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Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1994, 2006) bioecological theory: 

children are enmeshed in multiple environments, 

which interact and influence their development.

To support children and families more successfully, 

services need to be offered at all the necessary 

environments. 

This can be accomplished most effectively through 

collaboration between services, in fields such as 

education, health, social work, and welfare, among 
others (Davidson et al., 2012; Statham, 2011). 

Why is collaboration between services important?



Why is collaboration between services important?

The complexity and interdependence of the problems affecting socioeconomically disadvantaged 

children and families indicate the need for an integrated approach, intersectoral cooperation, and 

investment in local strategies (EC, 2018). 

• Children with migrant background, ethnic-minority status, such as the Roma Children, and/or a 

low-income background continue to face social and educational inequalities (EC, 2018; FRA, 2018; 

OECD, 2018).

The collaboration between services is increasingly recognized as central to tackle

social and educational inequalities (Vargas-Barón, 2016).



Why is collaboration between services important?

Outcomes founded included: 

• Improved provision of services according to the users’ needs, by reducing duplication and gaps 

in provision (Atkinson, Jones, & Lamont, 2007; Statham, 2011). 

• Improved children’s educational attainment and 

attendance (Oliver, Mooney, & Statham, 2010; Statham, 2011), and 

home-learning environment of families in deprived 

communities (Melhuish, Belsky, Leyland, Barnes, & NESS Research Team, 

2008).



Approaches

The collaborative work can include information sharing, joint 

assessment of needs, planning, delivery, and evaluation
(Dedrick & Greenbaum, 2011; Statham, 2011).

It can range from low to high involvement between services, 

depending on the intensity of the partnership process, structure 

and purpose (Gajda, 2004).

It can occur horizontally, between sectors, and vertically, comprising different levels of 

responsibility, namely local, regional, national, and sometimes transnational stakeholders.

It can include partnerships between the state, the private sector, civil society, and the community
(Emerson, Nabatchi, & Balogh, 2012).



Why researching on collaboration between services?

Evidence on best practice regarding coordination between services for children and families is still 

limited.

More information on child and family impacts is needed (Barnes et al., 2017, 2018). 

An in-depth overview of promising approaches to collaboration between services is needed to 

increase outreach, timely access and effectiveness of services for socioeconomically 
disadvantaged children and families.



The present study: Objective

To identify facilitating factors, barriers, and impacts related to the collaborative work of services

for culturally and linguistically diverse children and families, including with a migrant, ethnic minority 

and/or low-income background, in European countries.

- Based on the perspectives of heads of service providers, coordinators, and local government 

representatives.

- The target services were focused on promoting social inclusion, and operating in fields 

such as education, health, social work, and welfare.



Sample

61 participants

Professional position: manager/director/principal (74%), city 
councilor (7%), expert (3%), civil servant (2%), special secretary 
(2%), and educational activities organizer (2%).

Type of organization: public services (31%), social services (16%), 
education services (13%), childcare services (10%), local authority 
services (10%), community centers (7%), volunteering programs or 
philanthropic organizations (3%), representative of a government 
program (2%), and special secretariat - central government (2%). 

Country
n

participants

Czech Republic 9

England 7

Germany 6

Greece 7

Italy 10

Netherlands 6

Norway 4

Poland 6

Portugal 6



Instrument and procedure 

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews, with a script constructed based on 
previous studies on collaboration between services (Barnes et al., 2017; 2018).

Facilitating factors, barriers and impacts were coded based on existing literature (e.g. Barnes et al., 2018). 
To maximise data coverage, a specific facilitating factor or barrier was coded for a specific country if 
at least one of the participants addressed it during the interview.

Written consent was collected, the possibility to exit the interview was ensured, and data was 
anonymised.  



Results



CZ=Czech Republic; DE=Germany; EL=Greece; EN=England; IT=Italy; NL=Netherlands; NO=Norway; PL=Poland; PT=Portugal.

Facilitating factor Country Total

CZ DE EL EN IT NL NO PL PT

Political, top-down support x x x x x x x x x 9

Bottom-up approach x x x x x x x x 8

Receptivity of professionals x x x x x x x x 8

Shared values, commitment to collaboration x x x x x x x 7

Shared planning and goals x x x x x x x 7

Clear agency/professional roles x x x x x x x 7

Secure funding x x x x x x 6

Third sector / NGOs involvement x x x x x x 6

Organizational, top-down support x x x x x x 6

Professional development x x x x x 5

Personal relationships, informal meeting x x x x x 5

Evaluation of needs and outcomes x x x x x 5

Learning from other professions x x x x x 5

Joint training x x x x x 5



Barrier Country Total

CZ DE EL EN IT NL NO PL PT

Funding uncertainty or reduction x x x x x x x x 8

Problems recruiting staff/staff turnover x x x x x x x 7

Different policies, approaches, regulations, 

values between agencies and professionals
x x x x x x x 6

Staff have limited time for meetings/training x x x x x x 6

Political climate change x x x x x x 5

Some agencies and professionals 

resistant/Lack of interest/Lack of trust
x x x x 5

Insufficient/poor communication x x x x x x 5

CZ=Czech Republic; DE=Germany; EL=Greece; EN=England; IT=Italy; NL=Netherlands; NO=Norway; 

PL=Poland; PT=Portugal.



Facilitating factors and barriers

Top-down support (political and organizational)

It was identified as a critical facilitator to provide services with adequate funding, conditions, and 

resources (Atkinson, Jones, & Lamont, 2007). 

Bottom-up approach 

The participation of service users in the design of initiatives is considered crucial to ensure that their 

needs are best served (EU, 2018). Local partnerships can provide a mechanism for organizations to 

adapt policies to respond effectively to local needs (OECD, 2015). 

Receptivity of professionals, third sector/NGOs involvement, and trust between partners

Effective working relationships depend on trust (e.g. skills sharing, equal resource distribution), 

understanding between agencies (e.g. joint training, recognition of individual expertise), clear roles 

and responsibilities, and commitment at all levels of the hierarchy (Atkinson et al., 2017).



Facilitating factors and barriers

Shared values, planning and goals, and commitment to inter-agency 

Effective partnerships were found to depend on commitment at all levels (e.g. managers, staff), a 

shared purpose, and strategic planning and organization (Atkinson et al., 2007).

Clear agency/professional roles and lines of communication

Clear management was found as an important factor (Winsvold, 2011). 

Secure funding

Need for sustainability in terms of funding and resources. 

Professional development, training, and learning from other professions

Evaluation of needs and outcomes of inter-agency work

It can ground the development of inter-agency working. 



CZ=Czech Republic; DE=Germany; EL=Greece; EN=England; IT=Italy; NL=Netherlands; NO=Norway; PL=Poland; PT=Portugal.

Impact on services Country Total

CZ DE EL EN IT NL NO PL PT

Coordination of services and more effective 

referrals for complex family problems
x x x x x x x x x 9

Efficiency, avoid duplication of services x x x x x x x x x 9

Better and/or more specialized services x x x x x x x x x 9

Improved communication between 

services/professionals
x x x x x x x 7

Fills a gap, able to be more innovative x x x x x x 6

Professional development, expand their role x x x x x 5

Improved outreach x x x x x 5

Improved communication with families x x x x x 5



CZ=Czech Republic; DE=Germany; EL=Greece; EN=England; IT=Italy; NL=Netherlands; NO=Norway; PL=Poland; PT=Portugal.

Impact on children and families Country Total

CZ DE EL EN IT NL NO PL PT

Families have to contact fewer agencies, less 

stress, more accessible
x x x x x x x x 8

More responsive support for families with 

multiple problems, families more satisfied
x x x x x x 6



Impacts on services

By reducing duplication and gaps in provision, and consulting users, interagency working can lead to 

improved provision of services according to the needs of the users (Atkinson et al., 2007). 

Improved communication between services or professionals is in line with what is found in the 

literature (Coxon, 2005 cit in Barnes et al., 2018). 

Impacts on families and children

Partnerships, due to their multi-actor and multi-form structures, are observed in many cases to lead 

to indeterminate outcomes (Verma, 2016). 

Research on impacts of inter-agency working on children and families is limited (Barnes, 2017, 2018).



Conclusions

The results of the studies highlighted: 

- The relevance of providing political and organizational support, ensuring sustained funding

and continuity of human resources, and the appropriate allocation of time and tasks. 

- The importance of involving locally based services and professionals, and citizens in the 

development and evaluation of interventions, so that they answer to existing needs. 

- The priority of assessing impacts and monitoring collaborative work between services. 

- Assessment of children's outcomes has been identified as particularly sparse. 

- Evaluation and monitoring plans, and participatory diagnostics can be key factors 

in improving the effectiveness and efficiency of services.



ISOTIS project

One of the aims of ISOTIS is to contribute to effective policy and practice development in the 
scope of collaboration between services for and with children and families.

The central goal is to reduce social and educational inequalities and exclusion in Europe.

ISOTIS is a collaborative project funded by the European Union, that includes 17 partners and 11 
countries.

www.isotis.org
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