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Summary

Initiated by the Nordic Council of Ministers in 2017 and managed by the

Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training, the Nordic 0−24

collaboration has been a three-year cooperation, sharing experiences and

models from local projects in all the Nordic regions. The aim has been to

improve efforts and services towards vulnerable children and young people

under 24 years of age. The lessons learned from the collaboration are based

on the final report from the Nordic 0−24 project Mind the gap! Nordic 0−24

collaboration on improved services to vulnerable children and young people.

Key findings are:

• LISTEN TO THE CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE: Place the child or

young person at the forefront. Include their perspectives and approach

them as equal competent partners in order to develop services

designed to their specific needs. The individual should be approached as

a “whole person” in a context and not by predefined and generalized

categories.

• STRENGTHEN CROSS-SECTORAL COLLABORATION: Coherent follow-

up of vulnerable children and young people requires different services

and professions to collaborate. Problems are not one-dimensional and

improvement cannot rely on the efforts of one person, one service, or

one relationship. Professionals need to understand the whole context of

the child, which demands knowledge of each other’s mandates,

assignments and roles.
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This document summarizes the main results from the Nordic 0-24

collaboration. A project initiated by the Nordic Council of Ministers in 2017

and managed by the Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training. The

project has been an effort to improve the follow-up of vulnerable children

and young people and their families through increased cross-sectoral

cooperation between services.

The most important findings are to place the needs of the children and

young people at the forefront and strengthen cross-sectoral collaboration.

Link to final project report: https://fafo.no/zoo-publikasjoner/fafo-

rapporter/item/mind-the-gap
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Introduction

Tobias is 12 years old and struggles with several challenges. He and his

family are in contact with numerous people, like teachers, the school health

service, or other municipal healthcare professionals such as his general

physician or psychologist to mention some. Several specialized services,

mostly at municipal level, but also at government level are there to help

Tobias. They offer various provisions, priorities and initiatives, directed by

different laws, guidelines and directives, grant schemes and experts. In

short, the puzzle is complicated.

Nordic citizens benefit from a highly specialized welfare system, but when

issues are more complex these services seem to struggle. In Tobias’s case,

with multiple needs, the structures are strained as they are organized in

single sectors with strictly defined areas of responsibility. The sectors may

have little knowledge about each other, and the responsibilities can be

overlapping and unclear.

The objective of this document is to present results and key lessons

generated from the Nordic 0−24 project. A project aimed at improving

support for vulnerable children and young people like Tobias, by enhancing

cross-sectoral collaboration between different service providers.

Presentation of key success factors for strengthening collaboration across

services are therefore at the core of this summary (see figure 1).

All the Nordic countries face
challenges because too many
children and young people are
falling outside the school
system. By working together,
we can help each other to find
good ways to give children and
young people a better start in
life

Paula Lehtomäki
Secretary General, Nordic
Council of Ministers

”
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Figure 1. Overview of key findings:

The Nordic initiative is part of the effort to reduce the dropout rate from

secondary education and subsequent social marginalization and poverty.

Several insights have been gathered from representatives in direct

responsibility of improving the lives of vulnerable children and young people.

The project has thus gathered valuable and useful lessons directly of

relevance for those working in the front-line services. But to bridge the gap,

part of the future implementation efforts need to be lifted to a national

level.

Cross-sectoral collaboration implies that

different sectors, agencies, institutions,

services, disciplines or professions cooperate

to achieve better coordination of their efforts

to solve a shared problem or reach a common

goal. In this case to improve the lives of

children like Tobias that have several

challenges and many support-services to re-

count to.
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Results and lessons learned

LISTEN TO THE CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE

The perspectives of children and young people should be included to develop

services more designed to their needs. This has been referred to as an

individual centered and holistic approach, found to be essential for

identifying relevant follow-up initiatives and early intervention. The

approach demands a user-oriented methodology, both at system and

individual level with

System level: Develop systems, structures and routines that promote low

threshold access to services and efficient follow up based on the needs of

the user, not restricted by specific mandates, criteria or diagnosis.

Putting the children and young people in the center is a way to overcome

the so called ‘institutional logics’, and instead reveal the total situation of

the individual. Providing a joint platform for all services

Individual level: Involve the person (the child, youth, parent) in the process of

defining relevant follow-up and strive to acknowledge the persons in need

as equal competent partners.

Implement methods for empowering the child, young person and parent in

encounters with professionals, to ensure that their perspectives are taken

into consideration.

Individual centered and holistic approach:

Implies approaching children and young

people without predefined and generalized

categories: e.g. as “problem child” or “youth

with mental health issues”. The aim of the

professional must be to treat the child, youth

and family based on proper complete

knowledge about the person and their family

situation. Which means seeing the “whole

child” and her/his challenges in relation to the

context they take place in, and the solution

would be related to both context and the

individual.

7



KINDERGARTEN & SCHOOLS AS CORE ARENAS OF INCLUSION

Kindergartens and schools are core arenas for identifying children at risk,

achieving early intervention and initiating coherent follow up:

• Establish monitoring systems in kindergartens and schools for early

identification of risks.

• Instead of approaching challenges and learning difficulties as

something related to a problem with the child, approach these

challenges as being rooted in the continuous interaction with other

pupils, the teachers, other professionals as well as the educational

practice and the physical environment.

• Address academic development as well as social and emotional

development. Emotional and social skills are essential for building

resilience and strategies to cope in life.

• Facilitate a mindset that places a greater responsibility for students’

development in the hands of the schools’ management and teachers

• To cultivate more inclusive kindergartens and schools the following four

dimensions of collaboration are essential:

- Promote a collaborative culture

- Strive for involvement of pupils and parents as partners in the total

learning situation

- Provide easy access to relevant follow up services

- Implement systems for cooperation between the kindergartens or

schools and other services when necessary

STRENGTHENING CROSS-SECTORAL COLLABORATION:

I. Leadership: A clear and competent leadership represents a vital factor for

anchoring collaborative projects and is essential for supporting and

incentivizing all the following key success factors linked to strengthening

cross-sectoral collaboration.

The Children's Voice

The Children’s Voice in Copenhagen builds on the Scottish model,

Getting It Right for Every Child (GIREC). The initiative emphasizes that

children have a right to participate in decisions that influence their lives

and learning, and where acknowledging children (and parents) as

experts in their own lives are crucial. They have developed guidelines for

dialogue with the kids about their situation and made systems for

empowering children and parents as equal participants in meetings.

Now we emphasize speaking
with the children and their
parents, rather than about
them.

Participant

”
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Secondly, in addition to leadership on an administrative and operative level,

the political support over time is critical. The Finnish municipal cases are

based on their anchoring at a high level and they consider coordinated

leadership as a success factor for collaborating across regional and

municipal authorities. The Finnish municipality of Lohja has also established

management teams in their new reform work to improve services, where

managers, leaders or headmasters from all services are represented.

II. Geographical proximity: Geographical proximity is essential for cross-

sectoral collaboration. However, bringing involved actors together does not

necessary entail co-location. The essence is to establish arenas for the

actors to meet and work together. This could be:

• A joint location for several services (for example, in ´one-stop shops´)

• Integration of services and developing cross-sectoral teams

• Developing systems and routines for cross-sectoral and

interdisciplinary meetings.

ComUng – a ‘one-stop shop’ for young people

The municipality of Lund has established a one-stop shop for young people

neither in education, employment nor training. The service is a collaboration

between the Swedish Public Employment Service (State) and several

municipal services. The aim is to provide coordinated information, guidance

and support. Locating several services in the same place has made it easier

to collaborate and work more effectively together. The geographical

proximity benefits both the youth and the professionals. The young people

do not have to visit several different offices and repeat their stories. The

service providers, in turn, are able to discuss the young person’s case with

one another because they have his/her consent to share information
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III. Professional knowledge, culture and trust: Different services usually have

their own way of working; with distinctive professional knowledge and

culture often organized in isolated “bureaucratic silos”. Professionals see the

world through their own lenses, which means that what one experts finds

relevant, might not be the most appropriate solution for another. To

confront the challenges of these “institutional logics” the involved experts

should:

• Get to know of each other, how all partners can contribute, and

acknowledge each other’s role and added value in the collaboration.

• Build trust between the involved services, the professionals and the

young people.

• Develop a common understanding of the challenges or goals to achieve

a shared problem understanding.

Institutional logics: The institutional

framework is defined by each sector or

services having specific fields of responsibility,

mandates, regulations and financing. The

professionals in each service with their

particular educational background, norms and

values, develop their own institutional logic in

ways of understanding the field they are in

charge of and subsequently what solutions

they apply.

Swedish response to the mapping of factors important for promoting more

coordinated services:

Several of the young people who have interrupted or are at risk of

interrupting their studies are in need of follow-up from several actors –

which calls for an effective and clear cooperation. Systematic coordination

must be built into systems and structures and not rely on the efforts of one

person and one relationship. Collaboration between different professionals

and services demands understanding of the context and knowledge of each

other´s mandates, assignments and roles. Trust and confidence are

important. This is about a change of perspective from the services to the

person in need of the services – to what is the best approach seen from the

his/her perspective. A holistic view and someone who takes responsibility

for the totality is essential.
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IV. Building relational capacity and competence: Kindergartens and schools,

family centers and other public services involved need to improve the

relational capacity of the organization they present. Equally important is

the development of relational competence among professionals. These skills

must be continuously encouraged and maintained by:

• Preserving knowledge about other relevant services and professions

and their potential contribution.

• Acknowledging the added value of other professionals and services.

• Respecting different skills and approaches across professions and

sectors.

• Acquiring relational skills on how to work together.

V. Collaborative culture and change of mindset: To succeed with cross-

sectoral collaboration, fostering a collaborative culture and mindset is

necessary. It is of significance to develop a common awareness on how we

understand the problem, how we think about the problem, and how we as a

consequence of our particular mindsets act upon it.

To strengthen the collaborative culture, professionals cannot simply be

brought together, they need to spend time together with the aim of

establishing knowledge of each other’s competence and contributions

(Anvik and Waldahl, 2018). Regular, compulsory and structured

interdisciplinary meetings are experienced as a valuable tool to create a

bridge between professionals.

Training to arrange interdisciplinary meetings: views from the Norwegian

case

To develop good structures for interdisciplinary meetings have been a major

task in the Norwegian case. The experience is that interdisciplinary

meetings are challenging. The Norwegian case thus emphasizes training as

key for the professionals to become competent collaborators. It is necessary

to spend time on planning and clarifying each participant’s role, as well as

making their contributions and expectations explicit. The goal is to create a

collaborative, inclusive and respectful atmosphere, both among the

professionals and for the service user.

In the Norwegian case, they have used role play as one method to optimize

cross professional meetings and meetings with the users. Their approach is

based on their awareness of the need to practice how to conduct good

meetings, and for the participant to reflect on his/her own actions and

approaches.
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VI. Regulations The Nordic countries have different regulations with regards

to collaboration between services, coherent plans for follow up, and for

sharing information. Current regulations are not always conducive to a

more collaborative practice. These issues should be addressed in

cooperation with authorities at a national policy level.

In the Icelandic case, the service center in Breidholt has implemented

procedures for acquiring consent from children and families for sharing of

information. This initiative increased the collaboration between the services,

and combined with new structures and systems they found that they have

increased success with early intervention. Between 2011 and 2020 referrals

to the Child and Youth Psychiatric Department in Breidholt have been

reduced by 56 prosent.

We see that the Nordic
countries are struggling with
the same, that we face the
same types of barriers in
solving the challenges of
vulnerable children and young
people, related to laws,
regulations, confidentiality.

Participant

”
The Icelandic response related to efforts to promote better cross-

sectoral collaboration:

• ‘All stakeholders see the rationality of this process and have shown

their willingness to commit to the work.’

• Having all the actors/different professions situated at the same

place makes collaboration easier.

• A committee was established where different professions had their

representatives. Various views and cultures were involved, directing

how these experts were to work together, rather than superiors

deciding.

• There has all the way been strong support from leaders in Reykjavik.

All directors from relevant services have made their commitment

stronger by being involved from the very beginning.

Mapping of national cases, spring 2019.
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Moving forward and bridging the gap

The Nordic 0−24 project has generated increased attention to the

importance of placing the perspectives of children and young people at the

center and to the significance of strengthening cross-sectoral collaboration

between services and professionals to succeed with this work.

Six key success factors are highlighted to achieve strengthened

collaboration. These elements interrelate, and will have implications at

different levels in the work on better coordination. A clear leadership (one of

the six factors) is an overarching driver essential for developing new

practices. It will also require time and resources to develop new

collaborative systems, but initiating processes for better collaboration

might result in the creation of more effective services in the future.

Moving forward, increased attention from the national levels to facilitate

good cross-sectoral cooperation will be necessary. We cannot just mind the

gap – we need to bridge it. We must use the experiences and knowledge

that is gained and embed these lessons into the national structures and

policies. It demands that we take a closer look at the entire system,

especially our governance models − how we are organized and what barriers

or silos that are created. Are our models adapted to the needs of children

and young people or the bureaucrats?

The Nordic region should be the best place in the world for children and

young people. The Nordic Council of Ministers will therefore continue to

facilitate work at a Nordic level, where cross-sectoral collaboration is an

important part of the continuation.
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