
Introduction

Violence and abuse against children are serious threats to children’s 
well-being, and the need for societies to take action is increasingly 
recognised, in both the Nordic region and internationally. Children 
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exposed to violence and abuse are vulnerable and often in need of 
multiple services, creating the risk of potential  “secondary victimi-
sation”. This book targets a model that has been implemented in the 
Nordic countries for more than a decade, and that attempts to meet 
children’s needs by offering multiple services in child-friendly prem-
ises and “under one roof”—the Nordic Barnahus model. The model was 
first introduced in Iceland and drew on experiences from Children’s 
Advocacy Centres (CAC) in the USA. In this book, the Nordic con-
cept of Barnahus will be used, as it acknowledges the process of transla-
tion and adaption that the implementation of the CAC model into the 
Nordic welfare state context encompasses, and that we will elaborate in 
this chapter.

In recent decades, violence and sexual abuse against children have 
been high on the political agenda in the Nordic countries, and a range 
of preventive as well as legislative efforts has been instigated. The imple-
mentation of the Barnahus model is linked to a long-lasting concern for 
the protection of children at risk and for the way children’s needs are 
met during a criminal investigation, as well as a lack of coordinated fol-
low-up services for children and families that need treatment or support 
related to the child’s experiences.

What are considered legitimate measures for investigating suspected 
child abuse, including when and how to intervene in family life, differs 
between societies and over time (cf. Donzelot 1997; Hacking 1999). 
The introduction of the Barnahus model can be seen as the result of 
a long process of cultural change in the recognition of violence and 
sexual abuse against children as a real and widespread phenomena (e.g. 
Gudbrandsson 2010; Bakketeig 2000). This process of cultural change 
also encompasses a radical shift in the view of a parent’s rights to disci-
pline their children. Throughout the Nordic region, parental corporal 
punishment has been redefined as an illegitimate act of power and thus 
as violence. In Sweden and Norway, for instance, laws on parental vio-
lence were introduced in the 1970s, and in both countries, new amend-
ments have set a very low bar for what is considered violence (Forsman 
2013; Skjørten et al. 2016). Even though legislation may vary between 
countries, it seems reasonable to see the Nordic countries as character-
ised by very low and in a legal sense, zero tolerance for violence and 
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sexual abuse of children. Both violence and the sexual abuse of children 
are today seen as a violation of children’s basic human rights, in accord-
ance with the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) from 
1989.

The Barnahus model has been described as one of the main policy 
ventures related to children as crime victims in the Nordic countries in 
recent years (Johansson 2012), and the diffusion process in the region has 
been rapid and extensive. In 2016, all the Nordic countries had imple-
mented the model in some form or other; however, various measures sim-
ilar to the Barnahus model had been tried out in several Nordic countries 
in the years before its introduction. In Sweden, for instance, this included 
a competence centre for child sexual abuse called “Bup-Elefanten” in 
Linköping, as well as consultation groups for suspected child abuse 
cases in many Swedish municipalities and recommended by the Swedish 
National Board of Health and Welfare since the 1990s (see, for example, 
Swedish National Board of Health and Welfare 2000). These earlier col-
laborative arrangements were typically not placed in child-friendly locali-
ties and under one roof, which are core elements of the Barnahus idea. 
The implementation of the Barnahus model can thus be seen as a mani-
festation of an ongoing development of multi-professional child protec-
tion interventions aiming at more integrated and child-centred models 
for handling suspected child abuse.

The establishment of the Barnahus model should also be seen as 
related to the partly overlapping development of broad policy packages 
to prevent all forms of domestic violence in their respective countries 
and thus not solely related to violence and abuse against children spe-
cifically. In Norway, for instance, the work in this field has been coor-
dinated through a series of governmental action plans, and the current 
government is launching a wide-ranging plan to strengthen policies of 
domestic violence in 2016.

Barnahus is often referred to as an example of child-friendly jus-
tice, and the model is currently promoted at the European level by the 
Council of Europe (see, for example, Council of Europe 2010). Several 
European countries are now in the process of implementing multi-pro-
fessional measures regarding investigations of child abuse, inspired by 
the Nordic Barnahus model. For example, a Barnahus was opened in 
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Lithuania in June 2016, following an initiative from the government.1 
In November 2015, the government in Cyprus decided to open a 
Barnahus, and a working group has been established for the implemen-
tation process. Initiatives have also been taken in the UK. Recently, we 
also learned that Barnahus may be tried out by UNICEF in Kazakhstan.

This situation warrants discussion. What are the characteristics of 
the Barnahus model? And what are the challenges and prospects of the 
Barnahus model within a Nordic welfare state context? Experiences and 
comparative knowledge from the different Nordic Barnahus contexts 
could, in turn, be of value when discussing the implementation of the 
Barnahus model (or similar integrated and multi-professional services) 
outside the Nordic welfare state context, as well as to further the devel-
opment of collaborative and investigative Barnahus work within the 
Nordic countries.2

One perspective that will be put forward in this chapter and through-
out the book is that the diffusion and implementation of the Barnahus 
model may be seen to be a continuous transformation of ideas rather 
than simple copying or imitation (Czarniawska and Sevón 1996; Røvik 
2000, 2016; Johansson 2012). In this introductory chapter, we will use 
a contextual and comparative perspective to highlight how the model 
is shaped by the legal and organisational context into which it has been 
introduced. We start, however, by discussing the core elements encom-
passed by the Barnahus model—as an idea and as a distinct model of 
collaborative work in cases of violence and sexual abuse against children.

The Barnahus Idea

A first question for readers of this book, and for states, agencies or pro-
fessionals discussing whether to implement the Barnahus (or a similar) 
model, would be what the Barnahus model is, and what core elements 
must usually be in place or regarded as necessary for an intervention 
to fall within the Barnahus category. In other words, what does the 
Barnahus idea consist of? And how does the Barnahus model relate 
to, and differ from, other measures and interventions for child victims 
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of abuse participating in legal processes, such as the US Children’s 
Advocacy Centres (CAC)?3

The concept “Barnahus” translates as “Children’s House” in English 
and originates from Iceland, the first Nordic country to adopt the 
model in 1998. The Icelandic Barnahus took the CAC model as its 
inspiration, which developed as a response to child sexual abuse, start-
ing in Huntsville, Alabama, 1985. The CACs currently number nearly 
1000 centres across the USA (http://nationalcac.org). Both models 
build on the understanding that child abuse is a complex phenomenon, 
demanding highly specialised expertise and coordinated services.

A Multi-professional Approach

Both Barnahus and CACs represent multi-professional approaches 
to child victims of abuse with the double aim of facilitating the legal 
process and ensuring that the child receives necessary support and 
treatment. The multidisciplinary team concept is, for example, a core 
element of the CAC model. At both European and international lev-
els, guidelines and policy documents on child-friendly justice stress the 
importance of close multidisciplinary collaboration in child-friendly 
facilities (Lanzarote Convention; Council of Europe 2010; FRA 2015; 
UN Economic and Social Council resolution 2005/20; CRC/C/
GC/12). Some specifically mention Barnahus as an example of a prom-
ising practice to this end (see Council of Europe 2010).

The agencies involved most often encompass law enforcement, child 
welfare services and health care, and thus professionals such as social 
workers, psychologists, police and prosecutors, paediatricians and foren-
sic doctors. The practice of consultation meetings around suspected 
child abuse cases is central when it comes to the organisation of multi-
professional collaboration within the Barnahus model; however, it is 
important to note that there are variations regarding the agencies and 
professions involved—not only between the CACs and the Barnahus 
model, but also between different Nordic Barnahus models, as will be 
further discussed later in this chapter.

http://nationalcac.org
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The One Door Principle

Both the CAC model and the Barnahus model are guided by the “one 
door principle”  (or the “under one roof principle”)  meaning that 
professionals should come to the child and not the other way around. 
Barnahus has, for instance, been described as containing four rooms: 
the criminal investigation, protection, physical health and mental 
health, with a roof at the top representing knowledge (Landberg and 
Svedin 2013). Save the Children, as an important agent in promot-
ing Barnahus in the Nordic countries, has argued that the establish-
ment of Barnahus and the one door principle is necessary from a child 
rights perspective (e.g. Skybak 2004; Save the Children Sweden 2009; 
Landberg and Svedin 2013) . Barnahus would save children from the 
stress of being shuffled between public services, having to repeat their 
story over and over again, and often in environments that children 
experience as strange and sometimes even frightening. Such services 
were often poorly coordinated, suggesting that the investigations were 
not taking place at the premises of the child (Skybak 2004).

Avoiding Secondary Victimisation

Closely related to the one door principle is the idea of avoiding repeated 
contacts and interviews by multiple professionals in localities not 
adjusted to children’s needs and thus to reduce the risk of  “secondary 
victimisation”. Both the CAC and the Barnahus models are thus sup-
posed to be child friendly, or child centred, and sensitive, meaning that 
the measure shall not cause extra harm. Preventing the child being (re)
victimised by the criminal process is often highlighted as important (see, 
for example, Skybak 2004). This core element is primarily materialised 
through the joint child investigative interview (see Gudbrandsson 2010) 
and thus the co-hearing of the interview in an adjacent monitor room at 
the Barnahus, where the idea builds on a multi-professional observation 
in order to avoid repeated interviewing, as well as making use of the spe-
cialised competences. Cross et al. (2007), for instance, describe how the 
joint interview is supposed to limit the number of interviews as well as 
interviewers (Cross et al. 2007).
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A Safe Place for Disclosure and Neutral Place for Professional 
Interventions

Another core element of the Barnahus idea is that it is supposed to be 
a safe place for disclosing abuse (see Gudbrandsson 2010; Stefansen, 
Chap. 2), often interpreted as a child-friendly, child-centred and sup-
portive setting, as well as a place that is safe from persons suspected of 
abuse. This is intended to provide the best possible circumstances for 
children to disclose abuse, and to feel safe, thereby avoiding secondary 
victimisation. Partly related to this core element, and partly to the one 
door principle, is also the localisation of Barnahus. There have been, for 
instance, ongoing discussions concerning the importance of Barnahus 
being localised in a residential area as opposed to a more office-like or 
agency-typical location. Similarly, there have been discussions con-
cerning the importance of the medical examinations being held at the 
Barnahus as opposed to a nearby hospital (cf. Stefansen et al., Chap. 16).

In contrast to the CAC model, however, a specific characteristic of the 
Nordic Barnahus model is the fact that the child does not testify in court 
and therefore does not appear in court, as will be described further below. 
The Nordic Barnahus model thus represents a place away from the prem-
ises of the criminal justice system, while at the same time ensuring the 
child’s right to participation and access to justice, without compromising 
the right to a fair trial for the suspected offender. The idea of Barnahus is 
thus, in addition, to represent a neutral space for professional interventions. 
The coordination of parallel and different professional investigations and 
interventions is, for example, to be balanced sufficiently, as are the partly 
conflicting interests of child-friendly justice and the principle of a fair trial. 
This element of the Barnahus idea is also concretely materialised in the 
Barnahus locality, through, for instance, the design of the interview room 
in a neutral but calming style, while other rooms are more stimulating.

A Broad Target Group and Definition of Child Abuse

The CACs, as well as Barnahus in Iceland, were launched as a meas-
ure for handling sexual abuse cases. Today, the Barnahus model within 
the Nordic countries most often encompasses both sexual abuse and 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-58388-4_2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-58388-4_16
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violence cases. As illustrated in the appendix of this book, all Nordic 
countries, except Greenland, now include children being victims of 
both sexual abuse and physical (interpersonal) violence, in the target 
group of Barnahus. In fact, the majority of cases handled in Swedish 
and Norwegian Barnahus, for instance, involve suspicions of physi-
cal abuse where either one or both of the child’s parents are suspected 
offenders (see, for example, Åström and Rejmer 2008; Kaldal et al. 
2010; Bakketeig et al. 2012; Stefansen et al. 2012).4

In this chapter, and throughout the book, we will thus use “child 
abuse” as a generic term since it encompasses both violence and sex-
ual assault, thereby including the target groups of all Nordic Barnahus 
models, and differentiate more specifically when relevant.

The Nordic Welfare State Context

We consider a description of the Nordic welfare state context impor-
tant in order to understand the implementation process of the Barnahus 
model within the Nordic region. The Barnahus model can be under-
stood as a service at the intersection of the child welfare system and the 
criminal justice system, making a description of these systems especially 
relevant. Since the implementation of the Barnahus model takes shape 
in relation to—and operates within—the distinct child welfare and 
criminal justice systems of the Nordic countries, the following section 
introduces the central characteristics of these systems within the Nordic 
welfare state context. This section also functions as a contextualising 
background for the next chapters of the book, as well as this chapter’s 
comparative analysis of the implementation processes within the Nordic 
countries more specifically.

The Nordic countries are often described as well developed and simi-
lar when it comes to welfare and justice systems, for example, as belong-
ing to a “Nordic welfare model”, a “social democratic welfare regime” 
or “the Scandinavian model” (e.g. Esping-Andersen 1990; Lorenz 
1994; Gilbert et al. 2011; Forsberg and Kröger 2011). Christiansen 
and Markkola (2006: 11) point out that “(…) some general assump-
tions are made about the Nordic welfare states. They are supposed to 
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be characterised by a strong state, or more correctly, a large and expen-
sive public sector; welfare benefits and services (…)”. Even though the 
Nordic welfare model secures general benefits for citizens, it has primar-
ily focused on the rights of adults or families, and not young people 
and children as independent actors in their own right  (Backe-Hansen 
et al. 2013); however, this has been challenged by both a new under-
standing of childhood that sees children as competent agents and an 
increased focus and emphasis on children’s rights through the develop-
ment and ratification of the CRC (cf. James and Prout 2014 [1990]; 
Freeman 2012). The CRC has been ratified by all the Nordic countries 
and, for instance, been incorporated in full by Norway and suggested to 
be incorporated in Sweden.5 The core message of the CRC is that the 
child is an individual holder of fundamental human rights that not only 
derive from their vulnerability but from a recognition of the child as a 
subject.6

The Child Welfare System

Child welfare systems in the Nordic countries are often described as  
“family service-oriented” in contrast to “child protection-oriented” sys-
tems in English-speaking countries such as the USA, Canada and the 
UK (Gilbert 1997; Gilbert et al. 2011). Since family service-oriented 
systems are primarily based on ideas about child welfare, they typically 
focus on early prevention and thus cover a broader target group. Services 
are mostly directed towards support for the family as a whole and based 
on voluntary measures and collaboration as a first option, and compul-
sory interventions as an exception. Child protection-oriented systems, 
on the other hand, have a more restricted focus, targeting abused or 
neglected children more specifically and not usually families in need of 
more broad support. Measures undertaken by child welfare services in 
child protection-oriented systems are usually introduced later and are 
typically more protective, controlling and legalistically based (e.g. in the 
sense of using investigatory and coercive means) (Gilbert et al. 2011). 
These differences also affect the number of cases that enter the child 
welfare system. In Norway, for example, a more family service-oriented 



10        S. Johansson et al.

system has resulted in a strong growth in the number of children who 
receive some kind of services from the child welfare system, thus increas-
ing the potential to identify children in need of support at an earlier 
stage and to work more preventively. The increase in cases reaching 
the child welfare system has, in turn, been discussed in relation to the 
potential risk of developing a child welfare system with fewer resources 
left for children at greater risk, by contributing more to the general level 
of welfare than addressing children and families with more serious dys-
functions  (Backe-Hansen et al. 2013; cf. Ponnert 2015).

In addition to the similarity in terms of a traditional family service 
orientation among the Nordic countries, there are also organisational 
differences between the respective child welfare systems (cf. Blomberg 
et al. 2011). This includes, for instance, whether child welfare is being 
regulated and organised as an independent body (as, for example, in 
Norway), or as part of a municipality’s general social services system (as, 
for example, in Sweden). Being a specialised service may imply more 
targeted services (Backe-Hansen et al. 2013), but may also imply a risk 
of fragmentation in relation to dealing with social issues within the fam-
ily. It may also affect the implementation of the Barnahus model in dif-
ferent ways, as several of the contributions in this book will illustrate.

The regulatory framework of mandatory reporting to the child wel-
fare services among the Nordic countries means that there also are 
developed systems for child protection within the Nordic countries.7 
Several recent legislative changes have also been aimed at strengthen-
ing the protection of children at risk. This means that the child welfare 
systems within the Nordic welfare states tend to contain both elements 
of family service orientation and child protection orientation. Family 
service-oriented systems have been criticised for emphasising custodian 
rights at the expense of children’s rights and needs (e.g. Kaldal 2010; 
Leviner 2011); however, it has been stressed that different child welfare 
systems, including the Nordic country systems, are moving towards the 
mix and convergence characterised by more “child-focused-oriented” 
systems  (Gilbert et al. 2011). This convergence can be partly under-
stood in the light of the strong standing of children’s rights, because 
child participation has gained increased attention both in research and 
as an important element of child welfare work (Gilbert et al. 2011).



1  Implementing the Nordic Barnahus Model …        11

The Criminal Justice System

Child-Friendly Justice

The idea of child-friendly justice has developed and materialised in a 
number of international treaties and policy documents (see above) since 
the signing of the CRC. The idea is associated with two discourses: on 
the one hand, a discourse of protection that sees children as vulnerable, 
and on the other hand, a discourse that sees children as agents with the 
ability to act on their own behalf (Sandberg 2016). Both discourses are 
reflected in the Nordic legal systems.

A common characteristic of the criminal justice systems in the 
Nordic countries is that children do not give evidence in court. The best 
evidence rule and the adversarial principle are basic in legal procedure. 
These principles are sanctioned in the Convention for the Protection of 
Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms article 6, the right to a fair 
trial. The core of the right to a fair trial is the defence’s right to cross-
examine a witness, art. 6.3d. According to this, evidence shall be given 
in court so that the accused can defend themselves against the charges. 
In the Nordic countries, when the aggrieved party is a child, their testi-
mony is given outside of the court proceedings. The European Court of 
Human Rights has ruled in several cases that a testimony given in the 
pre-trial (criminal) investigation does not violate the defendant’s right 
to a fair trial if the defendant’s rights according to article 6 have been 
safeguarded in the pre-trial investigation (Danelius 2015; Hennum 
2006; Sutorius and Kaldal 2003).

Historically, the child’s need for protection has been a central jus-
tification for the child’s testimony to be given outside of open court. 
In Norway, for instance, this practice was first implemented in sexual 
abuse cases. It has later expanded to cases involving physical violence 
and children witnessing violence. In Sweden, the Supreme Court 
ruled in 1963 (NJA 1963, 555) that a child’s audio-documented state-
ment from the police investigation could be used as evidence despite 
the breach of the fundamental principle of evidence immediacy. The 
Barnahus model can, against this background, be seen as part of a 
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development aimed at protecting children against the burden that the 
investigation and court proceedings can represent for the child. In 
Barnahus, children give their testimony in child-friendly environments, 
and their testimony is video-recorded. Child-friendly environments can 
be seen as a way of orchestrating the best possible setting for the child 
to give their testimony, in accordance with the child’s right to participa-
tion as stated in the CRC. The committee states that the hearing must 
be child friendly with regard to environment and procedures (CRC/C/
GC/12). This brings us to the child rights perspective.

The Child Rights Perspective

The child rights perspective has influenced criminal law as well as 
other legal areas, such as child and family law and child welfare law. 
According to international law, children are granted legal protec-
tion from violence and abuse. This is stated in both the European 
Convention on Human Rights (art. 3), as interpreted by the European 
Court of Human Rights, and CRC, in, for instance, articles 19 and 34. 
Article 39 obliges states to implement measures to protect children from 
violence and abuse.

The child’s right to participation is a basic right that follows from 
CRC article 12. Participation is one of the four main principles in the 
convention. It is an independent right, as well as a right integral to all 
the other rights that the CRC entails (Sandberg 2016). The right to 
participation applies to all issues concerning the child and includes the 
child right to access justice. The UN Committee on the Rights of the 
Child does not make any distinction as to whether the child is a witness 
to or a victim of crime. The child therefore has an independent right 
to be heard in cases of violence and abuse in a criminal case and in all 
stages of the legal process. The best interest of the child is another basic 
right and fundamental legal principle in the CRC (art. 3). This means 
that if a provision is open to more than one interpretation, the interpre-
tation which most effectively serves the child’s best interest should be 
chosen (CRC/C/GC/14). The principle of the best interest of the child 
is also a procedural principle. This means that when a decision relates to 
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a specific child, the decision-making process must entail an assessment 
of the consequences of the decision for the child (CRC/C/GC/14).

The consideration of the child’s need for protection (child-friendly 
justice) and participation (the child rights perspective) may conflict. 
Numerous studies have shown that the relationship between these two 
considerations is complicated. For instance, even though the child has 
a right to participate in all matters affecting them, several studies show 
that the child is not always heard (Bakketeig and Bergan 2013; Eriksson 
2012; Kaldal et al. 2010). Protecting a child is often used as an argu-
ment for not hearing the child, even though this is not in accordance 
with the rights of the child. On the other hand, the right to participa-
tion does not imply a duty to participate; there must therefore also be 
consideration of the right of the individual child to not participate.

The Nordic Barnahus Model(s)

The fact that the Barnahus model has spread and is established in all 
Nordic countries could in one sense be interpreted as a sign of the simi-
larities between the Nordic welfare states sketched above, but in the 
light of several completed as well as ongoing studies of Barnahus in 
the different Nordic countries (e.g. Åström and Rejmer 2008; Swedish 
National Police Agency et al. 2008; Kaldal et al. 2010; Johansson 2011; 
Bakketeig et al. 2012; Stefansen et al. 2012; Johansson 2012; Landberg 
and Svedin 2013), important variations regarding the implementation 
of the Barnahus model are crystallising. This actualises the importance 
of gathering knowledge from the different countries, as well as further 
developing an interdisciplinary, contextual and comparative under-
standing. In this section, we will compare how the Barnahus model has 
been implemented in the different Nordic countries on an overarching 
level, and address differences and similarities in aims and scope, as well 
as legal and organisational aspects of the different national models. We 
will thus identify key characteristics of the local adaptions of the Nordic 
Barnahus model that, in turn, will work as an introduction to the fol-
lowing chapters of the book.
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Comparing Key Characteristics and Local Adaptions

The Nordic region consists of the five countries: Iceland, Sweden, 
Norway, Denmark and Finland, as well as their autonomous regions: 
the Åland Islands, Greenland and the Faroe Islands. In the following, 
we will address the key characteristics, as well as local adaptions, of the 
Nordic Barnahus models. Table 1.1 gives an overview of the key charac-
teristics of the national Barnahus models in Iceland, Sweden, Norway 
and Denmark, based on the more detailed country model descrip-
tions in the appendix of this book (which also include descriptions of 
the models in Finland and the autonomous Nordic regions). The main 
arguments for only including Iceland, Sweden, Norway and Denmark 
in the table are that they are the Nordic countries where Barnahus is 
most widespread and/or where most evaluations and research have been 
undertaken so far, so that the data available are robust and thus compa-
rable. To some extent, however, all Nordic countries and regions will be 
part of the comparative discussion.

There are, of course, challenges when including comparable ele-
ments in a table like this one (Table 1.1). First, there are often 
discrepancies in data regarding how the Barnahus model on an ide-
ological level is defined in the respective countries and how it func-
tions in practice. For example, the target group could be defined more 
broadly in policy documents or regulations, while in practice reaching 
a more limited group of children, or vice versa. Secondly, there are dif-
ficulties in finding comparable data, resulting in various sources being 
used to describe the models in the different countries, even though 
we have tried to use additional sources in order to make the infor-
mation as comparable as possible, as well as primarily focused on the 
four country models with most available data sources. Third, there are 
difficulties connected to the constant change that the collaborative 
Barnahus model is undergoing in respective countries, as well as local 
variations in implementation within countries (which applies more 
to some countries than others). Despite these difficulties, we have 
identified significant similarities and differences between the Nordic 
Barnahus models on an overarching level, which will be discussed in 
the following.
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Types of Abuse and Target Groups

As described above, most of the Nordic countries include children 
thought to be victims of both sexual and physical abuse as part of the 
target group. How the target groups of the different Nordic Barnahus 
models are more specifically defined differs to some extent between the 
Nordic countries, as well as the autonomous regions. While some have 
formally extended the types of abuse quite expansively (see Norway 
and Sweden in Table 1.1), other Barnahus models have even broader, 
but also much more demarcated, types of abuse as part of the target 
group for Barnahus. To illustrate, the Åland Island’s Barnahus model 
generally targets crimes against children while in practice mainly han-
dling (interpersonal) violence and sexual abuse cases, and the Faroe 
Island’s Barnahus model in practice includes all criminal behaviour 
against children even though the primary target group is children 
who have suffered sexual or physical abuse. The Greenlandic Barnahus 
model, in contrast, focuses on cases where children have been sexu-
ally abused or been witnesses to sexual abuse (see appendix). Similarly, 
there are differences in whether Barnahus includes or excludes the 
child’s family from the target group or eventual support and treat-
ment services offered at Barnahus (see appendix). There are also varia-
tions regarding the age of the target group, with Sweden and Denmark 
receiving children under 18, while Iceland and Norway have age limits 
of, respectively, 15 and 16. The Greenlandic Barnahus model targets 
children and youths aged 0–18 years, but video-recorded interviews 
are only used with children up to 12 years of age (cf. also the Faroe 
Islands).

Implementation and Regulation

The comparison shows that there are variations in how the model has 
been implemented in the different Nordic countries, such as whether it 
was implemented as a pilot project, upon a decision of the government, 
or not. There are also variations in how the model is regulated, which to 
different degrees correspond to how it has been initiated.
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In both Sweden and Norway, the Barnahus model was initiated 
as a pilot project by the Swedish Ministry of Justice in 2005 and the 
Norwegian Ministry of Justice and the Police in 2007. At that time, 
there was no specific Barnahus regulation in either Sweden or Norway. 
Today, there is still no specific Barnahus law in Sweden, even though 
there have been (not binding) national guidelines and criteria from 
2009, issued a few years after the Barnahus pilot was initiated (Swedish 
National Police Agency 2009). In Norway, there was similarly no spe-
cific Barnahus regulation at the time of establishment, but in 2015 the 
Criminal Procedure Act was amended and new regulations of facili-
tated interviews were put into force (FOR-2015-09-24-1098). The new 
main rule states that Barnahus should be used for facilitated investi-
gative interviews with children under the age of 16 and other vulner-
able victims and witnesses in cases involving sexual abuse, direct and 
indirect physical violence, homicide and gender mutilation, thus mak-
ing Barnahus mandatory for police and prosecutors in these cases. In 
Sweden, the use of Barnahus is not mandatory, which is also demon-
strated by the local variations within the country, where, for instance, 
the child welfare services of 160 of the 290 municipalities in 2013 were 
connected to a Barnahus (Landberg and Svedin 2013).

In Iceland, there is no specific Barnahus law, and Barnahus is not 
explicitly referred to in any legal provision; however, there are regu-
lations in both the Child Protection Act and the Law on Criminal 
Procedure that provide the legal basis for the Barnahus operation. The 
Child Protection Act mandates the Government Agency for Child 
Protection in Iceland to run special service centres with the objective 
of promoting interdisciplinary collaboration, and strengthening the 
coordination of agencies in the handling of cases of child protection 
(Art. 7; Child Protection Act). The Icelandic Government Agency for 
Child Protection has issued guidelines and standard settings for the 
local child welfare services, which are not mandatory but strongly nor-
mative for the practice of local child welfare services, not least since 
they may be sanctioned if a complaint is made and the standards 
are not met. These guidelines and standards address, for example, 
explorative interviews, medical examinations and therapeutic services 
provided by Barnahus. In 2015, there was also a legal change made in 
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the Law on Criminal Procedure (nr. 88/2008) stipulating that inves-
tigative interviews of child victims up to 15 years shall be conducted 
under the auspice of a court judge in a facility specially designed for 
such purposes (Art. 9) and with the support of a specially trained per-
son (Art. 123). These provisions are generally interpreted by court 
judges as mandating interviews with children below the age of 15 in 
Barnahus, even though this was the established practice years before 
the legal amendment.

In contrast, the implementation of Barnahus in Denmark followed 
a broad law reform that was brought into force in October 2013, 
called “the abuse package” , resulting in the simultaneous foundation 
of five Barnahus and three satellites covering the whole country. As 
part of the abuse package, several legal changes were made within the 
Consolidation Act on Social Services (No. 1284) that were of impor-
tance for the Barnahus model in Denmark. A specific Barnahus law 
was also passed (Order on Children Houses no. 1153 of 01/10/2013) 
authorising the Barnahus and providing guidelines for the tasks and 
duties of the Barnahus. These legislative reforms made it mandatory for 
municipality local child welfare services to use Barnahus in child wel-
fare cases that involve the police and/or healthcare services and that 
relate to violence or sexual abuse (Consolidation Act on Social Services, 
§50b). It was also made mandatory for Barnahus to assist the local 
child welfare services in their child welfare investigations in these cases 
(Order on Children Houses no. 1153 of 01/10/2013 § 1). In addition 
to the legal provisions, the National Board of Social Services issued 
common professional quality standards for the Danish Barnahus model 
(see appendix).

It is interesting to note that in the countries where Barnahus is man-
datory by law, the obligation to use Barnahus is directed towards dif-
ferent agencies: in Norway towards police and prosecutors, and in 
Denmark towards the municipality local child welfare services. In 
Iceland, the specific use of Barnahus is not mandatory; however, regula-
tive support for the use of such facilities can still be regarded as strong 
and also well balanced in comparison with Norway and Denmark, due 
to the fact that there is a regulative support to be found in both child 
welfare and criminal procedural regulation.
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Central Coordination and Collaboration

As a pilot project, Barnahus in Sweden was commissioned by the 
Swedish Ministry of Justice and coordinated by an interagency coor-
dination group at state level. Since then, however, there has not been 
any central administrative coordinating agency for Barnahus in Sweden, 
except for the national Barnahus network established and for long 
coordinated by the non-governmental organisation Save the Children 
Sweden and since 2016 by the National Competence Centre in Child 
Abuse (Barnafrid) at Linköping University in cooperation with Save the 
Children Sweden.

In Norway, the Barnahus model is coordinated by the Police 
Directorate on behalf of the Ministry of Police and Public Security. 
Barnahus in Norway are organised as separate units within the police dis-
trict where they are located, and the regular Barnahus staff are employed 
as civilians in the police districts. In Sweden, Barnahus do not constitute 
a governmental agency per se, which means that all agencies working 
in Barnahus are employed by their respective agencies, and the regular 
Barnahus staff are primarily employed within the municipality social wel-
fare services. In Denmark, the five Barnahus are independent units that 
are supported and supervised by the National Board of Social Services. 
The administrative structure indicates a strong connection to the child 
welfare system in Denmark. This connection is apparently stronger 
than in many other Nordic Barnahus models; however, in Iceland, the 
Government Agency for Child Protection funds the general operation 
of Barnahus, employs the Barnahus staff and offers regular training in 
forensic interviewing and trauma-focused therapy (see appendix).

In Sweden, the Barnahus model is strongly associated with the coor-
dination of parallel investigations (i.e. the pre-trial criminal investi-
gation and the child welfare investigation)  where Barnahus can be 
interpreted as a collaborative arena primarily for the child welfare ser-
vices and law enforcement (police and prosecutors). Healthcare profes-
sionals, on the other hand, are not as central as in several other Nordic 
Barnahus models. In Sweden, the main role of Barnahus could thus 
be described as coordinating two parallel investigations with different 
objectives.
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In Norway, the Barnahus model is strongly associated with the police, 
and in addition, the model is more health care oriented than in sev-
eral other Nordic Barnahus models, offering support and follow-up 
by trained therapists. In Norway, the key role could therefore be inter-
preted as facilitating investigative interviews in a supportive environ-
ment. The child welfare services, on the other hand, are more peripheral 
than in many other Nordic Barnahus models, since they are not for-
mally a part of the collaborative model, even though they can partici-
pate when necessary, which is often the case.

In Denmark, the Barnahus model is most strongly connected to 
the child welfare services, even though the Barnahus also facilitates 
the police and their child investigative interviews. The main role 
of Barnahus in Denmark could thus be interpreted as assisting the 
municipality local child welfare services, which are the responsible 
and key agency in the Danish model, and through which all cases are 
channelled.

If we look at some of the autonomous regions, we also see strong 
connections between Barnahus and the child welfare system. In the 
Faroe Islands, the Barnahus is an integrated part of the Child Protection 
Agency, and since spring 2016, the Barnahus in Greenland has become 
part of a larger Central Advisory Unit under the Ministry of Family, 
Equality and Social Affairs, which deals with child welfare in all of 
Greenland (see appendix).

In Iceland, several changes have been made since the start of 
Barnahus in 1998 and today, which have developed the collaboration 
within Barnahus in many ways. For example, the practice of explorative 
interviews, initiated by the local child welfare services, has developed in 
addition to the (forensic) child investigative interviews. Collaborative 
work has also developed, from being mostly characterised by direct 
communication in individual cases between the local child welfare ser-
vices, the police and the medical professionals, towards strengthening 
the role of the Barnahus staff as coordinators. This has been material-
ised by setting up pre-interview conferences between local child welfare 
services, the police and the forensic interviewer, in connection with the 
interview with the child, addressing both the criminal and child welfare 
investigation. Regular consultation meetings in Barnahus have also been 
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practiced since 2016, in order to coordinate and collaborate around 
complex cases, especially investigations of physical (interpersonal) vio-
lence. The collaboration in the Icelandic Barnahus model could be 
interpreted as moving towards an increasing coordination of both the 
criminal and the child welfare investigation as well as a strengthening 
role of the Barnahus staff as coordinators.

It is also evident that there are variations (between but also, to dif-
ferent degrees, within countries) when the Barnahus model is imple-
mented locally, depending on pre-existing structures, regulatory 
frameworks and cultural, geographical or demographical differences. 
In Finland, for example, the development of the Barnahus model is 
connected to pre-existing collaborative structures, such as the Forensic 
Child and Adolescent Psychiatry Units at the five university hospitals 
and thus has a strong relationship to healthcare and child investigative 
interviews by forensic psychologists, although on request by the police.

Concluding Remarks

In relation to the differences in child welfare systems noted above, vary-
ing from family service oriented or child protection oriented to a conver-
gence towards more child-focused-oriented systems  (Gilbert et al. 2011), 
there is a need for reflection. The child welfare systems of the Nordic 
countries have traditionally been seen as family service oriented, but the 
implementation of the Barnahus model could in one sense be interpreted 
as part of an ongoing move towards a child protection orientation within 
Nordic child welfare systems, not least since Barnahus specifically han-
dles cases of suspected child abuse with a strong focus on the suspected 
crimes and the investigatory processes. For instance, the Norwegian 
Barnahus model is primarily focused on facilitating (forensic) child inves-
tigative interviews in a supportive environment as explained above.

The family service orientation varies between the Nordic Barnahus 
models, partly due to differences in whether the family as a whole is 
included or excluded from the target group, or the support and treat-
ment services offered. For example, it varies whether support is given to 



1  Implementing the Nordic Barnahus Model …        23

the closest caregiver accompanying the child to Barnahus (often a non-
suspect), in order to be able to handle the situation and take care of 
the child, or whether treatment is offered to the family as a whole (cf. 
appendix).

The Barnahus model can also be seen as an indication of a conver-
gence towards more child-focused or child-centred child welfare sys-
tems, since both the child-friendly settings and children’s participation 
are central elements of the model. The implementation of Barnahus 
is an important part of the development towards more child-friendly 
justice in the Nordic countries and a strengthening of the children´s 
rights perspective; however, the differences between the models, for 
instance, regarding affiliation, represent different conditions for balanc-
ing the interests of the criminal case in relation to the child welfare case. 
The structural affiliation of Barnahus within the police system, as in 
Norway, may, for instance, imply that the criminal case has higher pri-
ority (cf. Bakketeig, Chap. 13).

Evidently, there are several differences in how the implementation of 
the Barnahus model has taken shape in various national policy contexts. 
This leads to different conditions for interagency collaboration as well as 
more specialised investigation processes to evolve in practice, which the 
following chapters will elaborate further.

Outline of the Book

Themes and Chapters

The book is divided into four broad themes. The first theme relates 
to the idea of Barnahus as a supportive context for victimised children, 
which is an important part of the model’s basic aim of being a child-
friendly service for children. This part addresses the question of whether 
the Barnahus context and routines are actually experienced as sup-
portive by children and their supportive adults. Kari Stefansen writes 
in Chap. 2 about the role of the material in staging a child-friendly 
atmosphere at Barnahus, using data from the Norwegian context. She 
analyses both professional views and the experiences of children and 
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accompanying adults who have been at Barnahus because of a suspected 
crime against the child. Ann-Margreth Olsson and Maria Kläfverud 
from Sweden focus in Chap. 3 on children’s understandings of Barnahus 
and the particularly difficult situation for children of being summoned 
to Barnahus when their parents or persons close to the parents are sus-
pected of the crime—and thus are not informed about the child’s visit 
to the Barnahus. An important part of offering a supportive context for 
children in Barnahus is also that the methods and tools for crisis inter-
vention are evidence based. Drawing on a study in Sweden, in Chap. 4 
Johanna Thulin and Cecilia Kjellgren introduce and discuss an inter-
vention aimed at both children and parents in families where one or 
both parents have used physical violence against the child.

Theme II relates to the (forensic) child investigative interview. In 
Chap. 5, Trond Myklebust describes the Nordic model of handling chil-
dren’s testimonies and discusses today’s interviewing procedures and the 
training provided for interviewers. Gunn Astrid Baugerud and Miriam 
Sinkerud Johnson present a revised version of the NICHD protocol in 
Chap. 6, which focuses on enhanced socio-emotional support from the 
interviewers in order to manage children’s reluctance to reveal abuse. In 
Chap. 7, Julia Korkman, Tom Pakkanen and Taina Laajasalo present 
the framework for specialised university hospital units in Finland, used 
for investigating suspected crimes against children when requested by 
the police. Special attention is directed towards the use of forensic psy-
chology expertise and a hypothesis-testing approach in relation to the 
(forensic) child investigative interview and pre-trial (criminal) investiga-
tion. In Chap. 8, Åse Langballe and Tone Davik discuss a new sequen-
tial interview model that is tailored to the needs of preschool children 
when they participate in investigative interviews in Barnahus.

The third theme covers different dimensions of children’s rights in 
relation to Barnahus. In Chap. 9, Hrefna Fridriksdottir and Anni G. 
Haugen present a method for the analysis of interdisciplinary child 
rights justice systems, which aims to identify international principles 
and the main challenges in their practical application in handling cases 
concerning the sexual abuse of children. In Chap. 10, Anna Kaldal, Åsa 
Landberg, Maria Eriksson and Carl Göran Svedin discuss children’s 
rights to information in a criminal investigation in Barnahus, from a 
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child’s rights perspective, according to both international law and 
Swedish national law. In Chap. 11, Maria Forsman discusses children’s 
legal representatives in Sweden and their role in Barnahus.

The last theme (IV) addresses professional autonomy and intera-
gency collaboration. These are core elements in Barnahus as a multi-
professional collaborative model with the main aim of facilitating and 
improving interagency collaboration. As the chapters will show, profes-
sional autonomy and collaboration create tensions and challenges in an 
interagency model, which require balancing. Susanna Johansson relates 
to the Swedish context and shows in Chap. 12 how Barnahus collabo-
ration spans different regulatory fields and brings together conflicting 
logics, creating an institutional tension between “justice” and “welfare”. 
Her chapter analyses collaboration in Barnahus in a critical manner, 
drawing on institutional theory and a three-dimensional concept of 
power. Elisiv Bakketeig explores the issue of conflicting logics further 
in Chap. 13 by discussing whether, and how, juridification manifests in 
the Norwegian Barnahus model using the Swedish Barnahus model as 
a point of reference. She discusses factors that may stimulate or con-
strain processes of juridification in the Norwegian model. In Chap. 14, 
Lene Mosegaard Søbjerg explores how the establishment of Barnahus 
in Denmark has been perceived by child welfare workers in the local 
municipalities. More precisely she discusses how the establishment 
of Barnahus in Denmark affected the capability of child welfare case-
workers to work holistically with abused children and how this relates 
to Barnahus as an integrated service. Finally, in Chap. 15 Anja Bredal 
and Kari Stefansen discuss a pilot project in Norway called “project 
November” which involves adapting the main features of the Barnahus 
model with the aim of developing integrated services for adult victims 
of interpersonal violence. They highlight the importance of analys-
ing the local landscape of services before new collaborative models are 
implemented.

In the concluding chapter, we comment on the contributions in the 
book and identify key challenges and potentials relating to the Barnahus 
model, both within a Nordic welfare state context and beyond. We 
also introduce Barnahus as an emerging organisational field and a 
corresponding field of research.
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Notes

1.	 Lithuania is one of the Baltic Sea States, and the Council of the Baltic 
Sea States has received EU funding for a project aimed at promoting 
child-friendly multidisciplinary and interagency services for child victims 
of violence and sexual assault (the PROMISE project, www.cbss.org/
promise-kick-meeting/).

2.	 We discuss the latter topic in the concluding chapter in this book.
3.	 The discussion below is informed by NGO and governmental reports, 

policy documents and guidelines on international and European levels, 
as well as commissioned research on the Barnahus model in the early 
phase after implementation (e.g. Skybak 2004; Diesen 2002; Landberg 
and Svedin 2013; Save the Children Sweden 2009; Gudbrandsson 2010; 
Norwegian Ministry of Justice and the Police 2006; Swedish Ministry of 
Justice 2005; Bakketeig et al. 2012; Stefansen et al. 2012; Åström and 
Rejmer 2008; Kaldal et al. 2010). The information on the CAC model 
stems partly from the National Children’s Advocacy Center web page 
and partly from existing research and evaluation studies (see, for exam-
ple, Wolfteich and Loggins 2007; Cross et al. 2007; Jones et al. 2007; 
Faller and Palusci 2007; Walsh et al. 2008; Miller and Rubin 2009).

4.	 In addition, the Nordic Barnahus models have a low threshold for 
cases in accordance with the definitions of sexual abuse and (interper-
sonal) violence in the criminal codes of the respective countries. Taken 
together, this means that the Barnahus model deals with a broader tar-
get group than the CAC and handles many cases with a high degree of 
uncertainty, not least when it comes to evidence for court proceedings.

5.	 In Sweden, the convention was ratified in 1990 and has since then been 
transformed through implementation in several areas of law. Today, 
there is a bill with a suggestion of an incorporation of the convention in 
Sweden (SOU 2016: 19Barnkonventionen blir svensk lag).

6.	 It is important to note, however, that the system categorisations are quite 
general descriptions of how the child welfare and criminal justice sys-
tems of the Nordic welfare states are designed and meant to work. It 
does not mean that the systems always work in the intended way. We 
are currently witnessing examples of “system-failures” within the Nordic 
countries due to, for instance, economic burdens or case overloads (see, 
for example, Backe-Hansen et al. 2016).

http://www.cbss.org/promise-kick-meeting/
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7.	 This is not the case in, for example, Belgium or the Netherlands. Note 
also that in Finland, mandatory reporting directly to the police has been 
enforced since 2015 in cases of suspected child abuse.
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