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The role of social support for social workers engaged in 
preventing radicalization and violent extremism
Håvard Haugstvedt

PhD Research Fellow at the University of Stavanger, Department of Social Studies, and guest researcher at Center 
for Research on Extremism (C-Rex), University of Oslo, Oslo, Norway

ABSTRACT
Over the last decade, social workers have been engaged in prevention 
work against violent extremism in the United Kingdom and the Nordic 
countries. There are scholarly findings of professional uncertainty among 
social workers carrying out this task, but the influence of organizational 
factors and support have not yet been studied in this context. This paper 
fills some of that gap with findings from research using 17 in-depth and 
two focus group interviews with experienced social workers involved in 
prevention work against radicalization and violent extremism. 
Theoretically, this paper applies Curtona and Russell’s theory of social 
support to its findings. The analysis revealed that professional acknowl-
edgement is important for these social workers and that being given time 
and understanding of how this work impacts professionals on a personal 
level is a critical part of their interaction with peers and managers. 
Supportive measures, such as peer support, debriefing, and supervision, 
are also essential parts of maintaining well-being in the aftermath of these 
client encounters. Additionally, the novel contribution of this paper is that, 
for practitioners in a mixed and still evolving practice field, these support 
services may also strengthen prevention workers to remain close to their 
professional principles and focus on emancipating, not controlling their 
target group.
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Introduction and context

Violent extremism and terrorism is perceived as a big threat to European countries (European 
Union Agency for Law Enforcement Cooperation [EUROPOL], 2019). Since the early 1990s, and 
especially during the last decade, social workers, alongside the police and, to some extent, the 
security service, have played a role in preventing radicalization and violent extremism in Nordic 
countries (Carlsson 2017; Lid et al. 2016). This work is characterized both by compassionate 
dialogue with clients (Haugstvedt 2019; Ponsot, Autixier, and Madriaza 2017) and by elements of 
control and cooperation with the police and security service (Chisholm and Coulter 2017; 
McKendrick and Finch 2017). The new task has caused concern that prevention workers will 
engage in ‘soft policing’ of vulnerable individuals and groups (Chisholm and Coulter 2017; 
McKendrick and Finch 2016, 2017) and stigmatize Muslims (Qurashi 2018).

Acknowledgement and social support have been found to influence social workers’ ability to 
handle work stress (Kim and Stoner 2008; Nissly, Barak, and Levin 2005). Within the field of 
preventing violent extremism, this might be of even higher importance due to the mixed roles, 
closeness to police and security service, and the novelty of this work. This has the potential to 
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create uncertainty about what social workers actually do in this field. Generally, in social work, 
role ambiguity is identified as a factor associated with work stress (Indregard, Knardahl, and 
Nielsen 2017; Johannessen, Tynes, and Sterud 2013; Kim and Stoner 2008; Yürür and Sarikaya 
2012) for professionals altogether as well as for preventing violent extremism (Sweifach, Heft 
LaPorte, and Linzer 2010). To cope with such issues, scholarly work has found a need for support 
from peers and managers (Lloyd, King, and Chenoweth 2002; Nissly, Barak, and Levin 2005).

There are international findings of professional uncertainty among those performing this work 
(Chisholm and Coulter 2017; Dryden 2017; Lid et al. 2016). However, as no studies have examined 
the topic of organizational factors and support within the context of preventing radicalization and 
violent extremism, little is known about what these professionals need from peers, managers, and 
support staff.

What is different about this specific prevention work?

The balance between control and support is well known within social work as a source of tension 
(Levin 2007). This tension became further intensified in the United Kingdom after the Prevent 
policy became a legal duty for public sector workers in 2015 (Stanley 2018). While the frame-
work of this multiagency work is different and far less reaching in Norway compared to the 
United Kingdom, in Norway, the Norwegian Police Security Service (PST) is also engaged in 
multiagency cooperation (Carlsson 2017). This might be of particular concern and possibly 
create some of the tension found in the United Kingdom. Research carried out in Belgium found 
that closeness to police and unclear roles and practices have caused Belgian social workers 
engaged in preventing violent extremism to lose contact with their target group (Brion and 
Guittet 2018).

Prevention work should be based on solid expertise. However, an international review of the 
training courses seeking to provide such competency found training to be insufficient to effectively 
strengthen workers in deradicalizing those identified as extremists (Koehler and Fiebig 2019). This 
is not surprising, as no proper explanation has been found for why some radicalize into violent 
extremists and others do not. A wide variety of influencing factors have been found, such as mental 
health issues among solo terrorists (Grønnerød and Hellevik 2016) and feelings of insignificance 
(Kruglanski et al. 2018), but no studies have been conclusive. Moreover, no strong evidence exists 
on what works in terms of prevention or deradicalization efforts (Pistone et al. 2019). Also, 
screening tools have been developed to help identify at risk individuals. But scholars have raised 
concern of the conceptualizations underpinning such tools (Knudsen 2018), as well as them being 
heavily reliant on the quality and utilization of the source information (Egan et al. 2016). Hence, the 
work to prevent radicalization and violent extremism cannot be based on checklists and standar-
dized approaches alone. This might cause some of the uncertainties experienced by practitioners 
within the multiagency approach to prevent radicalization and violent extremism (Chisholm and 
Coulter 2017; Dryden 2017; Lid et al. 2016). While facing uncertainty is recognized as a part of 
social work (Miller 2006), it also calls for support from colleagues as well as critically reviewing 
professional decision-making to improve practice (Munro 2019).

These findings point towards a new and evolving practice field where social workers interact 
both with clients at risk of (further) radicalization and with police and security service. The 
difference in discourses found among social workers and ‘security workers’ (Sivenbring and 
Malmros 2020) set to cooperate in these cases might contribute to some of the uncertainties 
identified earlier. The novelty of this task in a mixed professional landscape, the lack of training 
to reach high levels of expertise, and the overall low numbers of cases paint a picture of a task that 
creates challenges for social workers. Hence, proper support and continuous dissemination of 
practice through critical reflection and supervision might play a crucial role in both social workers’ 
well-being and their professional practice. This leads to the following research question:
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● How do social workers involved in preventing radicalization and violent extremism experience 
and perceive their own needs for organizational support?

This question will be answered through analysis of interview data, from highly experienced social 
workers involved in preventing violent extremism in Norway. First, this paper introduces findings 
from scholarly literature on organizational factors that influence social workers’ stress at work, their 
well-being, and their ability to manage challenging tasks.

Review

Although social work is considered a rewarding profession (Stevens et al. 2012), it has also been 
found to affect the worker in many negative ways, including through burnout and secondary 
trauma (Acker 1999; Adams, Boscarino, and Figley 2006; Baugerud, Vangbæk, and Melinder 
2017; Lloyd, King, and Chenoweth 2002). This is at least partially explained by the following. 
Social workers’ openness and empathy towards their clients make them vulnerable to stress 
(Lloyd, King, and Chenoweth 2002), and at times, they interact with very challenging service 
users who may struggle with mental health problems (Acker 1999) or may be victims of child 
abuse (Horwitz 1998). In addition, it has been found that social workers experience high 
emotional demands (Indregard, Knardahl, and Nielsen 2017) and that co-workers or family 
might struggle to understand their needs after potentially traumatic incidents at work (Horwitz 
1998). To gain a deeper understanding of work stress and possibly prevent it, many studies have 
explored the relationship and influence of organizational factors on job satisfaction, well-being, 
and stress within social work (Baugerud, Vangbæk, and Melinder 2017; Ben-Zur and Michael 
2007; Nissly, Barak, and Levin 2005). For example, Baugerud, Vangbæk, and Melinder (2017) 
found that a high workload predicted high levels of burnout among child protection workers, 
while commitment to their organization and a sense of work mastery reduced levels of compas-
sion fatigue. In the following, the influence of organizational factors on social workers’ well-being 
will be presented.

Social support, from either managers and co-workers, has been found to reduce intention to quit 
among social workers (Ducharme, Knudsen, and Roman 2007; Nissly, Barak, and Levin 2005) and 
reduce job stress in general (Ben-Zur and Michael 2007; Lloyd, King, and Chenoweth 2002). 
Supervisory support in particular has been found to positively influence social workers within child 
protection services to remain in their position over time (Dickinson and Perry 2002). Further, social 
support from colleagues is effective in reversing negative thoughts on what might happen in challen-
ging client sessions (Chudzik 2016). However, the strongest predictors of work-related stress and 
burnout appear to be work pressure, workload, role ambiguity, and relationship with superiors (Kim 
and Stoner 2008; Lloyd, King, and Chenoweth 2002). To bolster workers for the challenges in social 
work, both formal and informal group support have been recommended to draw attention to the 
fulfiling and satisfactory sides of doing social work, which could help reduce stress (Collins 2008).

Several authors have argued that organizations need to build supportive job conditions to reduce 
high levels of stress among social workers (Kim and Stoner 2008; Yürür and Sarikaya 2012) and 
provide supervisors as resources for frontline staff in social services (Kim and Lee 2009). 
Supervision that is directly related to clinical practice may also have an indirect buffering effect 
on working with challenging clients by teaching the workers how to handle these clients, providing 
adequate interventions, increasing the sense of personal accomplishments, and thus reducing work 
stress (Ducharme, Knudsen, and Roman 2007; Yürür and Sarikaya 2012). In addition to reducing 
burnout and raising awareness of professional boundaries (Urdang 2010), self-reflection and critical 
examination of social work practice also help practitioners become aware of their own values (Ixer 
2003) and resist oppressive structures and practices (Heron 2005; Sakamoto and Pitner 2005). As 
social work addresses the needs and troubles of vulnerable populations, supervision is of vital 
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importance to handling their cases as well as for personal development as a social worker (Hughes 
2010).

This brief review has found evidence that organizational and work factors, such as role ambi-
guity, high caseloads, and poor support from co-workers and supervisors, are associated with work- 
related stress. However, both formal and informal social support from co-workers and supervisors 
have been found and suggested to be effective strategies to assist social workers in managing 
challenging client work, work-related stress, and job retention. However, even more importantly, 
supervision and critical reflection of practice have been proven as tools that can heighten the 
awareness of oppressive practices and influence both social workers’ well-being and their practices 
towards vulnerable target groups. These findings indicate a solid ground for an exploration of 
organizational support as an influencing factor in social workers’ prevention of radicalization and 
violent extremism, which this paper builds on. In the following, the theoretical perspectives of social 
support by Cutrona and Russell (1990) will be presented and later applied as a useful lens for this 
paper’s findings.

Theory

Social support appears to be important for maintaining physical and mental health and for 
enhancing resilience to stress (Ozbay et al. 2007). Cutrona and Russell (1990) set forth to develop 
a theory and construction of social support by reviewing and combining findings in earlier studies. 
This work, as well as Cutrona’s (2000) further developments, found that social support contains two 
main dimensions, instrumental support and nurturant support, with subvariations in both.

Instrumental support includes, as the name describes, instrumental measures of support that can 
be directly relevant to solving the problem at hand. This may be specific advice on how a situation 
can be handled or offerings of resources to help manage the problem, such as money if the problem 
is of a financial nature (Cutrona 2000). This category includes both information support, such as 
suggestions and advice on what to do, and tangible support. Tangible support is something we can 
do for the person with the problem to indirectly influence the problem, such as loaning them money 
or taking care of their children at times to relieve stress. Nurturant support, in contrast, is related to 
easing the negative emotions influenced by the problem but does not directly solve it. In this 
category, emotional support is the act of engaging in empathic listening, being attentive, or just 
being there for someone when needed. This also includes esteem support, which involves showing 
and telling a person how much they are worth and bolstering a person’s self-esteem and sense of 
competency (Cutrona 2000; Cutrona and Russell 1990).

Researchers of social support, like Cutrona and Russell (1990), have struggled with identifying 
what type of support is most efficient for easing various problems (Pinkerton and Dolan 2007). One 
main finding from Cutrona (2000) is that emotional support appears to be favourable in most cases, 
while instrumental support through advice and information is more likely to be received positively 
if the support provider has control over or competency in the problem area. While a large body of 
research has been conducted on the effectiveness of social support, the mechanisms are still debated 
and findings vary (Nurullah 2012). Among important dimensions is the cultural context wherein 
support is given and received (Kim, Sherman, and Taylor 2008), and gender of both the giver and 
recipient (Thoits 2011).

Methodology

The studies included in the review mainly applied statistical approaches by analysing the association 
and influence of organizational factors and work stress, burnout and job retention, and various 
supportive measures. This paper, however, utilizes data from in-depth and focus group interviews 
to explore organizational factors that influence the participants at work and what they experience as 
needed or wanted. This is a qualitative in-depth study of a particular branch and phenomenon in 
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social work that is aimed at providing a richness and depth of data through dialogue with the 
participants (Blaikie 2010).

Sampling and data collection

Participants were recruited from a range of services in western, middle, and eastern parts of 
Norway. To secure various and rich descriptions of practice and experience, purposeful sampling 
(Yin 2016, 93) sought highly experienced social workers who work in both large cities and smaller 
municipalities. The recruitment process began by engaging with local managers and coordinators 
in the municipalities. These starting points served to open doors to others, followed by initial 
screening via telephone to ensure participants had experience on the research topic. Lastly, the 
snowball method was used to reach additional participants (Biernacki and Waldorf 1981). 
Prevention of radicalization and violent extremism is not organized in a standardized way in 
Norway. Therefore, participants were recruited from child protection services, social services, 
outreach services, and various projects, all of which have responsibilities and experience in 
providing interventions or follow-up services for youth and adults at risk of (further) 
radicalization.

Both the 17 in-depth interviews and the two focus group interviews were conducted from winter 
to autumn 2018. I sought data triangulation by combining these two approaches (Yin 2016). The 
interviews had a mean length of 101 minutes. Participants were both female (6) and male (11), with 
a mean age of 39 years. Their highest educational levels were a bachelor’s degree (9) and master’s 
degree (8), with a mean 12.5 years of experience in social work and 3.5 years of working to prevent 
radicalization and violent extremism. On the basis of the above, the participants are considered by 
the author to represent competency and experience at a very high level in this field and are able to 
provide insight into the current research topic.

Ethical considerations

The Norwegian Centre for Research Data approved the project, no. 58,477, on 1 February 2018. 
Information about the research project, confidentiality, and consent forms were provided to all 
potential participants early in the recruitment process. These were collected before the interviews 
were carried out. Consent forms and audio recordings of interviews were securely stored according 
to the guidelines of the University of Stavanger. To ensure the participants’ discretion, all data were 
anonymized.

Analysis

A six-step thematic analysis revealed two main themes, or patterns, within the data (Braun and 
Clarke 2006): the need for acknowledgement from co-workers and managers and the need for 
professional strengthening. Next, an integrated findings and discussion section, where Cutrona and 
Russell’s (1990) construction of social support are applied, will follow.

Theme 1: acknowledgement

This study found a need to recognize that working to prevent radicalization and violent extremism 
is demanding and impacts the social workers. The participants in this study appears to understand 
and handle the task at hand. However, in the interviews, they highlighted that, when they get deep 
into dialogue about ideology and values, they are challenged, and this challenge creates a heightened 
need for professional acknowledgement within their own organization. The topic of professional 
acknowledgement were discussed in a focus group, and the transcript below gives insight into how 
managerial acknowledgement is of particular significance. 

NORDIC SOCIAL WORK RESEARCH 5



Participant 5: I know it. I have felt the same. It’s like all consuming, especially if they are people with 
a lot on their mind, talkative, and extreme opinions about everything. So, you try to receive everything 
and try to work it out. At the same time, you have to sit there and listen to and respond when you can. 
But afterwards, I have experienced many times that I am just sitting there, unable to work. [. . .]

Participant 2: And then there must be someone who is able to recognize that these tasks are difficult.

Participant 5: Yes, and our leader has been very good at recognizing that this is something that 
requires a lot. And if it is difficult for us. Then, we can spend some time to process it and have time 
to . . . [gets interrupted]

Participant 2: It’s allowed to have a time-out.

Participant 5: Yes, time-out, simply.

The three participants talked about how managerial acknowledgement allows them to process 
highly challenging meetings and sessions with clients who may have strong views on society that 
may contradict their own. Managerial acknowledgement of how challenging this task is also seems 
to create an opportunity to spend time after challenging encounters to calm down, ‘shake it off,’ and 
take care of themselves. This form of acknowledgement thereby appears to provide approval for 
them to spend working hours pulling themselves together after emotionally difficult conversations. 
The need for acknowledgement is not new in social work or elsewhere. However, these workers 
explore a still fairly new terrain within social work where uncertainty of roles and tasks may confuse 
both workers and the target group.

Acknowledgement is not a category itself presented by Cutrona & Russell (1990), but it is within 
the realm of what they coined nurturant support, and more specifically emotional and esteem 
support. The participants talked about how co-workers, managers, and other professionals, such as 
psychologists, all are valuable in the sense that they provide various types of nurturant support to 
them. Although some forms of support may be counterproductive (Lehman and Hemphill 1990), 
studies have previously found that emotional support is wanted by most (Cutrona 2000; Cutrona 
and Suhr 1992). The current research revealed a need for both emotional support, and recognition 
of their professional task being challenging. Cutrona and Russell (1990) labelled the latter esteem 
support, and this could include others’ acts to boost their beliefs in their abilities and strengthen 
their self-esteem (Ko, Wang, and Xu 2013). These two aspects of nurturant support appears 
entangled with each other. However, the provider of support makes an important distinction 
between peers and managers. While acknowledgement from both groups are desired, managerial 
acknowledgement has the consequence of also facilitating tangible and instrumental support. This 
leads to the next theme, professional strengthening.

Theme 2: professional strengthening

The second main theme includes two sub-themes: support from peers, and formal supportive 
measures aiming to help the social workers manage challenging client encounters. The latter are 
measures consisting of services like supervision, debriefing, professional guidance, and self-support 
training. While these are more ‘formal’ than nurturant support, they build on the ideal environment 
for supervision facilitated through nurturant support; a safe space for professionals to reflect and 
learn (Beddoe 2010).

Peer support
Below, two participants in the first focus group discusses their experience of working with 
individuals at risk of (further) radicalization and what they need from peers at work. 
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Participant 3: We have a group of those who work with these cases, but we call it adiscussion group. 
But it is more of a way to process these things. Get input onwhat to do next. Seek or ask for help 
from other services.

Participant 4: To ‘play ball’ with others . . . Because we have to deal with a lot of cases, it’s very nice to 
be there with someone who has an understanding of what it is like to be in those situations.

The above reveals that the group setting has a dual function: case-oriented processes and peer 
support. First, the social workers receive input and advice on specific cases they deal with, 
and second, the discussion groups provide recognition to the participants that the work they 
share is something special and thus provide sought-after (nurturant) support to the participants. 
This appears connected with the fact that these workers seldom have a colleague that has the same 
responsibilities as they do. Below, two participants in individual interviews describe this from 
different experiences: 

Participant: It’s tough when you are alone with all of it without colleagues. And I think it’s because 
the consequences are so much greater than in other work.

Participant: I don’t think I could have done this alone, like if I didn’t have anyone around me who 
understood the problems I faced. And luckily I had that. I could vent without any chaos happening, 
without being afraid that they would sound the alarm right away.

These participants point out the value, or need, of a close colleague or partner, as the issues of 
violent extremism might potentially have severe consequences. These consequences, like travelling 
to Syria, causes stress and concern in those not familiar with this field. This kind of peer support 
provides a way for practitioners in a novel practice field to vent, discuss, and reflect upon cases 
where there are no comprehensive guidelines or professional history of what to do and how to 
collaborate with other agencies, such as the police and security service.

Information support was found to mainly be received from co-workers and collaborating 
professionals through group discussions as well as from psychologists and other specialists involved 
in debriefing and advising the participants as will be presented next. In addition, this study found 
that various social support strategies are integrated or work in parallel. In discussion groups, the 
participants experience both recognition and information support, such as advice from co-workers 
and peers (Cutrona and Russell 1990). As many of the other practitioners in these groups deal with 
the same target group and tasks, they are in a unique position to give advice on managing both the 
work and the challenging encounters. Thus, these group discussions have the potential to provide 
both nurturant and instrumental support.

Debriefing and supervision
The current research also found an outspoken need for supervision and professional guidance. 
Debriefing is a service to individuals who have experienced distressing incidents. Its aim is to 
normalize common trauma reactions and provide useful information regarding coping strategies 
(Hawker, Durkin, and Hawker 2011). Internationally, professional guidance has previously been 
found to increase job retention among child protection workers (Landsman 2001; Westbrook, Ellis, 
and Ellett 2006), and perceived supervisory support has been positively associated with reduced 
symptoms of burnout (Hamama 2012). In the work to address and explore clients’ ideology and 
support for various organizations, social workers have previously been found to use well-known 
strategies like Socratic questioning and motivational interviewing (Haugstvedt 2019). These stra-
tegies expose social workers to clients’ attitudes, and as the conversation below shows, these 
attitudes might also be directed at the workers personally. 

Participants: I think it’s mostly that I’m not used to it. And I think you have to have good 
supervision on how not to take it all in because some of it can be very hard.
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Researcher: Like what?

Participant: If you meet with a client and talk to someone who utters things that really break with 
your basic values, your human view, and also get it directed right atyourself or someone close to 
you. That can be hard.

The participant in the transcript above experiences that he becomes the target of his client’s 
attitudes and that this experience is both novel and very challenging. Supervision, in this case, is 
presented as the remedy that strengthens the worker’s ability to handle these challenging encoun-
ters, to not take it all in, as he says. Some of the participants have been educated in techniques that 
assist them when dialogue and cooperation with the target group become stressful, as well as in 
ways to understand both clients and themselves in their professional interaction. 

Participant: We have had psychologists that specialize in coaching professionals on just that 
[handling challenging encounters], and they use basic psychological techniques, like taking 
a short break, to go get some water, get some fresh air, just to manage what you’re experiencing. 
I believe it reduces stress levels sowe are more able to manage it all. And then there’s the debriefing, 
where we’ve had experts explain and help us understand situations and ourselves, so that we’re not 
so easily tipped off or manipulated. It’s important that we’re firmly grounded professionally in this 
work because it’s so challenging

Also, in addition to social workers’ own professional knowledge and competency, debriefing and 
educational programmes have been established in some services to strengthen the prevention 
workers’ ability to engage with clients as well as shield themselves from clients’ manipulative 
attempts.

Such support services, advice and professional training, has been found to be most effective when 
the support provider has more control over the subject, for example, competency or experience, 
than the support receiver (Cutrona 2000). Although not asked about it directly, this did surface 
throughout the interviews, and participants talked with enthusiasm about receiving advice and 
thoughts from psychologists who were engaged by their agencies to support them through debrief-
ings and supervision of practice. In regard to the group discussions in which some of the 
participants in this study also engaged, advice might have the potential to be counterproductive 
or harmful to the professional relationship if more experienced practitioners find themselves on the 
receiving end of advice coming from a novice practitioner. As such, status, competency, and overall 
position might be factors that influence group discussion and especially how advice is received. 
Instrumental support from psychologists corresponds to earlier findings of receiving expert advice, 
and this support appear to strengthen practitioners and make them more resilient to the challenges 
they face in client encounters and their own reactions.

This is also in accordance with earlier findings of supervision playing a key role in good social 
work for both the clients and the workers’ own professional development and practice (Hughes 
2010). Through supervision and dialogue with others, social workers can develop reflective prac-
tices and critical thinking (Ixer 2003; Urdang 2010). This has been found to have the potential to 
uncover oppressive structures and values that influence social work (Heron 2005; Sakamoto and 
Pitner 2005), thereby also creating chances to change them. However, in situations where social 
workers experience high levels of anxiety, self-reflection has been found to be difficult (Ferguson 
2018). This calls for training in self-reflection outside of actual client situations to develop the 
capacity to think clearly about service users’ needs (Ferguson 2018), develop emancipatory forms of 
practice (Houston 2015; Rogers 2012), and undercover power relations on individual, organiza-
tional, and structural levels in society (Mattsson 2014).

The topic of experience and competency in terms of the support provider was not addressed in 
this research project. Future studies might find this topic worth exploring in association with co- 
workers of uneven experience and formal competency. Also, the subjects of self-control and the 
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ability to maintain and control emotions, cognitions, and behaviour (Cohen 2012) have not yet 
been thoroughly integrated into the scholarly literature on social support (Pilcher and Bryant 2016). 
This integration could also provide findings that could both strengthen and challenge social support 
research and possibly uncover new effective pathways.

The paper’s finding ‘fits’ well with Cutrona and Russell’s (1990) theory of social support. 
However, the findings also show that the various types of social support are possibly more 
connected, or overlapping, than the original assumption. The context, professional social work, 
not private relations, may however influence this notion. This paper has shown that information 
support, such as hearing a peer’s assessment of a particular case, or receiving training in self-care 
within client encounters from a psychologist, also functions as emotional support. Additionally, the 
emotional and esteem support from managers in particular, may provide social workers with time 
and space to clear their mind after challenging client encounters. This removes other tasks or 
responsibilities, if only for a short period of time, and thereby indirectly function as tangible 
support by easing other professional ‘burdens’. These findings exceeds Cutrona and Russell’s 
(1990) original categorization. However, the unique aspect of qualified peer support identified in 
this paper also resonates with Cutrona’s (2000) later findings of nurses and counsellors; problems at 
work are most efficiently prevented at work, with someone how is familiar with the challenges.

This analysis also reveals that the needs that surface from doing client work within the context of 
preventing radicalization and violent extremism share commonalities with actual client work itself. 
Like this paper’s findings, client work relies on the ability of the professional to acknowledge the 
clients’ perspectives and experiences, communicate empathy, and create a safe supportive environ-
ment before exploring sensitive issues (Miller 2006). This supports and substantiates earlier findings 
from this kind of prevention work as challenging (Chisholm and Coulter 2017). Also, this study 
revealed that various actors in social workers’ organization may fill very different support functions. 
Peers and managers provide the bulk load of nurturant support, while managers also functions as 
gatekeepers able to provide both time off, and more specialized services from psychologists and 
other experts. Hence, social support in this context is recognized as a puzzle with many inter-
dependent pieces.

How do these findings compare to those of other studies?

This study’s main findings are that social workers have a need for extra acknowledgement and 
understanding from co-workers and managers of how this work affects them emotionally and that 
they are given time to both perform and gather themselves afterwards. Also, it has been shown that, 
to be able to do this kind of work, social workers feel they need both informal and formal supportive 
measures, especially professional supervision and dissemination of their practice. This is somewhat 
similar with earlier research on social workers and social support, especially the value emotional 
support from co-workers and managers have on work-related stress (Chudzik 2016; Hamama 2012; 
Lloyd, King, and Chenoweth 2002; Nissly, Barak, and Levin 2005; Nurullah 2012). In previous 
studies, supervision, debriefing, and advice (Collins 2008; Ducharme, Knudsen, and Roman 2007; 
Yürür and Sarikaya 2012) were shown to be greatly appreciated by the participants. The supportive 
work environments suggested by earlier studies (Kim and Lee 2009; Kim and Stoner 2008) were 
recognized in this study as well.

While also easing stress and possibly burnout (Urdang 2010), instrumental support surfaced as 
a tool that has the potential to uncover, resist, and challenge discourses and structures of oppres-
sion, such as the connection between Muslim populations in Western societies and terrorism 
(Coppock and McGovern 2014; Qurashi 2018; Stanley, Guru, and Coppock 2017; Stanley and 
Guru 2015). In social work with refugees in the UK and Australia, supervision was also found to be 
connected to both workers’ well-being, and to the quality of the interventions and services they 
provided (Robinson 2013). The concern raised by mainly UK scholars about the securitization of 
social work (McKendrick and Finch 2017; Qurashi 2018; Ragazzi 2017) is highly relevant for today’s 
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practitioners, and perhaps particularly in Norway where PST is a collaborative partner for some 
services.

Implications for practice

These findings give direct implications for the above issues. Striving towards an emancipatory and 
anti-oppressive practice, social workers undertaking new tasks, such as preventing violent extre-
mism, should and can strengthen their practice by having a critical eye on their own values and 
assumptions and how they might be influenced by security discourses as well as by client manip-
ulation. In addition to taking care of themselves through various supportive measures and super-
vision, these steps can also help practitioners navigate a ‘treacherous landscape,’ where the police 
and security service’s agenda does not necessarily coincide with that of social services. As these 
findings become known, they should be taken into account in the practice field to further bolster 
practitioners into more confident, and still, empathic workers who have had a short glimpse into the 
needs of their clients. Social workers may, through discussion and reflection with peers and 
supervisors, become aware of the similarities between clients’ and social workers’ need. This may 
contribute to maintaining an empathic practice based on professional assessments rather than fear 
and mistrust of minority populations, such as Muslim communities.

Limitations

It is worth noting that the total number of participants in this study was 17. Moreover, this study 
only explored the perspectives of one group of practitioners involved in prevention strategies and 
not those individuals at which it is aimed. The perspectives of the latter group are of great 
importance, especially regarding how they experience the interventions or narratives about them-
selves found in mass media and from government agencies. However, the experiences of organiza-
tional structures from the perspective of the practitioners are important because these support 
services may strengthen them into more reflective and ethically conscious workers who are more 
robust and ready for the dilemmas that arise in this kind of work.

Conclusion

Violent extremism and terrorism are perceived as a big threat to European countries (EUROPOL 
2019). Social workers involved in preventing and countering radicalization and violent extremism 
have the challenging task of managing a balance of both control and support as well as client 
encounters that some social workers experience as causing uncertainty and even fear. To support 
and strengthen these workers within a still evolving task, the participants in this study brought forth 
experiences that may prove useful to both researchers and practitioners. These workers, who are 
mainly the only ones with this task in their service, expressed the need and desire to have their work 
acknowledged as being particularly professionally challenging. Furthermore, both nurturant and 
instrumental support strategies have been found to help them manage this after client encounters, 
and the two may be more closely connected and overlapping than Cutrona and Russell (1990) 
hypothesized, as well as to client work itself. Surprisingly, the findings of social workers’ needs are 
somewhat in line with basic strategies in social work with clients. This insight may, by being 
grounded in own emotional experience, lower the constructed difference between ‘us and them’, in 
which may help facilitate a more curious approach and a deeper understanding of clients’ 
perspectives.

Both peers, managers and specialists are important pieces in the puzzle of social support. 
However, managers are especially responsible and may create work environments that are suppor-
tive of these and other practitioners, as well as clear the way for both nurturant and instrumental 
support. As multiagency work to prevent radicalization and violent extremism is still developing, 
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this is and will be a field where practitioners will look for clarity of both their role and tasks. Also, 
social support may contribute to strengthening social workers’ professional identity and practice. 
This paper’s novel contribution is that these findings occur within the context of preventing 
radicalization and violent extremism, where social workers collaborate with the police and security 
service. Following this paper’s findings regarding the need for both emotional support and 
dissemination of practice, social workers engaged in preventing violent extremism may be better 
suited to withstand political agendas and security discourses that may widen, not close, the gaps 
between minority and majority groups in society.
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