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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Keywords: Family support as an approach to working with children, youth, parents, and families is widely practiced across
Family support Europe albeit with a range of diverse meanings and interpretations. This paper responds to this ambiguity and
Children provides a conceptual understanding of the delivery of family support in Europe. In doing so it applies a social
I;ZZ?:lt;ustice justice approach critically examining the extent to which Family Support reflects the right of families, children,
Europe youth, and parents to be supported. It identifies and critically examines similarities and differences in the
Practice meaning and application of family support as a key concept in the European context. It is based on a compre-

Policy hensive review of literature, mapping multi-disciplinary approaches to the provision of support, based on aca-
demic material from 2015 to 2020 and adopting a broad and inclusive definition of family. The paper considers
the complexities in developing a universally accepted understanding of family support that: has value for
practitioners and managers; is selected as a focus by policy makers; is open to evaluation and research; is
compatible with academic research; and most importantly provides responsive and effective support to children,
youth, parents and families.

1. Introduction

Family support is widely practiced across Europe as an approach to
working with children, youth, parents, and families. Most family support
(FS) interventions and programmes prioritise the welfare of the family
as a means of promoting child well-being and development, recognising
the significant impact the family and home environment have on this
(Bulling and Berg, 2018; Littmarck et al., 2018; Devaney, 2017). It ac-
cepts that in the main parents and families are well intended and make
every effort to ensure their children thrive and develop but can be
challenged in this role due to individual or environmental factors.
Overall, approaches to family support reflect a strong commitment to
social justice and addressing the needs of families and children who are
at risk or in uncertain situations in an aim to prevent social exclusion
and promote equality of opportunity for all families and children (e.g.,
Devaney et al., 2013; Darra et al., 2020; Littmarck et al., 2018; Tunstill
and Blewett, 2015). According to Rawls (1971), social justice is con-
cerned with fair or just distribution of social primary goods in society.
He suggested that social justice should be based on three principles.
First, each person in society should be entitled to equal rights to basic
liberty (the equal liberty or freedom principle). Second, social and
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economic inequalities are unacceptable or unjustified unless they are
arranged to the greatest benefits of the least advantaged (the difference
principle). Closely related the third principle, refers to the equal op-
portunity principle which indicates that the differences or inequalities in
society should be ‘attached to offices and positions open to all under
conditions of fair equality of opportunity’ (p.302). Rawls’s three prin-
ciples of social justice have impacted on practitioners working for
families and disadvantaged groups in society with an emphasis on up-
holding the principles of human rights, liberty and equal opportunity
(Kam, 2014). Watts and Hodgson (2019) emphasise how social justice is
seen as a core value of the efforts of practitioners from a wide range of
disciplines working to support families. Cournoyer’s (2014) explanation
of different types of social justice also resonates with supporting families
who are in need within their broader environment. He includes
distributive justice (the fair and just distribution of a society’s resources,
opportunities and burdens), procedural justice (the fair and just means
of decision-making in institutions, organisations and policies), retribu-
tive justice (fairness and justice associated with punishment and repa-
rations for harm done to others), restorative justice (the repairing of
damage done through compensation or rehabilitation), and intergener-
ational justice (the benefits or burdens left from one generation to
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another). Many initiatives, services and programmes supporting families
at an individual and wider contextual level are informed by, or directly
based on one or more of these approaches to social justice (Devaney
et al., 2013: Churchill et al., 2021). Family members are also increas-
ingly included as key stakeholders in determining the most appropriate
response to meeting their wide-ranging needs (Tierney et al., 2022).
Aligned with these perspectives Kam (2014) suggests a way of keeping
social justice as central to the mission and purpose of supporting fam-
ilies. The framework proposed by Kam includes: being informed and
aware of what is happening at a social and political level; ensuring
practice reaches the most disadvantaged and oppressed groups in soci-
ety; using systems and person-in-environment theories and perspectives;
recognising that many social and individual problems are the result of
socially constructed forces; seeking change at the level of community
and society, rather than merely focusing on the individual; and striving
to achieve equality and human rights. However, this framework,
whether delivered by practitioners trained in social work (as discussed
by Kam) or other aligned and related disciplines, ensures a central focus
on social justice priorities in the thinking about and doing of family
support. Kam also notes the requirement for practitioners working with
families to advocate on their behalf with the aim of achieving positive
change and bringing about social justice (2014).

In their report on Social Justice in the EU and OECD, Hellmann,
Schmidt, and Heller suggest that establishing social justice depends less
on compensating for exclusion than it does on investing in inclusion
(2019). Instead of an “equalizing” distributive justice or a simply formal
equality of life chances, their concept of justice is concerned with
guaranteeing each individual genuinely equal opportunities for self-
realization through the targeted investment in the development of in-
dividual capabilities (p.131). Drawing upon Wolfgang Merkel’s con-
ceptual and empirical groundwork (2001), the Report differentiates
several dimensions for measuring the construct of social justice
including poverty prevention, equitable education, labor market access,
social inclusion and non-discrimination, intergenerational justice and
health. With its broad reach and wide-ranging focus family support
actively promotes these social justice dimensions at the level of the in-
dividual and the wider family unit.

The present paper applies a social justice approach by critically
examining the extent to which family support reflects the rights of
families, children, youth, and parents from various backgrounds and
with diverse needs to be equally supported. In doing so, it systematically
examines similarities and differences in the meaning and application of
family support as a key concept in the European context. Based on a
systematic literature review, it aims to derive inferences to achieve a
shared understanding of family support that is inclusive, responsive, and
effective in meeting the wide-ranging needs of diverse family forms
across Europe. This contribution intends to enrich the evidence-based
discourse on family support and provide valuable implications for pol-
icy, practice, and research across Europe for promoting equity and in-
clusion in the field of family support.

2. Methodology

This paper is based on a systematic review of academic literature
carried out to understand how family support is conceptualised in the
European context (Devaney et al., 2021). All authors of the present
paper were involved in this review process which was carried out as part
of the work of a formal Network working to enhancing the role of family
support research, policy, and practice to promote children’s rights and
family welfare (further detail will be provided if paper is accepted for
publication). The Network is dedicated to enhancing the role of family
support research, policy, and practice in order to promote children’s
rights and family welfare, and partnership in practice. Under the aus-
pices of [name] and funded by [name] scheme, the Network completed a
four-year (2019-2023) programme of research and knowledge exchange
activities.
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Two overarching research questions informed the systematic review
of research and literature which this paper is based upon: What are the
main conceptualisations of, and approaches to family support across Europe?
and What are the main forms (types) and modalities (genres) of family
support services delivered in European countries? Three separate systematic
literature searches were completed, firstly in March 2020 and updated in
September 2020 and January 2021, all using the following social science
databases: Academic Search Complete; EconLit; Education Full Text (H.
W. Wilson); ERIC; International Bibliography of the Social Sciences
(IBSS); Ovid Medline; PsycArticles (APA PsychNet); PsychINFO; Psy-
chology and Behavioral Sciences Collection; Scopus; Social Sciences
Citation Index; Social Sciences Full Text (H.W. Wilson); and SocINDEX.
Search terms included family, child or parent in conjunction with key
words such as ‘informal help’, ‘formal support’, ‘welfare’, ‘well-being’,
‘programme’, ‘modalities’ and ‘services’. The review included empirical
research and discussions in the academic literature that: articulated a
conceptual understanding or theoretical framing of family support;
described a family support intervention or programme; or evaluated a
family support intervention or programme. The review excluded papers
that did not focus on children or young people and their parent/carer/
family; papers that did not focus on Europe; papers written in a language
other than English; papers published before 2015; and conference pro-
ceedings and dissertations. Following a systematic screening process
(Arksey & O’Malley, 2005), as outlined in Fig. 1, a total of 82 peer-
reviewed articles which conceptualised FS and FS services, provided
theoretical, disciplinary or political perspectives on FS and discussed
applications, limitations and complexities of the concept for research,
policy and practice were included see (Devaney et al., 2021) for further
details and the full literature review.

The systematic review revealed a range of differences and in-
consistencies in conceptualisations of FS, posing a challenge for all
stakeholders concerned with the delivery of FS. Two main strands for
consideration emerged as underlying these differences: (1) whether FS is
focused mainly on children, on parents, or involves the family unit as a
whole, which is explored further by (see reference removed 2023), and
(2) the underlying approach to social justice embedded in FS delivery.
These considerations prompted us to critically re-examine the obtained
conceptualisations of FS delivery in the European context with respect to
these underlying issues. Having analysed the consequences for the
involved stakeholders and the implementation of services when support
and interventions are targeted at the child, the parents or at the family as
a whole (Devaney et al., 2023), the present paper focusses on implica-
tions of underlying approaches to social justice in an attempt to infer
assets to achieve a shared understanding of FS that is inclusive,
responsive, and effective in meeting the needs of diverse families across
Europe.

Section 3 presents selected findings from the literature review
focusing on those themes that are particularly pertinent for considering
whether, and to what extent, the way Family Support is conceptualised
in European literature reflects a social justice approach.

3. Findings - Thematic review of the literature
3.1. Purpose and aims of family support

Family support is broadly recognized as an approach to assist parents
and family members with their role in safeguarding children and pro-
moting their well-being (Hidalgo et al., 2018; Racz & Bogacs, 2019).
Accordingly, most FS interventions and programmes are based on the
principle of the well-being of the family as a prerequisite of child well-
being (Bulling and Berg, 2018; Littmarck et al., 2018). Family support
thus aims to help parents create a stimulating environment for their
children, based on the recognition that the family and home environ-
ment have an immediate and long-lasting impact on child well-being
and development (Wilke et al., 2018). This may encompass a variety
of interventions, ranging from information and advice to education and
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Academic Search PsycArticles(APA Psychology and Education Full International
Complete PsychNet) Behavioral Text (H.W. Wilson) Bibliography of
n=81 n=536 Sciences n =462 the Social
Collection Sciences (IBSS)
Ovid E/lse;l:lllne Social Sciences n=347 Ps:c_hlsl\izo n=1507
n= Full Text (HW. EconLit =
Social Sciences Wilson) n=67 ERIC
Citation Index n =308 “orus SocINDEX n=210
- n=98
n=268 n=1346
First round of searches (March 2020) Articles excluded, duplicates and non-
n=6713 English articles removed
—
Articles screened by title and abstract n=6675
Articles excluded, duplicates and non-
Second round of searches (September 2020) 5 English articles removed
n=863 n= 853
Articles screened by title and abstract
Third round of searches (January 2021) Articles excluded, duplicates and non-
n=49 —_— English articles removed
Articles screened by title and abstract n=15

Final number of
articles included in
the literature review
n=82

Fig. 1. Flowchart of the search and screening process.

training directed at caregivers to improve parental competence and self-
efficacy (Alvarez et al., 2020; Daly et al., 2015; Knijn & Hopman, 2015;
Lundqvist, 2015; Ivan et al., 2015; Tunstill & Blewett, 2015; Saunders
et al., 2020), as well as approaches with a more holistic focus on family
well-being and functioning (Roberts, 2015; Franco et al., 2017; Racz &
Bogacs, 2019).

Ultimately, approaches to FS reflect a strong tendency towards social
justice, highlighting the needs of families and children at risk or in
precarious situations particularly, and emphasising prevention and so-
cial inclusion (Darra et al., 2020; Littmarck et al., 2018; Tunstill and
Blewett, 2015; Roberts, 2015; Jiménez et al., 2019). Early interventions
(including pre-birth) are highlighted as especially effective in reducing
health and social inequalities and challenging the link between early
disadvantage and poor future life chances (Darra et al., 2020; Franco
et al., 2017). At the same time, however, there is criticism that an
approach to social justice with a focus on precarity may lead to families
with ‘average’ levels of need failing to meet service thresholds and
missing out on support (Mc Gregor and Devaney, 2020a). Moreover, it
must be considered that asymmetrical power relations are in place, with
mainstream middle-class parenting norms are imposed on families in
need (Jones et al., 2020), regardless of their individual backgrounds and
realities. Accordingly, the following section will present and debate
relationships between different stakeholders of FS, explicitly referring to
the power relations in place, thus pointing out complexities and po-
tential pitfalls within approaches to family support currently in place.

3.2. Relationships and power relations between stakeholders

In most European countries, family support is regarded as a social
priority for government bodies, as it is considered to be a child welfare
measure that can improve children’s health, educational outcomes,
future prospects, and reduce social exclusion (Daly & Bray, 2015; Hi-
dalgo et al., 2018). As a political agenda item and a solution to social and
political problems, FS is defined by Littmarck et al. (2018) as a part-
nership between the state and individual family members, with the
family unit being a crucial focus for social policy. Investment in FS to

achieve children’s optimal life chances viewed as means of reducing
public costs and achieving economic and human gains. The authors also
emphasize the importance of supporting parental responsibility, recog-
nizing parents’ rights to make decisions for their children, enabling
parents to be empowered, and acknowledging the child’s dependency on
their family. Some authors question whether the individualization of
social problems and placing the responsibility for child outcomes more
fully on parents permits retraction of state-sponsored supports (Knijn
and Hopman, 2015; Sundsbg and Sihvonen, 2018) with interventions
disproportionately targeted to changing the behavior of individual
families eclipsing the impact of structural inequalities (Jones et al.,
2020).

Undoubtedly FS services are influenced by a country’s welfare
orientation and the relationship between the family and the state, with
the prevailing political climate shaping the orientation towards social
justice and implementation of services provided (Zakirova et al., 2016,
Hall et al., 2015). This also includes orientations towards either social
care or social control (Churchill & Sen, 2016). Relatedly, family support
intersects with legislative duty, for example in terms of mandated sup-
port for families or children in need at risk (Nethercott, 2017).

Both conceptually and practically family support is closely aligned
with child protection. McGregor and Devaney have challenged a ten-
dency to present child protection and family support as two individual
strands and noted that almost every country in the world is in some way
attempting to work out this relationship between the two tasks (2020a,
p- 283). Coining the concept of ‘protective- support and supportive-
protection’ they highlight that by supporting parents and wider family
units we protect children and that in order to protect children we need to
support parents and families. Furthermore, the authors critique the
notion of thresholds for various levels of intervention and suggest a more
nuanced model to capture the complexities of family realities, particu-
larly for families who present with high levels of need and concerns for
child safety. Recognising there needs to be more work done in the
conceptualisation of the relationship between FS and child protection
that reflects the complexity and reality of child and family needs and
risks they expand the ‘Hardiker’ tiered model (Hardiker Exton and
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Barker, 1991, p. 284) of support provision (i.e., universal, targeted to
specific need, targeted to safeguarding children at risk, intensive
forensic intervention) to present a novel way of thinking about support
for families in the middle tiers of this continuum. Significantly, this
approach aims to ensure that children and families, no matter [at] what
point they come into contact with “the system” or “the state”, are
responded to in a manner that promotes strengths, offers partnership
working, supports while it asserts and prosecutes as needed to protect.
They further highlight that this requires 1) governmental and societal
commitment to properly resourcing supports for children and families,
and 2) reorientation of all aspects of child welfare work towards the core
principle of child-centred practice and the principles of strengths,
partnership, and a commitment to promoting rights, supporting families
and protecting children in circumstances where this is not happening
within their own natural systems. This strengthens the argument that FS
needs to be provided to all families across the levels of need they are
experiencing and that it can make a positive difference across this
continuum of need (McGregor and Devaney, 2020b; Devaney, 2017).
Supporting this viewpoint, Brady et al. (2018) suggest that FS services
are not homogenous, and that support strategies rely on the existence of
a range of services that will help families to attend to the care and
protection needs of their children when statutory intervention from
child-protection services is neither appropriate nor necessary.

3.3. Family support as an educative intervention

Conceptualized as either collaborative, empowering, or governing,
FS is often understood as an educative intervention (Ostner and Stol-
berg, 2015), equipping parents with knowledge and skills to support
their children’s wellbeing (Ponzoni, 2015). Parental education is pre-
mised on a set of universally valid parenting competencies, drawing on
evidence-informed approaches to child development and positive
parenting (Freijo and Lopez, 2018). Education can be universalist
assisting all parents to recognize and meet children’s needs (Littmarck
et al, 2018) or more intensively focused on addressing specific
parenting practices that may contribute to child difficulties (Saunders
et al., 2020). Scrutiny of parental behavior, however, risks inhibiting
parental autonomy and confidence (Ivan et al., 2015) with families
feeling pressurized to parent correctly (Ostner and Stolberg, 2015) in
accordance with the, sometimes changeable, guidance of experts
(Ramaekers and Suissa, 2012) or aligned to class-based cultural norms
(Jones et al., 2020). However, increasing parents’ child-rearing re-
sources involves more than knowledge and skills and authors emphasize
the importance of improving parental access to social resources (Knijn
and Hopman, 2015) and strengthening their social networks and
increasing social integration (Daly, 2015; Lundqvist, 2015). Some au-
thors also give attention to parents’ internal resources such as improved
parental aspirations, self-esteem, sense of competence, self-efficacy, and
stress reduction (Daly et al., 2015; Tunstill and Blewett, 2015; Alvarez
et al., 2020). Family support can, therefore, range from universal in-
formation and advice to targeted education and training (Ivan et al.,
2015); from personal counselling to community interventions aimed at
reducing social isolation (Daly, 2015).

Ultimately, how the relationship between families and family sup-
port providers and policymakers is conceptualized has implications for
service delivery. While the word ‘support’ implies needs-led engage-
ment, in practice FS can entail interventions to address expert-identified
parenting deficits (Daly & Bray, 2015). Thus, there is a tension identified
in the literature between controlling approaches to parental behavior-
change, and strengths-focused partnership working that seeks to
empower parents in their role (Join-Lambert, 2016). Empowerment
approaches offer support based on voluntary engagement, harnessing
parents’ agency for change, establishing shared goals and decision-
making, and respecting parents’ perspectives (Sen, 2016) with a bal-
ance of power between professionals and parent (Ponzoni, 2015) that
recognizes parents as experts and active participants in meeting their
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children’s needs (Damen et al., 2020). Rodrigo (2016) describes an
empowerment approach to FS as a strengths-focused approach to pro-
moting parental capacities and increasing self-confidence by means of a
collaborative alliance with a range of community services. Even within a
collaborative approach, Van Houte et al. (2015) identify the ‘instru-
mental understanding of partnership, stressing the importance of
parental involvement for the realisation of the desired outcomes of
professional interventions’ (p.122). These are important distinctions to
consider both in terms of the delivery and most significantly the
acceptance and use of FS interventions or initiatives by family members.

3.4. Family support provision along a continuum of need

Diverse forms and modalities of universal and targeted service pro-
vision are evident in the literature available across the European
context. This is overall a positive approach as according to Hidalgo et al.
(2018) the need to attune interventions to specific needs has led to a
significant diversification of family support services thereby ensuring a
responsiveness to family form and circumstance. Churchill and Sen
(2016) demonstrate an emphasis on ‘whole-family support’ and ‘family-
centred practice’ where services aim to engage parents, children, young
people and broader family and social networks to address intergenera-
tional and multiple needs and adversities. In Family Support, the forms
and modalities of service provision can vary reflecting the diversity of
families who present with a wide range of needs and complex circum-
stances. These diverse and flexible forms of provision have implications
for service planning, delivery and the outcomes for families who engage
with the service.

Three broad types of responsive needs-based FS are identified (Join-
Lambert, 2016). These include informal, semi- formal and formal sup-
port, the first being provided by extended family, friends and neigh-
bours; the second by the neighbourhood-based and voluntary sector;
and the third by professionals working in the universal and targeted
services. The approach to and arrangements for FS within the European
context varies, as do the forms and modalities of provision, and access to
services. Connolly and Devaney (2017) note that families often access
their own naturally occurring informal supports to cope; this has been
found an effective form of early intervention and prevention. Since this
approach means something different for each family, this approach can
be viewed as an overarching measure suitable for all families, regardless
of membership to social classes or life realities, without imposing
potentially inappropriate mainstream norms. Thus, it is important that
informal and formal sources of support be recognised and included in
the planning of services. Similarly, Sheppard (2009) cautioned that
service mangers and practitioners must be cognisant of and promote the
efforts families make and the resources they avail of before coming in
contact with formal services. Melo and Alarcao (2015) also highlight the
value of informality and relationships as vehicles of human change and
the value of involving the community in the process of building actions
and interventions. Churchill and Sen (2016) describe FS in a wider
sense, as a range of formal services targeted at children, young people,
parents and families, with an alternative conception of ‘family support’
as a ‘continuum of service provision’ suggested by the authors. Ac-
cording to Sen (2016), family support focuses on voluntary engagement,
harnessing parents’ agency for change and establishing shared goals.
This is achieved through clear communication about what needs to
change, while still respecting the parents’ perspectives on their
circumstances.

Most countries reviewed have tiered access criteria based on distinct
levels along a continuum of need, within which access is not universal
but linked to some kind of recognised disadvantage. Mc Gregor and
Devaney (2020a) argue that, as a result, children of ‘families in the
middle’, those classified as ‘in need’ but not ‘at risk’, with an ‘average’
level of need are often at most risk of not receiving the support they need
in a timely and appropriate manner. Their needs cannot be responded to
effectively by general universal services yet are not resulting in sufficient
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risk to children for their inclusion in the targeted services focussed on
responding to particular identified issues and concerns.

4. Discussion - A social justice perspective on delivering family
support

The delivery of FS is strongly influenced by the aspiration to reduce
social inequalities (e.g., Darra et al., 2020; Litt Marck et al., 2018;
Tunstill and Blewett, 2015). This reflects a strong tendency towards a
social justice approach to FS which recognizes the importance of
addressing the needs and rights of all families, children, youth, and
parents, regardless of their background or circumstances, as resonating
with influential theories of social justice, including the three basic
principles of social justice as proposed by Rawls (1971). Also, more
recent frameworks, such as those applied by the EU and OECD,
emphasize a commitment to inclusion within a wider effort to create a
more just society by addressing systemic inequalities through tailored
policies (Hellmann, Schmidt, and Heller, 2019). However, the literature
also shows how inconsistently a social justice approach to FS is currently
realised, with a discourse characterised by controversial debates. These
relate, for example, to the fact that invoking a continuum of need may
lead to families with ’average’ need ‘flying under the radar’ of services
(Mc Gregor and Devaney, 2020a), or to middle-class parenting norms
being imposed on families at need (Jones et al., 2020). To systematise
the debate on FS support and its relation to social justice, the following
discussion will reflect upon the complexities in developing a universally
accepted understanding of a social justice approach to the delivery of FS.
Considering the interdependent relationships between the stakeholders
of FS, as well as the complexities of service provision resulting from their
different needs and perspectives, we discuss a way of conceptualising FS
provision that (a) has value for practitioners and managers; (b) is
selected as a focus by policy makers; (c) is open to evaluation and
research; (d) is compatible with academic research; and (e) provides
responsive and effective support to children, youth, parents and fam-
ilies. This is intended to contribute to the discourse on how family
support may contribute to greater equity and inclusion, while also
highlighting concrete practical implications to provide policymakers,
practitioners, and academics with suggestions for the further co-
development of family support as an approach to social justice.

4.1. Has value for practitioners and managers

Family support represents a transdisciplinary field made up of
practices and knowledge from different areas, theories and approaches
(Herrera-Pastor et al., 2020). It can be provided by a range of practi-
tioners working with families with varying levels of need to respond to
those needs in a timely and considered manner (Frost et al., 2015;
Churchill and Fawcett, 2016). This in turn means that practitioners and
managers need a broad range of expertise that is not confined to one
discipline, as well as the ability to recognise and respond to a wide range
of distinct needs. This is the prerequisite for FS to respond proactively
and flexibly to different needs, deviating from a uniform approach based
on formal equality, as discussed in their report on social justice in the EU
and OECD by Hellmann, Schmidt, and Heller (2019). In this respect,
Devaney (2011) and Devaney and Dolan (2017) emphasise a core set of
characteristics fundamental the provision of family support, i.e., (1) a
knowledge and skill base (2) a particular style and orientation for
practice and service delivery, and (3) the use of reflective practice and
supervision. To adequately and expertly compensate for the disruption
to the functions of a family unit as explained above, practitioners must
be informed and knowledgeable in a suite of relevant social support
theories (for e.g., attachment, social support, resilience, social ecology
and social capital). An understanding and appreciation of the issues
involved in realising children’s rights and upholding their social justice
is also required within the knowledge base of practitioners. Knowing the
theories and issues involved, however, is not enough to deliver high
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quality family support. Practitioners must also have the skills and ‘know-
how’ to apply them in their chosen practice context and with each child
and family they are charged with helping. In this context, it is crucial
that support does not invertedly apply middle-class norms by default
(Jones et al., 2020) but is able to react sensitively to different realities of
life. This versatility and cultural competence are integral components of
effective family support in line with principles of social justice. Training
in the named theories and perspectives, along with the regular use of a
model of reflective practice and good quality supervision is required to
develop these skills and the ‘know how’. This training is necessary both
prior to commencing to practice in children and families’ services and as
part of ongoing in-service professional development. The manner in
which a practitioner goes about his or her business is also a core char-
acteristic of family support practice. Adopting a non-judgmental
approach in how practitioners interact with the children and families
they are working with portrays a respect for the human being and ex-
emplifies the value base from which family support developed. It needs
to be acknowledged that tensions between controlling and empower-
ment approaches may exist not only between FS interventions, but also
within them, especially when defining a broad target group. This, in
turn, entails increasing complexity for the provider role, who are chal-
lenged to balance control and empowerment. In particular, the approach
to FS as educative intervention underlines yet again how politically
defined concepts of FS, and the socio-culturally shaped definition of
ideal family functioning affect the ways FS is dealt with. It also raises
questions about the role of FS services and providers in governing family
life and who holds the authority to define desired outcomes or ap-
proaches to parenting and practice. Moreover, a key aspect of socially
just family support practice is to not only address existing problems, but
to actively prevent social exclusion and promote equality of opportunity
for all families and children (e.g., Darra et al., 2020; Littmarck et al.,
2018; Tunstill and Blewett, 2015).

4.2. Value for policy makers

FS as a child welfare measure represents a social priority for gov-
ernment bodies in most European countries (Hidalgo et al., 2018).
However, different political ideologies, particularly regarding the rela-
tionship between family and state, influence the approach to family
support (Littmarck et al., 2018). Thus, family support intersects with
legislative duty, for example in terms of mandated support for families
or children at risk (e.g., Nethercott, 2017). Relatedly, political ideologies
may have a direct impact on serving the needs of social groups that
receive less or more focus and/or are viewed more positively or nega-
tively by mainstream politics. This is for example reflected, in the latest
EU and OECD report on social justice, which points out how in some
countries, where a traditional family image dominates, governments
hinder the implementation of equality and inclusion in relation to the
rights of women, migrants, refugees, ethnic and religious minorities, as
well as members of the LGBTQ + community (Hellmann, Schmidt, and
Heller, 2019). Accordingly, ideological attitudes may hinder ways of
adequately supporting vulnerable groups and maintain social in-
equalities. Implementing solutions in such contexts requires nuanced
approaches based on a broad and inclusive view of family. One option
might be to advocate for policies and practices that are grounded in
evidence-based strategies and emphasize the inherent value of diversity
and inclusion. Collaboration between various stakeholders, including
advocacy groups, policy makers and community spokespeople, is critical
to bridging ideological divides. In addition, emphasizing economic and
societal benefits of inclusion and equity could resonate across political
ideologies and create common ground for implementing policies to
achieve equitable outcomes. These relate, for instance, to the achieve-
ment of goals such as children’s health, educational outcomes and future
prospects as well as reducing social exclusion (Daly & Bray, 2015;
Littmarck et al., 2018). So, while FS is a matter for families themselves,
practitioners, managers, and scholarship, it is nonetheless a matter of
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policy makers who are responsible for steering services and accountable
for the achievement of outcomes. Ultimately, conceptualisations of FS
that are not in line with the inherent logic of policy have less chance of
being rolled out or scaled up more broadly. Based on the outlined
operating principles of policy makers in the field of FS, we argue that the
delivery of FS must be conceptualised in such a way that it formulates
goals in such a way that they (a) evade day-to-day political debates as
much as possible, and (b) represent tangible, evaluable goals, in line
with a broader scope of non-contestable public policy objectives such as
the promotion of health and education among all members of society.
Relatedly, we point out below the advantages of FS being accessible for
evaluation and research.

4.3. Accessibility for evaluation and research

The principles of social justice emphasize the right for all individuals,
especially marginalized or disadvantaged groups, to access effective
support (e.g., Kam, 2014; Hellmann, Schmidt, and Heller, 2019). Eval-
uating and researching the provision of FS can thus be a crucial factor in
the promotion of social justice, offering a systematic approach to
ensuring that services are both effective and equitable in addressing
diverse needs. Moreover, scientifically evaluating the effectiveness of FS
programs holds critical importance for all stakeholders involved. It is the
basis to determine whether a programme is achieving its intended goals
and objectives and may thus empower practitioners and managers to
pinpoint elements that may require adjustments to better meet families’
diverse needs. At the policy level, evaluation is a means to monitor the
efficient and effective use of public funds, to justify a programme’s value
for money towards funders, decision makers and the general public.
Finally, evaluation in terms of formative evaluation allows for contin-
uous improvement of FS delivery (Janus & Brinkman, 2010). We argue,
that if evaluation represents an integral element of any conceptualisa-
tion of FS, programmes constantly evolve to better meet the potentially
changing needs of the diverse families it serves.

In order to make evaluation an integral part of conceptualisations of
FS, several practical issues need to be considered. Typically, the desire to
evaluate programmes or interventions arises in the context of pro-
gramme termination (for notable exceptions see for example Kalleson
et al., 2020; Saunders et al., 2020). Accordingly, programme evaluation
is usually carried out retrospectively, e.g., by asking clients about their
experiences related to the programme. Smaller, local programmes
developed by resident practitioners are often not evaluated at all (Ghate,
2018). However, this not only limits the potential of improving ongoing
processes, but also notably restricts the methodologic potential of sci-
entific evaluation (e.g., carrying out longitudinal research designs, see
for example Saunders et al., 2020). Therefore, scientific evaluation must
be considered right from the beginning in terms of any attempt to the
delivery of FS being conceptualised in a way that it incorporates the
features necessary to carry out an evaluation. First, this relates to clearly
defined goals and specific targets to be addressed by FS delivery. These
determine what constructs are to be captured within an evaluation’s
research design. Second, scientific evaluation requires hypotheses about
causal chains in terms of a theory of change model (e.g., Ghate, 2018). In
other words, it must be clear which assumptions about the relationship
between programme elements and outcomes are expected to test them
using scientific methodology. Third, FS delivery should incorporate the
elements relevant for evaluation in their schedule. This may include
obtaining data from families regarding relevant areas of family func-
tioning before the actual intervention takes place to establish a baseline
for detecting programme effects (see for example Gollwitzer & Jager,
2014).

Finally, it must be acknowledged that current conceptualisations of
the delivery of FS are primarily practitioner-developed or originate from
academic and political contexts, which may fail to consider the active
participation of family members. Given that families who need support
often come from backgrounds that are vastly different from academic
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and political contexts, it is significant to undertake scientific evaluations
that determine whether FS delivery meets the needs of families from
different socio-economic backgrounds (see also section ‘value for prac-
titioners and managers’). In this respect, considering mixed methods in
research becomes essential. Involving families through participation in
the scientific process could enable them to actively contribute to
defining needs and formulating research questions. This resonates with
the approach to increasingly include family members as key stake-
holders in determining the most appropriate response to meeting their
wide-ranging needs (Tierney et al., 2022).

4.4. Compatibility with scientific evidence

The call for an evidence-based approach to FS provision is unmis-
takable in the literature (e.g., Brady et al., 2018; Freijo & Lopez, 2018;
Hidalgo et al., 2018). However, as Ghate (2018) points out, there is a
duality between evidence-based and ‘home-grown’ approaches to FS.
One point in this debate relates to the fact that programs developed from
the field by local practitioners are closer to the needs in their respective
social contexts. However, the fact that bottom-up designed programs are
also more likely to be accepted by stakeholders and implementers
(Ghate, 2018) has the downside that any available scientific evidence
remains unused. Moreover, if respective programs are not carefully
documented and implemented, they remain inaccessible to scientific
evaluation and future programmes to be designed based on lessons
learned. Ultimately, policy makers who are faced with the decision of
whether to continue funding measures or to roll out programs have no
basis for justifying their decision and future programmes.

The duality of so-called grassroots programmes and evidence-based
programmes as developed in academic contexts reflects not least a so-
cial phenomenon according to which an increasing scepticism of science
is building up in many European countries (Furobarometer, 2021). From
a social justice perspective, therefore, we argue that compatibility with
academic research in the context of FS delivery does not imply a bring
debt on the part of practitioners to align programmes wherever possible
with scientific knowledge, but also that academics be sensitised to the
dissemination and transfer of scientific knowledge into practice and to
different levels of society. In this vein, it is necessary to broaden the
understanding of and for scientific evidence. Recognizing the value of
different research methods (such as qualitative and participatory ap-
proaches, see above) stands in line with social justice aspirations, as they
ensure that marginalized voices and experiences are heard and consid-
ered in the evaluation and further development of FS. Therefore, a
comprehensive approach to evidence-based FS incorporates diverse
methods and recognizes their contributions in advancing FS for social
justice.

5. Conclusion - responsiveness and effectiveness in supporting
children, youth, parents and families

From our review of the literature, it is apparent that conceptualisa-
tions of Family Support across Europe reflect a strong tendency towards
social justice, with an emphasis on social inclusion particularly for
families and children in precarious situations. However, the way power
relations between stakeholders are recognised and managed, and how
support provision is filtered through tiered access criteria present
complexities for service providers, practitioners and policy makers, even
when a social justice orientation is adopted. To provide effective family
support services, we have argued for the relevance of its value for
practitioners and managers as well as policy makers, for its accessibility
to evaluation and research and compatibility with scientific evidence.
Thus, effective delivery of family support for social justice requires a
comprehensive and evidence-based approach. This will ensure a stead-
fastness in the provision of family support ensuring its availability
despite the ongoing situation of poly-crisis across Europe and the asso-
ciated controversy or budget cut. Albeit it encompasses different
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perspectives; this includes a range of stakeholders engaging in joint ef-
forts to develop effective strategies to meet the diverse needs of families
to be served. Only in this way can the expertise and specialisms of all
stakeholders and sectors effectively be combined and co-ordinated to
ensure responsive and effective service provision to all families who
need it. Such distribution is reliant on the steering power and the allo-
cation of resources at the policy level by those who provide the basis for
a (re-)distribution of societal resources and a commitment to this
approach and these families by those who implement the policies and
spend the resources. Service mangers ultimately dictate the day-to-day
efforts and priorities in their services (in the statutory, community and
voluntary sectors) and therefore are instrument in releasing a social
justice approach to the delivery of family support.
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