 (21.7) 26 (17.6)
Internalized behavior 5 (4.5) 113 (13.1) 14 (9.5)
Relation to peers, adults, and caregivers 6 (5.4) 122 (14.1) 20 (13.5)
Functioning at school/kindergarten 8 (7.1) 128 (14.8) 13 (8.8)

Reported concerns regarding parental competencies
Physical/sexual abuse 11 (9.8) 168 (19.5) 47 (31.8)
Emotional abuse 7 (6.3) 76 (8.8) 15 (10.1)
Medical and educational neglect 18 (16.1) 58 (6.7) 6 (4.1)
Basic care and physical neglect 26 (23.2) 254 (29.4) 42 (28.4)
Parenting 12 (10.7) 138 (16.0) 13 (8.8)

Reported concerns regarding family and environmental factors
Parental health/stressful events 26 (23.2) 210 (24.3) 37 (25.0)
Parental conflict 10 (8.9) 172 (19.9) 36 (24.3)
Domestic violence/witnessing violence 10 (8.9) 160 (18.5) 40 (27.0)
Social integration 6 (5.4) 56 (6.5) 10 (6.8)
Finances/housing/employment 15 (13.4) 97 (11.2) 7 (4.7)
Parental substance abuse 20 (17.9) 143 (16.6) 32 (21.6)
Parental delinquency 10 (8.9) 47 (4.7) 6 (4.1)

n = 1,123.
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Comparing low to normal level of activity

Table 4 shows the associations between the characteristics of the case proceedings and the levels 
of investigation activity. Significantly less time was spent from the first activity to the conclusion 
of the investigation on low activity investigations, compared to investigations with a normal 
activity level (OR = 0.82, CI = 0.78–0.86). Nonetheless, the average time before actually starting 
the investigative work was significantly higher for the investigations of low activity than for the 
investigations of normal activity (OR = 1.07, CI = 1.02–1.14). Table 5 shows the association 
between case characteristics and level of investigation activity. The multivariable analysis 
showed that a low level of investigation activity was significantly less common for referrals 
containing concerns about physical/sexual abuse (OR = 0.38, CI = 0.18–0.79), parental conflict 
(OR = 0.47, CI = 0.24–0.95) or domestic violence/witnessing violence (OR = 0.47, CI = 0.22– 
0.97). The only concern that increased the possibility of low activity investigation was medical 
and educational neglect (OR = 1.96, CI = 1.04–3.69). The random intercept was not significant, 
thus differences between agencies were not identified for neither normal vs. low nor normal vs. 
high activity investigations.

Comparing high to normal level of activity

A need for support measures was significantly more often related to a high activity investigation 
than to normal activity (OR = 2.31, CI = 1.60–3.35) (Table 4). Once the need for investigation 
was determined, significantly fewer weeks elapsed before the start of the investigative work in 
the high activity group (OR = 0.84, CI = 0.76–0.91). In total, more weeks were spent on the 
phase of investigation after the first activity, which was significantly different from the compar
ison group (OR = 1.03, CI = 1.01–1.06). Table 5 shows that the child’s age was significantly 
associated to the level of investigation activity. The older the child was, the greater the 
possibility of an investigation of normal level (OR = 0.94, CI = 0.90–0.97). A high level of 
investigation activities was more common for concerns such as child’s relations to peers, adults 
and caregivers (OR = 1.96, CI = 1.04–3.69), or a concern of physical/sexual abuse (OR = 1.76, CI  
= 1.16–2.67).

Table 4. Results of univariable generalized mixed Model analysis, assessing associations between case proceedings and levels of 
investigation activity.

Variables

Normal vs low activity Normal vs high activity

t OR
95%CI for 

OR t OR
95%CI for 

OR

Weeks from conclusion of referral to first activity, n = 1,057 2.50* 1.07 1.02–1.14 −3.98*** 0.84 0.76–0.91
Weeks from first activity to conclusion of investigation, n = 

1,058
−7.34*** 0.82 0.78–0.86 3.36*** 1.03 1.01–1.06

Need for support measures determined −3.21** 0.45 0.28–0.73 4.44*** 2.31 1.60–3.35

n = 1,059; OR = Odds Ratio; CI = Confidence Interval; *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p <.001.

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics of case proceedings and levels of investigation activity.

Variables
Low (% of total 

low)
Normal (% of total 

normal)
High (% of total 

high)

Weeks from conclusion of referral to first activity, Mean 
(SD)

3.85 (4.62) 2.85 (3.10) 1.74 (2.13)

Weeks from first activity to conclusion of investigation, 
Mean (SD)

5.25(5.53) 9.69 (8.09) 11.95 (7.17)

Need for support measures determined 24 (21.4) 337 (39.0) 85 (57.4)

n = 1,123.
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Discussion

The main objective of this study was to examine which case characteristics lead to either a high or 
a low level of investigation activity. We found that the concern of medical and educational neglect 
was significantly associated with low activity, while concerns of sexual and physical abuse, the 
child’s social relations and age were associated with investigations having a high level of activity.

Our analyses showed that 10% of all investigations involved just one or no information- 
gathering activity. Concerns about medical and educational neglect mainly refer to caretakers not 
taking the child to routine health controls or failing to follow up on educational or health services. 
In some of these cases, a ‘no-show’ may be explained by the family having moved to another 
municipality. An investigation of such cases is therefore often resolved by a mere telephone call to 
the family, or a check with the national population registration for possible change of address. These 
investigations would then be counted as low activity by our measure. Opening an investigation that 
is so easily resolved might seem excessive. However, such cases are explained by Norwegian 
guidelines for case processing. First, the procedures call for a low threshold to initiate an investiga
tion. The low threshold is further enhanced by restrictions on gathering information in the 
screening phase, prior to opening an investigation.

Another explanation of low activity investigations is that the information in the referral could be 
sufficient to draw a conclusion. Examples include referrals from parents themselves, often described 
as applications for assistance, or a referral made in collaboration between health services and 
parents, which explains the situation thoroughly. It is likely that the information from one source 
was considered reliable and, therefore, little effort was required to deem the information sufficient. 
In such instances, information was mainly collected from meetings with parents. Hence, in these 
cases, parents are most likely seen as a reliable and sufficient source of information.

There are also several indications that the cases with low activity investigations may have been 
initially considered as involving low risk for the child. In such cases, for example, it took more than 
a month from the conclusion of referral until the first investigative activity was registered, and the 
cases were much more likely to be dismissed after investigation. It may be argued that some of these 
types of cases could easily be screened out at intake without formally opening an investigation, and 
that doing so would be more in line with the principle of minimal intervention. Even though low 
activity investigations mean that little or nothing is done, the family nonetheless must undergo 
a period of more than 2 months of uncertainty as to what may happen to them. In many instances, 
this may cause anxiety or anger towards CWS (Harris 2012), which, in turn, could be detrimental to 
parents’ perception of CWS and possibly impede the chances of establishing a positive, cooperative 
atmosphere in the event of future referrals of a more serious nature.

Restrictions regarding the activity during processing of a referral have been interpreted differ
ently by various governmental administrators in counties around Norway, resulting in confusion 
and varied referral processing among different municipalities. As an example, some agencies have 
interpreted the restrictions to mean there should be no contact with parents at all before opening an 
investigation, while others have established a routine of a meeting with parents before initiating an 
investigation (Lauritzen et al. 2019). In the most recent published guidelines, it has been clarified 
that, apart from contacting the referrer for additional information, CWS may not have any contact 
with parents or other informants before an investigation is opened (Norwegian Directorate for 
Children Youth and Family Affairs 2022). We believe this could result in increased number of low 
activity investigations.

Professionals working with children and families (such as GPs, dental health personnel, teachers, 
and school nurses) are required to report when there is reason to believe that a child is being 
maltreated (Child Welfare Act 2021, Section 13–2). Previously, the general tendency had been for 
professionals to wait too long to contact CWS with concerns for a child (Brattabø et al. 2016; Sedlak 
and Ellis 2013). The public focus on this issue in Norway has caused an increase in referrals from 
child-serving professionals (Kojan, Marthinsen, and Christiansen 2016). However, the question has 
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recently been raised on whether the pendulum has swung too far in the opposite direction, i.e. that 
too many children are now being referred to CWS with reference to their mandatory duty 
(Ohnstad, Gudheim, and Björk 2019). Although we are not ready to conclude one way or another, 
we do believe that improved interdisciplinary collaboration may provide a better understanding of 
child welfare and the mandated reporting threshold (Kane, Neverdal, and Myrvang 2018; Kojan, 
Marthinsen, and Christiansen 2016).

As opposed to investigations of low activity, cases with high activity investigations seem to be 
considered severe. Fewer days elapse before the investigation is started, more days are spent on the 
total phase of investigation, and they more often result in interventions to support the families. The 
predictors for high activity investigations were younger children and concerns about physical/ 
sexual abuse or a child’s social relations. With younger children, investigations of high activity are 
more likely. This was found even though consultations with the child are more frequent when the 
child is older (Christiansen et al. 2019). One explanation might be that when the child is older, he/ 
she is more capable of describing his or her own situation, which may, at least in some instances, 
reduce the need for other informants.

Some types of concerns, such as basic care or parental mental health problems, may be 
considered as more severe if the child is very young and, therefore, lead to a more thorough 
investigation. When there was a concern about the child’s relation to peers, caregivers and adults, 
the investigation most often had a high level of activity. A possible explanation could be related to 
the complexity of relationship challenges. The challenges may vary in different arenas and net
works. Hence, information from many sources is necessary. Reports on possible sexual abuse or 
physical violence raise great concern for the child. Norwegian legislation emphasizes that these 
allegations are to be considered severe. If they are confirmed, the consequences of CWS decisions 
may be substantial for both the child and the family. It is not surprising that such concerns require 
a high level of activity to obtain enough information to reach certainty of evidence. The results of 
our analysis are in line with the results of the interviews stated by Christiansen et al. (2019) in terms 
of such allegations being subject to an in-depth investigation comprising multiple sources.

However, there are some severe concerns that are not associated with high activity investigations. 
Domestic violence and witnessing inter-parental violence may be considered severe allegations, as 
they are seen as risk factors for a child’s safety and development (Holt 2017; Kitzmann et al. 2003). 
Although severe, these concerns are related to an episodic event, which leaves few witnesses. 
Therefore, information is not collected from a maximum of informants.

Finally, we should also add that not all points of contact between social workers and the family 
are necessarily about collecting information for the ongoing investigation. In particular, we do 
believe that when parents agree to home-based services before the investigation is formally con
cluded, this may have the effect of increasing the number of meetings with parents for the purpose 
of service planning.

Strengths and limitations

There could be limitations in our data in terms of the information activity that was actually 
performed during the investigations. Minor activity, such as a telephone call, was not registered. 
Additionally, activity that has not been documented (e.g. internal meetings without minutes) could 
not be included, which is a common limitation of casefile studies. Although not everything that is 
done during 3 months of case processing is included in case files, we do feel the electronic systems 
for recordkeeping used by Norwegian CWS agencies are quite comprehensive. The collected data 
provides the best available measure of the main points of contact between social workers, families, 
and external partners.

Participating agencies were limited to 16. Nonetheless, the sample size and extent of this study is 
unique for a study of the Norwegian Child Welfare Services. The size also enables the statistical 
analysis which allows us to account for clustering effects by agencies.
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Changes in concern during the investigation, together with the relationship between CWS and 
the family may be seen as case characteristics that affect the level of activity performed during the 
investigation. We have no information about the relationship between family and CWS, nor at what 
point during the investigation any change in concern occurred. Therefore, these characteristics 
could not be included in our analyses.

Conclusion

In this study, we have identified case characteristics associated with investigations of high and low 
levels of information-gathering activities. For the investigations with low activity, the main pre
dictor was a concern regarding medical and educational neglect. These cases contained concerns 
that probably were considered less severe and, therefore, could be easily clarified. High activity 
investigations included younger children, concerns about physical/sexual abuse, and a child’s social 
relations. These referrals were probably more severe and complex to clarify. One reason for this may 
be that the reliability of the information provided by parents is often challenged in such cases, which 
leads to contact with more informants. Even though there is no formal differentiation in responses 
to reported concerns of child abuse and non-abuse concerns in the Norwegian CWS, such 
a difference in responses seems to have been established in practice.

The minimum intervention principle provides directives for all decisions within the work of 
CWS. This study shows that the decision to perform information-gathering activities is affected by 
case characteristics, including the content of the referral. Nonetheless, the investigations with very 
few or no information gathering activities raise the question if the threshold for initiating investiga
tions might be too low in the Norwegian Child Welfare Services.
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