
In this respect, the professionals found that parents' similar concerns in these

matters could become a bridge or possibility to bring people together. On the whole,

desires for integration between immigrants and Swedes were considered to contain

two elements; exploration of both universal similarities and of diversities related to

ethnic background.

5.2.3 The Family House as a community-based centre

In this category, prevention work was described as a way to stimulate the whole

community in which parents with small children are parts, joining them in various

activities.

I believe that ifyou start to think from the purpose ofpromoting health and well­

being (for users ofthe House), an important part is that they become involved,

feeling a sense ofbeing needed. (...) 1.2

All kinds of clubs and associations should receive the opportunity to use the House

for their purposes and needs. Maternal and child health care, social services, open

preschool as well as professional roles are consequently not set in the foreground of

this category. The choice of activities and opening hours were also described as

extensive.

Well, I view it as a broadfield. For example, you could start afishing club.

(. ..)During the winter you can sit in the Family House and tie flies (...) thus you

expand (the provision). It's not only a question ofmaternal health care and child

health care. I think there should be many activities in the House thanjust these

parts. because the Family House must be openfor everyone startingfrom the

inhabitants' own suggestions and participation. 1.4

(...)1 think the Family House should be open seven days a week, it's not an

institution, insteadyou have access to the Family House in different ways (...) 1.4

The relationship between professionals and users was described as collaborators,

working together preparing new modes of activities. All inhabitants in the area
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should thus be actively involved in their own concerns and alternative activities

should be discovered through participation, rather than being imposed by

professionals. The category thus shows ideas about de-professionalism and de­

institutionalisation of the practice towards control by users.

(... ) It's an open House, together the staffand people living in the area decide how

it shall develop or, in all cases, show the way. Also every club in the area is

connected to us in one way or another 1.2

(...) then it's a service that is very open in that people living in the area feel it's

their service, having the opportunity to influence it in one way or another. It

mustn't be clinical; in that way it's vibrant. (. ..) 1.3

Professional collaboration is not visible in this category. Instead, emphasis was put

on collaboration with users and clubs in the area. The House was therefore

described as belonging to everyone in the community without considerations to

particular groups like for example immigrants, so cultural aspects are not the

category's primary focus.

5.2.4 Summary of dialogue sessions of Stage One

During the initial dialogue sessions, the categories with their main features were

presented as a starting point of the discussions. The professionals asserted that the

practice was family-orientated in the sense that it was not exclusively directed at the

child, but towards the family as a whole. Consequently, interaction between parents

and children was put forward as crucial. It was also considered that children should

receive the possibility to act and play for their own purposes, thus not constantly

involved in planned activities. The concept of interventions was emphasised by

offering a universal service as in the informal meeting place, starting from families'

needs and experiences, providing a place where families could extend their social

networks. They expressed desires to tone down the problem-orientated approach in

prevention work, but it was still an important task for them to recognise and support

families at risk. In this respect, the House was also found to be a source of strength

for the professionals; to share the difficulties in working with exposed families.
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Collaboration with social services, as in the interviews, was also mentioned as

important in these cases.

It was observed that integration occurred through encounters taking place in the

House between immigrants and Swedes. However, the professionals saw integration

as not solely being a matter from an ethnic point of view. It was also, for example, a

question of gender and social background and all these matters were often found to

be intertwined in complex ways. In that respect, the professionals wanted to attract

all parents with small children in the community and not direct the practice towards

any specific group.

Furthermore, collaboration was seen from two perspectives by the staff of the

House; external and internal. External collaboration considered that they wanted to

invite actors outside the House such as social clubs, associations and public

agencies such as the library, to use the locations and to develop more activities.

Internal collaboration considered, primarily, that the staff wanted to avoid buliding

a wall in the House, where one side of the wall would consist of midwives and

nurses and on the other side the preschool teacher and the social counsellor.

However, it was indicated that there could be differences in the extent to which it is

possible to intervene in collaboration, since the different mother organisations have

a strong influence on the actors and expected that they would perform their work as

they always have. An example of this issue, further expressed as in the interviews,

was that health care personnel must pay attention to more daily-specified and

obligatory routines as developmental and medical check-ups, which could limit

their practical time and possibilities for collaboration and developing the House to

the informal meeting place. In contrast, the social counsellor and preschool teacher

described their work as not being caught up in daily routines. This meant that they

could utilise their work more freely, facilitating social relations, playing and picking

up needs, occurring in everyday situations among the families.

To conclude, the discussions resulted in that they aspired to develop the more

informal open access character expressed in the informal meeting place and the
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community-based centre, starting from the needs and experiences of families'

visiting the House.

5.3 Theoretical discussion

The following section provides a discussion of the professionals' categories and

following dialogue sessions informed by concepts of modernity, a welfare

perspective and the broader research literature on family centres. Based upon the

data, I have identified five aspects which are discussed in relation to the theoretical

perspective. The aspects are intertwined but to facilitate reading they are separated

and they are as follows:

• Prevention work

• Family support and child protection

• Children's perspective

• Integration

• User orientation

5.3.1 Prevention work

A striking theme of the data is the professionals' commitment to prevention work,

which was described from various viewpoints. In the professional service, they

described prevention from a problem-orientated risk perspective with methods of

intervention such as counselling and the provision of professional knowledge and

guidance. In the community-based centre and informal meeting place, the

interventions were intended to start from resources and needs of families with

methods of intervention concerning network building and participation in different

activities. Working from both a "risk" and "need" perspective thus seems to be at

heart of their accounts about prevention work.

Starting with risk, professionals were not directly asked about them, but encouraged

to talk about their perceptions of the House and these accounts revealed risk-related
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elements in relation to prevention work, particularly in the professional service.

Working from a problem-orientated perspective implied management of risk i.e.

identifying families at risk, so that both harm to children and unwanted

interventions in families could be avoided. Thereby, the idea of early intervention,

to ensure that problems for the future never occur in the first place, was an essential

element of their accounts. This explicit focus on risk and future of the category can

be interpreted as if the professionals are imbued by risk society; a climate of risk

assessment and risk anxiety (Beck 1992; Giddens 1991). From Giddens' and

Beck's perspectives, the professional service can be a result of the simple modernist

project built upon a dream of control and prediction; a way to "colonise the future"

(Beck 1992). Prevention work in a risk context becomes an effort to dominate the

future by planning it with the consequences that an uncertain future with hopes and

fears dominate the present. Noteworthy is that although prevention work in itself

has orientation towards the future, I have found that they were not entirely occupied

with simple modernity's preparation for later life. In the informal meeting place and

community-based centre, the descriptions of interventions aimed at being a part of

the families' daily lives, paying attention to their agendas and needs, mirroring late

modernity's trend of questioning the prospect to control nature and future (Beck

1992) and the questioning of professional authority (Giddens 1990; 1990; 1998).

Prevention work in the House also has an element of normalisation and regulation.

With the help of Foucault (1979), one can see that the very moment people visit an

agency they come under the public eye, which has the inevitable function of

normalisation i.e. separating what is good from what is bad, to maintain a certain

order in society. The House can, in that sense, be viewed as a modem "panopticon"

(Foucault 1979) (the all-seeing tower), being a chain of power exercise in the local

community. This perspective pays special attention to surveillance and regulation as

an inherent feature of the provision in relation to families, but there is also another

side of the coin. Prevention work in the House is thus not one-sided regarding

control; it also embraces the notion of self-realisation. In the community-based

centre and informal meeting place the professionals aspired towards working in

partnership with users, from their needs with the aspiration, to increase their

agency. Moreover, the simple modem vision of expert guidance to control and

predict the future, coming to the forth in the professional service, can be interpreted
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as the intentions to help families solve their social and medical problems in order to

shape their lives.

One can thus conclude that there is an inevitable managing of tension between

control and self-realisation possibilities, which is the key feature of modernity and

its institutions (Giddens 1990; 1991). Professionals, in that sense, provide self­

realisation possibilities to users of the House, but at the same time they are the

servants of society, implicitly having a control function.

As a whole, their ideas of prevention work with families was influenced by both a

risk and need perspective, which under the surface reflects the thinking frames of

both simple and late modernity; to control the future with the help of professional

knowledge and guidance, combined with a "here and now" perspective, starting

from families' needs.

5.3.2 Family support and child protection

The concepts of "risk" and "need" lie at the heart of prevention work, which can be

linked to the relationship between child protection and family support. Earlier

studies by Pinkerton and Katz (2003) and Manktelow (2003), there are tensions

between child protection and family support that also can be found in the relations

between the categories. In the professional service, the treatment of families related

to risks and collaboration with social services come to the surface, reflecting

underlying features of child protection. On the other hand, the categories informal

meeting place and community-based centre mirror the underlying values of family

support with emerging needs and desires, coming from the families themselves.

Following this, the professionals' perceptions of the practice represent a cross road

of support versus protection. In their work with families, it means that they have to

combine the duality of providing consensual caring support with assessment of risk,

containing a suspicious element with the inherent professional duty to report,

sometimes without the parents' consent, severe family dysfunction to social

services.
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Child protection is also found to be influenced by risk society. Ferguson (2004)

finds that child protection in contemporary Western society is imprinted by a

"permanent state of emergency", largely coming from an increased sense of risk

and danger. In simple modernity, child protection was characterised by a sense of

legitimacy and optimism, that practitioners had the ability to secure children's

safety. During the 1970s, experts lost their authority with the consequence that:

"Expertise is targeted not only as a source ofsolution to problems. but also as a

cause ofproblems." p. 120. This development has led to that every decision can be

questioned and is open for evaluation and inquiry. Uncertainty is therefore at the

heart oflate modem child protection. Total protection is not possible and this

painful insight has led to a "blame culture" which sometimes holds professionals

responsible for not discovering and intervening adequately in child protection cases

(ibid). Taking Ferguson's perspective, professionals' accounts lend some empirical

support to that child protection is connected to risk influence. However, the co­

coalition means a possibility for the professionals to share the difficulties in child

protection cases and to increase legitimacy working in a risk context. The inter­

professional collaboration and the notion of the social counsellor as a "bridge" to

the social services may thus symbolise, from Giddens' vocabulary (1991), a

"protective cocoon"; to handle the inescapable anxiety coming forth in the

encounters with exposed families and the "blame culture", infusing uncertainty of

not taking the right decisions in these cases.

The inter-professional collaboration within the House and, in particular, with social

services can also be suggested to be an attempt for the staff to colonise an uncertain

future (Beck 1992; Giddens 1991) with a form of mastery i.e. to plan and

coordinate strategies to assist exposed families in order to protect children. Risk,

has in that respect, opened up for new solutions ofcollaboration concerning child

protection and family support in the House.
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5.3.3 Children's perspective

Based upon the analysis so far, the professionals' commitment to prevention work

consciously intended to pay attention to children; to protect and support them.

However, in the categories, children were viewed foremost and implicitly in

relation to their parents or family. From a broader level, this result can be

understood as influenced by a modernist perspective. In short, children have gained

visibility in our society, largely, from an encompassing encounter with adulthood

accompanied by that fate and religion, to some extent, have lost their explanatory

function in parenting and been replaced by parental agency, psychology and

professional interventions (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 1995). Moreover, parents

have to a large extent become visible in the individualisation process in the sense

that children do not belong to the wider kinship in general anymore, but primarily to

their parents (Beck-Gernsheim 2002; Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 1995). Parenting is

nowadays a distinct skill and it may thus be suggested it is at this complex

background that the focus on parents/family in the professionals' accounts can

emerge.

Does this mean that the practice of the Family House can be criticised for being too

adult-centred, not taking account of a child perspective (Batchelor, et a1. 1999;

Cannan 1992; Murphy 1996). That would be to draw a conclusion too hasty. Their

children's perspective does not only embody the simple modem vision of

controlling the future only directed at the child concerning the performance of for

example developmental and medical check-ups. The professionals also embodied a

view where the child exists through its relations and in interaction with their

family/parents and the community at large. Children, in the professionals' accounts,

were consequently not mentioned to any great measure because they implicitly were

seen as a part of their social context. Therefore, it can be inferred that the children's

agency, or being their own actors in the Family House, takes place by their location

in relation to adults (parents/professionals). In other words, the social world of the

child in the Family House is largely bound up and dependent on adult relations.

This perspective also came forth during dialogue sessions where interaction

between adults and children were emphasised.
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Looking at the interview material as a whole, it was found that there are two

coexisting images of the child based upon simple and late modem values. One,

which indicates the "child as future" infused by risk awareness with planning and

controlling human life foremost visible in the professional service, and another

image of the "relational child"; playing and interacting for its own sake with a

smaller sense of preparation for later life, coming to the surface primarily in the

informal meeting place and during subsequent dialogue sessions.

5.3.4 Integration

Professionals saw the House as a meeting place for Swedes and immigrants. These

meetings, according to integration aspects, were twofold containing ideas of both

universalism and diversity. In the category community-based centre, ethnic aspects

were not visible at all, which can be viewed as an expression of integration from a

universal manner; to promote social inclusion despite class, gender and ethnicity.

Diversity was valued in the informal meeting place in that the professionals wanted

to stimulate immigrants and Swedes to learn form each other's different

backgrounds, but they also commented on that there can be universal needs and

anxieties in relation to pregnancy, notwithstanding ethnic origin. It was also

considered in the professional service, to what extent ethnic diversity should be

acknowledged in the professionals' encounters with immigrants, or if they should"

treat them like everyone else", which may imply the professionals articulated the

inherent interplay between universalism and diversity of Swedish multi cultural

integration policy; to treat people equal but at the same time having respect for

immigrant culture (Schierup 1994).

As I showed in chapter 3 (section 3.3.1), promoting diversity in a welfare context

have challenges. One important point is that ethnic groups are not homogenous.

Some people in an ethnic group may plead for ethnic interaction while others want

to preserve their ethnic identity and therefore find statutory support for diversity

desirable (Johansson 1999). Emphasising diversity in welfare agencies can be

perceived as cultural stereotyping, colluding with the individual's interests to be

non-ethnic and moreover, it can create boundaries between different groups leading

to exclusion (ibid). Drawing on Johansson's discussion, the professionals'
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perception of the House as an informal meeting place emphasising the open access

character of the House, not having any targeted group activities, may thus be

contested by families. The challenge of Johansson's discussion concerning creation

of boundaries between ethnic groups is also highlighted by the professionals. For

instance, in the informal meeting place, the professionals attempt to tone down

targeted activities to counteract exclusion, which can be illustrated by the following

quote " ...but our goal isn't to separate the different (groups), instead we want a

meeting place for everyone, both Swedes and immigrants. " This finding also

corresponds with an evaluation of a Swedish family centre performed by Holmer

Andersson et al. (2003) in which they discuss whether group activities, directed

towards one ethnic group at a time, are a part of the ambition of integration or if it

leads to the opposite, namely, segregation between groups.

During dialogue sessions, integration was further problematised and not only

presented in ethnic terms. Differences between families are not only seen as a

matter of ethnic or cultural background. There are also other aspects of human life

such as social conditions, gender etc. that can be markers for diversity. Every

meeting in the House is thus imprinted with diversity, but the professionals also

tried to find out what is universal for human beings, especially in relation to

pregnancy and parenting.

In summary, the Family House can be viewed, based upon the data, as a micro­

cosmos of the inherent ongoing balance act of Swedish multi cultural society of

"treating everyone the same" within the framework of paying attention to diversity.

The data reflects that professionals tried to incorporate the late modem condition of

understanding and exploring diversity with finding out what is common for human

beings.

5.3.5 User orientation

From Giddens' vocabulary (1990; 1994; 1998), the informal meeting place and

community-based centre can be viewed as representing late modernity's questioning

of expertise with devolution of professional power to users. However, the

professionals' work was also framed within simple modernity's binding nature of
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providing expertise in the professional service category. These results can be seen

as representing a degree of ambiguity among the professionals.

Such ambiguity is also recognised by Mishler (1984; 1986) in the two alternative

ways of understanding and speaking in health care; "the voice of medicine"

referring to technical and scientific knowledge and the "voice of life world"

regarding knowledge coming from every day lived experiences. The professionals,

in this study, carry these two voices with them in their expressions of the practice.

They feel the duty to provide professional knowledge "voice of medicine", but the

"voice of life world" is also in present as an alternative to develop the practice into

a more informal user-based character. Consequently, there are two orientations of

the House; a professional orientation and user orientation.

During dialogue sessions, it became moreover obvious that they wanted to tone

down the professional orientation in favour of developing the provision from the

users' needs and goals. However, developing the practice towards user orientation

had its challenges. It was found that the staff, to varying degrees, was anchored in

their respective knowledge fields with different obligations and demands in their

daily practice. This means that they had different scope for developing the user­

orientated approach. Although the health care professionals expressed a profound

will to work in another way, they simultaneously felt an obligation to simple

modernity's future-orientated scientific endeavour in health care or in Mishler's

words (1984; 1986) voice ofmedicine, performing medical check-ups and

examinations. The findings also correspond with that of Hyde Roche and Roche­

Reid (2004), who interviewed midwives about their role in the Irish maternity. They

saw that although midwives tried to start from the women's perspective. their work

was also determined by the scientific expert side of modernity. From a broader

level, in a society occupied with safety and risk (Beck 1992). it can also be

suggested that medical inspections and obligations with an attempt to secure. as

much as possible, that nothing goes wrong with the children orland pregnancy have

become intensified. Just as increased risk awareness has led to progress in

developing systems to improve security, it can also be speculated that it means that

health care professionals of the House have become more anchored in a scientific

rationality to control the future. In contrast, the social counsellor and preschool

teacher did not express such a future-orientated obligation in their work, since they
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mentioned space for acting more freely in the present "here and now", playing and

picking up needs occurring in every day situations among the families visiting the

House.

The two orientations can also be discussed in relation to private-public

responsibility. In a historical context, in the landscape of the People's Home, it can

be speculated that the practice of the House would be probably foremost expressed

as a professional-orientated provision with an obligation to provide transmission

of expert knowledge to parents/families. In other words, a welfare arena as being

the duty of society. However, this study also comprised user orientation with

different degrees of devolution of control to parents/users, emphasising their

knowledge skills and experiences. This can be argued to be a sign of late

modernity's strong individualisation process, leading to increased individual

responsibility (Beck-Gernsheim 2002; Beck 1992; Beck and Beck-Gernsheim

1995). Similarly, Hallberg et al. (2005) find in their exploration of official

documents on Swedish child health care that the level of responsibility has changed

from public to parental responsibility with a radical turn from the 1990s since: "It

was no longer considered either effective or appropriate to adopt a top-down

approach telling parents what to do; instead, the desirable approach was that the

parents should do what they themselves thought to be right." p. 20I.

Nevertheless, despite the individualisation process of contemporary society and its

welfare institutions, it can be said that the categories give voice to both a public and

private duty to take care of children. The idea that parents should, primarily,

manage on their own has not imbued the professionals' accounts, and there is still a

notion of families having the right to be cared for in a public arena. Responsibility

for the well-being of children, under late modern conditions, thus seems to be

shared between parents/families and professionals of the House.

Comprehensively, the three categories of description reveal a continuum of simple

modernity's professional orientation at one end with professional duty, and late

modernity's user orientation with a de-institutionalised and user-led character of

the practice with a higher degree of individual responsibility at the other end,

illustrated in the figure below.
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Professional
service

Informal
meeting
place

Community
based
centre

Simple modernity Late modernity

Professionalorientation~~-------------------"''' User orientation

Public responsibility Individual responsibility

Figure 5. The categories on a continuum of professional orientation and user
orientation

The development, to consult users of the House, requires that they re-evaluate

matters of expertise regarding control and power in relation to service users, also

suggested by Batchelor et al. (1999) and Cannan (1992). Noteworthy is that a high

degree of professional state interventions into family life has a long ideological

tradition in Sweden (Salonen 2001). The encounter between state and family is

viewed as something natural and families are used to be taken cared of in the public

system. Accordingly, through the lens of the Swedish Scandinavian welfare model,

an implementation of the Family House as a user-led community-based centre

would probably be of particular challenge.

Another particular challenge, as a part of the user orientated approach, is the

participation of children. As I mentioned in section 5.3.3, children were implicitly a

part of the social context in the Family House. Although children are dependent on

adults, it does not mean that children could not have had their voices heard in the

professional aim towards the user orientated approach. Interestingly, neither did I

as researcher nor did the participants, during dialogue sessions, acknowledge what

it would have meant to involve children in the development of the practice. This is

not coincidental; to promote younger children's participation and rights in society

and welfare agencies is found by Lansdown (2005a; 2006) to be a far greater

challenge than involving older children since their daily life contains less influence

on how their lives are managed.
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It is important to consider involvement from younger children's perspectives in

family centres and explore what issues and challenges are at stake in that process.

This issue will, accordingly, be further explored in chapter 7 (section 7.4 3).

5.4 Summary and conclusion

In chapter 5, three qualitatively-different categories professional service, informal

meeting place and community-based centre with their themes were presented as

well as the result from following dialogue sessions, to receive a deeper

understanding of the practice through professionals' perspectives. Thereafter, the

theoretical discussion revealed that the professionals' accounts unavoidably

reflected features of both simple and late modernity. Of significance, the data as

generally raised expressions, which indicated that the House was situated in a risk

context with an inherent ambiguity between simple modern control and late modem

self-realisation. On one hand, there was tendency for professionals to see the

practice of the House with capacity for self-realisation for partnership with users,

possessing an active agency; on the other hand there was a view of the practice

concerned with controlling the nature through professional knowledge and

orientation towards the future. This ambiguity runs like a red thread through the

data and can be traced in prevention work, child protection and family support,

view of children and in their aspiration for the development of the practice. It was

also obvious that the staff of the House, to varying degrees, was obliged to work

from simple modernity's professional orientation, which was found to be

particularly challenging in developing the informal meeting place and community­

based centre. Moreover, late modem individual responsibility was accompanied by

simple modern professional responsibility. Finally, their accounts on integration

mirrored the complex management of both diversity and universalism; to treat

families equally but with respect for diversity.

Chapter 6 presents the empirical data from Stage Two as well as a theoretical

discussion in relation to concepts of modernity, a Swedish welfare perspective and

the broader research literature on family centres and family support.
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Chapter 6: Parents' perceptions of the Family

House.

6.1 Introduction

The focus of this chapter is presented and organised into two sections.

- Section 6.2 presents the results from the interview study with parents and the

following dialogue sessions with staff ofthe House.

- In section 6.3, the empirical work is discussed with the help of concepts of

modernity, including a Swedish welfare perspective and the broader research

literature on family centres.

The interview study with parents and the following dialogue sessions was a result of

the collaborative process of Stage One and composed Stage Two of the research.

However, the categories with their main themes were only, as mentioned before,

presented and reflected upon by the staff of the Family House together with the

researchers (chapter 4, section 4.3.2) in keeping with the collaborative research

approach. The purpose of the sessions was to have a dialogue about the findings as

aid in understanding and developing the practice. The results in section 6.2.5

provide a summary of all these sessions, taking place during Stage Two.

As in the previous interview study with professionals, the phenomenographic

approach was chosen to examine parents' ways of perceiving the practice and

arriving at a wide variation of Family House-perceptions. As mentioned before

(chapter 4, section 4.5.2), interviews with parents were conducted after the practice

had been run for over a year, which means that all of the participants had

experiences in visiting and using the different services of the Family House.

The categories describe a pattern of different ways the parents perceived the

practice of the House. The individual parent cannot be linked to only one type of

category, he/she can move between different categories, gliding between them
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depending on the specific issues discussed. Thus the categories in many cases

mirror different voices inside the individual person.

6.2 Categories ofdescription

The analysis of the data demonstrated that the way parents perceived the practice of

the House, fell into four descriptive categories, namely, as a professional reception,

the provision of a study circle22 for parents, as a playgroundfor children, or as a

living room for social acquaintances. Three distinguishing themes were identified in

the data: The main feature of the practice, the relationship between parents and

professionals and cultural aspects". The themes are the basic topics that the

narrative was about, but the meaning content of the themes differs between the

categories. The themes were used to construct the categories and make the variation

in the parents' perceptions visible (chapter 4, section 4.5.5).

To elucidate the content, in a few of the quotations, I have made some comments

enclosed in brackets. The quotes are typed in italics, apart from the rest of the text,

to facilitate differentiation between quotes and their description. If a part of a

quotation is considered not to be of relevance it is divided, removed and marked in

the following way: (... )

22 A study circle is a commonSwedishconceptwherepeoplemeet in smallgroups to learn from
each other about a topic; it is oftenarrangedthroughan association or club.
23 The term culturaldoes not comprise all its meanings and the conceptwas thus limited in the
analysisto be viewedprimarily from an ethnic perspective (socialclass, gender, different
environments or organisations are thus not acknowledged).

121



Figure 6 provides a summary of the categories of description and their themes,

showing four varying perceptions of the Family House.

, ,
",~ategories, , , , , , , , ,

Themes -, , , ,

Main feature
of the practice

Relationship
between
parents and
professionals

Cultural
aspects

Professional
reception

Expert
guidance

Client/expert

No
consideration
of cultural
backgrounds

Study circle

Parents share
parenthood
expenences

Expert/facilitator

Cultural
comparison

Playground
for children

Social
training for
children

Preparation
for school
Children's
activities
planner

Immigrant
children
learn
Swedish
traditions

Living room

Social
acquaintances
for parents

Guestlhost(ess)

Groupings and
meetings
between
Swedes and
immigrants

The four categories as well as their themes are further described below. Each

category is supported by representative quotes from parent interviews.

6.2.1 The Family House as a professional reception

In this category, the Family House appeared to the parents as a traditional

professional-orientated practice, providing individual guidance and advice through

maternal and child health care, social services and the preschool. The personnel

were thus described as the central players in this version of the House, having

foremost an expert role in relation to the parents.

(...Jas a matter offact, the staffis very important. Ifthey don't know theirjob and

ifyou don't get on well with them, then the House won't work at all. (...) 1. 11
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Well it's important for my family and me, because there's a midwife and my district

nurse; you go there to check that the baby is gaining weight and that everything is

normal. 1.10

I've talked to her (the social counsellor) and I thought the one I talked to was very

good. At that time, I had many questions about my (social) situation and she was

able to get me to think clearly. 1.3

The parents trusted in the staffs' expertise, which provided them with a sense of

security and positive feelings about having and using the practice.

(...) Youfeel secure; ifthere's a question I just call them (. ..) 1.11

(...) The whole world is about the child and thus it's very nice to go there and talk

to the staffabout the child since that's what it's all about. They are the pros. 1.3

Moreover, trusting professionals was experienced as something natural incorporated

into parents' daily life. Sometimes, the staff of the House was also described as a

substitute for the individual's kinship.

(...) I often ask them, for example, ifshe can eat yoghurt or drink ordinary milk or if
she has blisters on her face, well different things, so there's a lot ofhelp. Besides, I

don't have my own family here, my mother and my sisters; therefore, it's important

(...). I.1

Parents also developed a personal "friendly" relationship to the professionals with

feelings of being noticed and confirmed as individuals. It was therefore important

that the staff showed concern, wished them well and cared for them.

Kind treatment is very important, (...) if the stafftreat you well andyou have good

communication with them then you can go on and become like friends or pals (. ..)

1.7
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(. ..)They provide positive treatment and in some way, when you're there, they have

an eye on you. Thus, ifyou understand what I mean, they quickly pick up on things,

they are certainly like real psychologists, they notice the smallest things ifyou 're

not well. Once I was tired and they wondered: Have you worked too much? They

immediately catch things, not only the small one, it's also a lot ofother tings. They

are positive and cheerful, they are wonderful people, fantastic, nice. Not just like

that kind ofstiffed-legged thing: I am only here to work (...) 1.12

On the whole, parents' relationships towards the professionals can be said to

contain two ingredients; a specialist-orientated part, "to check that the baby is

gaining weight and that everything is normal", and a personal part with a kind of

intimate depth in the relationship, "become like friends or pals".

Notable is that cultural aspects are set in the background of this category. To

acquire professional support and to be confirmed and recognised by the

professionals were described as important, whatever a parents' cultural background.

6.2.2 The Family House as a study circle

The main feature of the practice was characterised here by the notion of parents

exchanging experiences with each other concerning parenthood. The House had

therefore a clear purpose with focus on learning in interaction with other parents in

a planned and organised way

Well, when I started I didn't know so much about what to do ifsomething happens

(to the child), you learn a little from books but that's not so much, but ifyou have a

question you can ask the ones who already have children; like what to do if they

don't sleep, what can you do about it? (...) 1.14

The professionals were described as facilitators supporting parental groups, but not

dominating or steering the meetings with their expertise. Instead, parents described

themselves as active, sharing views and giving advice to each other grounded in

their own experience and knowledge, thereby being their own experts.
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(...) a lot oftalking and chatting, not talking rubbish really, but about the children,

how we live or what he eats, so we get a lot ofsuggestions from each other too, vou

say: That's good so you can test it, so I say: I 've tested that one too, it was good.

We exchange experiences, it actually helps. 1.16

Cultural aspects are essential in this category. Both immigrant and Swedish parents

thought that cultural diversities existed concerning views on child birth and

parenthood with inherent challenges and tensions of colliding needs that has to be

acknowledged.

(. ..) In the beginning (after pregnancy), it's a lot offocus on the body and daring to

ask about intimate things requires that people feel comfortable in the group. After

all, I think it's easier for us Western people to be like that, but you're not interested

in being, maybe, the only one talking (about intimate things), while two poor people

sit there feeling very embarrassed. That's not nice for anyone (...) 1.15

However, they also expressed need and curiosity for comparing parenthood from a

cultural perspective.

( ...) In different cultures we've different views on bringing up children; you want to

exchange and listen to opinions. 1.6

I think it's very good, because sometimes I tell a little about the perceptions ofmy

culture and about children, and then they tell how it's here (in Sweden) (. ..) 1.13

The category consequently reflects a sense ofparents , cultural awareness with the

inherent complexities in meeting diversity concerning a mixture of both curiosity

and exchange, but also challenges when it comes to tensions between different

needs and opinions.

6.2.3 The Family House as a playground for children

In this category, parents primarily went to the Family House for the sake of their

children; creating a community-based connection for them by developing children's
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mutual interaction in parallel with possibilities for them outside the home becoming

accustomed to adults.

You notice, he finds it, ofcourse, very nice to meet other children and adults, it's

not only mummy and him at home, he notices that other people can tell him ifhe

does things he's not supposed to do. However, I believe, for him, the most important

thing is to meet other children (. ..) 1.8

Activities like singing, painting and listening to fairy tales, organised by the

professionals, was an important part of this version of the House. In that sense, the

professional role was described as a children's activities planner, but parents also

conceded the possibility for children to act freely and play without adult interaction.

(...) it's good there's a place where children can play not feeling locked in at home

all the time, and they also meet other children to play with. It's a joy there's such a

place, I think this is very important. 1.14

In line with familiarising children to other adults than their own parents, the House

was considered as a way to prepare children for day care and school. On one hand,

it was about at an early stage of childhood developing acquaintances to prevent

exclusion and, on the other hand, to prepare children for future separation from their

parents.

(. ..) Children have not yet started at the day care centre and therefore they actually

need other children. Then when they go to day care centre and school they won't

feel left out, it's a good thing to meet different children now, then they don't say:

Who's that? It's really good to be acquainted when they are young and therefore

they can hang out when they go to school. 1.14

(...) it's a good step (to come to the Family House) before you come to the day care

centre. Children get used to this place, so when they are left later at the day care

centre they won't be sad and miss (their parents). I think it's a good step. 1.6
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Cultural aspects appeared foremost in the immigrant parents' views in the sense that

they wanted to offer their children opportunities to learn about Swedish traditions.

It's important to sit together with the children. For instance last week we made

Christmas crackers and such things. Thus they know it is New Year and Christmas,

so they know this and that has to be done for the celebration. We usually bake

"Lucia cats ,,24 and gingerbread biscuits together with the children. 1.7

The quotation shows ideas of immigrant parents' integration strategy for their

children. With support from the activities, parents accustom their children for also

being a part of Swedish culture.

6.2.4 The Family House as a living room

The main feature in this category was to view the House as an informal "homelike"

arena for creating relationships between parents. They underscored the opportunity

to come and go as they pleased, not feeling any pressure to participate in activities

if they did not want to.

(.oO) I think it's rather nice that you can go there without having any demands on

you because ifit would be like: Today we paint and now we sing. I think people

wouldn't go there to the extent they do, because that would be more like a kind of

institution. Today you can just go there to see each other. I believe that's what

people need most ofall. You don't have to make a big deal out ofthings (.oO) 1.4

The House was therefore described in an informal and non-organised way, less of

an institution; a public sphere developing into a private sphere, where the parents

created close relationships with one another.

How can you describe it? Well, in a way, it's almost a second home, because when

you come, everyone cheerfully says halloo It becomes like a little family down here

24 Lucia cats are buns or bread with raisins and saffron, typical of Sweden, baked before Christmas
to celebrate the Italian Saint Lucia.
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(. ..) and ifnewcomers arrive then there's just anotherfamily member, the family

gets bigger (. ..) 1.9

The informality of this category implied anxiety concerning meeting a group of

parents for the first time. The first encounter was imprinted with fantasies and

anxieties in what way they would be accepted and included as members of the

group.

When you go there, for the first time, you really don't know what kind ofpeople will

be there. That's what Ifelt. It's about, what kind ofstrange people will I meet now?

(. ..)Here I corne alone andyou think there's a group, where the members already

know one another and thus it could be hard to fit in ( ...) 1.8

In light of parents' initial encounter with the House, the role of the staff became

particularly important and was described like a "host/hostess" with the purpose

inviting parents and making them feel comfortable and welcomed to the group. The

relationship to the professionals became thus the "entrance gate" for the

development of relationship to other parents.

She's so natural; it's really the right person at the right place. It's like, without her

it wouldn't be the same. Because, she's this positive person, sparkling and she

easily attracts people with tentacles reaching a long way out, she's good at creating

and drawing in newcomers, which is what she did with me too. Then once having a

relationship you dare (. ..) 1.15

Cultural aspects are set in a prominent position in this category since parents

expressed expectations of the House to facilitate social encounters between families

having different cultural backgrounds.

You don't go horne to someone knocking on their door: May I corne in and see what

you're up to? You don't do that; instead it (the Family House) could be an entrance

gate to get to know some other people too. 1.8
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The House was also for some immigrant parents an opportunity to develop Swedish

language skills in an informal way which mirrors integration thoughts; to become a

part of Swedish society.

Well, it has, indeed, meant a lot to me because I've got more friends. I've received

more contact with Swedes, because I've needed more contact with Swedes to learn

the language and such things. 1.7

By contrast, it was also expressed that there were barriers depending on cultural and

linguistic diversities with an implied need of feeling similar; to understand each

other both culturally and verbally without language problems. These barriers

became most visible in that immigrants and Swedes sometimes preferred to stay in

separate groups instead of mixing them together. From different perspectives, the

following quotations illustrate this situation.

However, I think they (immigrants) feel rather uncomfortable too, I mean we all sit

there together and we've become a close united group, we sit on the floor and the

children play around us, and perhaps they don't like that at all. There are crashes

all the time. You notice it when we have a cup ofcoffee; they can't eat this and then

they can't drink that and now it's time for fasting, so it's a lot ofthings. 1.4

You know, all the Swedes have their friends and they sit together, sometimes

Somalis also sit by themselves. If there are many women, comingfrom my home

country, we sit together too. It's almost like as if they are divided into groups, but

maybe it's better because we understand each other, we come from the same

culture and have the same dialect, so we are close. It's nearly, in a way, the same

thoughts when we talk about child rearing (...) 1.16

The category mirrors a certain ambiguity regarding social encounters at the House,

implying interplay between the search for similarity and diversity. The parents

expressed curiosity about parents' diverse cultural backgrounds, but there were also

needs to meet and socialise with parents from the same cultural and linguistic

background.
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6.2.5 Summary of dialogue sessions of Stage Two

During dialogue sessions with the staff of the House, the categories with their

themes were used as working tools and starting points of discussions. Basically, the

professionals of the House found it important to explicitly explore the question: Is

the Family House targeted towards all families adopting a mainstream approach, or

is it supposed to provide social interventions to families at risk and to immigrants?

They came to the conclusion that the House attempts to reach a majority of families,

and to combine a protective side of professional support with parents' own mutual

learning and growth. The open access way of working was considered attractive

from several dimensions; providing a non-stigmatising approach also embracing

"needy" families who did not wish to be singled out, and a way to be a part of the

local community with a minimum of restricted accessibility. Actually, they found

that their aspirations corresponded with the parents' accounts concerning blending

specialist guidance, as expressed in the professional reception, with the informal

approach in the living room and study circle.

They also admitted the absence of parental expressions in the interviews about

engaging in the development of the provision. In that respect, they turned back to

the image of the community-based centre and problematised what it would mean to

have a user led practice. They found that although they still wanted to involve

parents, it was not something obvious in itself or like someone put it: "Can we take

it for granted that parents want to engage in the development ofthe practice and if

so how and to what extent? "

Based upon the parental interviews, they also commented on their contributions as

staff in creating a supportive and positive atmosphere and milieu in the House.

Obviously, their professional roles were complex with a broad role spectrum; from

being an expert to facilitator/host(ess). They tried to move between these roles in

their daily work. Yet, as in the previous dialogue sessions, it was further conveyed

that the staff was more or less anchored in time-consuming demands of routines and

obligations, implying hindrances to find a common time for discussing practice

development and inter-professional collaboration.
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The exploration of their professional roles, during dialogue sessions and other

regular meetings in the House, had resulted in reasonable expectations of inter­

professional collaboration. The ideal picture of everyone being a part of one

another's work was toned down. Collaboration concerning exposed families, and

the sharing ofdifficulties in these cases was prioritised among the staff, which

created a sense of stability and supportive environment for them. It was

acknowledged that they, in the prior organisation form, had felt obliged to manage

these families on their own without the now current possibility of inter-professional

collaboration. Collaboration with social services was considered to have increased

much due to the asset of having a social counsellor. External collaboration had

extended to include clubs and other agencies in the area, which also was an attempt

to strengthen the community-based approach of the practice.

In line with the parental accounts, the professionals of the House found there were

several challenges to overcome concerning groupings between Swedes and

immigrants, language barriers and cultural clashes. The social counsellor and

preschool teacher saw that one essential part of their jobs was to manage these

issues, which could not be swept under the carpet. Their roles under these

circumstances were to be "sounding boards" for parents; stimulating reflection,

negotiation and conversational dialogue and therewith not coming with universal

pre-packed solutions.

In summary, offering professional guidance was not viewed as phasing out the

informal possibilities for parents to gather and share mutual support and advice. It

was rather to combine and balance these ingredients that were the inherent strengths

of the Family House, according to the staff.

6.3 Theoretical discussion

The following section provides a discussion of parents' categories and dialogue

sessions informed by concepts of modernity, a welfare perspective and the broader

research literature on family centres. Based on the data, I have identified five

aspects which are discussed in relation to the theoretical perspective. The aspects

are related but in order to facilitate readability they are separated and they are as
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follows: The House as a sounding board, trust and personal affection, control

and legitimacy of state interventions, view of children and diversity.

6.3.1 The House as a sounding board

The data demonstrates that parents used the House in conscious ways for different

purposes, which according to Giddens (1990) can be interpreted as reflexive acting.

In the professional service category, parents asked for professional advice and

support in different situations, in that way it seemed as if they took interest in

planning and manoeuvring their lives. In addition, sharing experiences of parenting

with other parents in the study circle category, acquiring social acquaintances and

relaxing in the living room, and engaging their children in play and activities in play

groundfor children seemed to be active choices to belonging to a larger community

of parents and children. In this respect, the four categories may illustrate the House

as a sounding board, from different angles, for parents to shape and make their daily

life with their children. As mentioned in Chapter 2 (2.2.3), Lash (1994) raises

important issues to the surface concerning people's ability to be reflexive under the

structure of poverty and exclusion. This needs to be discussed in relation to the

findings" ...just how 'reflexive' is it possible for a single mother in an urban ghetto

to be?" p. 120. From his view, the parents of this study can be viewed as

"reflexivity winners", but there are presumably other parents not covered in this

study, having different abilities and possibilities to use the House in reflexive ways.

Moreover, from Lash's view one may question the value of family support ifother

support systems with the intention of reducing poverty and social exclusion are not

acknowledged in statutory welfare policies. Ferguson (2003) on the other hand,

finds that although poverty is a major dimension that needs to be reduced in

families' lives, counselling and individual support are also required in social policy.

In his empirical study of child and women protection, he demonstrates that

especially women subject to poverty and psychological injury used welfare services

in creative ways, to critically engage in life planning to find healing and safety and

thus "Reflexive life planning is categorically not simply something that is open only

to those who have the material resources to do it. Welfare is also constructedfrom

below. as active citizens help to define needs by seeking support, justice and

healing." p. 214. To conclude, from Ferguson's perspective, the support provided
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by the Family House may thus be rewarding at an individual level for parents to

seeking support and advice, but the structural level of poverty and social exclusion

still have to be counteracted by other kinds of welfare provisions like for example

financial support systems for families and a universal child care system.

6.3.2 Trust and personal affection

Trust in the staff and their expertise was an important feature, particularly, in the

professional reception category. This result is not coincidental from Giddens'

perspective (1990). In a phase of late modernity with reflexive life planning and

heightened risk awareness in combination with that there are no evident truths

available; trust in experts has become an important issue. In narrower psychological

terms, parents' investment of trust in professionals can also be discussed in relation

to the connection Giddens (1991) demonstrates between trust, fateful moments,

ontological security and a protective cocoon. Having children provokes existential

anxieties and is thus likely to be a particularly challenging "fateful moment"

(Giddens, 1991). It is a time when the professionals in the Family House were

consulted and trust in them seemed to be needed. Parents were open to acquire

support and advice in their present situation, which also appeared to be a natural

part of their lives. For example, the professional reception category expressed

language of "they have an eye on you ", "I need them really often" and" Youfeel

secure; if there 's a question I just call them" can, from Giddens' vocabulary (1991),

be an expression of a need to create ontological security, and one alternative of

using the support of the House as a protective cocoon in an event of life that at a

deeper level is unpredictable. Essential is also that the protective cocoon, which the

parents received from the professionals, is a parallel process to what they

themselves in turn are supposed to construct for their children. It can therefore be

argued that feeling cared for by the professionals in the Family House is a way for

parents to be nurtured, so they can manage to give their children basic trust in life

i.e. what Giddens (1991) calls emotional inoculation. This result echoes that of

Fernandez (2006), who found in an exploration of family centre interventions that

professionals' interaction with families provided a holding environment for parents,

so they in tum could provide emotional containment for their children.
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From another viewpoint, parents' trust in experts can also be a part of the so-called

"professionalisation of parenting", leading to dependency. The information and

advice offered by professionals can decrease parents' own confidence in

themselves, which also has been frequently mentioned in the literature (Furedi

2001; Furedi 2004; Killen 2000; Lasch 1995). Of merit, is that although trust in

professional knowledge and advice was an essential part of their accounts, parents

also learned from each other with roots in their own experiences, mainly shared in

the study circle and living room. Thereby, they set trust in their own and others'

experiences of pregnancy and parenting, which can be interpreted as a reflection of

late modernity's admission of lay knowledge Giddens (1990; 1994). An important

result of the study is thus that they blended simple modem professional knowledge

with late modem lay knowledge.

The results can also be connected to the transformation of intimacy, which has

come in focus in the constitution of both public and private spheres (Giddens,

1992). In the professional reception category, parents described the importance of

the staff having ability to develop personal commitment in relation to them,

resembled with a friendship. In the living room category, parents used particularly

expressive language of intimacy such as "almost a second home" and "a little

family". These expectations of personal affection may be explained according to

Giddens' (1992) concept "pure relationship", in which people strive towards

rewarding intimate relationships. There is thus some empirical support for that the

relationship between professionals and parents are not being fixed in terms of

simple modernity, where parents presumably would have subordinated themselves

in relation to the professionals with a lower expectation of companionable

relationships. Giddens (ibid) also emphasises that the relationships primarily exist

for the rewards they deliver and can therefore be constantly evaluated. Although the

results of this study show that parents perceived the relationships with professionals

and other parents as rewarding, it has to be acknowledged that since relationships

are not stable and fixed, they can be subjected to questioning and dissolution.
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6.3.3 Control and legitimacy of state interventions

Trust in professionals of the House played a significant role of parents' accounts,

but as Giddens (1984) finds, it is an ambiguous project because trust in experts also

means new relationships of control and surveillance. Drawing on Giddens'

perspective (1991), the control element is inevitable, but parents are not caught up

in it, reflexive utilisation of the House was possible. Parents described, a dynamic

relationship in which they also had the ability to use the House in different ways, to

shape their daily lives. Interestingly, no parent in the present study has commented

on the control dimension. Yet, it can be postulated that inter-professional

collaboration under the same roof and the local provision of the practice compared

to centralised forms, could have meant increased sense of surveillance and

regulation at the local level. Moreover, the professionals saw the importance of still

having an informal drop-in approach, but the informal character of the practice can

also be interpreted as promoting greater surveillance and control as professionals

meet families in other circumstances than solely from the individual professional

orientated approach. This was, however, not either noticed or commented on by

parents. Similarly, the control element from parental views has not arisen in

Swedish evaluations of family centres at any large extent (Enell 2007).

To understand why the control dimension appears invisible in this study, I utilise

two perspectives. First, from a narrow perspective, the parents' perceptions of the

homelike environment and the development ofclose relationships to the staff may

lead parents away from the authoritative side of the practice, with the implication

that the control element is not acknowledged. Second, from a broader perspective,

scholars argue that one essential feature of modernity is that control and discipline

has become increasingly invisible, individualised and internalised (Beck 1992;

Foucault 1979; Giddens 1990; Rose 1999). In that sense, parents do not talk about

the control element since they early on in their lives of contemporary society are

trained to discipline themselves in relation to different expert systems. Given this,

they adapt to the existing norms of the Family House as a natural part of their lives.

Accordingly, linked to control, there were no visible objections in the parents'

accounts against increased insight into private family life. The lack of comments on
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encroachment into family privacy can also be understood from the ethos of the

Swedish welfare state. In the light of Esping Andersen's Scandinavian welfare

model and the People's Home (Dahlberg, et a1. 2007; Pringle 1998; Salonen 2001),

the family/individual and the state are not separated and opposed to each other

compared to more liberal welfare policies, maximising the privacy of families. In

that respect, there was no clear distinction between parents and the professionals of

Family House, since obtaining care and support was probably viewed as something

natural without questioning its intrusion into privacy. The parents' accounts thus

lend some empirical support to that there still being a collective notion of children

and parents having the right to be cared for by child welfare agencies. These results

also corresponds with the Danish sociologist Lars Denick (1989), who twenty years

ago stated that there was a triangular relationship between state, child and parents in

the Scandinavian societies. This means that children do not solely belong to the

family; they are also a part of professional domains like preschools/day care centres

and schools.

The professionals stressed, in the Stage One interviews and during following

dialogue sessions, the importance of sharing responsibility and collaborating with

families in the development of the practice. Yet, it seemed to be difficult to find a

way to engage them. Moreover, parents did not either mention any outspoken will,

in the interviews, to participate in the family centre development. Therein stays the

challenging question: To what extent do parents want to have user involvement

(Cannan 1992)? If the Family House would develop the practice into a more user­

driven practice, the implication of that could be that individuals and the community

would be obliged to be more active and responsible for the provided activities, both

for carrying them out and their outcomes. The professionally-driven Family House

could, in the light of the results, be seen to be a relief from responsibility in

providing a service for families without expecting contributions from them. This is

done by offering a place where parents can relax, having a cup of coffee, but also

the opportunity to discuss child rearing and parenting with other parents and the

professionals. It can therefore be argued that parental involvement is not something

that can be taken for granted. The challenge of user involvement can partly be

understood from the previously-mentioned welfare perspective. Since parents set

trust in state interventions, being a natural part of their lives, it can be speculated
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that they therefore expected professionals to develop the practice, and did thus not

see themselves as a natural part of that process. This is not implicating that user

involvement is impossible or not advisable in family centre practice, but it has to be

discussed and problematised and cannot be taken for granted.

6.3.4 View of children

The findings show that the parents used the House consciously; as a sounding board

to manoeuvre their lives with children, which can be interpreted as one way to take

responsibility and care for their children. In the category playgroundfor children,

children were described as central actors, enjoying participating in activities,

playing with other children and in interaction with adults. In that way, parents' view

of children has similarities with the professionals' descriptions of the "relational

child" where children's agency takes place in relation to adults.

The category also mirrors a socialisation theme with simple modern future

orientation as the House was described as an opportunity to prepare children to later

on be absorbed into the school and day care system. Similarly, immigrant parents

indicated opportunity for their children to learn about Swedish culture and

traditions. These results resonate with that of Gunilla Hallden (1991), who finds

that there is an idea in parents' beliefs to perform socialisation work with their

children, so they become proper adults in the future and to act" ...as introducers

and as a kind ofbridge between the home and the outside world." p. 342. Moreover,

Swedish children are in general away from home and family many hours a day

taking part in preschool activities, which has led to that children's socialisation

processes nowadays at least partly take place outside the home (Liljestrom 1992).

From Liljestrom's and Hallden's perspectives, it is not surprising that parents

mention in playgroundfor children, the importance for children to go outside their

homes and gradually adapt to day care centres and schools. The environment of the

open preschool with playrooms, toys and organised activities like singing and

painting have obvious similarities with that of Swedish day care centres. The

Family House can thus be suggested to provide an arena, among other things, for

parents' socialisation work, to adapt their children to routines and what is expected
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of them in public institutions. From Hallden's vocabulary (1991), the House

becomes a bridge between the home and the public outside world.

Parents' socialisation work of the category play groundfor children may also be

discussed from the radicalised late modern trend of individualisation accompanied

by psychology (Beck-Gernsheim 2002; Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 1995). In this

scenario, socialising children is to a large extent the duty and responsibility of

individual biological parents. However, the account "he notices that other people

can tell him ifhe does things he's not supposed to do" reflects a contrasting picture

to the individualisation trend where the House seems to be viewed as a place for a

collectivist approach in that adults, other than the child's parents, are allowed to be

involved in the socialising process. The House becomes an arena for provision of

additional adults who may serve as sources of support for children's upbringing.

On the whole, the simple and late modern perspectives form a useful basis, which

shows a dual nature with regard to children in the parents' accounts. The parents

indicated they considered children both as being in need of socialisation for the

future, but also as social actors who actively enjoyed playing in the present through

interaction with other children and adults.

6.3.5 Diversity

As parents searched for relationships, they encountered the range of diversities that

the "other" constituted for them in the House. Basically, from the notion of a

multicultural environment meeting the "other" contained many ingredients, which

became particularly visible in the study circle and living room. In general, meeting

diversity has one underlying question: To what extent are we prepared to receive

other people's beliefs and values and thus challenge our own beliefs and identities

(Melucci 1996). This question becomes especially poignant concerning groupings

between Swedes and immigrants in the living room. The gathering with other

parents, assumed to be similar to themselves in terms of ethnicity and language, can

be an expression of search for security and avoidance of being challenged with

diversity. In many ways, this result can also be understood with the help ofGiddens

(1990; 1991) concerning his concepts routines, reflexivity and ontological security.
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Being a parent is, as discussed, a fateful moment when people confront existential

questions and strive for security. To form a group, based upon similarity as

expressed in the category living room, can be a way to create some sort of stability

and order, which leads to a sense of ontological security in the group, and broad­

based in the parents' lives. Another thing to note is also that immigrant parents can

be assumed to be in an exposed situation, facing a series of stress-producing events

and might therefore have good reasons to gather with their own compatriots, to

create a sense of stability and security in their new country of residence. From

another angle, the search for similarity, sometimes leading to groupings of

immigrants and Swedes, can be linked to an "othering process" with inclusion and

exclusion. By sitting in separate groups, it can be suggested, from Grove's and

Zwi's perspectives (2006), that there is a construction of "us" and "them", or who

is "in" and who is "out" within the group. Yet, it is important to not ascribe this

process in solely cultural terms (Alund and Schierup 1991), since there may be

other markers for inclusion and exclusion in a group, like for example age, gender

and class etc. However, there were also clear signs of reflexivity in the meetings

between Swedes and immigrants since there was a will and curiosity to open up,

interact and learn from each other, going beyond stability and security, implicitly

being prepared for change in light of new influences.

In summary, the parents' accounts can be viewed as a dynamic interplay between

reflexivity concerning possibilities for change, and search for similarity, stability

and security. Meeting parents with other beliefs and values was from one

perspective viewed as enriching where they looked to acquire new influences in

parenting and child upbringing with possibilities to pick up something and learn

from each other. Groupings between Swedes and immigrants may increase

"othering processes" with boundaries for the "other ", but it can also be suggested

that there is decrease of this process, since parents in parallel searched for

connections and bridges to each other.
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6.4 Summary and conclusion

In chapter 6, four qualitatively different categories professional reception. study

circle. playgroundfor children and living room with their themes, as well as the

results from following dialogue sessions with professionals, were presented to

receive a deeper understanding of the Family House. Thereafter, a theoretical

discussion revealed that the parents' accounts reflected concerns ofboth simple-

and late modernity. Of significance, parents place trust both in the staff of the

House and in their own experiences, thus not being totally locked into the simple

modem client role where experts know best. The House can, in that light, provide a

blend of both professional support and mutual parental exchange, in order for

parents to enhance some mastery of the world, or a protective cocoon. There is also

some empirical support for the distinction between private and public being blurred,

since parents did not comment on encroachment into family privacy, and also used

the House as a social arena in their striving for developing personal and intimate

relationships with other parents and the professionals. Moreover, parents indicated

that they regarded children not only in need for socialisation for the future, but also

as individuals who actively enjoyed playing in the present and in interaction with

other children and adults. Finally, parents faced diversity from a multicultural point

of view with challenges and tension as well as possibilities for enriching encounters

and connections between people.

Chapter 7 addresses the basic points of the research and, particularly, looks at the

challenges and possibilities they indicate for the Family House as well as for family

centre practice in general, in the light of the concepts ofmodemity. It also presents

the final dialogue sessions of Stage Three with the staff of the House, and reflects

further on the strengths and limitations of the study. The study is then completed

with the provision of a summary with some conclusions.
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Chapter 7: Reflections

7.1 Introduction

In this thesis, I have used concepts ofmodernity outlined in the model of chapter 2

(section 2.2), to understand family centre practice through professionals' and

parents' perceptions of a Swedish family centre. In that sense, the practice was

conceptualised in a context of individualisation and risk (Beck 1992; Beck and

Beck Gernsheim 1995), a Swedish welfare state perspective (Esping-Andersen

1990; Salonen 2001), reflexivity and self-realisation (Giddens 1990) and a new kind

of transformation of intimacy (Giddens 1992).

Chapter 1 explained how the research developed, presented the action research

project, the Family House and its neighbourhood. In chapter 2, I provided

information on concepts of modernity, while chapter 3 gave background

information on Swedish family centres placing them in a modem welfare context. I

also presented a literature review on family centre policy and practice from both

international and Swedish points of view. Chapter 4 furnished information on

research paradigm (constructivism), methodology (action research), method

(phenomenography), participants of the study as well as trustworthiness and ethical

considerations. Chapters 5 and 6 presented professionals' and parents' perceptions

of the Family House and the dialogue sessions, followed by the theoretical

discussions.

In this final chapter, I will summarise my basic points. The chapter starts by

presenting the Family House at the intersection between simple and late modernity.

Thereafter, I map challenges and possibilities for the Family House and what that

can indicate for family centre practice in general. Chapter 7 also provides

information on the final dialogue sessions with the staff of the House that

constituted Stage Three within the action research process, and then presenting the

study's strengths and limitations. Lastly, a summary with some conclusions finalise

the thesis.
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7.2 The Family House at the intersection between simple and

late modernity

The analysis of the two interview studies led to the identification of seven different

categories of description; from interviews with professionals in Stage One;

professional service, informal meeting place and community-based centre and from

interviews with parents in Stage Two; professional reception, study circle. play

groundfor children and living room.

Figure 7 shows a comprehensive overview of the categories of description of the

study.

Professionals' categories ofdescription

1
Parents' categories ofdescription

1

• ~dYcircl0

With the help of the model in chapter 2 (section 2.2), I have found that the practice

of the Family House, as expressed in the categories of description above, can be

viewed as an expression of both simple and late modernity's concepts, manifesting

themselves at an interesting crossroad. In particular, I demonstrate how the Family

House can be perceived as caught up in the tension between simple modem

endeavour to control the nature and future through expert knowledge, and late
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modem self-realisation where people can shape their own lives with creativity and

agency.

In a number of respects, the Family House in the professional service and

professional reception expressed correlation with facets of simple modernity with

application of expertise to master the world, while the categories community-based

centre, informal meeting place, living room and study circle reflected features of

late modernity with decreased senses of expert knowledge, embracing the idea of

self-realisation (Beck 1992; Giddens 1990; 1994; 1998). In these latter-mentioned

categories, what was best for the parent/family was not evident and did not have to

come from professional expertise. What follows from this is that neither parents nor

professionals were bound up in the traditional simple modem static expert/client

role. Particularly, parents' accounts reflected late modem goal for pure relationship

(Giddens 1992), reflecting a negotiable and intimate side of relationships between

parents and professionals in the House. It was also in the context of decreasing

demarcation between experts and lay people with an emphasis on parents' own

skills and experiences that the professionals' call for user involvement might arise.

This indicated that the radicalised trend of individualisation (Beck 1992) imbued

the practice with notions of parents , individual responsibility for children's well­

being following in its wake. However, despite this the results demonstrated that

there was a mix of simple modem public/professional duty, and late modem

individual responsibility for children's welfare in the Family House. Moreover, the

dialectic relationship between simple modem control with future orientation and

late modem self-realisation also appeared with regard to children. Children were

naturally viewed as subjects for the future accompanied by becoming their own

social actors, playing and interacting in the present within their social context. In

terms of integration between different ethnic groups, the results from the

professional interviews indicated that there was mediation between simple modem

ideas of universal social inclusion, and late modem aspiration to promote cultural

blending and diversity.

One core finding of this thesis is thus that Swedish family centre practice is not

locked into the straitjacket of simple modernity with rationality, control and

expertise. Rather, as in the figure below, family centre practice can be viewed as a



balancing act for those involved in negotiating and manoeuvring issues of both

simple and late modernity; control/self-rea lisation, expert kno wledge/lay

kno wledge, expert relation/companionable relat ion , professional

responsibility/individu al responsibili ty, children as future/as their own actors, and

last but not least universalism/diversity in relation to integration.

Figure 8 shows the ba lancing act between aspec ts of

simple and late moderni ty, based upon the findings.

Late modernity
elf-rea li at lon

• Lay knox ledge/u er
involvement

• ompanionable relation
• Individual reopon ibilit
• hildren as their 0 \ n

social actors
• Diversity

Simple modernity
Co ntrol and future

• Expert knowledge
• Expert relation
• Professional duty
• Children as future
• Universalism

7.3 Reflections on possibilities and challenges for fa 111ily

centre practice

7.3.1 Control and self-realisation

As I have shown it can be argued that family centre practice contains a ba lancing

act of simple modem control and late modem se lf-rea lisation, \ hich nov will b

furth er discussed from different vantage points.

The results showed that the practice provid es self-realisation pos ibilitie in " hi h

parents had the abi lity to use both expert and lay knowledge in creating their Ii

with children. This so called reflexive (Giddens 1990) utili sation of the Hou c an



also be said to be a "protective cocoon" (Giddens 1991) around families, which

help them to manoeuvre a world where risk and uncertainty have moved to the

centre. However, one must not forget that the House, just as it provides self­

realisation possibilities for parents, has the function of the observing eye or the

"panopticon" (Foucault 1979), watching families so they follow the norms and

standards of the practice. Consequently, family centres provide two simultaneous

functions at the same time; a panopticon (Foucault 1979) to control families, and a

protective cocoon to enhance parents' mastery of the world supporting, in some

sense, a stable and trustful worldview under uncertain late modem conditions. With

this double-sided picture of family centres it becomes evident that prevention work,

lying at the heart of the practice, is not solely a question of control processes of

normalisation. It is also about life planning and colonisation of the future, to

provide some sense of structure and stability around families

Notwithstanding the contemporary trend of self-realisation, emphasising children as

their own actors, there are challenges to overcome. In a society with heightened risk

awareness there could be tendencies for undermining the protective side with

orientation towards the future at the expense of children as their own actors. The

findings showed that children were protected and prepared for the future; parents

viewed the House as an arena to socialise their children to later on blend into the

school system, and professionals carried a risk perspective with them to prevent

unfavourable development for children. However, in parallel there was also the

notion of the "relational child". Given this, family centres can probably move

beyond the "child as future" within a risk perspective, to also include a provision

for other opportunities where children can play and use the House for their own

sakes, as a part of their current lives and context.

Moreover, self-realisation is a result of the radicalised individualisation processes,

which emphasises individuals' responsibilities. This scenario can indicate that the

economic and material structures of society playa subordinated role (Beck 1992).

However, from my view, the material circumstances are vital components of

families' lives from which they never can be abstracted. Even iftoday's Swedish

welfare system is characterised by an increasingly individualistic development,

indicated in chapter 3, family centres are still situated in a context where the state
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takes responsibility (Salonen 2001), and where child welfare is more than its

individualised familial and psychological/medical aspects (Dahlberg, et al. 2007;

Pringle 1998). Child welfare, as a whole, is consequently also about counteracting

structural inequalities such as poverty, unemployment and racism, which to a large

extent affect upon children's and families' well-beings. In a nutshell, the Family

House and family centre practice in general cannot overcome poverty and unequal

circumstances on their own, but the practice is one way to respond to needs at an

individual level. The practice could be regarded as a complementary recourse of a

broader spectrum of public child welfare provision, which is vital to maintain under

individualistic late modem conditions.

7.3.2 Multiple roles for professionals in family centres

In a context of simple modernity, from Giddens' perspective (1992; 1994),

professional authority would probably have been the unambiguous role for the

professionals. However, under the influence of late modernity data showed that

there were also expectations on the staff, both within the professionals themselves

and from parents, to develop a negotiable and companionable side of their

relationships. This can be suggested to require new demands where staff constantly

has to be prepared for change and alteration between multiple role positions,

indicating a new kind of professionalism not solely built upon expertise. Yet, even

ifit is not necessarily the case, I venture myself to speculate that the informal

friendly character of the practice and the relationships in the practice can sometimes

be a challenge within the framework of professional duty. As parents open up and

talk "free and easily" about their problems in the friendly informal atmosphere, they

can forget the professionals' role in relation to child protection. Then, if a

professional is obliged to report or transfer a family for investigation to social

services, the parents can feel lured by the homelike atmosphere that "made them

talk", and betrayed by the professionals who they foremost considered a friend and

not as a professional with public duties. This issue also resonates with that of Fenn

(2002), who finds that the environment ofthe family centre in regard to its open

character can in some sense become "seductive" for parents to tell more than they

actually want (in Enell 2007). Professionals might also sometimes hesitate to

confront a family about their problems, so as not to disturb the friendly relationship
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they have developed. From an opposing view, the trustful and companionable

relationships between parents and professionals could also be speculated to become

a source of strength to lean on, facilitating the motivation for families to obtain

additional support. It could be suggested that the strong personal bonds, built up

between staff and parents in a family centre, become the springboard for

development and change. Yet, based upon the findings, parents' emotional

investments in the staff can also put a special effort and burden on the professionals

to live up to these expectations.

The findings, additionally, showed that the House was a common social space

where tensions occurred between groups, having different demands and

expectations. From that perspective, another part of the professional role in family

centres is to be prepared to manage intergroup relationship aspects; to open up for

negotiation and open-ended engagement between parents having different social

and ethnic backgrounds.

To sum up, working in a family centre could require that professionals possess

many different roles with different demands and challenges. Particularly, when

discussing the companionable informal side of family centres, there could be an

issue about clarity concerning professional boundaries and roles considering the

families.

7.3.3 Children's participation in family centres

Data revealed that there were notions of simple modem "child as future" and late

modem "relational child" with less sense of preparation for later life. Yet, there

were no outspoken goals to involve children in the development of the practice. In

addition, performing research and discussing the practice were in this research

process viewed as an adult task, especially when it came to younger children, 0-6

years of age. The lack of children's participation in the development of the Family

House can, probably, arise from a Swedish welfare perspective with a strong belief

in state interventions to support and care for children's upbringing. Children take

part in predetermined public welfare services constituted, mainly, from professional

and adult perspectives, which could indicate that they have smaller opportunities for
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acquiring their own engagement and innovation. Moreover, it is not easy to think

outside the frames of adult and professional responsibility in our eagerness to

protect and care for younger children. The tension between participatory rights and

children's need for protection are also somewhat highlighted in the literature, since

many authors find it important to consider and balance this tension (Lansdown

2005a; Pridmore 2000; Sinclair 2004; Skivenes and Strandbu 2006; Sylwander

2001).

The House is designated as a welfare arena for both children and adults, whose

relations were intimately intertwined. What follows from this is that participation

has to acknowledge the quality and nature of relationships between adults and

children (Lansdown 2005a; Lansdown 2005b; Lansdown 2006; Mannion 2007).

However, one important question arises in regard to the adult-child relationship:

How do children's voices account in relation to adults (Sinclair 2004)?

Traditionally, adults have an authoritative position which can make children

insecure in raising their voices. Therefore, adults have responsibility in helping

children to express themselves, and to balance between giving too much or too little

adult guidance (Pridmore 2000). In many ways, it is also a question of developing

activities with children without imposing participation on them or expecting

devotion to task (ibid). Otherwise, participation become an intrusion into privacy,

being a part of the regulatory agenda to increase control over children' lives (Moss

2006). Furthermore, the concept of participation has to be clarified. Quite often, it

simply means to be listened to or consulted implying a passive form, which stands

in contrast to active participation for change (Sinclair 2004). There is also a slight

risk that only a limited number of children are engaged and they are often well­

articulated compared to those whose needs maybe greater (Sinclair 2004). This

suggests such involvement rather becomes a tokenistic inclusion of some children.

Charting and analysing which children and adults should be included are thus the

heart of any involvement project in family centres.

Another important issue is how to communicate young children's views in family

centres. The Mosaic approach (Clark and Moss 2001) is one fitting proposal of

procedure for family centres to work with participation. It is developed for younger

children (three and four years oIds), but also adapted to work with children under
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the age of two, with immigrant children and with key workers and parents. It is a

participatory process where children's views are brought together with those of

family members and staff, enabling them all to be involved in "meaning making"

together. It is also a multimethod approach with combination of visual and verbal

techniques in which children's own photographs, tours and maps can be joined to

talking and observing, to gain deeper understanding of children's lives in family

centres.

7.3.4 Integration

The results of the research showed the Family House represented an aspiration to

support integration between Swedes and immigrants. There were, however,

different images about what integration should be built upon; one promoting simple

modem ideas of universal social inclusion despite class, gender and ethnicity, and

one supporting the late modern aspiration of cultural blending and diversity. These

two perspectives also implied managing cultural autonomy and commonality, so

that the former does not lapse into segregation or the latter to minority assimilation

in the mainstream Swedish culture (Bons, et a1. 2003; Eriksen 1997; Johansson

1999).

There is no easy resolution of this tension and consequently integration of family

centres pose issues of power concerning whose culture counts and if it is possible to

develop shared values in relation to, for example, parenting and child rearing. Yet,

both professionals and parents, in this study, aimed to connect with each other, but

with respect to both cultural diversity and similarity. In other words, they were

prepared to manage and live with both searching for similarity and diversity.

Integration in family centre practice can therefore be said to concern understanding

of the nature of connections between people, but with respect to diversity.

The ambition of a homogenous family centre built upon similarity is probably

difficult to achieve, but the practice can offer an arena to facilitate open-ended and

unprejudiced engagement in diversity and similarity, supporting negotiation

between people around these issues. As a result, family centres play an important

role in the development processes of a multi ethnic society, providing a place for
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cultural encounters and intercultural exploration with the attempt of avoiding

segregation and boundaries. However, there is a subtle dialectic relationship

between people's need to demarcate cultural uniqueness and their attempt to bridge

these borders. This dialectic relationship seems to be an inevitable challenge and

something that family centre practice has to acknowledge and live with.

7.4 Summary ofdialogue sessions ofStage Three

The research project consisted of three stages of research; Stage One, professionals'

perceptions of the Family House with following dialogue sessions, and Stage Two,

parents' perceptions with following dialogue sessions. Finally, Stage Three

consisted of reflecting and having a dialogue with House staff concerning the

theoretical analysis, to inform and further develop understanding of the practice. I

presented a verbal summary of the theoretical discussion in chapters 5 and 6, the

before mentioned balancing act of aspects of simple and late modernity, and the

possibilities and challenges I have found family centres must live with. Afterwards,

I asked them to begin a dialogue to reflect upon the findings and how the findings

connected with their experiences. With the help of the theoretical feedback, the staff

contextualised their experiences of their own issues and saw the House as a multi­

faceted phenomenon where they manage or balance risk assessment/need

assessment, protection/support, professional responsibility/parental responsibility,

diversity/similarity, children as future/as their own actors in interaction to their

social context, and control/self realisation. One result of this process was that the

staff discovered, although there were complexities and challenges of working in the

House, they had obviously managed these challenges over the first five years. This,

including their aspirations for the House coincided with parents' perceptions of the

practice, fostered their sense of being a community "on the right track", which

created hopes for future challenges and development.

The broad role spectrum was an important issue for the staff to reflect upon.

Someone painted a picture of the possession of different roles as going through

diverse rooms in the House, which contained different demands; being a

collaborator, facilitator, friend or expert. This was perceived as positive and

enriching, creating creativity in their professional roles that had not been possible in
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the prior separated organisation form. However, as someone noted: "Now I

understand why I also sometimes becomes tired, drained ofpower, it is many

expectations to live up to. " It was also described that they as a team could alternate

between different roles in relation to a family; agreeing that someone took the

expert role and someone else the collaborator or friend role. A member of the staff

challenged the group by saying: "How convenient is it that we become friends and

besides what are the boundaries in a professional relationship?" Therefore, they

also found it important to consciously discuss and reflect on the informal side of the

House, and what it could lead to with consideration to the families. Yet, parents'

emotional and trustful investment in them as professionals were in most cases

viewed as some of the primary sources of strength in their work; a sign of success

in building well-established and continual relationships with the parents and their

children. A well-established relationship with the parents/family meant a sense of

attachment and confidence to lean on in times of conflict and problems occurring.

For the most part, the staff found the positive bonds to a family did not break, even

if they had to report the family to social services for further support or/and

investigation. Thereby, they could still continue to be a resource for the family, who

often continued to use the House as they always had.

Together we concluded the House had been solely examined from adult

perspectives with adults choosing what should be under examination. This insight

led to a shift in the discussions. One issue for future development of the House

could thus be to find ways to ensure that children's voices regarding the practice are

heard. It was not only about seeing children as users ofthe practice, but also as

actors who could give opinions to shape the practice of the House; telling what kind

of needs that the practice should address from a child's perspective. From another

angle, children's involvement could be a way for the staff to gain additional

learning about their relationships to both children and parents in the House. They

also acknowledged there was a group of children that in a way had grown up in the

House as a natural part of their family lives and the question arose: "How do they,

through their own eyes, perceive the House?" However, involving children raised

other questions among the staff: "How can we work with both children and adults

in these matters in joint coalition without losing the children's voices? What would

child-adult involvement mean; does it mean consultation or decision-making and
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change?" Lastly, involvement can never be taken for granted so people are forced

into participation. There were no answers to the questions, but as we had learned

from the action research process, involvement takes time and has to be carefully

thought through. If children's involvement in the House should be launched in the

future, it was important to secure time and space for this work. The dialogue session

was a starting point for discussing children's involvement in the framework of an

adult context.

7.5 Final reflections on the study's strengths and limitations

Demonstrated in this thesis, family centre practice and its interaction with the

consequences of broader societal development are overlooked in previous work on

family centres, particularly, in the Swedish context. The most essential strength of

this thesis is that it fills a knowledge gap, providing a theoretical exploration using

concepts of modernity, in order to understand the underlying ideas and thinking

frames of family centre practice through professionals' and parents' perceptions.

The data was collected without the theoretical perspective of modernity that

presently prevails in the thesis. This brought strength to the study, since otherwise

there may have been some bias with me asking leading questions associated with

concepts of modernity. Instead, the interviews were conducted to inspire the

participants to talk freely about their perceptions of the House.

One important part of this thesis is that I did not ignore myself as a person in the

research process. The research was consciously affected by the experiences I had

during my pregnancy and this influenced the way in which I analysed the data. This

seemed to have its drawbacks, when I went back to the categories during Stage

Three, to go one step further in the analytic process; there was a slight tendency to

recognise issues that correlated with my own personal experiences of risk and trust.

However, with time, reflection and supervision this bias was reflected upon and

some distance was obtained. Thereafter, I went through the data once more so that I

could include other issues. Yet, my personal experiences of risk and trust deepened

the understanding of the data and led me to a theoretical stance using concepts of

modernity, which perhaps another researcher without the same experiences as mine
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could not have done. In terms of supervision, it was an advantage having a British

Director of Studies with whom I discussed and reflected, particularly, on the

different welfare systems of Sweden and Britain and how their underlying

ideological assumptions affected the constitution of child welfare services. With the

help of supervision, I broadened my perspective of understanding the complex

context of which family centre practice is a part. Also in dialogue sessions with the

staff, I received the opportunity to test and validate my thoughts and became aware

ofmyself in the research process. One can thus conclude that the above-discussed

practice of reflexivity i.e. being aware of my self and critically reflecting, both

alone and together with others, contributed to the strength of the study. This

reflexive tum also corresponds with the nature of constructivist and participatory­

orientated approaches in that researchers' experiences are part of the creation of the

research process (Denzin and Lincoln 2005; Greenwood and Levin 1998; Hart and

Bond 1995; Lincoln and Guba 1985; Lincoln and Guba 2005).

The empirical data was collected through interviews with professionals and parents

and through subsequent dialogue sessions. Verbal responses mayor may not,

however, match with what the participants of the study do in the Family House.

Given this, I could have combined interviews and dialogue sessions with

observations to find out what actually happens in the House, which could have

brought further strength to the study. However, to explore parents' and

professionals' perceptions of the House required first and foremost a verbal

conversation. Observations were therefore considered inappropriate for the method

of research. Phenomenography brought strength to the study in that it helped me to

capture the variation and the inherent complexity and thinking frames of the House.

H was also a helpful tool, in working with the professionals during the dialogue

sessions, to learn more about aspects of the House and their roles in it (Sandberg

2000; 2001; 2005; Larsson 2007). During dialogue sessions, the professionals of the

House were willing to discuss potential controversial topics and challenges in their

work, which brought breadth in the data obtained. Unfortunately, I did not use a

tape recorder during the dialogue sessions, as I did in the interviews, so important

information may have been left out or forgotten.
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The interviews showed that parents whether they were immigrants or Swedes used

the House in similar ways; to acquire expert and lay knowledge and to develop

social acquaintances. Yet, it has to be acknowledged that acquiring help and support

from a public institution is not always from an immigrant perspective experienced

as something evident, since different kind of problems and issues are expected to be

managed by the extended family (Almqvist and Broberg 2000). One can thus ask

how immigrants and Swedes with less or no contact with the House would have

perceived the practice. The sampling did not include individuals who had dropped

the possibility of using the House, which could have further broadened the

perceptions and the understandings of the practice. Moreover, the lack of

participation of children could also be a critique of the research process, since the

House was solely examined through an adult perspective. In conclusion, the lack of

children's perceptions of the House and the fact that I have not reached so called

"dropouts" of the practice are drawbacks of the study, but might be interesting

topics for further research on family centres.

The methodology of action research has brought strength to the study from many

angles. First of all, the approach supported that both professionals and I as a

researcher received the opportunity to explore differences and similarities in

dialogue, to mutually learn about different views of the Family House (Carr and

Kemmis 1986; Greenwood and Levin 1998; Morrison and Lilford 2001). The

approach also minimised the distinctions between those researched and myself as

we were all actors in the same research act (Heron and Reason 200 I; Reason 1998).

However, a limitation of the study is that I did not receive the opportunity, in joint

coalition with the interviewed parents of Stage Two, to further explore their views

of the practice (chapter 4, section 4.3.2). I also found that the PhD nature of the

study affected the action research process. As a doctoral student, I was obliged to

take part in research courses, seminars, conferences and writing up the thesis etc.

All this led to in combination with pregnancy and matemalleave that I for long

periods of times was away from the Family House. Perhaps these interruptions

disturbed the interactive process with the professionals of the House, distancing me

from them. The positive side was, however, that I did not become too involved with

them, which provided me with extra space for thinking and reflection.
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It is often discussed that the strength of action research is its ability to influence

change (Greenwood and Levin 1998). Some might therefore raise the objection that

there is no measurable effect of change in this study. The critique can concern that

practical knowledge grounded in daily experiences has played a subordinated role

in favor ofdialogical and theoretical reflections without pragmatic problem solving.

I am sympathetic to this objection, but would like to put forward the strength of

action research in this study lies not in the degree of affecting change, but in the

attempt to open up to new ways of understanding the practice through participation

and collaboration. As support for this argument, there is currently a distinction

between two orientations of action research; a pragmatic orientation with focus on

praxis and practical knowledge development, and a critical orientation with more

room for critical thinking and reflection (Johansson and Lindhult 2008). It is

towards the latter orientation that this action research project developed. The staff

and the researchers became a critical community that did not urge to solve

immediate practical concerns, but to engage in exploring issues of the practice and

to find out what we needed to know for future development. One example of this

was the recognition that children's voices were lacking and needed for future

development of the House.

In terms ofusing interpretive frameworks in action research, I agree with Walker

(1996) who finds that theorising does not stand in contrast to the idea that our

understandings of the world are only generated by practical experiences and critical

reflections on them. Following her reasoning, the understanding of the Family

House is shaped by practical experiences in interaction with theory in the current

action research community. The theoretical exploration helped the staff to make

sense of their experiences of working in the House over the last few years, and in

parallel viewing the practice through new lenses. The theory route is thus not far

from practice, but engages and interact with practice (Walker 1996). To sum up, the

overall strength that the methodology of action research brought to this study is the

dialectical process of moving between theory, practical experiences and research to

understand and explore the challenges and complexities of the Family House.

Both Giddens and Beck have been criticised for not having anchored their work in

empirical studies (Lupton 2000). A significant strength of this study is thus that it
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puts concepts of modernity from their perspectives under empirical scrutiny.

Comprehensively, this scrutiny showed that the concepts individualisation,

increased risk awareness, reflexivitylself-realisation and control, strivingfor trust/

ontological security and focus on pure relationship had relevance and utility, since

they were reflected in professionals' and parents' perceptions of the practice. Going

one step further, the professionals also recognised themselves in the interpretations

through help of this framework. This indicates that the theories lend some credence

of being heuristic (Shoemaker, et aI. 2004) as they showed the ability to mirror

interesting angles of approach for the current research study, nurturing the

understanding of family centre practice. I would like to, especially, point out how

Giddens' concepts of trust and reflexivity seemed to fit the Swedish context. One

may thus ask: How does that come about? I venture myself to speculate on this

issue from a welfare perspective. A welfare system built upon just comprehensive

distribution of welfare through state interventions has led to a relatively high

proportion of equality. People do not have to worry about putting food on the table,

having reasonable rents, receiving medical care and acquiring access to the child

care system. Since these needs seem to be at least relatively fulfilled, in the

landscape of the Swedish welfare system, it can be postulated that parents of the

study had possibilities for reflexive utility of the House. Yet, the study can be

criticised for analysing parents and professionals of the House as primarily

autonomous creative individuals, not acknowledging how power and oppression

may work behind their backs. In hindsight, I agree to some extent with this critique

and find that I partly have favoured recognising reflexive parents and professionals,

given precedence to agency and self-realisation perhaps at the cost of structure. The

critique could also consider that concepts of modernity, from Beck's and Giddens'

perspectives, paint a picture of society from a Western monocultural point of view,

not acknowledging cultural diversity to any large extent. This could indicate that the

theories did not either help me pay attention to these issues and that I therefore have

put my own culture and society in the centre of my interpretations of the Family

House. Thus a complement with an analysis of class, gender and ethnicity to

consider to what extent people are free respective limited to act in the House would

have been appropriate.
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The study concerns, primarily, family centres from a Swedish point of view in the

light ofmodernity. This means that I have not acknowledged the practice from, for

example, a British context and in what way the concepts of modernity are reflected

there. In chapter 3, reference was made to children's centres (section 3.4.4) and as a

suggestion for further research is that the study could be replicated in that context,

to undertake some cross cultural comparison.

7.6 Summary and conclusion

One of the core conclusions of this thesis is that Swedish family centre practice

contains a balancing act of manoeuvring aspects of both simple and late modernity.

In this respect, family centre practice can be viewed as responding to the societal

changes of simple modernity regarding belief in experts to control the future, but

also to late modernity concerning radicalised individualisation and risk awareness

with increased self-realisation, questioning of authority and transformation of

intimacy following in its wake. In this scenario, it is also suggested that the practice

contains an intersection of both public/professional duty and individual/parental

responsibility for children's welfare, and there is no clear distinct boundary between

private and public.

I have also captured some of the challenges and possibilities that characterise

family centre practice in the light of modernity. Particularly, the tension between

the aspirations for individual self-realisation and control lies, inevitably, at the heart

ofthe practice. Family centres do exercise power and control over families, but they

also provide a protective cocoon for families to master their daily living with

children. The simple modem vision to create an orderly manner of the world, to

assist people with life-planning with the help of experts is an important possibility

of the practice in combination with present concerns and parents' mutual exchange

of personal experiences. With this, family centres could be welfare arenas for

children not just in need for future socialisation, but also as their own social actors

within their social context. Family centre provision should be viewed as one part of

a broad welfare spectrum to support families, but cannot overcome poverty and

social exclusion on their own. Professionals, working in family centres, also have to

handle a broad role spectrum, especially, the simple modem expert role within the
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framework of late modern circumstances with claims of intimacy and

companionable relationships. In addition, another challenge for family centres is to

address children's and adults' participation in planning and developing the practice.

Family centre practice is also suggested to playa role for open-ended engagement

in managing diversity and similarity in intercultural encounters in Swedish multi­

ethnic society.

Finally, the categories ofdescription with their main features could be seen as

representing different ideas of the practice from the position of expert guidance to a

user-owned arena with many shifting activities. These varying pictures of the

practice also coincide with the literature on family centres in which some argue in

favour of the traditional expert orientated family centre with referred clients, others

want to make the family centre more customer-orientated, while yet another group

wants to dissolve the family centre into a community-based service owned by the

users away from professionalism. The fact that family centres can take many forms

with different ideas of the service provision could be seen as a typical expression of

late modernity. By contrast, in a simple modern context, the expert orientation of

the practice with referred clients would, probably, constituted the most evident form

of service provision. However, to find certainty, absolute truths and stability of the

world was a simple modern dream, which was impossible to fulfil. This means that

it is, probably, under late modern circumstances hard to achieve consensus of what

constitutes the ideal family centre provision. The complexity and different ideas of

the practice is inevitable and form the condition for today's family centre practice.

The practice depends on local context and how the practice is perceived by the

people involved and in what kind of action and choices they are willingly to take

part.
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APPE DIX A: eighbourhood pictures

- Residential district in Old Nasby

- Large-scale settlement of council houses in Gamlegarden
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APPENDIX B: Outside the Family House
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APPENDIX C: Indoor pictures of the Family House

179



APPENDIX D: Indoor picture of the Family House
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pp ~ 01 -I : 1nter -ie ' guide professionals

To ga ther reflection s on their perception and expecta tion of family support

provided hy a I' .

PI~ tSb '"I I R

gl:?

Work/education?

Til E FA II L" El lT IU ...

Tell me about the Farnil House?

\ hat wi: hcs do ou have for the deve lopment of the House?

How do you want parent. to view the practice of the Family House?

Tell me about an ordinary day at the Family Hou e?

LO I l ' • Til E I I 'TE IH ' IE\\'

What i. the mo. t important of your replie during the interview?

ornments on being interviewed
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APPENDIX F: Interview guide parents

To gather reflections on their perceptions and expectation of family support

provided by a FC.

PRESE IT CIRCU 1STA CES

Age?

Work/education?

Where born?

How long in Sweden?

MEETING T HE FAM ILY HOUSE

What does the family centre mean to you and your family?

What do you do when you visit the Centre?

Who do you meet? What kind of support do you receive?

How was it when you came to the FH for the first time?

ew friends?

Obstacles to come to the FH?

Most important issue with the practice of the House?

Contact with Swedes/immigrant families

C LOS I IG TH E I IT ERVIE\ V

What is the most important of your replies during the interview?

Comments on being interviewed
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APPENDIX G: Information letter to parents

Kristianstad

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION

To be able to develop the service of the Family Centre in Nasby it is important to get
knowledge about your expectations, and experiences about the service.

Hereby you are asked if you want to participate in a study. You will be interviewed
and the interview will last approximately 60 minutes. The interview will be tape
recorded . You can decide where we can meet. I can come home to you if that is what
you wish.

The participation in the study is on voluntary basis and you can withdraw whenever
you want. All individual personel information will be aggregated and reported in such
away thatyour individual answers can not be identified.

If you are interested in participating in the study, please tell the staffof the Family
Centre that has left you this information. Then I will contact you to make an
appointment for the interview.

The results of the interview study as whole will be presented to you and then with
your approval to the staff of the Family Centre in order to help the development of the
service. The results will also be included in mydoctoral thesis.

Kindly Regards

Cecilia Lindskov
Research student
044- 20 85 60

Jane Springett
Professor
044- 20 85 52

Agneta Abrahamsson
Senior lecturer
044- 20 4050

* Will betran lated into following language : Somali, Arabic. Bosnian. Kurdish, Albanian
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APPE DIX H: Agreement of collaboration

Kristianstad 21-09-05

Agreement of Collaboration

The Family Centre at asby in Kristianstad agree to collaborate with the
Research Platform at the University ofKri tianstad.

Coordinator of the Family Centre at a by

1 4



APPENDIX I: Consent form for interviewing:

Professionals and parents

The purpose of the interview is to get your opinion about the Family
Centre at asby. The interview study is conducted by the Research
Platform of Nearby Care at the University College of Kristianstad. Thc
Research Platform aims to contribute to the development of health and
social care services, and is cooperation between the region, the
municipalities and the University College of Kristianstad in the South
of Sweden. The interview tudy will be u ed a a part of the
development of the service and in a cientific tudy.

• Your participation in the study is on voluntary basi. and could be
withdrawn

• All recorded information and transcribed material will be kept in
a secure location

• All individual and per onal information \ ill be aggregated and
reported in such a way that no participant can be identi fied

• You will get the opportunity to read the transcribed interview

Hereby 1note the above mentioned points and agree to be
interviewed.

Kristianstad date:

If you want more information, please contact us:

Cecilia Lind kov
Research student
044-208560

Agneta Abrahamsson
Senior lecturer
044- 20 4050

Jane Springett
Professor
044-2085 52

* Will be translated into following languages for parents; omali, Arabic, Bosnian, Kurdish,
Albanian
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