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1 Introduction 
 

Working with a unique client group has given me insight into the diversity 

of our society. The individuals I work with have a variety of challenges in 

managing everyday life, due to Autism Spectrum Disorders, psychiatric 

problems, and delays in their mental as well as physical development. At 

work we refer to our client group as the "in-betweeners". Their challeng-

es in life are not overwhelming enough to require the specialized ser-

vices for severely learning disabled people and not "concrete" enough to 

necessarily entitle them to the services for disabled people. Despite this, 

they have a greater chance of becoming excluded from society due to 

lack of skills to cope with everyday life challenges and tasks.  

 

Providing a good level of counseling service to the clients my team and I 

work with is extremely important to us. This refers to taking each client 

as an individual and not getting lost in the sea of diagnoses and medical 

terms. I believe that a good level of counseling comes from taking each 

person into account as an individual with skills, challenges, hopes, 

dreams and sorrows just as any individual in our society, regardless of 

age, gender, background, religion, disability or illness. Vance Peavy 

writes about SocioDynamic counseling in his book SocioDynamic Coun-

seling: A Practical Approach to Meaning Making. He talks about helping 

individuals through counseling. According to Peavy a counselor is work-

ing in an ethical way when he/she avoids weakening the clients´ self im-

age and approaches the client in a respectful manner. A counselor must 

always refrain from causing the client to feel him/herself to be inade-

quate. In fact it is the opposite, the goal of the counselor should be to 

support the individual to become more independent in ones own 

thoughts, self-knowledge and actions. (Peavy V., 2006: 21) 

 

Due to the unique status of our clients, or more specifically the lack of a 

clear status from a legal point of view, organizing services for them has 

been inconsistent in the past.  Some individuals have been left without 

services while for some services have been purchased from private ser-

vice providers.  The need to provide services for this group became ap-
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parent to the municipality of Helsinki and the service of supported living 

through social counseling was established. This service does not abolish 

the need to buy specialized services from private service providers. It 

does however offer the service to a wider range of individuals as well as 

reduces the need for purchasing services.  

 

Before starting this thesis I felt our work had become somewhat over-

whelming. In a short period of time my colleague and I were acquainted 

with twenty clients. All with diverse diagnoses, backgrounds and life sit-

uations. The process of starting the service with a new client became 

unclear. A third social counselor was hired into our team in the summer 

of 2013 and more clients joined the service. I felt that “corners were be-

ing cut” and it started to feel that social workers were pushing clients on 

us without sufficient thought on why the clients needed the service. With 

some clients I started feeling as my service was not necessary and I was 

wasting resources. This led me to want to develop the processes of our 

service through my thesis. 

 

Starting up any new service is challenging. Establishing the framework 

and processes are time consuming. The process of developing the ser-

vices should be constant. From my point of view, as one of the first em-

ployees hired into this new task, there was a need to clarify the frame-

work and purpose of the service. What are we doing with our clients and 

why? What are our actions based on? The basis for the work had been 

laid and it was time to clarify the process and framework. Before starting 

this thesis I felt our resources were not being put to the best possible 

use. For our team to become more efficient and client oriented, I felt it 

was necessary to develop the process of starting the service with a new 

client.  

 

The needs of our clients differ greatly from one client to the next, hence 

clarity on the aims of the service is important to employees, associates 

as well as clients. Defining a clear process and developing how aims, 

processes as well as the implementation of the service are recorded 

makes the work more visible within the structures of the organization. I 

felt it was important to be able to show the work being done is based on 
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a plan with clear aims and goals.  Peavy writes about the ability of a 

counselor to reflect on his/her ideas and the meanings behind those ide-

as as well as ones own feelings, experiences, assumptions and obser-

vations. I feel that these experiences and observations must be recorded 

to develop and support the work being done. Improving the tools and 

methods of our work is vital in harnessing the information acquired from 

the reflective process of our work. Harnessing these observations can 

be used to further develop and maintain a good level of service provid-

ed, which is based on the individual needs of the clients. (Peavy V., 

2006: 20) 

 

In my personal experience our clients can be categorized roughly into 

two groups: the young and the middle-aged. The younger clients often 

come to the service on the brink of independence. They are moving out 

from their childhood homes or have recently moved into their own home 

away from their parents. With the younger clients the danger of becom-

ing excluded from society is visible from the beginning. Without support 

there is a high risk of financial problems, inadequate nutrition as well as 

the risk of the home becoming unhygienic and unsafe. Many clients lack 

the basic skills one must have to survive independent living.  

 

It can be argued that this is the case with most youngsters moving out 

on their own for the first time. However, the difference is; that the clients 

of the supported independent living service need weekly, possibly daily, 

support and long-term practice to learn the needed skills. Despite sup-

port and practice some may not ever become fully self-sufficient. With 

the help of the social counseling service clients can gain a sufficient 

amount of support, while learning to be independent from their parents. 

In the social counseling service the lives of the clients are taken into ac-

count as a whole. This includes free-time activities, school and/or work if 

necessary. (See appendix 1.)  

 

I have learned through my work that often it is easier for special needs 

youth to receive help and advice from professionals rather than parents. 

Sometimes the relationship with the parents can be tense due to the 
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special needs of the adult child. Starting the social counseling service 

can enable the relationship between parent and adult child to normalize.  

 

With older clients the situation may have already escalated and become 

dire. In many cases the client has been managing in life with the support 

of parents or relatives. However, relying heavily on ones parents´ long-

term is not functional. Parents and family age, siblings have their own 

children and the priorities and resources of family members shift.  Unfor-

tunately, the client is often not brought to the attention of professionals 

until the caretaker/parent/relative has passed away. With older clients 

help is often not sought until the home situation and the coping of the 

client has become extremely poor.  

 

Experience has shown that in some cases the skills and abilities of the 

client have decreased due to the crisis of losing the caretaker or seeing 

that they are no longer able to help as before. Substance abuse and 

psychiatric problems may also be involved and can have a permanent 

affect on the skills and cognitive abilities of the individual. In these cases 

the work is more arduous and gaining the trust of the client is a more 

time consuming process.  

 

With clients who have multiple challenges the work must be prioritized. 

The challenges must be addressed individually, despite the overall situa-

tion of the client being poor. Often the home can be insanitary, nutrition 

inadequate, the financial situation of the client dire and mental- as well 

as physical wellbeing poor. Initially the top priority is to begin a dialogue 

on these issues with the client. These challenges can be difficult for the 

client to admit or see as being problematic. Gaining the correct services 

and a good enough standard of living may take a long time.  

 

Naturally, as in all work with people, there are vast differences between 

clients and their life situations as well as needs. An individuals´ need for 

support is not solely dependent on age, family background or diagnose. 

Defining “a good enough” –level of living is difficult. The important thing 

is for professionals to remember that the life values they have are not 

necessarily the same as those of the clients´. Sanitary and safe living, 
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both mentally and physically along with empowerment towards inde-

pendence are the most important aims. A good level of counseling can 

be measured according to certain aspects. Counseling can said to be 

good if it:   

 

- Decreases suffering 

- Decreases cruelty 

- Improves common understanding between individuals 

- Aids an individual to describe ones own life experiences 

- Increases the individuals sense of self respect 

- Aids the individual to achieve goals set by ones self without causing 

harm to others 

- Aids the individual in improving ones social skills to succeed in life 

- Offers social support and emotional safety 

- Aids the individuals´ ability to participate responsibly in society 

- Facilitates improvement in the individuals´ tangible surroundings 

- Increases freedom of choice 

- Facilitates a decreased need for counseling/support 

(Peavy V., 2006: 21-22) 

 

My hope was that developing a tool with which to better understand cli-

ent needs, through assessing skills, would aid to provide a consistently 

good level of professional services and that a good level of counseling 

according to the SocioDynamic counseling principals would be achieved.  

In addition I hoped that the tool would serve as a tool to support discuss-

ing difficult issues. It was my aim to develop our services from a clients 

needs based perspective. I hoped that by developing our processes and 

tools we could insure the continuity of a professional service that is not 

bound to certain employees, but which can be implemented continuously 

through out changes within the team. As Peavy wrote (2006:23): for 

counseling to remain meaningful and for it to meet the needs of todays´ 

society, the methods of counseling must change both through the vo-

cabulary as well as the procedures being used. I believe this can be 

achieved by considering each client as an individual and offering coun-

seling tailored to his/her specific needs. To achieve this in a reasonable 
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and professional manner a tool for assessing and planning client needs 

and services is required.  

 

2 The aim and research question 
 

The aim of this thesis is to make a concrete difference on the service 

provided by developing the tools and processes used to assess and plan 

cooperation with a new client. Without structure the work can become 

chaotic and the aim of the work unclear. It was necessary to establish a 

clear basic task with each client individually. Additionally it was important 

to find a way to assess the amount of support each individual client re-

quires to manage in his/her everyday life.  

 

The aim of this thesis was to develop an assessment tool to evaluate the 

everyday life skills of clients, regardless of diagnose and background. 

The assessment tool was to then be used as a basis for making a client 

work plan for each individual (Asiakastyön suunnitelma). See appendix 

2. 

 

This thesis clarifies the role of the social counselor for both the client as 

well as the employer. It also provides a tool for assessing the needs of 

the client. Through creating the assessment tool and through clarifying 

the role of the social counselor this thesis aims to unify the framework of 

the service being provided. The need for social counseling can be prov-

en with a clear individual plan for each client. Using an assessment form 

gives the counselors a tool with which to clarify early on the needs of cli-

ents as well as the appropriateness of this service for individuals. With 

adequate assessment, clients with needs other than those offered by the 

social counseling service, can be forwarded to other appropriate ser-

vices in a timely manner. Clients may have a need for such services as 

psychiatric care, services for homeless, specialized services for the dis-

abled etc. Allocating the resources of this service is vital for reaching the 

correct clients.  
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3 Theoretical framework 
 

3.1 Concepts 
 

Due to the client group of the social counseling service being a wide 

spectrum of individuals with varying challenges and diagnoses, this the-

sis does not focus on diagnoses and medical issues. The role of the so-

cial counselors is to provide support in everyday life issues. Health care 

professionals manage diagnoses, medication, psychiatric care and other 

health care issues. Peavy writes (2006: 34), counseling is the act of an 

individual (the counselor) providing support for the client in solving eve-

ryday problems.  

 

Some of the concepts in this thesis are Autism Spectrum disorders, As-

perger´s syndrome, social exclusion, disability legislation, disabilities, 

social counselor and personal assistant.  

 

Autism Spectrum Disorders or Neuropsychiatric disorders refer to neu-

robiological disorders, which cause different levels of developmental de-

lays in basic skills, challenges in social skills and interaction as well mind 

frame (viewing the world around oneself) and imagination. The severity 

of the issues can differ greatly between different individuals within the 

spectrum. (Ikonen, Suomi, 1998: 53-54) 

 

These disorders include autism, Asperger´s syndrome, disintegrative 

disorder, pervasive developmental disorder not otherwise specified and 

Rhett’s syndrome. (Ikonen, Suomi, 1998: 61-69) Neuropsychiatric disor-

ders also include Tourette´s syndrome and ADHD (attention deficit hy-

peractive disorder). These disorders can include different levels of learn-

ing disabilities ranging from severe to mild. 

(http://www.ablepathways.com/Info/AutismSpectrumDisorder, 

http://www.autismiliitto.fi/autismin_kirjo)  

 

Disabilities refer to either physical and/or mental delays and challenges 

in development. These can exhibit themselves through impaired under-
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standing and difficulty in learning necessary skills. These also range 

from mild to severe. Services for disabled are provided by each munici-

pality and are based on the act for the services for disabled as well as 

the act for specialized services for the disabled. The severity of the indi-

viduals´ disability determines the services they are entitled to. 

(http://verneri.net/yleis/kehitysvammaisuus/mita-kehitysvammaisuus-

on.html)  

 

Finnish law has decreed the educational standard for a social counselor, 

referred to in the law as a social instructor, in the Act on Qualification 

Requirements for Social Welfare Professionals, No. 272/2005, Issued in 

Helsinki on 29 April 2005 as follows:  

 
“The qualification requirement for the post of a social instructor is a 
suitable polytechnic degree in social services and health care in a line 
of study of social work.” 
(http://www.finlex.fi/en/laki/kaannokset/2005/en20050272.pdf) 

 

As decreed by Finnish law a social counselor (sosiaaliohjaaja) is a social 

field professional with a polytechnic level degree in social services, in-

cluding geriatrics and rehabilitation. A social counselor can work exten-

sively in the social and health care field with a wide spectrum of clients 

including; the disabled, elderly, immigrants, psychiatry, childcare and 

child protective services as well as substance abuse and youth work. A 

social counselor gives social support, rehabilitates and guides towards 

accurate services as well as works together with social workers to im-

plement social services. 

(http://www.ammattinetti.fi/ammatit/detail/291_ammatti)  

 

Some clients of the social counseling service have a personal assistant 

along with the support for independent living through social counseling 

service. It can be difficult for clients to understand the difference be-

tween the services of a personal assistant and those of a social counse-

lor. Understanding the difference can be difficult for other professionals 

or family members of the clients as well.  
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A personal assistant does not necessarily need a formal education to 

qualify for the work. The disabled individual employs the assistant. 

Therefore it is the assisted individuals´ responsibility to manage the work 

of the assistant. The responsibilities of the assistant vary from one em-

ployer to another, but mainly include assisting the employer in the eve-

ryday activities he/she would do independently if not for the disability. 

This can include assisting at home, work, and school or in the society. 

(http://www.ammattinetti.fi/ammattinetti/ammatit/detail/294_ammatti;jses

sionid=413AF29A4A5B0F22C7DB9FCCF06355C8?link=true)  

 

The main difference between the service of the social counselors provid-

ing support for independent living and the service of a personal assistant 

is that the aim of the social counseling is to empower the client towards 

independence whereas an assistant assists with those challenges 

known to be long-term or permanent.  

 

3.2 Skills and Behaviour Assessment for Clients 

 

As a result from reflecting on the developmental needs of the social 

counseling service with the leading social worker of the services for dis-

abled in the Southern district of the Helsinki municipality, as well as with 

the social counseling team, the decision was made to focus this re-

search on developing a skills assessment tool. The skills assessment 

tool would serve as the base for planning the aims of the service for 

each individual client.  

 

Initially the decision was made, that the client work plan should be based 

on: the Skill and Behavior assessment form by AblePathway. In order to 

utilize the form, it was necessary to translate it into Finnish using easy to 

understand language also know as plain language. Creating and easy to 

understand form based on the skills assessments was seen as important 

due to challenges of the clients in reading, writing and /or understanding 

spoken and written text. (See appendix 3)  

 

 



10 

 

The need for plain language information has been discussed widely in 

connection with the services for special needs individuals. It is seen as a 

question of equality in society. All individuals have the right to gain in-

formation in an understandable from. The need for the use of plain lan-

guage can occur from learning disabilities, neuropsychiatric disorders, 

developmental delays, neurological issues, dementia/Alzheimer´s dis-

ease, linguistic reasons (Finnish as a second language) and other such 

issues. (Virtanen, 2009: 20, 37-53) 

 

From the plain language user point of view the most important points for 

understanding language are the accessibility of information as well as 

access to being informed. Accessibility of information can for example 

refer to the texts in a museum exhibit being in plain language, the muse-

um offering guidance in plain language or a book being produced about 

the exhibit in plain language. Access to being informed refers to for ex-

ample to attention being paid to the visual and linguistic clarity of an ex-

hibitions pamphlet, signs and bulletins or creating accessible internet 

pages or targeted advertisement. (Virtanen 2009: 21-22) 

 

In order to fully utilize an assessment tool it is important to insure the cli-

ents understand the purpose as well as the content of the tool. It is a 

question of being informed and gaining information, which effects ones 

own life. The clients of the social counseling service should have the op-

portunity to affect the service provided to meet their own needs. To in-

sure client participation plain language information and forms are im-

portant. The assessment should be made together with the client. For 

many clients filling in forms, applications and official documents is chal-

lenging. An important task of the social counselor is to insure the client 

understands the content of the assessment form.   

 

For the social counselors to succeed in using the assessment form, a 

clear instruction for the use of the assessment form was also neces-

sary. Based on the data gained from the skills assessment form a client 

work plan (asiakastyön suunnitelma) is compiled using plain language. 

The plan is made together with the client and is based on the needs and 

wishes of the client. It is important to remember that a client may need 
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support in certain areas of life, but he/she may not want support from the 

social counselors in all areas requiring support. A professional must al-

ways respect the clients´ right to privacy as well as his/her wishes on the 

implementation of the service.  

 

In the process of starting up the service it became apparent that the form 

used for the client plan was insufficient for mapping out the needs of the 

clients. An insufficient method for planning the work made the work un-

structured and widely spread out. To increase the benefit of the work 

and decrease the level of stress, it was important to clarify the main task. 

This meant clarifying the task with each client individually due to the aim 

of the services varying with each individual. (Discussion with social 

counselors Siiri Wallenius and Nadezda Tomson, 11.11.2013.) 
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4 Services for the disabled, supported living through social counselling 
 

4.1 The client group 
 

The clients of the service are eighteen years old and over. They are ei-

ther living independently or searching for an apartment to begin inde-

pendent living. They have challenges with managing everyday life tasks; 

such as taking care of the home, managing finances, finding and keep-

ing work, gaining a safe social network as well as cooperating and func-

tioning within the social services, Kela- and unemployment- as well as 

health care services. Often they suffer from loneliness and are easily 

taken advantage of without support to navigate the challenges of today’s 

society. All areas of life can be supported with the support for independ-

ent living through social counseling service. (See appendix 1.) Many cli-

ents have multiple challenges such as delayed development, Asperger’s 

syndrome, psychiatric problems and substance abuse problems.  

 

As a part of supporting independent living social counselors support cli-

ents in receiving help for all challenges in their life. This creates a wide 

network of associates within the health care and social services field as 

well as with the families and friends of the clients.  

 

The social counseling service is based on the social welfare act. The so-

cial welfare act states that municipality is obliged to provide social wel-

fare services to inhabitants of its municipality. This includes supported 

living services according to the needs of the individual in consideration 

with the individuals´ disabilities. According to the legislation the clients of 

the supported independent living service may not be entitled to services 

for specialized services for the severely learning disabled. These ser-

vices are those, which mandates the care, and support a municipality is 

obliged to provide for individuals with severe learning disabilities, which 

prohibit them from caring for 

selves.  (http://www.finlex.fi/fi/laki/ajantasa/1977/19770519, 

http://www.finlex.fi/fi/laki/ajantasa/1982/19820710) 
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Individuals with autism spectrum disorders are entitled to services ac-

cording to the legislation for individuals with severe learning disabilities. 

However, they may not necessarily need those services due to having 

enough skills to cope in life with the support of the social counseling ser-

vice. This is, for example, the case for many people with Asperger’s 

syndrome or mild developmental delays.  

 

The legislation for services for disabled states that the municipality is 

obliged to provide individuals with disabilities services; such as a per-

sonal assistant and assisted living services.  Persons employed, as per-

sonal assistants are not necessarily trained in working with people with 

special needs. In the relationship between an assistant and his/her cli-

ent, the client is the employer. It is their job to dictate what they need as-

sistance with. For some the personal assistant service is not sufficient 

for maintaining independent living. This is due to multiple reasons, such 

as not having the social skills to adequately manage the work of the per-

sonal assistant. (http://www.finlex.fi/fi/laki/ajantasa/1987/19870380)  

 

In such cases, services such as the support for independent living 

through social counseling is more appropriate. The purpose is not to per-

form on behalf of the client, but to empower the client to perform on 

his/her own with or without support. Empowering the client through a re-

source centric and goal-oriented approach is vital to the coping and re-

habilitation of the clients. In the work of a personal assistant the role of 

the assistant is purely to assist. In some cases it is necessary to have 

both a social counselor and a personal assistant to insure the best pos-

sible level of independent living for an individual.   

4.2 Starting the service  
 

The service of supported independent living through social counseling 

started in the August of 2012. Two social counselors were hired to start 

working. The first clients of the service consisted of individuals with de-

velopmental delays and autism spectrum disorders combined with men-

tal illnesses as well as substance abuse problem resulting in difficulties 

managing everyday life tasks. With clients still living in their childhood 

homes, counselors began to look for apartments to begin independent 
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life in. Other clients were already living independently. (Interview with 

social counselor Eeva Mikkonen, 3.12.2013)  

 

It was evaluated by the management of the services for disabled, that 

each counselor should have approximately ten clients for the service to 

be cost effective. Some of the clients of the service had previously had 

services purchased for them from private companies such as Aspa, 

Adastria or Autismisäätiö, where as others came to the service with hav-

ing had no previous support services through the services for disabled. 

Initially the social counselors worked as a team, meeting with clients to-

gether. Once a week a team meeting was held to discuss the progress 

of the work with the manager. Through these meetings the work began 

to take shape and the foundation was laid.  The development of the work 

was further aided with workplace counseling every three weeks as well 

as through discussion between the two social counselors providing the 

service. (Interview with social counselor Eeva Mikkonen, 3.12.2013)  

4.3 The process of becoming a client  

 

Social workers from the services for disabled refer clients to the social 

counseling service through the manager of the service, the leading so-

cial worker in the southern region of the services for disabled, who then 

discusses the information of new clients in the weekly team meetings of 

the social counseling team. An evaluation on the current situation and 

needs of the client is compiled by the social worker of the client before 

referring the client to the leading social worker. In some cases the client 

can also be referred by social workers/counselors in the services for 

homeless, financial assistance or supported employment services. Cli-

ents are referred to the service from all areas of the city of Helsinki. See 

figure 1. 
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Figure 1.  Process of the social counselors  

 
Figure one depicts the process of the work done by the social counselors with a 
client of the service.  The social counselors compiled the figure depicting the 
process after approximately one year of providing the service. The figure was 
made as a part of workplace counseling in an attempt to clarify the work being 
done. The figure shows the different phases of work with a client from starting 
the supported independent living through social counseling service. (Social 
counselors Eeva Mikkonen and Pauliina Vähäpesola, 2013, services for disa-
bled) 
 

 

To begin working with a new client the counselors initially meet with the 

social worker of the client and discuss the needs of the client according 

to the social workers´ understanding. Additionally a meeting is held to-

gether with the social worker, counselors and client. In the meeting the 

client is introduced to the service and his/her view on the need for ser-

vices is heard. The client can decide to either receive the service or re-
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ject the offer. Upon receiving the service a home visit is scheduled by 

two counselors to plan the cooperation with the client. See figure 2. 

 

Figure 2. The client process 

 
Figure two depicts the process a client goes through from starting the service to 
finishing it as was the experience of the social counselors on the client process 
after approximately one year of providing the independent living support ser-
vice. The figure depicts multiple options on how a client can be forwarded to the 
service as well as showing multiple options for the phases of the service. As 
can be seen in this figure, no clear time limits were set for the different process-
es of the service. It was based on the individual decision made by social coun-
selors. The process was not unified. (Social counselors Eeva Mikkonen and 
Pauliina Vähäpesola, 2013, services for disabled) 
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Through experience it became clear, that the plans made for the client 

work were inadequate and often did not meet the actual needs of the cli-

ent. In some cases the plan was not made at all due to the impaired abil-

ity of the client to express his/her needs. Previously the plan was made 

within the first two to three meetings with client. This proved to be inef-

fective. Often in the very first meetings the clients did not yet feel com-

fortable to discuss his/her problems with the counselors.  

 

Trust building between the client and counselor requires time and pa-

tience. This trust building is a valuable part of the work and cannot be 

replaced with any amount of tools, papers or processes. The first and 

most important step is to get to know the client as an individual and let 

them know the professionals are there to help him/her and can be trust-

ed. Rostila writes about the essential aspects of the resource centric ap-

proach to social work. According to him, essential to this approach is 

hearing the client and basing the work on the clients needs. A goal-

oriented approach to client work must be based on the needs and wish-

es of the client, the goals the individual has set for ones self. (Rostila I., 

2001: 40)  

 

When working with people the “human touch” is often the most important 

tool a professional can have. In the health care sector it is referred to as 

having good bedside manners. In social work it is the counselors ability 

to listen and be present for the client. In previous models of counseling 

the counselor, the professional, sets him/herself above the client. Offer-

ing help from above to down below.  According to the SocioDynamic 

counseling method of Vance Peavy the exact opposite should occur in in 

a counselor client encounter. The encounter should be based on a hu-

mane and authentic encounter of two individuals. The relationship 

should form a co-operation between two individuals rather than an au-

thority-subordinate scenario. ( Peavy R., 2006: 35-36) 

  

For many clients having a support employee such as a social counselor 

is a new experience and it can be difficult to build trust. Building trust 

takes a different length of time with each individual and requires pa-

tience and perseverance from employees. In the end the perseverance 
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is rewarded with the progress of the client. Many clients of the social 

counseling service are excluded form society or well on their way to be-

coming excluded.  Rostila writes about the effect of society on the client 

of social work. Often it is not that the client is lacking in skills and abili-

ties, but that the surroundings of the client are not ideal for his/her full 

potential to be fulfilled. An important part of social work, and therefore 

social counseling, is the empowerment of clients, which can be achieved 

by gaining harmony between the clients´ individual choices and the sur-

rounding society. (Rostila I., 2001: 41)  

 

Despite the importance of “the human touch”, processes and guidelines 

are necessary to keep the focus of the work and to maintain professional 

behavior. Rostila writes about the importance of professionalism in the 

relationship between a social worker and a client. This can of course be 

applied to the relationship between a social counselor and his/her client 

as well. The responsibility the counselor has in the relationship with the 

client is extremely important to remember. The professional must always 

be aware of his/her role in the clients´ life and act accordingly. It can be 

said that counseling relationships are friendly but not friendships. It is vi-

tal for the counselor to continuously remember and reflect on his/her role 

and be aware of the power relation in the relationship. (Rostila I., 2001: 

45-46)  The supported independent living service is just one service out 

of many the municipality offers. When the professionals providing the 

service do not have a clear basis and framework for their work, it not on-

ly burdens the employees, but also possibly leaves individuals in need of 

the support service excluded. Hence defining the client group of the so-

cial counseling service as well as defining client needs is vital.  
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5 Methods 
 

5.1 LEAN-process  
 

As the services were being developed to be as client oriented as possi-

ble, it was important to support the creation of a useable plain language 

method of evaluating and recording the aims of the work with a client fo-

cused theory. The LEAN process theory was useful for developing the 

services despite it being originally developed for a different industry than 

social services.  

 

The Lean-process was developed originally from the Toyota production 

system (TPS), which is the internal philosophy of Toyota´s production, 

developed for almost one hundred years. Toyota first received worldwide 

attention in the 1980´s due to the realization, that there was something 

unique in the Japanese efficiency and quality. Japanese cars were out-

lasting their competitor´s while requiring fewer repairs. The success was 

due to the efficient and consistent process Toyota was using to manu-

facture the automobiles. The company was designing cars faster than 

their competitors, while maintaining the good quality of the product, as 

well as paying employees a better than average salary. Today Toyota is 

one of the most successful companies in the car manufacturing-field. 

This success is due to the TPS method, which the company uses to 

manufacture its vehicles and run its organization. (Liker, 2006: 3-5) 

 

The Lean method is based on the ideas of the Toyota Production Sys-

tem. The idea of value, value stream, flow, pull and perfection all stem 

from the original ideology. Providing the value the customer desires re-

fers to insuring resources are not wasted on providing the service the 

organization deems valuable, but on servicing the needs of the custom-

er. Value stream requires the commitment of the employees to insure a 

steady and flexible stream of production according to the needs of the 

client. This means providing services according to the need of the mar-

ket not according to how much can be provided by the organization at its 

maximum capacity. Flow is the steady and consistent functioning of the 
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process with minimal wasted resources. See figure 3. (Liker, 2006: 20-

23) 

 
Figure 3. The Lean-process 

 
The circle in figure three shows the continuity of the value, value stream, flow, 
pull and perfection. As seen in figure one, the aim of the LEAN-process is to 
become a continuous culture change. As in a circle, it is an ongoing unbreaka-
ble motion.  

 

The term pull was innovated by the American supermarket industry. It 

refers to the stacking of merchandise according their consumption. This 

means that merchandise or material are not constantly restocked, but 

are restocked according to a set limit. When materials run low to a cer-

tain specified amount, new materials are stocked. This means reducing 

the production of unnecessary materials creating waste. It is a method of 

providing the material needed in the next process “just in time”. Just in 

time, JIT, is one of the basics of the Toyota Process Management. (Lik-

er, 2006: 20-23) 

 

Perfection according to the TPS and Lean is the continuous develop-

ment and improvement of the processes within an organization. This is 
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also known as Kaizen, a whole philosophy on continuous improvement 

and the reduction of non-value-adding processes. Kaizen requires the 

full commitment of employees and requires a method of working, where 

constant evaluation is needed. (Liker, 2006: 22-23) 

 

The secret behind Toyotas success is the operational excellence with 

which it has designed its strategy. The success of Lean is based in part 

on the concepts Toyota created as tools for quality improvement as well 

as on the philosophical understanding of how to motivate human beings. 

(Liker, 2006: 6)  Womack and Jones suggest five principles to guide a 

firm to using the LEAN method: value, value stream, flow, pull and per-

fection. Provide the value actually required and needed by the clients. 

Identify the value stream in the products while lining up the remainder of 

the steps into a flow that continues. The customer will pull value from the 

organization. In the end, with value, stream, flow and pull established in 

the organizations operations, begin the process again.  This is the end-

less search for perfection. A yearned for situation of perfect value pro-

vided with zero waste. (Womack J., Jones D., 2005: 2) 

 

When searching for articles on the use of the Lean-process in the public 

social services sector I found that it has not been extensively used, or its 

use has not been recorded. Some research has however been conduct-

ed on the use of the Lean-process in the public health care sector both 

internationally and nationally. In the Helsinki municipality Lean is becom-

ing more known. At the moment staff in the psychiatric services are be-

ing trained for the use of the Lean-process in the future. Additionally the 

Helsinki city health care services are using Lean in some of its other 

services, such as the Hus-Kuvantaminen radiography unit in Meilahti. 

(Study visit to HUS Kuvantaminen Radiology, 9.4.2014.)  

 

According to a study conducted on the use of the Lean-process in the 

Scottish public health care by Radnor, Walle, Stephens and Bucci a 

range of intangible outcomes were derived from the use of the lean-

process. The benefits were delivered to the customer, the organization 

and the staff. These outcomes can be summarized as: process change, 

culture change, greater focus on prevention, support for the develop-
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ment of a culture of continuous improvement, greater understanding of 

the system as a whole and how it functions together, understanding of 

customer needs, improved performance measurement and use of data 

to manage the performance of employees, increased staff satisfaction 

and self-confidence as well as confidence in the organization. (Radnor 

Z., Walley P., Stephens A., Bucci G., 2006: 3) 

 

The study supported the idea that using the Lean-process is beneficial in 

the public sector and is not only usable in the manufacturing business. 

Evidence from literature along with analysis from the research done in 

cooperation with the Scottish public sector shows, that the Lean-process 

is transferable to the public sector. It can be used to develop more 

seamless processes as well as improve the flow of the public sector. 

Additionally the Lean-process can be used to reduce waste and develop 

an understanding of customer value. (Radnor Z., Walley P., Stephens 

A., Bucci G., 2006: 6) 

 

This study supports the assumption that the use of the Lean-process 

could be utilized widely in the Helsinki Municipality Social services to im-

prove processes and services. This would require a more extensive cul-

tural and ideological change within the organization. Vital for the success 

of the implementation of the Lean-process is organizational culture. The 

willingness of the staff to take on board the initiative affects their ability 

to gain a sense of ownership. (Radnor Z., Walley P., Stephens A., Bucci 

G., 2006: 4) 

 

The use of the Lean-process in this thesis is the first step in utilizing the 

potential of the method. It is appropriate to start the implementation of 

the Lean-process on a quite small scale. However it must be made clear 

to stakeholders that the initial work is part of a longer journey towards 

the embedding of Lean. The process to embed Lean will happen through 

a series of carefully managed steps that steadily raise the levels of im-

provement activity and the pervasiveness of Lean. (Radnor Z., Walley 

P., Stephens A., Bucci G., 2006:28-29) 
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Improving the process of the social counseling service using the Lean-

process method was the foundation for creating a tool for assessing cli-

ent needs more accurately. As written previously, the first step of the 

Lean-process is to provide the value desired by the client. In the social 

counseling service this refers to finding out specifically what each indi-

vidual client desires and requires form the service. Achieving this with as 

little non-value-added time as possible was the challenge.  

 

Working with a vast variety of individual clients means providing a cus-

tomized service for each individual. This can be achieved through devel-

oping the processes and tools used to provide the service. The hypothe-

sis in this thesis was, that developing an assessment form to assess the 

needs of the client would simplify the process as well as clarify it for em-

ployees. The assumption was that taking the same initial steps with each 

new client would make starting a new client relationship easier, creating 

better flow. 

5.2 Developmental project with aspects of action research 

 

As a method for implementing this developmental project, aspects of ac-

tion research were used. There are four themes arising in action re-

search. These four themes are the empowerment of participants, collab-

oration through participation, acquisition of knowledge and social 

change. These are all themes, which essentially are the foundation of 

the work done with the social counseling clients. The work itself is not 

highly theoretical but an action implemented through counseling and 

working together with the client. The goal is to empower the client by 

learning through doing together.  Therefore to make an impact on the 

implementation of the work it was natural for this research to be action 

based.  

 

When conducting an action research one must initially identify a problem 

or developmental area and then collect and organize data on that area. 

Then the data must be interpreted and an action is based on the inter-

pretation of that data. Last the researcher must reflect on the outcome of 

the action. (Ferrace, 2000: 7-9)  
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In this thesis the problem area was identified as the process of evaluat-

ing the skills and needs of the client and recording the aims of the work 

based on those skills and needs. Initially the plan was to translate an al-

ready existing evaluation form for skills and behavior assessment (see 

appendix 3) and to create a new form for recording the aims of the client 

work based on the skills and behavior assessment. However, during the 

process of translation the aim of the work shifted. A completely new as-

sessment form was complied and the functionality of the assessment 

form was evaluated using a qualitative content analysis on data acquired 

from a group interview.  

 

The skills assessment form was tested during the spring of 2014 on a 

group of new as well as existing clients of the service of supported living 

through social counseling. In the end the assessment form was used 

with six clients, out of which four were new clients and two were existing 

clients of the service. The value of action research is in the change that 

it can implement into everyday practices as opposed to a generalization 

to a broader group. (Ferrace E., 2000: 8) This was the aim in this thesis, 

to provide an actual change in the implementation of the service and 

hence have a positive impact on the lives of the clients.  

 

5.2.1 Data collection and analysis 
 

In action research a broad variety of data collection methods can be 

used: interviews portfolios, diaries, field notes, audio tapes, photos, 

memos, questionnaires, focus groups, anecdotal records, checklists, 

journals, individual files, logs of meetings, videotapes, case studies, sur-

veys, records – tests, report cards, attendance, self-assessment, sam-

ples of student work, projects, performances etc. (Ferrace E., 2000: 11) 

 

The data for this research was acquired by a conducting a group inter-

view with the social counseling team and its manager. The interview was 

recorded and the data analyzed using content analysis. The interview 

results on the functionality of the assessment form were used to further 

develop and modify the assessment form to meet the needs of the social 

counseling team and their clients.  
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The interview method used was the dialogue interview method. The dia-

logue method of interviewing means: The world is shaped from the ac-

tion between the interviewer and the interviewee. This can only be 

achieved in the Me-You context, which represents an authentic encoun-

ter between people. Communication is an opportunity for dialogue. 

(Tuomi J., Sarajärvi A., 2009:78-79) 

 

In accordance with the views of Tuomi and Sarajärvi it was seen as im-

portant for the success of this research to have the whole social coun-

seling team participate fully in the dialogue of the interview. Gaining the 

ideas and experiences of the whole team was vital for the accurate out-

come of the research. In this thesis interviewing the whole team referred 

to the researcher herself taking part in the dialogue. In the dialogue in-

terview method the researcher is not merely an interviewer or inquirer, 

but an active participant of the conversation. (Tuomi J., Sarajärvi A., 

2009: 79) 

 

To insure the conversation proved to be honest and inclusive of all the 

participants, pre-planned discussion topics (see appendix 4) were used. 

In the beginning of the interview participants were asked to write down 

the ideas that came to them from the pre-planned topics and to return 

the papers to the researcher after the interview. The assumption was 

that this would insure all participants in the interview would be allowed to 

give their own opinion. It was made clear, that all ideas stemming from 

these topics were welcome in the discussion as this was a dialogue not 

an ask-and-answer type of interview setting.  

 

A qualitative content analysis method was used in this thesis. The con-

tent analysis method is a basic method, which can be used in all qualita-

tive studies. Content analysis can be used loosely as a theoretical 

framework, which can be connected to many different types of research-

es. (Tuomi J., Sarajärvi A., 2009:91) 

 

Content analysis can be used as a method to analyze other different 

types of researches, such as an action research, due to content analysis 
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referring to analyzing written, recorded or observed data. (Tuomi J., Sa-

rajärvi A., 2009: 91)  

 

In action research one should analyze and identify major themes (Fer-

rence E., 2000:11) From the interview data reoccurring themes were 

identified. Suggestions on improving the assessment form came up in 

the data. From these the outcomes of the research became visible. Dur-

ing the dialogue notes were made on the themes being discusses. The 

notes made during the interview by the researcher, as well as those 

made by the interview participants in the beginning of the interview, were 

used to analyze the data. The recording of the interview was used for 

data analysis as well. The discussion lasted roughly one hour and forty-

five minutes.  

 

The data was analyzed using the inductive content analysis method. The 

steps of inductive content analysis are: 1) reduction of data, 2) clustering 

of data and 3) creating theoretical concepts.  Reducing data refers to re-

ducing the information from the data, which is irrelevant for the aim of 

the research. This can mean either summarizing the data or fractioning it 

into themes. (Tuomi, Sarajärvi, 2009:109-110)  

 

In the data analysis of this research the data was fractioned into themes. 

This was done by underlining themes from the written material received 

form the dialogue interview as well as by listening to the recorded dia-

logue interview and writing down themes arising from the discussion.  

 

Clustering the data refers to the process of carefully going through the 

themes attained from reducing the data. Themes with the same meaning 

are clustered into the same group or class and are named using a con-

cept describing the content of the class/group. With clustering the data is 

summarized further and the foundation for the frame of the research is 

created. (Tuomi, Sarajärvi, 2009:110)  

 

In this research the themes were clustered into groups and sub-groups. 

The data was divided into two categories: 1) data on the functionality of 

the assessment form as a tool and 2) feedback on developing the as-
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sessment form. The division was made in the planning of the dialogue 

interview and compiling the pre-planned topics. The division was made 

based on the needs from the data for the benefit of the tool created.  

 

The final part of the data analysis was to create the theoretical concepts 

arising from the clustered data.  Conceptualizing the data refers to mov-

ing from the clustered data into the theoretical concepts they represent. 

(Tuomi, Sarajärvi, 2009: 111) This meant finding the theoretical con-

cepts from the data and interpreting them into the results of the research 

on the functionality of the assessment form as a tool as well as how to 

further develop it to become more functional. 
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6 Creating a tool for assessing client needs and process development 
 

Translating The AblePathway Skills and Behavior assessment (see ap-

pendix 3) form from English into Finnish began in January 2014. Quickly 

it became clear that merely translating the form would not be sufficient to 

meet the needs of social counseling service. The issues addressed in 

the form did not sufficiently meet the needs of what the team of social 

counselors would need to know from the clients. The translation of the 

form was finished, however the decision to create a completely new 

skills assessment form to meet the specific needs of the service was 

made.  

 

The main themes of the AblePathaway Skills and Behavior Assessment 

form were initially used as a foundation for creating the skills assess-

ment form. The hypothesis´s were reshaped to fit the everyday chal-

lenges of the clients of the social counseling service. The changes were 

based on the experiences of the social counselors providing the service. 

The decision to not have a scoring system on the level of the skills of the 

clients was made as a part of keeping the assessment form simple and 

easy to use as well as client oriented. Giving clients points on how well 

they perform in everyday activities would not give added value to the 

very practical information sought with the assessment form.  

 

As the work done by the supported independent living social counselors 

is not medical rehabilitation, but empowerment through learning every-

day life coping skills, giving points could possible make clients feel inad-

equate. Discussing ones challenges can be difficult and giving points on 

performance in ones own life could possibly make discussion impossible 

for clients. Supporting clients towards self-understanding and the ac-

ceptance of ones disabilities is a vital part of the service. As Peavy 

writes (2006: 25): problems are often the result of miscommunication be-

tween people. Giving a score would be harmful for the trust-building pro-

cess, communication as well as of the self-esteem of the client. During 

the process of creating the assessment form the social counseling team, 

the manager as well as a social worker specializing in autism spectrum 
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disorder clients, working in the southern district of the service for disa-

bled, were continuously consulted.  

 

In the beginning of March 2014 the first finished version of the assess-

ment form, as well as the instruction form on its´ use, were completed. 

The form was tested on the leading social worker of the southern district 

of the services for disabled as well as on one social counselor. This re-

sulted in more changes. The members of the social counseling team 

then tested the use of the form on each other while using the instructions 

made for using the form with clients. This proved to be a valuable test. 

The instruction turned out to be difficult to understand. The examples 

used in the instruction on possible client answers were unclear and 

made using the form extremely arduous. The instruction form was then 

completely changed with the co-operation of the social counseling team. 

The aim was to make the form easy to use by any professional without 

previous knowledge on the use of the form.  (See appendixes 5. and 6.) 

 

6.1 Developing the process in action  

 

Developing the process of becoming a client of the supported living 

through social counseling service required inspecting the process of be-

coming a client. Through reflecting on the value and flow of the process 

the adequate use of working time could be further developed, saving 

both funds and the resources of the employees. In other words reducing 

waste while creating value and flow. Clarifying the initial steps of becom-

ing a client, seeing the pull of the service, and the use of the assessment 

form could help organize time better as well as provide a more client 

needs based service. When a client receives a good service due to the 

organization understanding and meeting the customers’ needs, it gener-

ally places less demand on the organization by avoiding rework and 

such. (Radnor Z., Walley P., Stephens A., Bucci G., 2006: 62) 

 

With the trial version of the assessment form and instruction finished a 

meeting was held with the manager, the leading social worker of the 

services for disabled in the Southern district, and the social counseling 

team to decide on the first client group the assessment form would be 
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used with. Eight clients were decided on, out of which some were new 

clients and some were existing clients of the service. Initially the plan 

was to use new clients, however during the meeting the decision was 

made that it would be valuable to find out how using the form differs with 

a new client versus an existing client. This would give valuable infor-

mation on when to use the form with a new client and make the client 

work plan.  (Team meeting with leading social worker Anu Purhonen and 

social counselors Eeva Mikkonen, Siiri Wallenius and Pauliina Vähäpe-

sola, 6.3.2014.) (See appendix 5. And 6.) 

 

A decision had been made in connection to clarifying the process of the 

social counseling service by the leading social worker Anu Purhonen, 

that new clients would have an initial decision of three months made by 

their social worker on receiving the social counseling service. During this 

three-month evaluation period the needs of the client would be evaluat-

ed with the use of the assessment form as well as home visits and/or 

meetings with the client. At the end of the three month period, the client 

would then continue the service based on the made plan or be directed 

to other services more appropriate for his/her needs. See figure 4. 
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Figure 4. New client process 2014 

 
Figure four depicts the process of a new client currently starting the service of 
supported independent living through social counseling. Each client is given an 
initial decision of three months to receive the social counseling service. During 
this three-month period the needs of the client are assessed with the use of the 
skills assessment form. A client work plan is made based on the skills assess-
ment form. After the three-month evaluation period, the client will either be for-
warded to more appropriate services meeting his/her individual needs or will 
continue the social counseling services. A client can decide to quit the service 
at any point in the process as the service is based on voluntary participation.  
 

Making cultural changes within the organization to support the develop-

ment of services is the task of the leading social worker of the services 

for disabled in the southern district as well as of all the management of 

the services for disabled. To implement Lean it is required to treat the 

organization culture as a factor that influences the ease of the imple-

mentation as well as an outcome variable. An effective Lean implemen-

tation must adapt to the cultural barriers of the organization to change 

employee expectations, beliefs and behaviors. (Radnor Z., Walley P., 

Stephens A., Bucci G., 2006: 62) 
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As the nature of the social counseling work in this service is prone to 

rapid changes the initial plan of using the assessment form on eight cli-

ents changed to six clients. As written previously, the form was used 

with two existing clients and four new ones. Changes such as these are 

typical for this particular service. When a new client is directed to the 

services, there is no guarantee the client will want to accept the service. 

In some cases clients will decline from receiving the service despite the 

need for support being obvious to professionals and family members. As 

the service is a voluntary one, the decision of the client must be respect-

ed.  

 

During the spring of 2014 the need to enhance pair-work became obvi-

ous. The plan was from the beginning of the service, that all client rela-

tionships would begin through pair work. Additionally pair work would be 

used when deemed necessary by the social counselor mainly responsi-

ble (in Finnish, vastuu sosiaaliohjaaja) for the client. However in reality 

the plan was not followed through adequately. This began to show in the 

work, as counselors felt that they were missing the benefits of having the 

valuable input of a colleagues´ views and ideas on the client work and 

the challenges that came with it. Critical to the success of the implemen-

tation of the Lean-process is teamwork along with other change or im-

provement activities. (Radnor Z., Walley P., Stephens A., Bucci G., 

2006: 5) 

 

The need to enhance pair work was discussed in the social counseling 

team meetings as well as within the counselor team. The team felt that 

pair work not only supports the well being of the counselors but also in-

sures the client receives the best possible service.  

 

The decision was made to start every new client with two social counse-

lors, one being in charge of the client and the other being the support for 

the counselor in charge. In reality this meant that the two counselors 

would work together with the client for as long as it was deemed neces-

sary. In addition it meant that the support counselor would step in for the 

counselor in charge during her vacations, absences or in situation where 

an additional point of view was needed. This meant returning to the 
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model of working, which had been decided on in the August of 2012. 

(Team meeting with leading social worker Anu Purhonen and social 

counselors Eeva Mikkonen, Siiri Wallenius and Pauliina Vähäpesola, 

6.3.2014.)  

 

The decision for enhanced pair work meant, that the assessment forms 

and client work plans (asiakastyönsuunnitelma) would be made as pairs. 

In a team meeting on the sixth of March the decision on pair work and 

the timetable for filling in the assessment forms were made. The dia-

logue interview date was set for the end of May and the team had time 

until then to fill in the assessment forms with the agreed upon clients. 

However due to unexpected absences the interview was held on the 

ninth of June. This turned out to be a necessary extension for the coun-

selors to complete the six assessment forms. (Team meeting with lead-

ing social worker Anu Purhonen and social counselors Eeva Mikkonen, 

Siiri Wallenius and Pauliina Vähäpesola, 6.3.2014.)  

6.2 Discussion and results 

 

As the themes arising from the interview were divided into to two groups; 

the first group being the results on the functionality of the use of the as-

sessment form and the second being the developmental feed-back on 

the assessment form itself, the discussion will mainly concentrate on the 

results on the functionality. The developmental feedback will be dis-

cussed shortly. The feedback on the developmental needs of the as-

sessment form, were used to improve the assessment form as well as 

the instruction on the use of the assessment form. (See appendix 7. And 

8.)  

 

Overall the results on the use of the assessment form were positive. The 

feedback on the developmental needs of the assessment form, were 

practical and well justified. The form was taken into use in a new group 

home opened by the municipality of Helsinki in the spring of 2014. The 

group home, Paula-koti, offers supported living for 17 adults with neuro-

psychiatric disorders and as well as other developmental disorders ex-

cluding severe learning disabilities.  
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The unofficial feedback from the staff in Paula-koti, as well as from the 

manager of the group home was positive. The staff felt that the assess-

ment form was a helpful tool in receiving, and meeting with a new client 

moving into the group home. With the assessment form they were able 

to establish a base for the needs of the new client and make an initial 

plan for the rehabilitation done in the everyday life of the group home 

and its inhabitants.  

 

As the group home was new and all its inhabitants were previously un-

known to the staff, as well as the manager, using the assessment form 

was a useful way to begin a dialogue with a new client on his/her chal-

lenges. The form also gave the staff a tool for bringing up topics, other-

wise difficult to bring up with a new person. This situation was similar to 

the situation the social counseling team is regularly faced with when 

starting the service for a new client.   

  

The fact that the assessment form was taken into use outside of the so-

cial counseling service, it was originally designed for, is evidence on its 

usability. It proves the importance of having an easy to use tool for pro-

fessionals working with demanding client groups in the social services 

sector.  

 

Additionally the assessment form has been introduced to social counse-

lors working with clients with severe learning disabilities living inde-

pendently. In a meeting held with the social counselors and their man-

agers on the twentieth of May, the possibility of taking the assessment 

form into use in their work as well was received with some skepticism. 

Some of the social counselors working with severely learning disabled 

clients felt, that there is no need for such a tool, as the clients they have 

been working with are previously well known to them. Many are ageing 

and the workers therefore felt there is no need for skills assessment. 

Some counselors however disagreed and felt that using the skills as-

sessment form would be beneficial to their work. The social counselor 

serving the Swedish-speaking clients, considered loosely translating the 

skills assessment form into Swedish and taking it into use in her work. 

(Social counselors meeting, 20.5.2014) 
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As the social counselors serving clients with severe learning disabilities 

work under different managers, in four different areas of the city of Hel-

sinki it is difficult to create a unified practice on the processes of the 

work being done. However, the manager of the supported independent 

living through social counseling team felt it important to introduce the 

teams to the use of the assessment form and give them the opportunity 

to implement it into their work process. It was discussed that with ageing 

clients the use of such a skills assessment form may actually bring vital 

knowledge on the effects of ageing on a client´s skills, despite the client 

being previously known the employees. Also the turnover in employees 

was brought up as a reminder, that making tacit knowledge visible is vi-

tal for a consistent good level of a service, which is not dependent on in-

dividual employees. (Social counselors meeting, 20.5.2014)  

 

Notes on the themes and opinions arising in the discussion were made 

during the dialogue interview. From those themes two groups were 

formed; 1) the functionality of the skills assessment form as a part of the 

process and 2) feedback on the skills assessment form itself.  

 

As previously written, the results on the use of the skills assessment 

form were mainly positive. The use of the form in action proved the need 

for many developmental changes to the form itself. Despite the criticism 

on the assessment form, the developmental ideas should be seen as 

positive. Developing the form is an important part of developing the pro-

cess in accordance with the Lean-process method. The required chang-

es to the skills assessment form were made. The modified version of the 

assessment form will be taken into use with new clients. (See appendix 

7.) 

 

The main difficulties of the assessment form were, that the first page of 

the assessment form was too long. It had more discussion topics than 

the other pages (see page one of Appendix 5.), which made it an ardu-

ous start for the discussion with the client. Additionally it became clear 

that the grouping of the discussion topics were inconsistent. During the 

interview the topics were re-grouped and made into smaller portions. 

(See appendix 7.)  
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Along with these changes, the instructions on the use of the assessment 

form were modified. Some of the examples on the meanings of the top-

ics were changed into a form seen by the team as more understandable 

for employees. The hope was that these changes would make it easier 

for new employees to start using the assessment form. Changes were 

also made on the cover of the instruction on the use of the skills as-

sessment form to make it more understandable. (See appendix 8) 

 

From the data collected on the functionality of the skills assessment form 

(group 2), the reduced data was clustered into three subgroups; 1.) The 

work process of the counselor, 2.) The process of the client and 3.) The 

practical challenges of using the assessment form.  

 

The data on the work process of the counselor revealed interesting facts 

on the usefulness of the skills assessment form to improve and clarify 

the process of the work being done. The outcomes were in accordance 

to the aims of using the Lean-process to develop the process of social 

counseling.  

 

According to the experience of the social counseling team using the 

skills assessment form helped to clarify the task of the counselor, as well 

as create a framework for the work being done. The titles in the form 

were seen as giving a clear picture on what this social counseling ser-

vice is. The skills assessment form was said to provide a “check-list” for 

employees on, which topics to discuss and take into account with each 

individual client. Additionally it provides a tool for briefing new employ-

ees on the job of the counselors, as well as on the needs of individual 

clients. With challenging clients, the use of the skills assessment form 

can aid to prioritize the aims of the work. With a client with multiple 

needs and challenges the focus of the work is easily lost without prioritiz-

ing and planning the aims of the work.  

 

The use of the form makes visible the professional needs of the counse-

lors. The assessment form gives a tool for discussing difficult issues and 

bringing them up was easier with the use of a structured tool according 

to the data. Discussing difficult topics requires presence and skills from 
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the counselor. The use of the form in action made clear the importance 

of using plain language with social counseling clients. Opening up the 

topics and insuring the client understood the discussed issues was seen 

as a vital part of using the assessment form. This requires professional 

skill and sensitivity.  

 

The discussion with the client takes emotional resources from both the 

employee and the client. Some of the topics in the form brought up the 

need for more training for the counselors. Topics such as sexuality and 

safety skills were seen as topics that would require more professional 

knowledge and skill. The need to discuss the topics within the team was 

brought up. To gain the full benefit of the assessment form it was seen 

as important for the counselors to be able to discuss the topics when 

necessary in the weekly team meeting with the manager. The use of the 

assessment form was also seen as insuring that the accurate planning 

of the work is not left open to human errors. See figure 5. 
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Figure 5. Main results on the work process of the counselor 

 
Figure five depicts the main results on the affects of using the skills assessment 
form on the work process of social counselors. The use of the skills assessment 
form was seen as an important tool for discussing difficult topics, planning and 
prioritizing work as well as briefing new employees. In addition the skills as-
sessment form was seen to promote the visibility of the professional needs of 
the counselors as well as clarifying the framework and tasks of the work. The 
assessment functions as a checklist for counselors on issues to be discussed 
with new clients. Using the assessment form proved the need for the use of 
plain language as well as the need for additional training for counselors.  
 
The data on the process of the client were from the point of view of the 

counselors and therefore cannot be used as information on the direct 

experiences or opinions of the clients themselves. However, positive 

feedback on the assessment form was received from the clients. The 

use of the form was seen as beneficial for the clients´ skills on self-

evaluation. The use of the form through out the different stages of the 

counseling process can provide a client with the possibility to improve 

his/her skills of self-evaluation.  Additionally the positive impact of the 

client being able to recognize improvement in his/her skills was seen as 

beneficial to the empowering aim of the work.  
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The difference between using the form with already existing clients and 

new clients showed, that the answers of the clients on their own skills 

might not be accurate initially. When the relationship and trust grows be-

tween a client and the counselor it becomes easier for the client to truth-

fully evaluate and discuss his/her skills. This proves the importance of 

repeated evaluation throughout co-operation with a client. 

 

To gain the necessary knowledge on the skills of the client the presence 

of family members was brought up in the discussion. It was seen as im-

portant for the counselor to set up the discussion situation in such a way 

that the client knows what it is that is being discussed an why. The fami-

ly member present must be made to understand that he/she is there to 

merely give support, not answer on behalf of the client. Respecting the 

clients´ right to privacy and providing an opportunity to share the 

knowledge he/she is willing to share at the moment was seen as ex-

tremely important for the process of the client. See figure 6. 

 

Figure 6. Main results on the process of client 

 
Figure six depicts the main results on the effect of using the skills assessment 
form on the process of the client. Using the skills assessment form was seen as 
supporting the self-evaluation and empowerment of the client. Additionally it 
was seen as promoting respect and trust building requiring resources. It was 
seen as vital to insure the discussion was set up in a client friendly manner.   
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The practical challenges of using the assessment form were seen as is-

sues concerning the process. As developing the process is continuous, 

the discussion helped to clarify certain practical issues concerning the 

use of the assessment form. During the discussion it was decided that 

making the client work plan will be done together with the colleague 

working on the client case. The opinions were divided on whether one 

counselor should fill in the assessment form, while the other counselor 

discusses with the client. The opinions on whether one counselor should 

fill in the whole form from beginning to end with a client or if the counse-

lors should switch roles at a certain point were also divided. These is-

sues were not decided on, but were left up to the counselors to solve in 

the course of their work. 

 

The need to sufficiently familiarize new employees on the use of the as-

sessment form was seen as an important issue concerning the future of 

the service. The correct use of the assessment form was seen as vital 

for its´ functioning and for the counselors to gain the benefit from using 

it. Changes were made on the instructions on the use of the form to 

make easier to use for individuals with no previous experience of it. (See 

appendix 8.) The use of the form will require resources and time, which 

need to be recognized by the management when taking on new clients 

into the service.  

 

The need to have a pamphlet aimed for other professionals, explaining 

the services of the support for independent living through social counsel-

ing, rose from the data. Clarifying the aim of the work for the associates 

of the counseling service was seen as important for the process of the 

counseling. See figure 7.  
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Figure 7. The main results on the practical challenges of using the skills 

assessment form. 

 
Figure seven depicts the main results of the practical challenges of using the 
skills assessment form. Using the skills assessment form requires resources, 
which the management will need to consider and provide. The need for a pam-
phlet explaining the services of the supported independent living through social 
counseling service to associates is necessary to reinforce the processes of the 
service. Client work plan is necessary to be compiled with pair work. Additional-
ly it was voiced, that using the skills assessment form brought no additional val-
ue to the knowledge of the employee.  
 

The process of filling in the form, making the plan and recording it were 

clarified in the discussion. The plan for the work will be done together 

with the supporting social counselor and the social counselor in charge 

of the client. The plan will be based on the evaluation of the needs of the 

client according to the skills assessment form. The counselor pair will 

make an initial plan with clear set goals. The plan will be gone through 

with the client and possible changes made according to his/her wishes. 

The plan will be recorded onto the computer program, Atj, used to record 

social work in the Helsinki municipality social services. The plan will be 

recorded according to the titles used in the written plan (see Appendix 

9.). The title used in Atj for the plan will be “SUUNNITELMA”.  See figure 

8. 
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Figure 8.  

 
Figure eight depicts the process of compiling the client work plan, as was de-
cided on during the interview for this thesis. The client work plan will be com-
piled through pair work based on the skills assessment of the client. The plan 
will be gone through with the client and necessary changes made according to 
his/her wishes. The plan is to be recorded into the Atj database under the title: 
“SUUNNITELMA”. 
 

The experiences on the use of the form were mainly positive and sup-

ported the hypothesis that using the assessment form would clarify the 

process of the social counseling service. Despite there being a consen-

sus that the assessment form is beneficial for the work and it should be 

used in the future as well, the opinion that it did not bring any added val-

ue to the already existing knowledge of the employee on the work being 

done, was also voiced. In addition the use of the form in practice showed 

that it had many flaws and needed to be made more user- as well a cli-

ent friendly. 

6.3 Reliability and ethics 
 

To verify the initial positive results of this thesis the skills assessment 

form must be used more and with a larger number of clients.  To gain a 

more solid evidence base on the value of the use of the assessment 

form more research will need to be conducted. Such researches should 
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be conducted in the future; as the assessment form will be made a part 

of the tools used in the Helsinki City services for disabled.  

 

This initial study on the use of the assessment form was conducted with 

three social counselors giving their opinions as well as with one leading 

social worker. Such a research group is small and possibly bias due to 

the assessment form being created with the support of the subjects in-

terviewed on its use.  

 

The need to create a skills assessment tool came from the management 

of the services for disabled and therefore this research had the support 

of management through out the whole process. This support was valua-

ble to the success of the research, but can also be seen as a factor af-

fecting its reliability. Having strong support from the management on any 

specific project can make employees feel that they must give their sup-

port to the process of the research to maintain a good relationship with 

the management. This may have affected the answers and participation 

of the social counselors.  

 

It can also be claimed that the active participation of the social counse-

lors of the team in creating the assessment form made them bias to the 

effects of using the assessment form in action. However, throughout the 

process of this thesis there was open dialogue between the participants 

of the study, including positive and negative opinions on the creation and 

use of the assessment form and this thesis. The team did not embrace 

the idea of creating and taking into use the skills assessment form with-

out hesitation. Why such a form could be beneficial or harmful to the so-

cial counseling service was discussed on multiple occasions.  

 

The social counselors working in the team are trained professionals with 

an excellent level of knowledge on the client group, a high level of ethics 

as well as knowledge on tools used in the field of social services and 

services aimed for disabled. Due to the high level of professional 

knowledge of the team members, the opinions given by them in the col-

lected data can be trusted as truthful and as un-bias as possible in this 

setting.  
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The relationship between research and ethics is twofold. From one per-

spective it is visible that the outcomes of the research affect the ethics of 

the research, while from the other perspective it can be said that the eth-

ical views of the researcher affect the decisions made in the course of 

the research. The latter of the two perspectives is referred to as the ac-

tual ethics of research. Good ethics in a qualitative research refer also to 

the ethical treatment of the study subjects. This includes the study sub-

jects being aware of the purpose of the study, the right to anonymity as 

well as the possibility to leave the study according to their own wishes. 

(Tuomi, Sarajärvi,2009:125, 129-130) 

 

In an ethical study the researcher does not harm the study subjects dur-

ing the research or with its outcomes. (Tuomi, Sarajärvi, 2009:130) This 

can sometimes be difficult to predict. In this thesis the aim was to create 

a new tool to support the work of the social counselors and hence im-

prove the quality of the service received by the clients. Due to the nature 

of the service not being medical or “life saving” the risk of causing actual 

physical harm to the clients was small. However, some ethical issues in 

this thesis arise form the fact that that the researcher is an employee of 

the team providing the social counseling service and the data for the re-

search. The researcher previously knew the professionals interviewed in 

this research, as they are close colleagues of her. They had been a part 

of developing the assessment form and therefore had already some pre-

assumptions and personal opinions on the value of the assessment 

form.  

 

Due to the researcher being a part of the team providing the social 

counseling service, her methods of working as well as her views on the 

service, had an affect on the process of this thesis. The personal views 

of the researcher on the service are bias due to being an inside observ-

er. This said however, it can be an advantage in developing the work, to 

have a clear insight and understanding of the actual everyday work be-

ing done.  

 

When planning this thesis the decision was made within the social coun-

seling team that the insight of the researcher would be valuable for the 
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success of this thesis. The outcome of this thesis had an impact on the 

actual working life processes, and therefore the benefit of the research-

ers personal experiences on the use of the assessment form outweighed 

the ethical issues arising from being an inside observer.  

 

The researcher, having a large role in the decision-making concerning 

the topic of this thesis, can also be seen as an ethical issue, however it 

is quite common in research. It is not often that an individual researches 

a topic outside of his/her own interest areas. It is possible that due to the 

active participation of the researcher and her presence in the team, as 

well as the support of the team manager, it was not easy for all of the 

team members to express adverse opinions.  

 

A positive aspect, regarding the ethics of the thesis is, that the team of 

social counselors was given opportunities to express their own opinions 

and views on the thesis. Additionally the team was included in the shap-

ing of the final details of the assessment form as well as were given the 

opportunity the give their opinions on the final and most valuable chang-

es made to the assessment form based on the experience of using it 

with clients.  

6.4 Conclusion 
 

The process of creating the assessment form and using it in action with 

the clients was both interesting as well as educational for me. Creating 

the assessment form itself took many hours of hard work and required 

reflection on the work I do and myself as a professional as well as as a 

colleague. Initially I found it difficult to separate myself from the assess-

ment form I was creating. Therefore I took criticism on the different ver-

sions of the assessment form personally and felt my professionalism 

was being questioned. A large part of the process of this thesis for me 

was to grow as a professional and learn to separate my professional self 

and private self from each other.  

 

In the beginning of the process I was surprised by the resistance some 

of my team members had to the assessment form and thesis topic over-

all. I felt that developing our service was a natural part of the job as it 
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was presented to me that ongoing development would be a part of the 

task I was hired for. Therefore I could not comprehend resistance to fur-

ther developing the process of the service. Discussing the issue with my 

team and manager were a valuable lesson for me on navigating conflicts 

in values and processes in my work. In retrospect I have come to the 

conclusion that the resistance towards creating a new tool was based on 

fear that using it would add on to the already large workload of the team. 

Some may also have felt their professional skills were being questioned. 

The resistance disappeared for the most part during the process of the 

research.  

 

I did not however find the resistance of the social counselors working 

with severely learning disabled clients against the implementation of the 

assessment form into their work, surprising. Most of the counselors 

working with the learning disabled clients have been working in the 

same position for many years. It is typical for employees to feel safe in 

the methods they have used for many years. Resistance to change and 

new methods is nothing new in the social services sector. I hope that 

this resistance also disappears with time. The importance of evaluating 

the skills of ageing clients is an issue of todays´ society and concerns 

learning disabled elderly the same as non-learning disabled elderly.  

 

Observing the process of this thesis in hindsight, shows that the Lean-

process should have been introduced in a structured manner to the team 

as one of the first steps of the research. The assessment form should 

have been created in a more organized manner. If done again, I would 

agree on set dates with the team on when to go over the current ver-

sions of the assessment form. Additionally I would use the Lean-process 

steps to analyze its functionality and make changes. I feel it would have 

been beneficial to this research to organize meetings where the pro-

cesses of the social counseling service would have been inspected us-

ing the Lean-process method. I believe that a larger positive gain could 

have been achieved by doing this.  

 

Due to unexpected illnesses and absences from work the schedule for 

testing the assessment form on our clients was altered. This turned out 



47 

 

to be a positive change as not all of the team members had been able to 

finish the necessary amount of assessments agreed on. This showed 

that the schedule for completing this thesis was in fact too short. I feel 

that more time would have given us more concrete answers on the func-

tionality of the assessment form in action. Further developing the as-

sessment form will now become the job of the whole team of social 

counselors providing this service and my hope is that it will be further 

developed and changes made according to the needs of the clients and 

the service processes.  

 

Despite the intense schedule of the thesis I feel satisfied with having 

made a concrete difference on the process of the service of supported 

independent living. Additionally the fact that the assessment form was 

taken into use in the Paula-koti group home showed that creating the 

assessment form was beneficial to my organization. My hope is that the 

assessment form will be taken into a wider use in the Helsinki munici-

pality services for disabled and that it will benefit the clients we work 

with.  

 

The most important part of the work I do is the client work and the effect 

of my work to the life of the client. I hope to be able to continue being a 

part of developing the services for disabled, especially the services 

aimed for individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder´s, in the Helsinki 

municipality in the future as well. There is still a need to further develop 

the processes of the services for disabled. I feel that taking the Lean-

process into a wide use in our organization would benefit both the well 

being of the employees as well as our clients.  
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APPENDIX 4. PRE-PLANNED TOPICS FOR THE GROUP INTERVIEW 
 
Ryhmä haastattelun aiheet 9.6.2014  
 

-­‐ AJANKÄYTTÖ LOMAKETTA TÄYTTÄESSÄ 
 

-­‐ SISÄLLÖN YMMÄRRETTÄVYYS ASIAKKAALLE 
 

-­‐ UUDEN ASIAKKAAN TARPEISIIN PEREHTYMINEN 
 

-­‐ SUUNNITELMAN TEKO 
 

-­‐ TYÖNKUVAN SELKEYTYMINEN LOMAKKEEN AVULLA 
 

-­‐ PERUSTEHTÄVÄN SELKEYTYMINEN 
 

-­‐ PROSESSI ASIAKKAAKSI TULOSTA 
 

-­‐ TUEN TARPEEN ARVIOINTILOMAKKEEN MUOKKAUS EHDOTUKSET  
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APPENDIX 6. TRIAL VERSION OF THE INSTRUCTION MANUAL FOR THE USE OF THE SKILLS 
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APPENDIX 7. FINAL VERSION OF THE SKILLS ASSESSMENT FORM 
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APPENDIX 9. THE FINAL VERSION OF THE CLIENT WORK PLAN 2014 
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