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A B S T R A C T

Background: Children with behavioral and psychological problems and their families often need integrated care involving innovative methods such as Signs of safety 
and Wrap-around care. The implementation of these methods depends on interdisciplinary collaboration and the capacity to learn and innovate by the professionals 
concerned, often participating in interorganizational learning networks. The aim of this scoping review is to provide an overview of the characteristics of learning 
organizations that affect the learning and innovative performance of interorganizational networks in youth care services.
Method: We used the databases Scopus, PsycInfo and PubMed. We included 24 of the 166 papers that emerged from our literature search. We subsequently used the 
High-Performance Organizations framework and its characteristics (organization design, strategy, process, technology, leadership, individuals and roles, culture, and 
external orientation) as a basis for analyzing the literature.
Results: The reviewed papers often stressed the importance of leadership, communication and culture for learning networks, but were less specific about the practical 
implementation of these factors. We also found less emphasis in the literature on the conditions required to organize learning networks, in particular the external 
orientation of networks and the use of technology.
Conclusion: The literature on factors that affect the learning and innovation potential of learning networks in youth care services is sparse. It focuses on common 
learning features and less on organizational conditions. There should be a particular emphasis on establishing competent workforces with excellent skills in the areas 
of cross-organizational collaboration and the use of technology. We advise more research into the impact of networks on the outcomes of youth care services.

1. Introduction

Children with complex psychosocial problems have a greater need 
for health services than the average child because their chronic physical, 
developmental, behavioral or emotional conditions interact and 
enhance their vulnerability (Pannebakker, et al., 2018). Typically, these 
children are multi-users of psychosocial care such as preventive child 
health care, youth welfare, mental health and juvenile services 
(Tausendfreund et al., 2016). Their family members often also need 
support from community support systems, for example in the areas of 
housing and finances. The challenge of organizing such a mix of services 
requires an integrated care approach that puts the child and the family 
in the center (Cohen et al., 2011; Halfon et al., 2014). Children with 
complex problems can benefit from integrated care methods, such as 
Signs of Safety and Wrap-Around Care, but the implementation of these 
methods have proven to be a challenge (Bruns et al., 2015; Schurer 
Coldiron et al., 2017; Salveron et al., 2015). Improving the performance 
of youth care services as mutually-dependent organizations, with a focus 
on interdisciplinary collaboration, the learning attitude of professionals 

and the learning capacity of organizations, represents a challenge.
In response, youth care services have established interorganizational 

learning networks. Networks of this kind are often established in order 
to improve collaboration between organizations and the learning ca
pacity of professionals, while developing and implementing innovations 
(Salveron et al., 2015; Bruns et al., 1995). Learning networks typically 
involve practitioners of different youth care services, and also scientists, 
policymakers and clients (Reay, 2010; Lave & Wenger, 1991). Learning 
networks are also known as learning communities or interorganizational 
communities of practice (Wenger, 1998). Interorganizational learning 
networks can be seen as learning organizations: organizations that are 
open to new ideas and learning from experience (Coulshed and Mul
lender, 2006; McPheat and Butler, 2014).

Current learning-organization models fail to describe the conditions 
in which learning organizations can flourish (Lave and Wenger, 1991; 
Wenger, 1998; Lam, 2000; Senninger, 2000). De Waal’s comprehensive 
framework of High-Performance Organizations (HPO) integrates the 
concept of a learning organization with these organizational conditions 
for interdisciplinary collaboration (De Waal, 2007, 2018; De Waal, 
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2010a). HPO includes similar factors from learning organization models 
that affect an organization’s learning performance, being leadership, 
culture, organization, processes, and characteristics of individuals and 
roles. It combines these factors with organizational conditions such as 
organizational design, strategy, external orientation and technology 
characteristics. These conditions are generally applicable for an orga
nization’s success. A learning network, as a network of collaborating 
organizations, can be seen as an organization in itself. Moreover, a 
learning network has a major learning and innovation aspiration, 
challenging its high organizational performance. Therefore, the HPO 
framework is a promising model to study both the learning aspects and 
the organizational conditions of learning networks. De Waal concluded 
that the following success factors are important for high-performance 
organizations in the public sector: high-quality management and 
workforce, and the long-term commitment of employees, clients and 
society at large. These factors make it possible to learn what clients 
need, and they facilitate an open and action-oriented culture, as well as a 
culture of continuous improvement and renewal (De Waal, 2010b; De 
Waal, 2017).

Little is known about the complexity of learning networks when 
several organizations or organizational entities with distinct manage
ment layers in youth care are involved. Networks of this kind are often 
established in order to develop and implement new innovations like 
Signs of Safety and Wrap-Around Care in youth care (Salveron et al., 
2015; Bruns et al., 1995). We lack a clear picture of the factors that affect 
the potential of learning networks in youth care in high income coun
tries. We were particularly interested in facilitators and barriers of the 
performance of networks, i.e. their innovative and learning capacity, 
that strives for change and improvement in youth care services. The aim 
of this scoping review is to provide an overview of the characteristics 
that affect the innovative and learning capacity of interorganizational 
networks in youth care services, using the HPO-framework. We look at 
the following research questions: what characteristics can we find in the 
literature that affect the learning and innovative capacity of interorga
nizational learning networks in youth care services? What are the 
research gaps?

2. Methods

We used the scoping review method to identify key factors in the 
literature that were related to successful interorganizational learning 
networks in youth care and to identify the gaps in the knowledge base. 
Using this method allowed us to determine the scope of the body of 
literature on learning networks and communities of practice, and to 
establish an overview of the focus of the literature (Arksey and O’Mal
ley, 2005; Munn et al., 2018). It also helped us to formulate more spe
cific questions for further research in a field that has not yet been 
extensively examined. The literature review did not require medical 
ethical approval under the Dutch Medical Research Involving Human 
Subjects Act.

2.1. Search strategy

We adopted a broad search strategy that included a literature search, 
the hand-searching of reference lists from the literature, and information 
from Dutch experts in our child health care network (Arksey and 
O’Malley, 2005). We searched in abstract and citation databases of peer- 
reviewed literature – Scopus, PsycInfo and PubMed – and included only 
articles and reviews from scientific journals. Inclusion criteria were (a) 
primary focus on child and youth care; (b) Western-oriented literature; 
(c) written in English; (d) publication date from 1999 to 2020. All types 
of child and youth care, scientific journals and study designs reported on 
were eligible for inclusion. The following keywords were used: 

1. communities of practice OR communities of learning OR learning 
organiz(s)ation OR organiz(s)ational learning OR organiz(s)ational 

network OR collective learning OR learning network OR interorganiz 
(s)sational network OR organiz(s)ational network

2. AND youth OR child* OR youth care OR family care OR youth wel
fare OR juvenile service OR child service OR children’s aid OR 
mental health OR well child clinic OR preventive child health care

3. AND innovation OR barriers OR enablers OR facilitators

2.2. Study selection

This search yielded 166 titles (see the flowchart of study selection 
and inclusion in Fig. 2). The abstracts of the 166 papers were screened 
by the two authors and one assistant working independently and clas
sified on the basis of characteristics in the realm of 1) content, i.e. 
children and youth as target group, dealing with youth care, network of 
organizations, learning organization and facilitators and barriers 
described, 2) design, i.e. type of evidence and theoretical model used. 
When researchers agreed that a paper was suitable for further analysis, 
the paper was included. We excluded papers which did not meet the 
inclusion criteria. Excluded were papers that did not cover youth care, 
youth care services or focused on early childhood education alone. 
Although our focus was on papers about networks of organizations, we 
included papers on large organizations comprising systems of hierar
chically linked units working together, after reading the full papers in in 
this study selection phase. Although this category does not strictly 
involve networks of hierarchically independent organizations, they met 
our review’s objective since they also can be seen as real learning or
ganizations with clear, dependent and distinct entities that can be 
described as a network of subsystems. In total 37 eligible papers were 
selected on the basis of the abstracts. After reading these papers in full, 
thirteen papers were deleted because they eventually did not fully meet 
the inclusion criteria. This left us with 24 papers to be summarized.

2.3. Charting and collating the data

The High-Performance Organizations (HPO) framework was used as 
analytic scheme to structure the factors and concepts found in the 
included papers (see Fig. 1) (De Waal, 2007; De Waal, 2010a). HPO was 
developed on the basis of a descriptive review of 290 studies of excel
lence and high performance, and a worldwide survey (De Waal, 2007; 
De Waal, 2010a). Although it originated in the profit sector, the HPO 
framework has also been applied successfully in the public sector, for 
example in social and rehabilitation care. The HPO framework includes 
the following eight of HPO characteristics: organization design, strategy, 
process, technology, leadership, individuals and roles, cultures, and 
external orientation (De Waal, 2007; De Waal, 2010a). These charac
teristics were subdivided into numerous components.

The characteristics and its components from the HPO framework, as 
referred to in Fig. 1, were used to code and summarize the texts of the 
original papers. In categorizing the selected papers, we primarily used a 
deductive approach on the basis of a coding scheme with all HPO 
characteristics and components. The HPO components were assigned as 
key words to passages of the papers and the passages were collated in 
separate documents per HPO characteristic and component. We sum
marized the papers’ contents per component. Next, we analyzed which 
components were mentioned the most and least frequently in the 
selected papers. We then qualitatively assessed the type of information 
mentioned and what information was lacking through identifying the 
areas which were less well addressed. We finally identified the research 
gaps and summarized them. In conclusion, we used each HPO charac
teristic and component to classify the descriptions as found in the 
selected papers in a data-driven process designed to meet the objective 
of this review, i.e., identifying characteristics from the HPO model that 
affect interdisciplinary collaboration and the learning and innovative 
capacity of networks in youth care services.
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3. Results

3.1. Characteristics of included papers

We included 24 out of the 166 papers that emerged from our liter
ature search. The consultation of experts didn’t lead to the inclusion of 
relevant additional articles. Tables 1 and 2 show the organizational 
characteristics and methodological characteristics of the included pa
pers. The included articles addressed all types of care within the section 
of psychosocial care. Most studies targeted interorganizational networks 
of multiple organizations (IN). Seven researched multidisciplinary net
works of hierarchically linked units in one organization (MN). The MN 
type networks were 1. learning organizations connected in broader 
programs, such as Strengthening Families (Douglass and Klerman, 2012) 
and Signs of Safety (Salveron et al, 2015), 2. child service agencies part 
of a state-wide organization (McPheat and Butler 2014) (Salveron et al 
2015) (Julien-Chinn & Lietz (2019) or 3. interdisciplinary professional 
groups and teams, part of a broader organization as a dynamic system 
(Birleson, 1999) (Maynard, 2010) (Stocker et al, 2016). The IN type of 
organizations were varying kinds of youth care services participating in 
learning networks of multiple organizations. The papers describing 
these MN and IN type of networks have the learning organizational 
model in common.

We included five case studies, another five papers discussing litera
ture combined with experiential information of the authors and fourteen 
studies using empirical methods such as interviews and surveys. We did 
not find systematic reviews. All papers used a conceptual framework to 
guide the research, among which learning organization theories devel
oped by Garvin, Senge and Wenger. A minority of studies used 
implementation-driven frameworks as developed by Rogers (2003) and 
Fixsen et al. (2005).

3.2. Factors impacting learning and innovation in learning networks

We will now present the factors that determine the learning and 
innovative capacity of interorganizational networks in youth care in line 
with the characteristics of High-Performance Organizations (HPO) (See 
Fig. 1). The HPO characteristics related to the common learning aspects 
of networks will be discussed first. We will then turn to the HPO char
acteristics related to the organizational conditions for optimal care 
provision in the learning networks. We will present the most frequently 
mentioned HPO components in the studied papers for each HPO char
acteristic. In Fig. 3 an overview is given of what HPO characteristics 
were dealt with in the selected papers.

3.3. Learning aspects of networks

The reviewed papers discuss HPO characteristics that typically 
coincide with the theory of learning organizations (Coulshed and Mul
lender, 2006; McPheat and Butler, 2014): Leadership, Process, Culture, 
and Individuals and roles. The selected papers devote ample attention to 
Leadership characteristics and often discuss the components Develop 
effective leadership (L6) and Maintain trust relationships (L1). Effective 
leaders have a role in changes of culture, professional behaviours, ser
vice design and processes of organizations (Noyes et al., 2014; Carstens 
et al., 2009; Jones et al., 2019). They act as trusted role models in 
practice and, as such, they are accelerators of knowledge updating and 
the introduction of innovations (Salveron et al., 2015; Shaikh, Romano, 
& Paterniti, 2015; Stocker et al., 2016).

Many papers mention Internal communication (P4) as an important 
HPO Process component that requires attention in learning networks. 
The literature discusses the importance of informing practitioners about 
the advantages of learning organizations and innovations developed in 
those organizations. Active feedback about implementation progress to 

Fig. 1. The characteristics (italics) of High-Performance Organizations and their components (E1-I7) (De Waal, 2007; De Waal, 2010a).
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further the transfer of innovation into practice using supportive methods 
such as reflective supervision is mentioned several times (Noyes et al., 
2014 Salveron et al., 2015; Shaikh, Romano, & Paterniti, 2015; Dodd 
et al., 2019; Julien-Chinn and Lietz, 2019). Moreover, many papers 
mention the advantages of Design of an incentive structure (P1). Such 
incentive structures stimulate experimentation with innovations, 
reflection and improvement instead of maintaining quality standards 
(Birleson, 1999).

Most studies mention Culture characteristics, with a focus on Create a 
shared identity (C5) and Empower people to decide and act (C1). Several 
authors argued that youth care services already excel in creating a 
shared identity, a sense of community and an appreciation of differ
ences, and shared models of knowledge and practice which are the ba
sics for high-performance learning networks (Julien-Chinn & Lietz, 
2019; Maynard, 2010; Robinson & Cottrell, 2005). This implies that 
professionals can be given freedom to act and make decisions in practice 
when working with families and children (Robinson & Cottrell, 2005; 
Salveron et al., 2015). Institutions should allow practitioners to avail 
themselves of this freedom, and to diverge from norms on occasion. 
However, this does not always fit in with the generally risk-averse 
organizational cultures of youth care services (Casebeer et al., 2009).

Not surprisingly, with regard to the HPO Individuals & roles charac
teristics, we found that the literature favors Creation of a learning orga
nization (I1). Several authors argue that learning and working 
simultaneously using training and supervision are critical for efficient 
team functioning and the improvement of services (Stocker et al., 2016; 

Julien-Chinn & Lietz, 2019; Douglass and Klerman, 2012, Botha and 
Kourkoutas, 2015)(Botha & Kourkoutas, 2015) This learning process is 
enhanced when academics, practitioners, and community members are 
actively involved in learning networks (Reay, 2010). Finally, many pa
pers refer to the Individuals & roles component Engagement of the work
force (I3) as a factor in improving decision-making and expediting the 
implementation of innovations (Julien-Chinn and Lietz, 2019; Kallio and 
Lappalainen, 2015; Jones et al., 2019).

3.4. Organizational conditions for learning networks

The selected papers paid some attention to the HPO characteristics 
which focus on the organizational conditions for a learning organiza
tion: External orientation, Organizational design, Technology and Strategy. 
Only a few papers focused on External Orientation characteristics rele
vant for multi-agency networks as such, but many papers mention the 
external orientation of single organizations, a factor which is important 
for interorganizational collaboration. Obviously more interorganiza
tional learning networks are concerned with conditions for orientation 
on the outer world of the organizations. We found eleven out of 
seventeen IN type of papers addressing this External Orientation char
acteristic and two out of seven MN type of papers. The most-frequently 
mentioned External orientation components are Maintain good relation
ships with stakeholders (E2) and Grow through partnerships and network 
(E5). Tiyyagura et al. (2019) advises the active management of the re
lationships in an organization’s network, for example by organizing 

Fig. 2. Flowchart of study selection and inclusion.
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regular multidisciplinary case reviews or teaming up with local re
sources and stakeholders (Shaikh, Romano, & Paterniti, 2015). 
Furthermore, partnerships with academics in networks, alongside 
practitioners and community members, are thought to further 
research-informed practices and bridge the gap between science and 
practice (Reay, 2010; Rowley et al., 2012).

Most studies look at Organizational design chracteristics, with an 
emphasis on the components Foster organization-wide sharing of infor
mation (D3) and Stimulate cross-organizational collaboration (D1). Sharing 
information via education and information transfer is vital for a learning 
organization, especially where the transfer of innovations into practice 
is concerned (Casebeer et al., 2009; Robinson & Cottrell, 2005; Noyes 
et al., 2014 Reay, 2010; Rowley et al., 2012, Botha & Kourkoutas, 2015). 
Cross-functional and cross-organizational collaboration is inherently 
related to the subject of this review. Authors stress the importance of 
management structures that support coordination, synergy and inter
dependence in teams, research-based practice, and time-efficient ap
proaches to training and monitoring (Birleson, 1999; Rowley et al., 
2012; Reay, 2010, Farr and Ames, 2008).

Technology was the least discussed characteristic from the HPO 
model and dealt with in only four papers. Nevertheless, the studies 
addressing technology found favorable results. For example, the use of 

easily accessible decision-support data systems and client outcome 
monitoring systems were thought to improve the learning potential of 
networks. Using these systems optimally for the evaluation of care 
processes could support the implementation of evidence-based pro
grams (Reay, 2010; Robinson & Cottrell, 2005; Maynard, 2010; Salveron 
et al., 2015).

Roughly half of the articles discussed Strategy characteristics, with 

Table 1 
Characteristics of the papers regarding types of youth care organizations and 
network types included in the review.

Author, year Type of care Network 
typea

Birleson (1999) Child and Adolescent Mental-Health Service MN
Botha & Kourkoutas, 

2015
Support of children with social, emotional 
and behavioural difficulties in school contexts

IN

Carstens et al. (2009) Multi Systemic Therapy IN
Casebeer et al. (2009) Child and Youth Health Networks IN
Cotton (2013) Children’s Centre IN
Dodd et al. (2019) Care for acquired brain injury IN
Douglass and Klerman 

(2012)
Strengthening Families Initiative MN

Farr and Ames, 2008 Communication networks for medically 
underserved children

IN

Jones et al. (2019) A national health care transition (HCT) 
learning network (LN)

IN

Julien-Chinn and 
Lietz (2019)

Family Centered Practice MN

Kallio and 
Lappalainen (2015)

Youth employment public service 
organization and local SMEs

IN

Maynard (2010)b Social service agencies MN
McPheat and Butler 

(2014)
Residential child care MN

Noyes et al. (2014) Continuing care for children with complex 
problems

IN

Reay (2010) Child and Adolescent Service System Program 
(CASSP)

IN

Robinson & Cottrell 
(2005)

Multi-agency teams in Youth Care IN

Rowley et al. (2012)b Collaboration for Leadership in Applied 
Health Research and Care (CLAHRC)

IN

Salem et al. (2002) Parent voluntary advocacy organization for 
children with developmental disabilities

IN

Salveron et al. (2015) Child protection, signs of safety MN
Shaikh, Romano, & 

Paterniti (2015)
Healthy Eating Active Living TeleHealth 
Community of Practice (HEALTH COP)

IN

Stocker et al. (2016) Pediatric intensive care unit MN
Tiyyagura et al. 

(2019)
Child abuse and/or neglect (CAN) teams IN

Valente et al. (2008) Children’s Health Initiative of Greater Los 
Angeles (CHIGLA)

IN

Wild et al. (2004) Integrated child health information IN

a Paper focuses on the interorganizational network of multiple organizations 
(IN), or multidisciplinary network of hierarchically linked units in one organi
zation (MN).

b Paper focuses on social and health services for the general public and dis
cusses child and youth care separately.

Table 2 
Methodological characteristics of the papers included in the review.

Author, year Evidencea Type of 
datab

Conceptual framework

Birleson (1999) R − Learning Organization (Garvin, 
1993; Mink, 1992; Pedler, 1995; 
Senge, 1990)

Botha & 
Kourkoutas 
(2015)

R − Laluvein’s variations of 
participatory inclusive practices (
Laluvein 2007, 2010)

Carstens et al. 
(2009)

E Qual Social ecology theory (Stokols, 
1996)

Casebeer et al. 
(2009)

C Qual Positive deviance (Bradley et al., 
2009)

Cotton (2013) C Qual Communities of practice (Lave and 
Wenger 1991)

Dodd et al. (2019) E Quan −

Douglass and 
Klerman (2012)

C Qual Ecological framework, Family 
partnership (Bronfenbrenner & 
Morris, 1998) (Halgunseth et al., 
2009)

Farr and Ames 
(2008)

E Quan Diffusion of Innovations (Rogers, 
2003, 1995)

Jones et al. (2019) E Quan/ 
Qual

Got Transition™ (Got Transition, 
2014)

Julien-Chinn and 
Lietz (2019)

E Quan Strengths-Based Supervision (Lietz, 
2013)

Kallio and 
Lappalainen 
(2015)

C Qual Cultural-historical activity theory 
on expansive learning (Engeström, 
1987)

Maynard (2010) R − Evidence-based practice 
implementation (Fixsen et al., 
2005).

McPheat and 
Butler (2014)

E Quan Learning Organization (
Senge,1990; Pedler et al.,1997)

Noyes et al. (2014) E Quan/ 
Qual

Diffusion of innovations (Rogers, 
2003)

Reay (2010) R − Mental Health within a Public 
Health Framework (Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention, 
2022)

Robinson & 
Cottrell (2005))

E Qual Communities of Practice (Wenger 
1998), Activity theory (Engeström 
et al., 1999)

Rowley et al. 
(2012)

C − Learning Organization (Easterby- 
Smith et al., 2000)

Salem et al. (2002) E Quan/ 
Qual

Diffusion of innovations (Rogers, 
2003)

Salveron et al. 
(2015)

E Qual Diffusion of Innovations (Rogers, 
2003)

Shaikh, Romano, 
& Paterniti 
(2015)

E Qual Communities of Practice, Quality 
improvement (Institute for 
Healthcare Improvement, 2003, 
Bate et al., 2008)

Stocker et al. 
(2016)

R − Conceptual framework of 
interprofessional team 
management (Reeves, Lewin, 
Espin, & Zwarenstein, 2010)

Tiyyagura et al. 
(2019)

E Qual Communities of Practice (Wenger 
et al., 2002)

Valente et al. 
(2008)

E Quan Social network analysis (Durland 
and Fredericks, 2006)

Wild et al. (2004) E Quan/ 
Qual

Communities of Practice (Wenger 
et al., 2002)

a R = Review, including papers discussing literature combined with experi
ential information of the authors, E = Empirical study using methods such as 
interviews and surveys, C=Case study.

b Quantitative data (Quan), Qualitative data (Qual).
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Author, year
External 
orientation

Process Cul-
ture

Strategy Leadership Organiza-
tional design

Technology Individu-
als and 
roles

Birleson (1999) 
Botha and Kourkoutas (2015)
Carstens et al. (2009) 
Casebeer et al. (2009) 
Cotton et al. (2013)
Dodd et al. (2019) 
Douglass and Klerman (2012) 
Farr and Ames (2008)
Jones et al. (2019) 
Julien-Chinn and Lietz (2019) 
Kallio and Lappalainen (2015) 
Maynard (2010)2

McPheat and Butler (2014) 
Noyes et al. (2014) 
Reay (2010) 
Robinson and Cottrell (2005) 
Rowley et al. (2012)2

Salem et al. (2002) 
Salveron et al. (2015) 
Shaikh et al. (2015) 
Stocker et al. (2016) 
Tiyyagura et al. (2019) 
Valente et al. (2008) 
Wild et al. (2004) 

Fig. 3. Overview of characteristics of High-Performance Organizations (HPO) studied in the reviewed papers.
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the associated components Define a strong vision that excites (S1) and 
Align strategy, goals and objectives with external environment (S6) being 
mentioned most often. A learning organization should encourage 
experimentation, overcome barriers to change and stress its positive 
impact on the performance of an organization (Birleson, 1999; Salem 
et al., 2002). The transformation of this vision into strategy will benefit 
from a long-term commitment (Salveron et al., 2015). Authors stress the 
importance of developing a strategy for collaboration itself, emphasising 
mutual goal achievement (Robinson & Cottrell, 2005). The resulting 
strategy, goals and objectives need to be compatible with the partici
pating youth care services’ agendas and procedures since professionals 
have to balance the demands of their own organization and the network 
team (Robinson & Cottrell, 2005).

3.5. Research gaps

Although the broad range of HPO characteristics are mentioned in 
the included papers, not all of the components of those characteristics 
are examined. Firstly, we will discuss the research gaps regarding the 
learning aspects of networks. Remarkably, the many components of 
HPO Leadership and Individuals & roles characteristics are addressed in 
fewer than two papers, or not at all. Furthermore, when reviewing the 
available literature on Process and Culture characteristics of learning 
networks, we found that the studies fail to address the ‘how’ questions: 
How can participatory approaches to learning networks that actively 
involve academics, practitioners and community members be estab
lished to improve the outcomes of youth care? How can one optimize the 
processes of interorganizational networks? How can one create a 
performance-driven culture? (Reay, 2010; Stocker et al., 2016). In 
addition, regarding Individual and Role and Leadership characteristics, 
the professionals’ core competencies needed for successful network or
ganizations such as a can-do attitude, innovativeness, or required 
leadership behaviours such as humbleness or ambition, are studied less.

When taking stock of the research gaps for organizational conditions 
for learning networks, we found that Technology and External orientation 
were the HPO characteristics studied least. Considering External Orien
tation and Strategy characteristics, the alignment with continuously 
changing circumstances in the outer world and compatibility with the 
needs of target groups require a balance between the long-term and 
short-term focuses of organizational strategies (Robinson & Cottrell, 
2005; Tiyyagura et al., 2019; Kallio and Lappalainen, 2015). Learning 
networks can be helpful in terms of adapting to the environment. Exactly 
which role interorganizational networks play in the organizational 
ability to adapt needs further investigation (Kallio and Lappalainen, 
2015; Birleson, 1999).

4. Discussion

We conducted a scoping review of the literature on factors that affect 
interdisciplinary collaboration and the learning capacity of learning 
networks in youth care services, with the aim of presenting an overview 
of these factors and identifying research gaps. We mapped out these 
factors from the perspective of learning organizations using the High- 
Performance Organizations (HPO) framework (de Waal, 2007, De 
Waal, 2010a). The papers we reviewed frequently emphasize the 
importance of leadership, communication and culture for learning net
works of youth care services. However, the papers are less specific about 
how learning networks can ideally establish shared values or the types of 
leadership style needed to improve the outcomes of youth care. With 
only 24 included articles, it wasn’t surprising that we found serval 
research gaps. Furthermore, relative to the HPO characteristics related 
to learning aspects of networks such as culture and leadership, we found 
fewer papers that cover all organizational conditions required for 
learning and optimal care provision. Although the reviewed literature 
mentions organizational design conditions and strategies, conditions 
with regard to the external orientation of networks and use of 

technology are mentioned less.
The HPO components that we found in our review are similar to 

components that typically coincide with the theory of learning organi
zations found in other studies in the public sector (De Waal, 2010b; De 
Waal, 2017; Barbour et al., 2018; Williams, 2012; Zakocs and Edwards, 
2006). These authors also mention a collaborative culture, a safe 
learning environment, focused collaborative and empowering leader
ship styles, communication and understanding between different cul
tures, and the clarification of roles and responsibilities. This supports the 
findings in the reviewed research and it demonstrates that the HPO 
framework is relevant for the field of youth care.

Our scoping review found that the literature focused less on the 
question of how certain characteristics of learning networks add to 
improvements in youth care. The HPO framework suggests enablers 
such as the Individual and role characteristics ‘can-do attitude’ and 
‘innovator competencies’ or the Leadership styles ‘integrity’ and ‘deci
siveness’ as part of a resilient and flexible workforce, which are not 
frequently covered by youth care literature we reviewed. A case study of 
an integrative network in health and social care confirmed this lack of a 
coherent strategy with tools for improving the competencies of the 
workforce (Williams, 2012). A clearer understanding is needed of how 
learning networks play a role in the development of skilled, competent, 
and resilient workforces in a way that will accelerate the improvement 
and growth of the learning networks and the organizations which they 
include.

This review found that insight into the organisational conditions 
required for learning networks is patchy, especially with respect to 
improving its performance. This lack of insight is also found in the 
literature about interorganizational networks: the focus is primarily 
internal, emphasizing collaboration between autonomous agencies 
rather than how a cross organizational network as a whole develops 
(Leys, 2010). We used the HPO framework because it also includes 
management factors such as organisational design, strategy and external 
orientation. This allowed us to study not only the learning capacity of 
networks but also the organisational conditions in which a network can 
flourish. Other frameworks include similar components to those of HPO, 
an example being Garvin’s building blocks for a learning organization 
(Garvin et al., 2008), which includes ‘a supportive learning environ
ment’, ‘concrete learning processes’ and ‘leadership that reinforces 
learning’. However, they also look less at the organisational and man
agement context. In line with prior research into the HPO framework, 
we think an analytic framework is needed for youth care services which 
goes beyond the learning processes in a network and combines organ
isational conditions such as good-quality management and long-term 
client-oriented strategies (De Waal, 2010b, De Waal, 2017). Condi
tions of this kind are needed to facilitate the development and imple
mentation of innovations and improve knowledge management in 
networks of youth care. The further development of an integrative and 
interdisciplinary framework for the analysis of learning networks in 
youth care is needed.

We studied HPO characteristics of interorganizational networks of 
multiple organizations (IN) and multidisciplinary networks of hierar
chically linked units in one organization (MN). Although the papers we 
studied dealing with MN networks could have emphasized internal 
organisation processes, they have a learning organizational model in 
common with the IN type of networks. When exploring the frequency of 
mention of HPO characteristics, we found a relatively larger number of 
papers on MN networks addressing the Strategy characteristic. An 
explanation could be the feasibility of a team learning and innovation 
strategy, which perhaps could be achieved more easily within an orga
nization with multidisciplinary teams than between organizations part 
of an interorganizational network.

This review demonstrated two gaps in the studied research con
cerning the organizational conditions of networks, i.e., the lack of a clear 
insight into the external orientation of learning networks and the use of 
technology. An understanding of conditions in the world outside a 

P.L. Kocken and N.M. Pannebakker                                                                                                                                                                                                        Children and Youth Services Review 173 (2025) 108314 

7 



network, where cooperation and threats from external actors will be 
encountered, enhances the sustainability of learning networks (Valente 
et al., 2008; Reay, 2010; Rowley et al., 2012). Furthermore, an insight 
into the emerging use of technology such as client monitoring systems, 
and the use of webinars and online meetings to support learning net
works, may add to their cost-effectiveness. They could also contribute to 
innovative and knowledge-driven youth care services (Reay, 2010; 
Robinson & Cottrell, 2005; Salveron et al., 2015; Wild et al., 2004).

4.1. Strengths and limitations

A strength of our review, as in the case of other scoping reviews, is 
that the literature studied on factors related to the collaborative, 
learning and innovative capacity of learning networks in youth care 
services led to new questions that should be studied in systematic re
views in the future. Another strength of our research is use of the 
framework of High-Performance Organizations (HPO). This broad 
framework also looks at the performance of public services, helping to 
identify gaps in the literature about successful learning networks, in 
particular with regard to the organizational characteristics of networks 
(De Waal, 2007, 2018; De Waal, 2010a). Our review applied HPO to 
interorganizational systems as an entity with comparable characteristics 
as a single organization. With the use of the HPO framework we gained 
several insights into the learning and innovative aspects of networks and 
in particular organizational conditions. The use of other frameworks, for 
example those focusing on the learning capacity of networks (Garvin 
et al., 2008; Wenger et al., 2002) may have led to less of an emphasis on 
these organizational conditions required for learning. A further strength 
of this scoping review is the systemization of literature, adding to the 
scientific body of evidence on factors contributing to learning and 
innovation in interorganizational networks of youth care providers.

A limitation of this scoping review is that it is relevant only for 
networks in youth care services as such and not for networks with ed
ucation partners. Our review excluded literature databases on the edu
cation of children such as ERIC (Educational Resources Information 
Center; https://eric.ed.gov/). This may have led to a reduced focus on 
learning communities that include the education field. However, con
sultations with experts in learning communities from the educational 
field did not yield relevant new literature for the youth care area under 
study.

We followed a qualitative deductive analysis strategy using a coding 
scheme with the characteristics and components of the HPO framework. 
Due to this approach this study did not focus on adding new factors 
contributing to the high learning or organizational performance of 
learning networks. However, the HPO added new factors that theoretical 
learning organizations models normally not include, i.e., organizational 
conditions required for learning and optimal care provision.

Another limitation is the inclusion of papers on learning networks 
consisting of subsystems hierarchically linked to one organization 
because of the lack of research into interorganizational networks in 
youth care. However, this less parsimonious approach in our scoping 
review yielded satisfactory information about networks comprising both 
dependent and distinct units in organizations. More research is needed 
into the performance of interorganizational and multidisciplinary 
learning networks in youth care.

4.2. Recommendations

Our research showed several research gaps for learning aspects of 
networks, i.e., we need a clearer understanding of how to improve the 
professionals’ competencies needed to act as team member of an inter
organizational learning network. Perhaps the biggest challenge for an 
interorganizational learning network is the establishment of the com
petences needed for the wide range of participants, such as practitioners, 
academics and community members, to work together. This collabora
tion is crucial to foster the development of research-informed practices 

in learning teams, innovation and improving the quality of care 
(Greenhalgh et al., 2004; Rogers, 2003; Reay, 2010). Investments are 
advised in reflective practice and learning together with the aim of 
achieving improvements in quality and establishing an effective work
force (Barbour et al., 2018; Jeffs et al., 2016).

We found fewer papers that discussed all conditions required to 
organize learning networks. In addition to the learning processes in the 
networks, factors related to the organizational conditions for collabo
ration, such as the influence of the strategy, the external orientation and 
the organizational design of learning networks on the outcomes of youth 
care services, should also be considered. Research of this kind will 
require the further development of a framework for analysing learning 
networks. Youth care services could benefit from this to further 
encourage and improve the development and implementation of in
novations. The systematic approach of the HPO could be a good place to 
start because it includes components relating to learning organizations 
and the conditions in which those organizations can flourish.

We also found that the opportunities associated with technology 
were generally overlooked in the studies we reviewed. With the COVID- 
19 pandemic as an accelerator, most professionals now understand the 
added value of online meetings and seminars as part of a broad spectrum 
of ways to interact. This also raises questions about how to reorganize 
face-to-face meetings in a learning network in online ways. The devel
opment of tools and expertise for nurturing learning conditions will help 
to foster knowledge-driven youth care services.

Our review also showed that more research is needed to fill in the 
gaps we found in factors impacting learning networks in youth care 
services. Many studies and papers we found are based on empirical 
research designed on qualitative lines or they merely review and discuss 
the available literature. We advise more research based on quantitative 
methods in order to identify the impact of learning networks on the 
outcomes of youth care services. These studies should rely less on self- 
perceived changes in practices or attitudes and use observational 
methods and validated instruments to examine the added value of 
learning and collaboration. Examples can be found in adjacent fields 
such as public health or education (Barbour et al., 2018; Kools et al., 
2020).

Finally, the reviewed papers paid little attention to how learning 
networks contribute to the outcomes of youth care services. Qualitative 
and quantitative research using a systematic approach, as seen in the 
HPO model, is needed to dig deeper into the mechanisms of learning 
networks that contribute successfully to improvements in care. 
Furthermore, future research should put greater effort into under
standing to what degree and in which conditions learning networks 
contribute to the well-being of youth.

5. Conclusion

The literature on factors that affect the innovation potential of 
learning networks in youth care services is sparse, even though pro
fessionals are increasingly being challenged to establish integrated care 
and work in ways that go beyond organizational borders. We found an 
emphasis on apparent learning aspects of networks, such as leadership 
and culture characteristics. Less attention was paid to how learning 
networks further improvements in youth care services and to the orga
nizational conditions needed for networks to flourish. Particular atten
tion should be paid to fostering competent workforces with excellent 
skills in cross-organizational collaboration and the use of technology. 
More research is advised into the impact of learning networks on the 
outcomes of youth care services.
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Fixsen, D. L., Naoom, S. F., Blasé, K. A., Friedman, R. M., & Wallace, F. (2005). 
Implementation Research: A Synthesis of the Literature. University of South Florida. 

Garvin, D. A. (1993). Building a learning organization. Harvard business review, 71(4), 
78–91.

Garvin, D. A., Edmondson, A. C., & Gino, F. (2008). Is yours a learning organization? 
Harvard Business Review, 86(3), 109.

Got Transition (2014). The six core elements of health care transition. https://www. 
gottransition.org/providers/index.cfm.

Greenhalgh, T., Robert, G., Macfarlane, F., Bate, P., & Kyriakidou, O. (2004). Diffusion of 
innovations in service organizations: Systematic review and recommendations. The 
Milbank Quarterly, 82(4), 581–629.

Halfon, N., Larson, K., Lu, M., Tullis, E., & Russ, S. (2014). Lifecourse health 
development: Past, present and future. Maternal and Child Health Journal, 18(2), 
344–365. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10995-013-1346-2

Halgunseth, L., Peterson, A., Stark, D., & Moodie, S. (2009). Family engagement, Diverse 
families and early childhood education programs: An integrated review of the 
literature. National Association for the Education of Young Children, Pre-K Now.

Institute for Healthcare Improvement. (2003). The Breakthrough Series: IHI’s Collaborative 
Model for Achieving Breakthrough Improvement [White paper]. Institute for Healthcare 
Improvement. http://www.ihi.org/resources/Pages/IHIWhitePapers/The 
BreakthroughSeriesIHIsCollaborativeModelforAchievingBreakthroughImprovement. 
aspx.

Jeffs, L., McShane, J., Flintoft, V., White, P., Indar, A., Maione, M., Lopez, A. J., Bookey- 
Bassett, S., & Scavuzzo, L. (2016). Contextualizing learning to improve care using 
collaborative communities of practices. Article 466 BMC Health Services Research, 16. 
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12913-016-1566-4.

Jones, M. R., Hooper, T. J., Cuomo, C., Crouch, G., Hickam, T., Lestishock, L., 
Mennito, S., & White, P. H. (2019). Evaluation of a health care transition 
improvement process in seven large health care systems. Journal of Pediatric Nursing, 
47, 44–50. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pedn.2019.04.007

Julien-Chinn, F. J., & Lietz, C. A. (2019). Building learning cultures in the child welfare 
workforce. Children and Youth Services Review, 99, 360–365. https://doi.org/ 
10.1016/j.childyouth.2019.01.023

Kallio, K., & Lappalainen, I. (2015). Organizational learning in an innovation network: 
Enhancing the agency of public service organizations. Journal of Service Theory and 
Practice, 25(2), 140–161. https://doi.org/10.1108/JSTP-09-2013-0198

Kools, M., Stoll, L., George, B., Steijn, B., Bekkers, V., & Gouëdard, P. (2020). The school 
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