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So ubiquitous is reference to collaboration in policy documents that it is in danger of being
ignored altogether by service deliverers who are not clear about its rationale, how it is built,
or its real value. This is evident in the child and family services context where for example the
National Framework for Protecting Australia’s Children calls for collaboration and a ‘shared
responsibility’ across the state, Commonwealth and the non-government sectors to keep
children safe and well. This article describes a project undertaken to analyse and ultimately
increase levels of collaboration between state and Commonwealth government family service
providers. The research reinforced an important message that levels of collaboration should
align with the vulnerability of children and their families: the greater the level of risks to
children, the greater the level of collaboration needed within and between systems to keep
children safe.
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In the past many human services were de-
signed and delivered based on assumptions
that individual programs deliver distinct ben-
efits to particular populations (Scott 2005). At
the state level this took the form of separate
clearly identifiable organisations working in
education, health, mental health, family sup-
port, criminal justice, juvenile justice or child
protection. This siloed approach was even more
evident between Commonwealth and state ju-
risdictions, with, for example minimal interface
between the Commonwealth social security
system (Centrelink), the Child Support Agency,
and the growing number of Family Relationship
agencies, and state and Commonwealth funded
child welfare and family support agencies.

This ‘logic’ is now widely challenged, with
recognition that serious social problems are
multifaceted, cumulative and interlinked and
therefore need to be addressed in ways that
cross professional, sector and jurisdictional
boundaries (Cashmore et al. 2001; Vinson
2007).

The call to ‘collaborate’ is not new in the de-
livery of human services. More than 30 years
ago interagency cooperation was hailed as the
panacea for duplication, overlap and fragmen-
tation in increasingly complex social service
environment. However the language and the
narratives have changed over time. For exam-
ple, by the end of the 20th century and the be-
ginning of the 21st, the United Kingdom (UK)
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modernised its response to social exclusion
through the rhetoric of ‘joined up’ thinking
(Frost and Stein 2009). In Australia, years of
state and territory government welfare rhetoric
about ‘working together’ converged with a new
collaborative imperative outlined by Peter Sher-
gold, the then Secretary of the Department
of Prime Minister and Cabinet, in the mani-
festo Connecting Government on wicked prob-
lems (MAC 2004; O’Flynn 2009). In 2009 the
National Framework for Protecting Australia’s
Children called for collaboration and a ‘shared
responsibility’ across the state, Commonwealth
and the non-government sectors to keep chil-
dren safe and well. More recently there has
been a call for greater collaboration both among
Australian Public Service (APS) agencies and
other sectors and jurisdictions and for public
service leaders generally to foster a culture of
innovation and collaboration (Moran 2010).

A wide range of terms (such as ‘cooperating’;
‘forming coalitions’, ‘networking’, ‘creating
alliances’, ‘working together’, ‘working across
sectors’, ‘multi disciplinary approaches’, ‘part-
nerships’, and, ‘service integration’ (Corbett
and Noyes 2008; Horwath and Morrison 2007;
Huxham 1996) are now used somewhat inter-
changeably to refer to the move away from the
‘bureaucratic fiefdoms and competition’ of the
past (O’Flynn 2009:112). An emerging idea
in the collaboration literature is that particu-
lar collaborative strategies should be aligned
to specific purposes. Although there may be
benefits generally in increasing collaborative
approaches across the multiple and complex
service systems involved in the lives of children
and families, research in other fields of policy
implementation such as employment, indicate
that it is not reasonable to assume that collabo-
ration per se will always have a positive impact
or that the impact is always commensurate with
the resources expended (Huxham 1996; Lundin
2007; O’Flynn 2009). Since complex partner-
ships are costly in every sense, good public ad-
ministration requires that scarce resources be
used responsibly and to the maximum benefit
of the population.

This article describes a project undertaken to
analyse and ultimately increase levels of collab-
oration between Child Protection, Family Re-

lationship and Family Support service systems
involving both state and Commonwealth gov-
ernment services and funded service providers.
The article argues the case for a developmen-
tal approach to collaboration, and in the case
of collaboration to protect children, that the in-
tensity and complexity of collaboration should
align with levels of child and family vulnera-
bility and risk.

The Project

The project was a joint initiative of the Com-
monwealth Department of Families, Hous-
ing, Community Services and Indigenous
Affairs (FaHCSIA) and the Victorian Depart-
ment of Human Services (DHS). The re-
searchers were commissioned by FaHCSIA to
propose a model which could advance the level
of ‘collaboration and integration’ between Vic-
torian state funded agencies (Child Protection
and Family Services, including ChildFIRST)
and Commonwealth funded agencies (Family
Relationship Services, including Family Rela-
tionship Centres) and which could potentially
be replicated across other systems.

Method

Service providers in two Victorian localities
participated in the study on the basis of their ex-
pressed interest in collaboration and their direct
working relationship in child protection and
family relationship programs. In addition the
researchers engaged other organisations which
are direct government service deliverers or are
funded by both Commonwealth and state pro-
grams and offer a range of related child and
family services.2 Thirty two agencies were in-
vited to take part in the consultations and 59
people actually participated in agency, cross
agency meetings (two thirds of participants)
or individual interviews (one third of partic-
ipants). Additionally three phone interviews
were conducted with participants who were not
able to attend but who requested a further op-
portunity to take part. In all, the consultations
involved 62 people; 22 were from government
service delivery agencies and 37 were from
non-government agencies.
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A focused literature review provided the ba-
sis for the development of a semi-structured in-
terview and focus group schedule. Participants
were invited to discuss the way services are
currently working to achieve more targeted pro-
tection and support for vulnerable children and
their families. They were specifically asked to
consider why collaboration between services is
important, the kinds of collaborative activities
that currently take place, what enables services
to work together and what stands in the way. The
focused review of the literature also provided
the basis for several ‘theoretical constructs’
which were used in the interviews and group
discussions, and informed data collection and
analysis. One of these, a heuristic model of
collaboration, was used as a prompt to increase
understanding of the practical way collabora-
tion develops within and across these service
systems. The model identified three broad lev-
els of collaboration: ‘networking’, ‘coordinat-
ing’ and ‘integrating’, which are derived from
multiple collaboration typologies (Himmelman
1992; Huxham 1996; Mattessich and Monsey
1992; O’Flynn 2009; Winkworth 2005). This
developmental model is discussed more fully
later and is the main focus of this article.
With the permission of participants all meet-
ings and interviews were audiotaped and tran-
scribed. The transcriptions were coded drawing
on the theoretical constructs and other emerg-
ing themes.

Also using Mark Moore’s theory of change
(1995, 2000) the researchers identified the en-
ablers and barriers to collaboration between
systems and proposed a model for greater in-
tegration (Winkworth and Healy 2009; White
and Wookey 2009) including an administra-
tors partnership tool to facilitate better col-
laboration between systems (Winkworth and
White 2010). In short Moore argues that
effective action in a complex hierarchical
system needs to be a product of three inter-
secting dynamics. The absence of any one of
these will mean that even the best intentions
will fail to deliver effective change. At their
highest level these dynamics can be described
by the concepts of authority, public value and
capability:

• Authority – without an appropriate au-
thorising environment the momentum for
multidisciplinary and multiservice collab-
oration will be quickly lost and more tra-
ditional ways of doing things will emerge
and re-establish themselves.

• Public value – effective collaboration will
only take place if it is seen to produce
desirable outcomes. These outcomes need
to be agreed between participants and,
at best, are able to be described and
measured.

• Capability – collaborative efforts between
agencies and individuals need to be ap-
propriately resourced. Many efforts in this
area have failed due to the lack of resources
or lack of skill on the part of those who are
seeking to collaborate.

Enablers and barriers are discussed more fully
elsewhere (Winkworth and White 2010) but are
referred to briefly in this article to emphasise
that effective collaboration at the three levels
in the model will not be sustained without the
existence of these intersecting dynamics.

Framing the Policy Problem

In 2008-09, the number of children subject to a
child protection notification increased by 6.2%
to 207,462, and the number of children subject
to a substantiation of a notification increased
by 1.7% to 32,641 (AIHW 2009). Multiple sys-
tem and child death inquiries have pointed to
the failure of collaboration between human ser-
vice systems to prevent or minimise harm to
children (Gibbs 2009; Kelly and Milner 1996;
Kolasa 2006; Munro 2005). While most atten-
tion to these failures in the past has focused on
state government service delivery systems, the
National Child Protection Framework identi-
fies a lack of collaboration also between Com-
monwealth and state jurisdictions, not only in
the identification and reporting of child abuse
and neglect but in working together to support
vulnerable families, earlier, and prevent the in-
trusive levels of intervention in family life that
are a necessary part of direct statutory child
protection involvement (COAG 2009:5-7).
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More specifically there is a strong ratio-
nale for collaboration between Commonwealth
government family relationship and state gov-
ernment child protection and family support
systems which is essentially that many of the
same clients are potential users of both systems,
and that collaboration between systems could
provide more timely, coordinated and effective
interventions. These interventions can poten-
tially, firstly, keep highly at risk children safe,
and second, provide a greater range of support
services to assist vulnerable families. Both ju-
risdictions fund or directly provide a range of
services to respond to the needs of vulnera-
ble children and their families. In particular the
Commonwealth funds a range of services asso-
ciated with the operation of the Family Law Act
to support families in their parenting roles at the
time of separation. The Commonwealth also
provides family relationship services through
its Family Support Program (FSP). Similarly
the states provide a wide range of family sup-
port programs as well as statutory child pro-
tection services to intervene directly in fami-
lies where children are identified as at risk of
harm.

Although no systematic data of families
crossing these two systems are collected, child
abuse and neglect data gathered by the state
system and relevant family law research pro-
vides compelling reasons to assume that many
do. For example: it is well established that many
children exposed to domestic violence and high
conflict situations suffer harm through child
abuse and neglect. Emotional harm, which is
now by far the most common form of re-
ported harm to children in Australia (AIHW
2008) is increasingly recognised as occurring
in the context of family violence and high con-
flict (Brown and Alexander 2007; Grimes and
McIntosh 2004; McIntosh 2002; McIntosh and
Long 2005). Additionally, a relatively high pro-
portion of substantiations of child abuse and ne-
glect involve children living in separated fami-
lies and in two parent step or blended families
(AIHW 2009; Coohey 1996 in AIHW 2009).
There is also substantial evidence now that chil-
dren are particularly vulnerable to abuse before,
during and after separation (Brown and Alexan-
der 2007; Humphreys and Stanley 2005).

The fact that there is significant potential
for children involved in parental separation to
be at risk of abuse or neglect has also been
recognised in the Family Law Act itself for
many years. More recently, the 2006 changes
to the Act require information sharing between
the Commonwealth and state systems to en-
sure child safety. The law now requires that
the issue of family violence and child abuse is
specifically considered when families present
to Family Relationships Centres or other nom-
inated providers of dispute resolution. Family
Dispute Resolution practitioners must now as-
certain risks that were often previously assessed
in a court setting. Other practitioners within the
Family Relationship System also need infor-
mation about risks to children so as to ensure
the development of safe parenting plans (Aus-
tralian Government 2010)

Against this background, there are good ar-
guments for the Commonwealth and state ser-
vice systems to provide a more collaborative re-
sponse to the needs of vulnerable children and
families. However in framing this response we
argue there is a need to consider two core ideas:

• Firstly, that the implementation of col-
laborative relationships between services
across the many boundaries in human ser-
vices, will depend on ensuring that the
three components of successful implemen-
tation identified by Moore (1995) are put
in place; and

• Secondly, that collaboration will take dif-
ferent forms depending on the needs of
children and families. More vulnerable
families will need more complex forms of
collaboration, while less vulnerable fam-
ilies will largely manage their own needs
more effectively in a loosely networked en-
vironment.

Theoretically the intensity of collaboration
which accords with different family scenar-
ios increases along a continuum of com-
plexity and commitment (Himmelman 1992).
As indicated above we drew on the concep-
tual work of collaboration researchers (Cor-
bett and Noyes 2008; Darlington, Feeney, and
Rixon 2005; Horwath and Morrison 2007;
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Figure 1. Collaboration Risk and Vulnerability

Mattessich and Monsey 1992) to identify a
tiered approach to collaboration involving three
increasingly complex levels. These levels:
‘Networking’ (Level 1), ‘coordinating’ (Level
2) and ‘integrating’ (Level 3) are not mu-
tually exclusive and the more complex lev-
els rely on successful achievement of the less
complex. The different levels of collabora-
tion across state and Commonwealth child and
family service delivery organisations and sys-
tems are represented diagrammatically above
(Figure 1). We used elements of this ‘collabo-
ration heuristic’ as the basis for discussion with
service providers about the way they worked
with other services within and across state and
Commonwealth service system.

Findings

We found good examples of collaboration
within Commonwealth and state systems along
the theoretical continuum described above but
limited collaboration at any of these levels be-
tween Commonwealth and state systems.

To demonstrate the scope of current collab-
orative activities and the essential features of
a differentiated model we identify the differ-
ent purposes served by each tier, the theoret-
ical underpinnings of each tier and, examples
found within systems. We also briefly discuss
the barriers and enablers to the development
of the tiered approach across systems. Ap-

pendix 1 summarises collaborative levels iden-
tified through a synthesis of the literature and
the research. It considers these by purpose and
structure. Examples at each level in the Family
Services context are also identified.

Level 1: Networking

Communication strategies are universally iden-
tified as the foundation of collaboration. The
set of communication activities, often de-
scribed as ‘networking’ is pursued in recog-
nition that collaboration is reliant on individual
relationships and reciprocity. Within the child
and family context the aim of ‘networking’ is
usually to build knowledge and an initial level
of trust between different disciplines, services
or sectors, often first undertaken on a person to
person basis (Huxham 1996). Increased knowl-
edge about other services, particularly at the lo-
cal level, greatly increases the range of options
that can be offered to parents and families, ear-
lier.

Networking often leads to small scale coop-
erative activities, often on a case by case basis
(Horwath and Morrison 2007), between skilled
practitioners regardless of agency policies and
procedures (and sometimes in spite of these).
At this level there are limited or no formal
agreements such as protocols or Memoranda
of Understanding (MOU). Agencies may work
towards different targets or goals; practice is
variable and dependent upon individuals; and
affiliations are primarily towards own agency
or discipline (Horwath and Morrison 2007:57).
‘Cooperating’ on small scale ventures is a way
in which potential partners test whether the
other is likely to be a good partner in more
complex collaborations.

Both Commonwealth and state service sys-
tems identified examples of this early stage of
partnership development within each system.
For example the Family Services Partners Net-
work in Wodonga3 is an excellent example of
a state government and non-government ser-
vice system for children and families. Services
come together regularly to increase knowledge
of the issues confronting families in the many
different spheres of their lives (such as health,
mental health, education and housing). The
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Network has regular forums with expert guest
speakers.

Commonwealth funded programs also
indicated examples of networking and coop-
erating with each other. For example the joint
information sessions to parents by the Family
Relationship Centre in Frankston/Mornington
Peninsular is a good example of small-scale
cooperation initiated by the Commonwealth
Family Relationship Centre with other Com-
monwealth service delivery agencies to
build the foundation for more complex
partnerships.

The Community Legal Service is one where
we’ve actually done some joint service deliv-
ery and there’s a great awareness of the need to
strengthen that as one of the pathways . . . we’ve
actually got a ten point action plan with them to
increase cooperation (Family Life participant).

The collaboration between Maternal and Child
Health (Victorian local government) and the
Frankston Family Relationship Centre also
demonstrates how small cooperative initiatives
for families can develop from simple net-
working exercises such as joint information
sessions:

The FRC has been out to talk to the Maternal
and Child Health [MACH] Team 3 times over
the past two years . . . then we were approached
by them to run some Saturday morning sessions
for single fathers, jointly with the FRC (MACH
participant).

Consultations indicated that within Common-
wealth and state systems good examples of net-
working existed which resulted in a greater
level of information about state or Common-
wealth service delivery options being conveyed
to ‘clients’. However we found limited exam-
ples of networking between Commonwealth
and state services (with the exception of Up-
per Murray Family Care in Wodonga where
some state and Commonwealth funded non-
government services operated from within the
same agency).

In practice this meant that families with re-
lationship issues who accessed a state funded
family support service would be provided with
information about other state services such as

child protection or mental health, but were un-
likely to be informed about income or child sup-
port services, or the range of services that were
available in the Commonwealth Family Rela-
tionship Centres. Lack of networking between
systems meant that parents who accessed a
range of services from Commonwealth funded
agencies were unlikely to be given compre-
hensive information about state funded family
support and child protection services, includ-
ing how these services actually work to protect
children.

Participants from Commonwealth funded
services consistently identified a history of
difficulties in their interactions with State
Child Protection. Several specific issues were
identified including a perception that Child
Protection lacked appreciation of risks to
children before, during and after parental sep-
aration; that there was a tendency to regard re-
ported family law related matters as malicious
and without real substance; and that there was
a lack of opportunity provided to Family Re-
lationship services to engage in ‘round table’
discussions with them about specific issues
of concern. Further, Commonwealth services
claimed that state child protection authorities
do not provide urgently needed feedback about
child abuse histories, the outcomes of current
investigations or the status of open cases to
Commonwealth funded services, thereby
putting families at risk of further harm. Sev-
eral participants indicated that in their view,
state child protection agencies are ‘not up to
date’ with changes to the Family Law Act which
confer statutory decision-making powers on
Family Dispute Resolution practitioners specif-
ically related to the existence of child abuse or
neglect and/or family violence.

Our consultations with Child Protection also
reflected a lack of information flow between
systems including a lack of knowledge about
changes to the Family Law Act requiring Family
Dispute Resolution practitioners to make judg-
ments about the vulnerability of children, and
a general lack of awareness of the relevance of
services provided through the Family Relation-
ship system of potential benefit to their client
group.
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Level 2: Coordinating

Activities that move beyond networking to
coordination involve a more formal level of
organisational involvement and planning (Mat-
tessich and Monsey 1992). While the research
evidence in other human services contexts is
limited, studies have found that coordination,
which requires a higher level of intensity and
resources than ‘networking’ is more effective as
the policy implementation challenge becomes
more complex. For example a Swedish labour
market study found that a higher level of collab-
oration was required to improve outcomes for
‘individuals with especially long spells of un-
employment’ than for unemployed young peo-
ple who had not been unemployed for long
periods (Lundin 2007:629).

Coordination is also considered particularly
important from the point of view of poten-
tial service users who find formal systems
unfriendly (Huxham 1996) and who tend not
to use formal services that are often specifi-
cally set up to assist them (Winkworth 2005;
Winkworth, McArthur, Layton, and Thomson
2010). For example, agencies which initially
network to share information about programs
may decide to take this a step further and change
their program content and schedules to bet-
ter serve their mutual client groups (Huxham
1996). In human services contexts coordination
may involve changes to intake, assessment and
referral processes to take account of the need
for clients to move smoothly between services.
Similarly collocation of agencies or out-posting
of staff to other agencies to form a bridge be-
tween services/systems are other examples of
coordination to increase service accessibility.
Research within Centrelink found that coordi-
nated activities with local agencies such as col-
locating staff in migrant resource centres and
providing a regular space at their offices for
state government tenancy officers improved ac-
cessibility for mutual service users (Winkworth
2004).

Turning now to the consultations, we found
several examples of coordinated activities
within state or Commonwealth systems which
were specifically designed to improve their ac-
cessibility to vulnerable families. For exam-

ple Family Life (Frankston/Mornington Penin-
sula) has collocated a family violence worker
at Peninsula Community Health Service. This
has resulted in a more accessible men’s be-
haviour change program that operates in the
local area with enhanced pathways to other
men’s family violence services such as a Men’s
Helpline. However, the strongest example of
service coordination was the state government’s
decision to base child protection teams in lo-
cal registered community based providers (state
funded non-government agencies). The com-
munity based Child Protection worker provides
a consultation service to agencies about the best
level of intervention to assist vulnerable chil-
dren:

The CPWs facilitate referrals from Child Protec-
tion Services into Family Services (from Child
Protection intake or case management) . . . the
Department created the role to help the consul-
tation process so that they might do things like
hear about a case and provide some recommen-
dations about what should happen for the safety
of the child. The case is then better able to be
managed in the community or the CPW might
recommend that the risk level has become too
high and it might need to come back into Child
Protection. They will facilitate that report back
in . . . [Team Leader of Community Based Child
Protection Workers].

In striking contrast to the views expressed by
Commonwealth providers (above) about the
lack of responsiveness of State Child Protection
services, these state funded agencies clearly
appreciate the role played by the community
based Child Protection worker in being able
to quickly identify risks to children and young
people and the best level of intervention to re-
spond to that risk. Participants consistently in-
dicated the helpfulness of the community based
Child Protection worker in facilitating referrals
to and from Child Protection Services.

The creation of the ‘portfolio’ cross sectoral
position in the Frankston Office of State Child
Protection Services is another example of ‘co-
ordination’ which has the specific purpose of
making information and services more accessi-
ble to other service providers and ultimately to
children and their families. A number of port-
folio positions have been created to facilitate
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better liaison and problem solving between
Child Protection and other state government
service systems that have major roles to play
in the protection of vulnerable children (no-
tably the police, health and education systems).
These positions were considered important in
identifying and resolving both systems and case
issues and in providing an entry point for navi-
gating the broader child protection system. The
participants noted that no portfolio positions
existed to assist in the navigation of the child
protection system by Commonwealth service
providers.

We were told of a number of ‘navigation’
problems generally between systems which in-
dicate a lack of coordinated pathways between
Commonwealth and state services. One exam-
ple provided was where an isolated parent with
a mental health problem who was struggling to
raise very young children on her own, missed
an opportunity for much needed family support
because the state and Commonwealth systems
did not have a process for a joint meeting with
her to allay her fears about the involvement of a
family support worker from a different agency.
A likely outcome of this parent’s lack of fam-
ily support is an intervention by statutory child
protection in part because no less invasive, co-
ordinated intervention was available between
Commonwealth and state systems.

Level 3: Integrating

We propose that ‘system integration’, which
has become the focus of efforts in the United
Kingdom in recent years through Every Child
Matters and For Scotland’s Children (in Hor-
wath and Morrison 2007), is a much more
resource intensive level of collaboration and
should only be the preferred strategy for
children and other family members who are
highly vulnerable. In the UK system integration
is often characterised by formal agreements
between services; clearly identified shared
goals and targets; legislation which requires
partnerships between agencies; some unified
management systems; pooled funds; common
governance arrangements; and whole systems
approaches to training and information (Hor-
wath and Morrison 2007:58).

The best example of integration found in
this research was Victoria’s Integrated Fam-
ily Support (IFS) system. The IFS brings to-
gether ChildFIRST, Family Services and the
former Family Services Innovations Project
(FSIP) into one service model. It is deliv-
ered at a local place based area level and pro-
vides a range of services which adhere to the
‘best interests’ principles of the Victorian Chil-
dren Youth and Families Act 2005 (The Allen
Consulting Group 2008). The model, which
is written about more extensively in Kolasa
(2006) provides a coordinated intake service
for specifically funded family services agen-
cies within sub-regional catchment areas for
parents, professionals and members of the pub-
lic who are concerned about the wellbeing of
children. These arrangements are designed to
increase early intervention and support to fam-
ilies and to ensure that reports to the Child
Protection system in DHS are those which gen-
uinely require a statutory response.

A statewide agreement describes business
rules between the community and the statutory
system across the state – an appendix is then
added to describe how these statewide business
rules will be implemented locally. For exam-
ple the ChildFIRST Alliance in Wodonga has
recently spent considerable time on the devel-
opment of a protocol on how the Alliance mem-
bers work together when cases that are open in
ChildFIRST are reported to Child Protection
Intake.

A practice example of what is possible
through an integrated approach to children
at high-risk harm is the Consultancy Panel
in Frankston which has been operating for
over three years and has been instrumental in
achieving stronger partnerships between the
Integrated Family Services (including Child-
FIRST) group and other state based services:

The panel is chaired by the manager of Child-
FIRST and members include Education, Child
and Adolescent Mental Health Team, the Police,
Drug and Alcohol Services and Child Protec-
tion. With the permission of the family other ser-
vices are invited as required. The panel meets bi
monthly. With the permission of families, high
risk situations are discussed in detail and the fo-
cus is on finding solutions (ChildFIRST).
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However, despite the stated benefits of
‘roundtables’ to very vulnerable children,
Commonwealth service providers were con-
sistently absent from these ‘tables’. That
Centrelink in particular was not regarded as a
partner in family support planning for families
is significant given the consistent identifica-
tion by vulnerable families that income sup-
port and employment are among their greatest
needs. Discussions about the choice of part-
ners with participants most usually elicited
the view that there is a limit to ‘collabora-
tion’. It is costly in every sense and unless
an agency is required to be part of an inte-
grated arrangement, must report against col-
laboration in performance frameworks or can
clearly see the benefits then it is unlikely to
occur.

Reflections

Collaboration – A Process Rather than an
Outcome

The idea that fully integrated service systems
always lead to improved outcomes is by no
means as unanimously agreed in the interna-
tional research literature (Frost and Stein 2009;
Glisson and Hemmelgarn 1998) as the consis-
tent rhetoric in Australian policy documents
would suggest. As one example of the nega-
tive unintended consequences of ‘integration’
for children and families, Parton (2009), re-
ferring to the UK experience, warns that sys-
tems overly focused on integration can become
fixed on tracking and surveillance at the ex-
pense of relationships and trust. Not only is
this financially costly; it can ultimately have
negative consequences for children when fam-
ilies become fearful and withdraw contact with
services.

This project indicated that there are signifi-
cant costs to complex collaboration and that it
is no simple matter to align fragmented service
systems built off different funding models and
from different professional perspectives, into a
single integrated service model. Collaboration
should not be regarded as a desired outcome in

its own right, as it is frequently proposed; but
rather it is a developmental process towards a
shared outcome which should always be clearly
articulated.

A Developmental and Purposeful Process

A developmental model of collaboration is
most cost effective if each stage of develop-
ment is purposefully defined and linked to the
vulnerability of children and families. For ex-
ample, participants indicated that, in many in-
stances, networking and other communication
mechanisms, such as interagency forums and
meetings between agencies, provide a sound
basis to build a better understanding of the is-
sues confronting children and families. These
activities provide a foundation for future part-
nership activities and should be valued because
they have the capacity to make the service sys-
tem more responsive to the needs of the vast
majority of children and families. However,
higher cost coordination and integration activi-
ties, such as the outposting of key staff in other
agencies, case coordination protocols, facili-
tated referrals to other services and, at times,
the pooling of resources, are more appropriate
in situations where the risks to children and
others are higher.

Drawing on this research FaHCSIA has
incorporated the three tiers: networking,
coordination and integration, into the program
principles of its new Family Support Program
(currently under development). Specifically it
will require funded service providers to align
the degree of collaboration with benefits to
children and families, particularly the need to
address safety and vulnerability issues. The
three levels and their associated purposes are
articulated as:

• Networking to build knowledge of other
relevant services and trust between ser-
vices;

• Coordinating to increase service access
and reduce gaps in services; and

• Integrating to provide high level support
to very vulnerable families and to ensure
family members are safe.

C© 2011 The Authors
Australian Journal of Public Administration C© 2011 National Council of the Institute of Public Administration Australia



10 Australia’s Children ‘Safe and Well’ March 2011

The Enabling Elements within Systems

The research also demonstrated how these pro-
cesses are built within jurisdictions and the key
enabling elements of networking, coordination
and integration. Within the theoretical frame-
work used to analyse enablers and barriers (ie,
Moore’s (2000) theory of change together with
key messages from the collaboration litera-
ture) it was apparent that an appropriate au-
thorising environment, strong leadership which
communicated the public value of collabora-
tion and practice frameworks shared across
services accounted for the successful develop-
mental model of collaboration we found operat-
ing across the state service delivery system. For
example, the authorising environment for col-
laboration in ChildFIRST was strengthened by
legislation; public value was demonstrated by
performance and accountability mechanisms
including: cross sectoral governance at the ex-
ecutive level, an interagency operations group
of team leaders, a practitioner network, a multi
agency consultancy panel and meetings of
agencies in which ‘cases’ were allocated. Fi-
nally, the capacity to implement collaboration
was greatly enhanced by various practice mech-
anisms such as the collocation of staff and the
community based Child Protection worker who
was able to transfer knowledge between sys-
tems and consistently nurture the collaboration.
Similarly the ‘portfolio positions’ in Frankston
Child Protection Regional Office were impor-
tant structures for creating policy and practice
bridges between systems.

Barriers to Collaboration across
Jurisdictions

The research also showed that although there
are creative examples of working together
within systems that indeed reflect activities at
all three levels of collaboration, overall this was
not the case between state and Commonwealth
systems. Even at the most fundamental level
networking to build trust and provide a founda-
tion for more complex partnerships – we found
minimal activity between Commonwealth and
state services, apart from in one of the lo-
cal areas where Commonwealth and state ser-

vices were administered by the same manage-
ment structures. Interagency forums, roundta-
bles to discuss common issues and information
about legislative change that critically affects
both systems were, in the main, absent between
state and Commonwealth funded services. The
absence of shared information and network-
ing was reflected in a number of preconcep-
tions of ‘the other’ in each system that are
not in step with recent policy changes such as
increased service delivery by Commonwealth
funded Family Relationship Services (and also
the changing roles of Centrelink and the Child
Support Agency). We also found that some ser-
vices were not well informed about each other’s
structures, cultures and decision-making pro-
cesses.

The barriers to collaboration between Com-
monwealth and state service systems appeared
to primarily fall within the authority and pub-
lic value spheres of Moore’s (2000) theory of
change. For example, despite many individual
champions for building networks and improv-
ing access to a much broader range of services,
generally there was an absence of a shared nar-
rative or vision that could provide an essential
starting point for collaboration. The lack of a
shared vision is in part affected by an absence
of data about the existence of shared clients or
clients who could benefit from the collabora-
tion between systems. The state system indi-
cated it did not have the capacity to collect data
on the number of referrals received from the
Family Relationship system nor does the Com-
monwealth system have data on child protec-
tion involvement other than what parents self
report. The critical issue of information shar-
ing between services and jurisdictions further
compounds barriers to networking and com-
munication between Commonwealth and state
services, despite evidence that the legalities
of sharing information are not as prohibitive
as service deliverers often believe (The Allen
Consulting Group 2008).

Conclusion

In child and family service contexts across state
and Commonwealth jurisdictions references to
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collaboration appears to describe a wide range
of ideas from networking to full service inte-
gration, with little attention to the purpose of
particular collaborative strategies or the factors
which facilitate or constrain their development.
So ubiquitous is the non-nuanced ‘cult term’
(O’Flynn 2009) of collaboration that it is in
danger of being ignored altogether by service
deliverers who are not clear about its rationale,
how it is built, or its real value for both services
and clients.

The research outlined in this article con-
tributes to knowledge about the rationale and
methodology of collaboration, specifically that
it can be conceptualised as a tiered approach to
problem solving, which is built over time and
in which each level lays an important founda-
tion for the next. The greater the level of risk to
children and other family members the greater
the complexity of collaboration needed be-
tween those services, regardless of their fund-
ing sources.

It is particularly concerning in this research
that although some good examples of collabo-
ration at each of the three levels discussed in
this model exist within each jurisdiction (more
so within the Victorian child protection system
than within Commonwealth funded system of
services) collaboration is generally not visible
between state and Commonwealth systems. At
present the preferred method (used by Com-
monwealth providers) for involving the state
system when children and families are vulner-
able is through the blunt instrument of reporting
to the state child protection authority or (in the
case of the state providers) by encouraging par-
ents who have separated to take any concerns
they have to the Family Court; both of these
options as a first port of call are regarded by
participants in this project and other experts
(Brown and Alexander 2007; Humphreys and
Stanley 2005) as falling well short of an inte-
grated focus on safety and wellbeing of children
and other family members who are vulnerable
or at serious risk of harm.

Participants in existing collaborations re-
minded us that building collaboration between
services and systems takes a great deal of
time and resources. It requires identifying com-
mon goals, shared governance, a common lan-

guage and the use of common practice frame-
works (Winkworth and Healy 2009; White and
Wookey 2009). The Victorian example indi-
cates that it may also require legislative changes
to enable, for example, information sharing
without parental consent in high risk situations,
and commitment of resources for dedicated po-
sitions such as the community based child pro-
tection workers in Commonwealth sites. Until
recently Commonwealth and state service de-
liverers did not have a mandate to collaborate.
While this has been partly addressed by the
National Framework for Protecting Australia’s
Children, more work is needed to create an ‘au-
thorising environment’ for collaboration and to
demonstrate its ‘public value’ if these different
systems are to share the responsibility to keep
children ‘safe and well’. With attention to these
important drivers of change, the many effective
practice mechanisms which already exist could
be applied across jurisdictions.

Endnotes

1. COAG [Council of Australian Govern-
ments]. 2009. Protecting Children is Ev-
eryone’s Business: National Framework for
Protecting Australia’s Children 2009-2020.
Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia, 11.

2. For example, Commonwealth agencies
(such as The Child Support Agency, Fam-
ily Relationship Centres, Family Relationship
Services, Federal Magistrates Court), Victo-
rian state government service providers (such
as Department of Human Services, Commu-
nity Health, Indigenous Child Welfare), local
government agencies (eg, Maternal and Child
Health) and Victorian state government funded
non-government service providers (such as
ChildFIRST agencies).

3. Consists of the Queen Elizabeth Centre,
Upper Murray Family Care (UMFC), Gate-
way Community Health, Central Hume Sup-
port Services, Wodonga Council Maternal and
Child Health Enhanced Home Visiting (all sub-
contractors for ChildFIRST) and other mem-
bers including representatives from education,
adult mental health, rural housing and North
East Child and Adolescent Mental Health.
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Appendix 1. Levels of Collaboration

Level of Purposes and
collaboration target groups Structure and form Examples

Level 1:
Networked

To gain a better
understanding of the
service systems
involved and issues
confronting all
children and their
families.

To develop trust
between services
and build the
foundation for more
complex
partnerships.

Individual relationships
and small scale
cooperative activities
that will benefit all
families. No or limited
formal agreements.
Agencies may work
towards different goals,
affiliations primarily
towards own agency or
discipline.

Family Services Partners
Network in (services come
together regularly to
increase knowledge of
issues confronting
families).

Family Relationship Centre
and Community Legal
Service present joint
information sessions to
parents.

Maternal and Child Health
nurses provide information
to single fathers at Family
Relationship Centre.

Level 2:
Coordinated

To make information
and services more
accessible for
vulnerable children
and families
including those
whom formal
services find ‘hard
to reach’.

More complex formal
levels of organisational
involvement and
planning. May involve
changes to intake,
assessment and referral
processes. Collocation
or agencies and
outposting of staff to
form a bridge between
services. Simple
protocols and MOUs.

A family violence worker
from a Family Relationship
Service is collocated at a
Community Health
Service.

Child protection workers are
based in community
settings to consult with
agencies about best level of
intervention to assist
vulnerable families.

Portfolio positions (health,
housing, police) in state
child protection services
facilitate better problem
solving between services
with concerns about
vulnerable children.

Level 3:
Integrated

To ensure that children,
families and service
systems are
provided with the
full range of service
options including
information sharing
and planned
intervention when
there is a high level
of risk.

Formal agreements
between services;
clearly identified shared
goals and targets,
legislation which
requires partnerships,
some unified
management systems,
pooled funds, shared
practice frameworks,
common governance
arrangements, shared
training, shared data
systems.

Victoria’s Integrated Family
Support system (IFS) –
provides accessible entry
point at a sub-regional
catchment area level for
parents, professionals and
members of the public who
are worried about children.

As part of the IFS a cross
sectoral Consultancy Panel
meets bi monthly to
consider system responses
to specific high risk
situations.
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