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INTRODUCTION 
 

What you see before you is the result of a labor of love. The Nest Center is an innovative model for 

after-school centers for children from multi-problem families that was developed during decades of 

experimentation and hard work in several Eastern European countries. However, it was always felt 

that the model could be suitable for many more countries. Through the years, hundreds of staff and 

volunteers and thousands of children have all done their part to make the Nest Center the successful 

model we present to you in this handbook today. We wanted to make this model available and 

accessible to an international audience because we truly believe that it can offer an effective, cost-

efficient, and yes, fun prevention alternative to expensive child protection services, which often tend 

to intervene when it is too late and  damage (to  children) is already done. 

The Nest Center, in a nutshell, is a safe place where between 30 to 60 children from multi-problem 

families can come after school and in weekends to enjoy a range of activities aimed at strengthening 

their psychosocial well-being and healthy development. A small team of professionals supported by 

a bigger group of volunteers runs the Nest Center, using modern pedagogical tools to offer the best 

possible support to these children, with the aim of preventing them from developing serious 

psychological and social problems. An equally important aspect is that the children themselves are 

given a huge responsibility in running the centers and design of the activities, as well as in giving 

support to their peers. 

This handbook offers clear guidance on how to set-up, run and maintain the Nest Center. Because 

every social setting of course will be different, we allow for flexibility in how these guidelines will be 

implemented. However, it is important that the main underlying assumptions, goals and methods of 

work remain the same, no matter the location. We have devised things in such a way that they -

hopefully - can be applied in a wide and diverse range of situations.  

In addition to being a labor of love, this handbook is also very much a work in progress. We 

appreciate any comments, suggestions and advice that people who attempt to implement the model 

will have to offer. Please do not hesitate to contact us at any time.  

We sincerely hope that this handbook will contribute to the establishment of similar centers in other 

places around the world, because vulnerable children deserve care, attention, protection and 

support for their growth and development. The Nest Center offers an opportunity for children from 

multi-problem families to become healthy adults, good, responsible parents, and active and 

productive members of their communities. 

Ilja van Haaren 

CEO Stichting Kinderpostzegels Nederland 
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1. OBJECTIVES OF THE NEST CENTER 
 

 

 

Underlying philosophy and theoretical background  

The model for the Nest Center naturally did not pop up out of thin air. It is based on similar after-

school facilities and programs that have been set up and are operational in many places around the 

world. For the presented methodology, which has been piloted in Bosnia & Herzegovina, the best 

parts/aspects of such centers were combined. 

¢ƘŜ bŜǎǘ /ŜƴǘŜǊΩǎ ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƴŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ƴƻǘƛƻƴǎ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ŦǊom different research 

disciplines like developmental psychology, neuropsychology and sociology. Nowadays it is 

ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ŀǘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƴ ecological, systemic 

perspective. Children are not born blank slates, and during their travels towards adulthood there is a 

constant interplay (or: transactions) between internal and external factors, shaping the child as a 

person. The Nest Center applies this ecological, systemic approach in the way it is set up and deals 

with children, their parents and communities. In other words: the Nest Center contributes to a 

healthy environment for children to grow up in. 
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Based on Bronfenbrenner1 

 

Another important underlying concept for the Nest Center is the notion of resilience2. Most people, 

and children especially, have a great capacity to deal with and overcome problems they face. In fact, 

scientific evidence indicates that even children growing up in what can be considered risky 

environments will quite often develop into normal, healthy adults. This capacity to overcome 

problems and thrive is called resilience. Many factors play a role here and it is best to consider 

resilience as a process, not so much a fixed capability. Resilience will be influenced by the number 

and level of risƪǎ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƛƴ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭƛŦŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǎƻ called protective 

factors that can counteract these risks and thus increase resilience. The Nest Center offers access to 

some extra, much needed protective factors (as depicted in the schedule below) for children that 

face (too) many risks at home, and whose parents and social environment, at least temporarily, 

cannot provide enough protection against those risks. The Nest Center thus contributes to building 

ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǊŜǎƛƭƛŜƴŎŜ.  

 

                                                             
1 Bronfenbrenner, U. (1979). The ecology of human development. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press 
2 To learn more about resilience, read for example: Werner, E.E. & Smith, R.S. (2001). Journeys from childhood to midlife: 
Risk, resiliency, and recovery. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press;  Masten, A. S. (2001). "Ordinary magic: Resilience 
processes in development".American Psychologist 56 (3): 227ς238;  Luthar, S. S. (2006). Resilience in development: A 
synthesis of research across five decades. In D. Cicchetti and D. J. Cohen (Eds.), Developmental Psychopathology (2nd ed.): 
Vol. 3 Risk, Disorder, and Adaptation (pp. 739-795). Hoboken, NJ: Wiley and Sons. 



 

5 

 

A model depicting how resilience is like a scale, with risk and protective factors influencing the 

balance3 

 

¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ agency4, their capacity to help shape the circumstances in which they live, 

is another important building block for the Nest Center. Children from multi-problem families may 

often experience a feeling of loss of control and can be overwhelmed by the challenges they face. 

The Nest Center aims to empower children, by increasing their self-esteem and sense of control over 

their lives and destinies. Children play an active role in how the Nest Center is run and have a strong 

say in their own Individual Action Plans (IAPs) and the kinds of activities that take place in the center. 

The single most important underlying notion and motivation for the Nest Center model is this: 

research has clearly shown that early intervention and prevention methods create the highest 

probability of good long term outcomes for children growing up in at risk situations5. The Nest 

Center essentially forms a home away from home. A place where children can find some respite and 

refuge from potentially harmful family conditions, without severing the ties to family members and 

set ups, and strengthening the resilience of these children so they (and hopefully their parents6 too) 

can get through the hard times. Adversity can cause children to divert from a healthy developmental 

ǇŀǘƘǿŀȅΤ ǘƘŜ bŜǎǘ /ŜƴǘŜǊ ƛǎ ŀ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ƪƛŘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ άǊƛƎƘǘέ ǘǊŀŎƪΦ 

 

                                                             
3 Image taken from www.kidsmatter.edu.au  
4
 For some summary info on agency see for example http://www.faqs.org/childhood/So-Th/Sociology-and-

Anthropology-of-Childhood.html; http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Agency_(sociology)  
5 There is abundant literature on this, but see for example the World Health Organization (WHO) publication ΨThe cycles of 
violence: the relationship between childhood maltreatment and the risk of later becoming a victim or perpetrator of 
violenceΦΩ !ǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ŀǘ http://www.euro.who.int/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/98783/E90619.pdf  
6 Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ Ƴŀƴǳŀƭ ǿƘŜƴ ǿŜ ǎŀȅ ΨǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ǿŜ ƳŜŀƴ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ primary caregiver(s); besides biological parents this can 
mean grandparents, foster parents, adoptive parents, legal guardians, and possibly other locally occurring practices.  
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Model showing how abuse in childhood can lead to problematic behavior and an intergenerational 

cycle of violence 

 

Target group and problems to be addressed 

The primary target group for the Nest Center is children aged 7-16 from multi-problem families. 

.ǊƻŀŘƭȅ ǎǇŜŀƪƛƴƎΣ Ψmulti-problem ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΩ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘƻǎŜ in which a combination of problems 

causes severe stress to its members. The age range of 7-16 years was chosen because it fits with the 

most commonly used school ages around the world. We also chose this age range to take into 

ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜǾƻƭǾƛƴƎ ŎŀǇŀcities. In the Nest Center children are expected to be able to take on 

certain responsibilities and to participate in decision making; for children younger than 7 this may be 

difficult. However, some flexibility - either by allowing for children younger or older than specified 

here - is possible depending on the context. 

There are various definitions of a multi-problem family. For example, Bortolotti (19957) argues that 

such a family presents multiple problems of different types, and that those problems affect both 

adults and children and are connected to each other. The members of these families may be in 

contact with several services and institutions, and often seek interventions for problems related to 

drug and alcohol addiction, or seek help for longer-term problem due to, for instance, loss of 

employment or loss of a relative. It is also often the case that people in multi-problem families do 

not initiate contact with social services, and instead withdraw into themselves. Moro (19958) talks 

about families that face marginality due to poverty, unemployment, social mobility or deviance. In 

such families, relationships can be seriously impaired. In a recent study, the multi-problem family 

                                                             
7 BORTOLOTTI, G. (1995). Il lavoro sociale professionale nei servizi territoriali. In E. BIANCHI AND F. VERNÒ (Eds.) Le 

famiglie multiproblematiche non hanno solo problemi (pp. 122-139). Padova: Fondazione Zancan. 
8 MORO, A.C. (1995). DifŬ coltà, bisogni e potenzialità nelle famiglie. In E. BIANCHI AND F. VERNÒ (Eds.) Le famiglie 
multiproblematiche non hanno solo problemi (pp. 16-39). Padova: Fondazione Zancan. 
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Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛȊŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ǎǇŜŎƛŬŎ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ όDƛƻƎŀ ϧ tƛǾŜǘǘƛΣ 20089). The features listed 

incorporate strengths and potentialities along with a range of problems: several social and health 

problems; dependency on social services; inappropriate parenting; imbalance between resources 

and problems; lack of coping mechanisms;  refusal or incapacity to recognize and face existing 

ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎΤ άŎƘǊƻƴƛŎέ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎΦ 

ά¢ȅǇƛŎŀƭέ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ƛƴ ŀ Ƴǳƭǘƛ-problem family can include: 

¶ Poverty  

¶ Mental health problem of a parent 

¶ Addiction problem of a parent 

¶ Domestic violence 

¶ tŀǊŜƴǘΩǎ ŘƛǾƻǊŎŜ 

¶ Health problems (of parents or other family members) 

 

Children growing up in a multi-problem family may experience a range of difficulties and may display 

certain problematic behaviors, these can include: 

¶ Concentration problems 

¶ Sleeping difficulties 

¶ Low self-esteem and negative self-image 

¶ Aggressive behavior 

¶ Depressive feelings 

¶ Learning difficulties 

¶ School truancy 

It is important to note that the Nest Center aims to cater to the needs of those children that may 

experience or show some of the above mentioned problems and/or behaviors, but who are not (yet) 

severely problematic. A likely candidate for a Nest Center would be a child from a multi-problem 

family that the school identifies as becoming increasingly difficult or worrisome (for example, a child 

that shows more aggression towards others, or a child that is more frequently absent from school, or 

a child whose academic performance has suddenly dropped). In other words, the Nest Center can 

support those children whose behavioral or socio-emotional problems are (still) mild. The focus of 

the Nest Center is on prevention, not cure! 

However, for children that receive psychological or psychiatric treatment elsewhere, the Nest Center 

may be able to offer the additional stability needed to make that treatment successful. In such -rare 

- cases, good co-operation is essential between those responsible for the treatment of the child and 

the staff and volunteers of the Nest Center. Roles and tasks should be clearly defined, and it is of the 

utmost importance that the Nest Center is not made responsible for aspects of the treatment. It 

should also be closely monitored that children with more severe psychological problems do not 

                                                             
9 GIOGA, G. AND PIVETTI, M. (2008). Personalized plans considering both the needs of the person and the family. Results 

from a research with 15 families with children, and with multiple-problems.In C. CANALI, T. VECCHIATO, J.K., WHITTAKER 
(Eds.) AǎǎŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ά9ǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ-ōŀǎŜέ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƭŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ όǇǇΦ пфл-493). Padova: 
Fondazione Zancan. 
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require too much attention from staff and volunteers, and/or become a burden on the other 

children in the Nest Center.   

The above also has implications for the kinds of problems that the Nest Center can address (which 

will furthermore depend on the expertise available in a certain Nest Center). Usually the work done 

by volunteers will concentrate on the teaching of concrete skills: computer, handicrafts, arts, sports 

or providing assistance with school homework and developing certain academic skills (e.g. writing, 

calculus). The professional staff will offer assistance to children in the psychosocial realm, for 

example by offering individual counseling, group work, or teaching life skills. If needed, and if 

available in the community, external expertise, for example on health matters, may also be sought 

and provided. The work of the Nest Center is particularly focused on helping individual children to 

ƻǾŜǊŎƻƳŜ ǎƻƳŜ ǇǎȅŎƘƻǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘκƻǊ ŎƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜ άōƭƻŎƪŀƎŜǎέΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎŜƭŦ-esteem and 

sense of well-being. Or, as said before, the main aim is to strengthen their resilience. 

 

Objectives of the Nest Center 

The Nest Center is an open, close-to-home type of center, where a stable, fixed group of 30 to 60 

children aged 7-16 from multi-problem families spend time before and/or after school, and in 

weekends and holidays. 

The overall objective of the Nest Center is to provide children from multi-problem families with a 

safe space, where they can enjoy interaction with peers and adults in leisure and learning activities, 

to enhance their psychosocial well-being and strengthen their resilience.   

For each child attending the Nest Center an Individual Action Plan (IAP) will be formulated, with 

clear, mutually agreed upon goals and activities (contributing to the afore mentioned overall 

objective). This IAP will be regularly monitored and adapted to give the best possible support to a 

child.  

Building a trusting and warm relation with staff, volunteers and peers from the Nest Center is seen 

as one of the main ways to empower a child, and this aspect therefore receives special attention. It 

is an element underpinning all activities carried out in the Nest Center.  

 

 
The Nest Center is the place where I spend the best hours of my day. Here we do 
different activities: sing, play board games, draw, play different instruments such 
ŀǎ ŘǊǳƳǎΣ ƎǳƛǘŀǊΣ ǇƛŀƴƻΣ ŀƴŘΣ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘΣ ǿŜ ǎǘǳŘȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎǘŀŦŦ ŀƴŘ 
volunteers help us with this. This place is really full of joy and play, where my sister 
and I spend time in a happy and warm atmosphere! 
 
13 year old boy  
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2. ESTABLISHING THE NEST CENTER 
 

 

 

Pre-conditions 

Situational criteria 

In our experience the Nest Center model is best suited for small towns in rural settings. This because 

community support and embeddedness are important conditions for positive impact, and these are 

easier realized in such settings. Alternatively, the Nest Center model can also be applied in a 

neighborhood in a larger city, but only if the conditions of a certain degree of community cohesion 

and support are met. The Nest Center needs to have an open character, whilst at the same time 

there should not be a constant influx of a too large and ever changing group of children (the Nest 

Center is not a youth center!). It is therefore important that in a bigger urban area there are other 

facilities available that can cater to the needs of a high number of children (so as to prevent that the 

Nest Center becomes flooded with too many attendees).  

It seems obvious, but it is of course important to choose a location for the Nest Center where there 

is a clear need. An area with high rates of poverty and unemployment will usually be more suited 

and make more sense than a location where the population is generally affluent. At the same time, 

the situation in terms of availability of education for kids should not be too dire. As the Nest Center 

ƛǎ ŀƴ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƛƴŎŜ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ŀƛƳǎ ƛǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǿŜƭƭ-being in school, 

it is important that education is available and accessible. The school enrolment ratio in the working 

area of the Nest Center should be at least 80%.  

Before establishing a center it is very important to secure community support. This requires - if 

necessary - convincing community members such as parents, school directors, teachers, social 

workers and so forth (for example via community meetings). But also -and in our view this is in fact a 

critical prerequisite for success!-, it is necessary that logistical and financial support from local 

authorities is secured. It is likely that the Nest Center in a certain location will be first established 
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with financial support from an external - usually - foreign donor. In and of itself this need not be a 

problem, but to ensure long-term sustainability, (financial) commitment and support from local 

authorities are essential from the outset and throughout.  

It is crucial to conduct thorough needs and situational assessments before deciding to establish the 

Nest Center. With this handbook we do not offer a fixed tool to do such assessments; there are 

sufficient tools that are freely available via the internet10, or via other sources. 

Infrastructure 

For the location of the Nest Center a place should be chosen that is close to the homes of the 

targeted children and easily and safely accessible to the children (so, for example, not across a road 

with heavy traffic). Depending on the climate certain parts can also take place in open air or under a 

big roof.  

The building needs to be safe, disability friendly and preferably right in the heart of the community. 

If possible it is a building with an open, inviting character, light and spacious. 

The exact size is not so important, but in addition to ŀ ōƛƎƎŜǊ άƭƛǾƛƴƎ ǊƻƻƳέΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǎƻƳŜ 

other rooms where separate activities can take place.  

The building/place has to be accessible the whole year around, including during school holidays (this 

is one of the main reasons why a school building is usually not the best location for the Nest Center).  

An open courtyard where children can do sports is preferable, but not a must.  

There should be a small kitchen and a bathroom, preferably with separate toilets for boys and girls.  

Water and sanitation should be in good working order (at least on par with the average conditions in 

the community).  

Preferably there is working electricity and possibilities for internet and television reception (but 
these are not essential requirements). 
 
Of course some of the above listed prerequisites may not be already available beforehand. These 
should then be taken care of/given attention to in the process of establishing the center. 
 

Establishing the Nest Center 

Who 

Local Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) are best suited to establish and manage the Nest 

Center, because they are often flexible, open to new approaches and are commonly less 

bureaucratic than other (governmental) agencies. A good NGO is also community based, and 

therefore will have the kind of support and embeddedness that is so crucial for success. A good NGO 

also has a strong commitment towards its constituency and beneficiary groups, and many are 

experienced in working with volunteers. 

                                                             
10 See for example: http://www.ovcsupport.net/s/library.php?ld=253; 
https://www.childwelfare.gov/systemwide/assessment/community.cfm 
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Given that they are willing and able, it is our experience that local NGOs that operate youth centers 

are usually very well suited to establish and operate the Nest Center. On the other hand, local NGOs 

that previously have been involved in more, what one could call, mental health services, are in our 

view less suited to take on board the Nest Center model.  It seems that organizations running youth 

centers more easily accept the participation of children in design and implementation of activities, 

and allow children to also simply enjoy their free time in a manner of their own choosing rather than 

constantly involving them in organized activities. This is, as said earlier, one of the important ways in 

which the Nest Center stimulates ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŀƎŜƴŎȅ ŀƴŘ sense of self-esteem. It is important to note, 

that youth centers often will need some time to adapt and conform to a more structured, goal-

oriented way of working, with a stable group of children, as is required in the Nest Center model. 

However, when regular youth center activities also continue, the Nest Center should be organized in 

a separate part of the building to allow staff to concentrate on a fixed group of children. It is also 

common that a psychologist or social worker needs to be added to the staff team. 

The Nest Center can only be established and become functional if the designated local NGO shows 

dedication to the idea and is able to secure community support, including in-kind or financial 

commitment from local authorities. The space for the center is one of the most common forms of 

support that local governments can provide (either by reducing or foregoing rent and utility costs to 

the NGO). In the long term the sustainability of these centers will depend on the extent to which 

local authorities are willing and able to provide financial support. 

 

Criteria for the identification of  a suitable NGO to set up and run the Nest 
Center 
 

¶ An organization experienced in implementing center based projects for 
children at risk; 

 

¶ An organization with experience and good cooperation with local 
institutions such as social work centers, schools, local authorities and 
other relevant community institutions;  

 

¶ An organization that has clear community support and is locally 
embedded; 
 

¶ An organization with good quality management, administrative and 
Human Resources systems in place, as well as with a strong, enthusiastic 
board. 

 

¶ An organization that has the capacity to recruit and maintain community 
volunteers; 

 

¶ An organization where professional staff members have the right 
qualifications (e.g. completed studies in social work, developmental 
psychology or pedagogy) and with relevant work experience. 

 
 



 

12 

Franchise requirements 

In the end, who establishes and runs the Nest Center is something that will be decided locally and 

ǿƛƭƭ ŘƛŦŦŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ ǊŜƎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΣ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ǘƻ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΦ ¢ƘŜ bŜǎǘ /ŜƴǘŜǊ ƳƻŘŜƭ ƛǎ ŀƴ ΨƻǇŜƴ-ǎƻǳǊŎŜΩ 

resource, and can therefore be taken up by anybody. But since the organization Kinderpostzegels 

owns the copyright to the model, there are a few requirements that need to be met by anybody who 

wishes to apply the model. 

These requirements are: 

1. Organizations wishing to implement the Nest Center model will pledge (in writing) to adhere 

to the guidelines and methods of working as laid down in this handbook. A statement to this 

effect needs to be send to Kinderpostzegels before the Nest Center can be set up. 

Statements have to be send to Kinderpostzegels, Dept. Projects & Programs, Schipholweg 

73/75, 2316 ZL Leiden, the Netherlands. E-mail: projects@kinderpostzegels.nl. 

2. Organizations wishing to implement the Nest Center model will ensure that pertinent staff 

will follow - at least - ǘƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ƳƻŘǳƭŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ¢ǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ Ψ¢ƘŜ bŜǎǘ /ŜƴǘŜǊΩΦ 

These modules can only be provided by the certified training organization International Child 

Development Initiatives (www.icdi.nl; info@icdi.nl) or - for Bosnia and Herzegovina - the IN 

foundation (www.infondacija.org). 

Required training modules are: 

¶ Child and youth development 

¶ Child rights and participation 

¶ Working with children from multi-problem families  

¶ Working with parents 

¶ Working with volunteers 

 

 
In the Nest Center I like to spend time because of volunteers and staff, who help 
me with everything and who are willing to listen to me when I am in a rough 
situation and who give me useful advice. 
 
15 year old girl 
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3. RUNNING AND MAINTAINING THE NEST CENTER 
 

 

 

Organizational set-up 

Ideally, the Nest Center has three professional staff members and between 5 to 20 volunteers. A 

certain minimum number of volunteers is necessary to be able to deliver the kinds of supporting 

activities that are vital for the quality of the Nest Center (so no compromise is possible in that 

respect!). 

In the previous chapter we indicated a local NGO as the best possible entity to run the Nest Center. 

The NGO should have good quality management, administrative and HR systems in place. It is also 

important that there is a strong board that oversees all processes within the organization.   

Staff  

Experience has shown that the Nest Center needs both enthusiastic professionals as well as 

professional enthusiasts.  For all involved the Nest Center has to be more than just a job. Creative 

people, who may not necessarily have the ideal professional background, can sometimes still offer a 

lot in terms of bringing interesting activities to the Nest Center, and thus can help children to get 

involved, express creativity, or ventilate their feelings. When selecting staff members (and 

ǾƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊǎύ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ΨŜƴǘƘǳǎƛŀǎƳΩΣ ΨŘŜŘƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΩΣ ΨŜƳǇŀǘƘȅΩΣ ΨƛŘŜŀǎΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ŦƻǊǘƘΣ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƎƛǾŜƴ 

equal importance to just having the right qualifications (ideally of course staff members possess 

both!). 

In terms of qualifications one can think of people with a background and education in social work, 

developmental psychology, pedagogy, or sociology. It is important staff have a clear affinity with 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƛǎǎǳŜǎΦ 
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For all newly to be hired staff members (and volunteers) it is mandatory that references are 

extensively checked, especially in relation to any possible child right violations. Whenever possible, 

judicial checks need to be done (for example,  a potential staff member or volunteer will be asked to 

show proof of no criminal record and/or will allow this to be checked with the authorities; any 

evasive or negative reply to such a request will be deemed an immediate reason not to employ that 

individual) . 

Additionally, it is important that the professional team is a good mix of older, more experienced as 

well as younger team members, so as to promote dynamics in which new ideas and (critical) self-

reflection are more readily encouraged. Younger staff members (and younger volunteers) may also 

bring the added value of easier connecting with the children and can possibly function as more 

recognizable positive role models.  

In the same vein, it is necessary to have, as much as possible, a good gender balance in the 

professional team and amongst the volunteers. Many of the children in the Nest Center grow up in 

situations where there is violence, and usually this violence will have a strong gender component 

(fathers hitting mothers, for example). The Nest Center aims to be a safe place for boys and girls! 

Staff and volunteers need to model how people from both sexes can work together harmoniously 

and with equality. 

It is furthermore highly recommended that some of the staff members (and volunteers) are 

themselves (young) people with experiences growing up in multi-problem families, since they have 

first-hand know-how and can facilitate colleagues to better relate to the kids. 

Although a NGO running the Nest Center will be usually quite small and non-hierarchical, certain 

clear task divisions and job responsibilities for the professional staff should be defined nonetheless. 

The text below offers a description of an ideal situation, which can be adapted to local needs and 

circumstances. 

Staff costs will usually make up the main part of the budget of the Nest Center. In order to be able to 

realize financial sustainability, it is advisable to limit the number of staff to those positions that are 

really needed. As described earlier, this means three paid positions:  

1. Nest Center Coordinator 

Job description: Overall and end responsible (organizationally, financially and content wise) for the 

Nest Center.   The coordinator reports to the board of the NGO. 

Tasks include: 

¶ Day-to-day management of the center, including financial administration 

¶ Represents the center to the outside world, maintains local and regional network 

¶ Responsible for center policies and ensures that these are implemented 

¶ Develops strategic plans 

¶ Develops and implements fundraising activities 
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2. Activities Manager 

Job description: Coordinates the daily activities in the center. Reports to the Nest Center 

Coordinator. 

Tasks include: 

¶ Develops  and implements  weekly or monthly rosters of activities 

¶ Ensures activities take place according to plan  

¶ Monitors quality of the implemented activities 

¶ If necessary, implements certain activities him/her self 

¶ Organizes monthly meetings with children, volunteers and staff in which all issues 

related to the Nest Center are discussed. The main aim of this meeting is to 

actively involve children in decision making activities 

 

3. Volunteers Manager 

Job description: Responsible for all matters relating to volunteers. Reports to the Nest Center 

Coordinator.  

Tasks include: 

¶ Recruits and selects volunteers (in cooperation with Nest Center Coordinator and Activities 

Manager) 

¶ Organizes and provides training and guidance for volunteers 

¶ Organizes the work of volunteers, in co-operation with the activities manager 

¶ Organizes regularly bi-lateral meetings with volunteers, to give them support, advice and to 

listen to any suggestions or problems individual volunteers may face. If deemed 

necessary/desirable, he/she can also organize Intervision Sessions with the volunteers as a 

group, or with volunteers and all staff members together 

 

In addition to the tasks listed above, the professional staff members also have shared tasks. These 

include:  

- Staff members must be able to replace each other. Due to long working hours, and the Nest Center 

being open in weekends and holidays, staff members will seldom all be present. Clear agreements 

on who replaces whom and how, need to be put in place. 

- In the Nest Center each staff member is responsible for the Individual Action Plans (IAP) of 10 to 20 

children.  This so called Case Manager needs to coordinate all actions as formulated in the IAP, and 

will monitor and evaluate the implementation and follow-up. He/she also maintains contacts with 

thŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΦ  .ȅ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘ ƭŜŀǾŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘŜǊΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘŀŦŦ ƳŜƳōŜǊ 

coordinates the exit strategy for the child. So in addition to their role as either Next Center 

Coordinator, Activities Manager or Volunteers Manager, the professional staff members are the 

assigned Case Manager for between 10 to 20 children. 
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- The professional team meets at least once a week in the Management Team Meeting. Here all 

pertinent organizational matters are to be discussed. The Nest Center Coordinator chairs this 

meeting, develops the agenda and coordinates follow-up actions. 

- Once every month the professional team will have a so called Intervision Session, in which specific 

work problems are shared and discussed, with the aim of building team cohesion and finding 

common solutions.  

- Other than this, the complete professional team meets with all the volunteers once every month to 

discuss any organizational matters and to inform volunteers on important developments. The 

Volunteers Manager is responsible for organizing and chairing this meeting.  

- Depending on the size and possibilities of the NGO, financial and other administrative tasks may be 

either divided amongst the professional staff members, or a separate administrative support unit is 

(put) in place. The latter is advisable, but reality will dictate what is feasible. 

Volunteers 

aŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ǳƴŘŜǊ ΨǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǘŀŦŦΩ ŀǇǇƭȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊǎ ǘƻƻΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ 

be people that show commitment, interest and empathy for children. When recruiting new 

ǾƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊǎ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ΨǇŜŘŀƎƻƎƛŎŀƭΩ ǉǳŀƭƛǘƛŜǎΦ While a volunteer does t 

not need to have a background in, for instance, teaching, it should be assessed whether a person has 

the necessary patience and skills to work with children. This is something that can be deduced from 

ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎΣ ŎǾΩǎ ŀƴŘ ōȅ ǘƘƻǊƻǳƎƘƭȅ ŎƘŜŎƪƛƴƎ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ όn.b. this always needs to be done!). Similar 

to professional staff, volunteers need to be able to prove that they have no judicial record, especially 

when it comes to child rights violations (for example, child abuse, domestic violence, sexual abuse of 

children, etc).  It is also always important to assess to what extent a volunteer will be able and willing 

to function in a team, how he/she will deal with supervision and criticism, and to what degree 

he/she will be able to do activities in the Nest Center for a longer period of time (the latter is 

important to give the children a sense of stability). 

It is recommended, and in our experience actually quite common, that former Nest Center pupils will 

become volunteers later on. There is a clear added value, as these volunteers will usually be able to 

easily connect and relate to children coming to the Center. When starting a new Nest Center, no 

former participants will be available yet. However, in the selection of volunteers priority should be 

given to a certain number of persons with similar backgrounds as those of the children. 

 

 
One Nest Center only accepted staff and volunteers that grew up in multi-
ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎΦ !ǎ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŀƛŘΥ άLǘ ƛǎ ŜȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ 
ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘ ƛƴ ǎǳŎƘ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻǘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ƛǘ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦΦέ ¢ƘŜ ǘŜŀƳ 
of staff and volunteers was mostly made up of former participants of the project. 
Some of them were assisted to follow studies to become professional child 
workers. 
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Typical tasks for volunteers in the Nest Center include: 

¶ Providing home work assistance (with calculus, maths, reading, writing, but possibly also 

with history, literature, chemistry, geography, etc.) 

¶ Organizing sports activities  

¶ Offering computer lessons 

¶ Facilitating creative workshops 

¶ Giving life skills training 

¶ Organizing community actions and activities 

¶ Monitoring of the living room 

¶ Maintaining technical equipment 

 

Volunteers can implement their work individually, or in pairs or even in bigger teams. 

 

 
Recruiting and keeping capable volunteers on board is a challenge in most 
ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎǎΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƻƴŜ άƎƻƭŘŜƴέ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ŦƻǊ ŀŎƘƛŜǾƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ŀ ŦŜǿ 
general tips that we can give:  
 

¶ Experience shows that community volunteers may be motivated to become 
involved in the work of the Nest Center following presentations on the 
initiative in universities, high schools, local clubs, etc. Regular media messages 
on the work of the center are also a good way to attract interest from 
potential volunteers. One can also tap into formal and informal contacts with 
relevant stakeholders, such as involving a municipal unemployment bureau, 
other NGOs, local businesses, etc. 

 

¶ It is important to give a volunteer clear tasks and goals. These need to be 
things he/she likes and is able to do well.  

 

¶ It is important that the volunteer feels that he/she is monitored in his/her 
work, and that he/she receives support and praise (and criticism if necessary). 
A volunteer should feel that what he/she does is valued as  much as, or even 
more so, a regular job. 

 

¶ Do not hire a volunteer just because you feel sorry for him/her, or because of 
some social pressure (family, friends), or because you think you have too few 
volunteers. There is no use in having people hanging around in the Nest 
Center who do not really have anything to do, or who are not capable of doing 
good things. This can actually be very destructive! 

 

¶ Make sure you have a Volunteer Policy in place, which is accessible and 
known to all volunteers, in which all obligations and regulations, including 
possible remunerations (for example, for travel costs) are included. This policy 
should also clearly state how appraisals and monitoring of volunteers take 
place, and which are the steps to take in case a volunteer is not functioning 
well. 
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¶ A new volunteer should always be clearly introduced to all the children (n.b. 
similarly, a new child always needs to be introduced to all those active in the 
Nest Center). This introduction can be done in a more formal way (shaking 
hand, stating names, etc), but we actually advise to do this in a more casual 
ƳŀƴƴŜǊΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ōȅ ǳǎƛƴƎ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ΨƴŀƳŜ ƎŀƳŜǎΩ ƻǊ ǎƻƳŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ 
way.  One can also think of somŜ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ǎƳŀƭƭ άŎŜǊŜƳƻƴȅέΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ 
conducted in the same way each time a new volunteer is welcomed.  

 

¶ Children will become emotionally attached to volunteers! This is inevitable, 
and is actually a good thing. When a volunteer leaves the center forever, or 
for a longer time period, it is good to organize a small farewell party, as a way 
to thank the volunteer, but also to make it easier for the children to deal with 
this departure. Children can be given an active role in organizing such a 
farewell. 

 
 

Policies 

Below descriptions are provided on the policies that at a minimum any Nest Center should have in 

place. Of course more can be added, in line with what may be required in a given context. 

In the Nest Center it is mandatory that all staff members and volunteers sign a Child Protection 

Policy. This policy should clearly state what is considered appropriate behavior and what are 

consequences in case of non-adherence to the stipulations in the policy. An example format for the 

Child Protection Policy can be found in the Annexes. 

In the Nest Center there should always be a Safety Protocol, which clearly designates steps to be 

taken, roles and responsibilities in case of emergencies (for example: when there is a fire, or when a 

child gets injured).  The Safety Protocol needs to adhere to, as a minimum, the requirements as laid 

down by law in a given country for such protocols (no standard format is therefore attached to this 

manual). 

Each center needs to have its own Nest Center Rules. Here the behaviors and moral values of the 

center should be laid down. For example: rules on use of equipment, rules on how to deal with 

conflict, rules about how to keep the building clean and safe, rules about inviting others to the 

center, rules about respect and how people should talk and listen, etc. Zero tolerance towards 

bullying, gender discrimination and physical violence are requirements in any Nest Center Rules! The 

list does not need to be too long, but items should be clear. It is very important the Nest Center 

Rules are developed jointly by children, staff and volunteers. Only include issues on which there is 

consensus. In the early stages, for instance during the first year of existence of the Nest Center, this 

Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŀ άƭƛǾƛƴƎέ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ŀŘŀǇǘŜŘΦ ¢he Nest Center Rules need to be placed 

somewhere, clearly visible to all.  
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hƴŜ bŜǎǘ /ŜƴǘŜǊ ƘŀŘ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŎƻǳǊǘΦ 9ǾŜǊȅ ƘŀƭŦ ȅŜŀǊ ǘƘǊŜŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǿŜǊŜ 
elected by the other children to form the court. A staff member functioned as 
secretary. In case of quarrels between children, conflicts between children and 
volunteers or staff, or where someone was seen not to respect the rules, the 
court listened to all parties and took decisions. In cases where children broke the 
rules, punishment was usually handed down in the form of temporary exclusion 
from the Nest Center, which was very effective. However, we do not know what 
happened with punishments for staff and volunteers! 
 

 

Upkeep of the building 

In terms of upkeep of the building we think it is important that staff, volunteers and the children 

themselves all play a part in keeping the place tidy and clean. Specific rosters assigning people to 

certain tasks is a way to accomplish this. It is important to be aware of gender issues here too: when 

male adults do not participate in cleaning, it will be extremely difficult to motivate boys to 

participate. As said earlier, gender equity and equality is considered of utmost importance, 

especially in role modeling towards the children.  

It should be kept in mind that children fulfill an active role in the Nest Center and therefore should 

also be given responsibilities in terms of housekeeping, such as cleaning, preparing drinks, etc. 

Children should not be passive recipients, but active contributors. This is all in line with our 

philosophy to empower kids. Children should become aware of their rights, but also should become 

aware that with rights come duties. Just like in a normal family, children should have such duties, but 

the kinds of tasks they can do will of course depend on their age and capabilities. It goes without 

ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ ƴƻ ǿŀȅ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǳǎŜŘ ōȅ ǎǘŀŦŦ ƻǊ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊǎ ŀǎ ΨǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩΦ /ƘƻǊŜǎ ŦƻǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ 

should be simple, light, and there should not be too many of them. Children, volunteers and staff 

jointly take care of the Nest Center, each according to his/her ability. 

For this reason, it is not advisable to employ cooks or cleaners. It goes without saying that 

sometimes repairs or other specific maintenance issues will require engaging outside services. 

 

 
Once a month on Saturday morning everybody is present. All staff members, 
volunteers and children are there. Firstly all of them, male and female, boys and 
girls, small and big, do a thorough clean-up of the whole center. After that less 
pleasant job is done, they all sit together, enjoy a nice drink with some cake, and 
discuss activities, policies and problems of the, now nicely smelling, tidy, center. 
 
A typical Saturday morning in one Nest Center 
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Creating financial sustainability 

The long-term financial sustainability of the Nest Center has to be (at least partially) realized with 

local sources of income. Activities to realize stabile sources of income cannot wait till the end of 

funding by, what usually will be, a foreign donor. Therefore it is paramount that from the beginning 

activities are undertaken to involve local authorities (see also page 11 of this handbook). If not by 

ƎƛǾƛƴƎ ƳƻƴŜȅ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅΣ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ƻŦǘŜƴ ōŜ ǇŜǊǎǳŀŘŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ άƛƴ ƪƛƴŘέΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ, by- 

offering a building free of rent, foregoing utility costs, or by making a nurse available once a week.  

In order to convince authorities to support the Nest Center, it is useful to make them realize that 

letting a child take part in the Nest Center, in the long run, prevents such a child from being placed in 

an orphanage (or some other kind of facility). From research in many countries it is clear that most 

children in orphanages do have at least one parent and are from multi-problem families (so-called 

άǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƻǊǇƘŀƴǎέύΦ ! compelling argument to convince authorities to lend their support to the Nest 

Center concerns the finding that costs of prevention are much lower, both in social as well as 

economic terms. For example, in Central and Eastern Europe and the Former Soviet Union, 

orphanage care is twice as expensive as the priciest alternative (namely, small group homes); three ς 

five times more expensive than foster care; and approximately eight times more costly than 

providing family and community support services to vulnerable families11. In spite of all the clear 

psychosocial advantages of a child being able to stay in his/her own family as a result the support 

provided by the Nest Center, authorities are often most sensitive to the costs benefits. Therefore, 

the price comparison between the Nest Center and other existing facilities (such as orphanages) is 

often essential when trying to get authorities on board. In nearly every country, state orphanages do 

exist and their budgets and numbers are known. It is a simple calculation to find out the price per 

child per month or per year. The same can be done for the Nest Center. One can also explain that 

institutional care tends to last very long (it is common that children spend their whole childhoods 

there, i.e. until the age of 18), while attending the Nest Centre averages two years.  

When convincing authorities it can also be useful to show how the Nest Center fits with strategic 

plans of governments. In many countries there will be policies regarding prevention of juvenile 

crime, alcoholism, substance abuse, mental health care, prevention of school dropout, child 

protection, and so forth.  

Other potentially promising ways to achieve (financial) sustainability linked to government support 

are:  

¶ Working towards a situation where the Nest Center becomes an extended service of an 
existing governmental social service.  

¶ Working towards a situation where the Nest Center staff is on the payroll of a governmental 
service. 

¶ Working towards a formal partnership between the NGO running the Nest Center and a 
governmental service. 

 

                                                             
11 See for example GLOBAL FACTS ABOUT ORPHANAGES Prepared by: Better Care Network Secretariat Last updated, 
August 2009, available via http://handstohearts.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/04/Global-Fact-Sheet-on-
Orphanages_BetterCareNetwork.pdf 
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To achieve financial sustainability with local sources of income, it is necessary from the very 

beginning to:  

¶ Be visible in the community by informing and inviting media, having open days for 
neighbors, etc. 

¶ Show your results by informing and inviting politicians of all political parties, school staff, 
professionals, civil servants, other NGOs, etc. 

¶ Be open about finances and management, for example by publishing your annual report on 
the internet. 

¶ Ask for sponsorships by the local business sector, for example small contributions in kind by 
local shops (and give them something in return, such as offering free publicity about the 
support you are getting from them) 

¶ Co-operate with other NGOs, especially in advocacy. Together you are stronger. Advocacy 
should not only deal with improving the situation of your target group, but should also aim 
at getting funding for your center.  

 

In most countries it is not realistic to expect that the Nest Center will be completely financed by 

government resources. Additional fundraising activities will be necessary. This requires creativity, 

saviness and knowledge of local possibilities and culture. Possible examples could be: 

¶ Selling handicrafts made by children (with of course again the warning that the Nest Center 

is not supposed to be a place where children work!). 

¶  Organizing a fund raising concert. 

¶ Applying to multiple (international) donors. 

¶ Seeking sponsorships from international, national and local companies, or from more 

wealthy families within the community.  

Long-term financial sustainability is important for the Nest Center. Many of the children that come 

to the center will already harbor feelings of resentment and neglect. When - once again - support 

offered to them is interrupted or cancelled, there is a serious risk that they turn their back to society 

all together. It is not difficult to imagine what kinds of social problems that in turn may lead to.  

 

 
One Nest Center is working in a very poor community with an unemployment rate 
of over 80%! There is hardly any business sector to speak of. But there is a local 
dairy firm and the staff have managed to get this firm to support the Nest Center 
with free milk for the children. Now the dairy firm also sometimes provides free 
school materials. 
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4. WORKING WITH CHILDREN 
 

 

 

Overall approach 

The overarching elements of the approach towards children in the Nest Center are what we call the 

Ψп tǎΩΥ 

1. Positive  

The most important feature of the Nest Center model is that it is positive and strengths-based. We 

want to unlock and harness potential that is already present in children. The focus is therefore never 

on negative punishment, but always on positive re-enforcement. Children from multi-problem 

families may show negative acting out behavior, such as aggression or just being rude, or, on the 

opposite end of the behavior spectrum, they may be extremely withdrawn and aloof. Instead of 

focusing on these behaviors, the Nest Center staff and volunteers will always try and engage children 

in activities which bring positive feedback. In other words: the focus is not on what the children 

cannot do, it is on what they can do (and to build up from there). This requires a kind of mindset and 

attitude from staff and volunteers which does not necessarily come naturally (also because it may 

not be common in certain cultural settings). It will sometimes require quite a lot of restraint and self-

control from staff and volunteers. They therefore need thorough training and ongoing support in 

achieving and maintaining the necessary mindset and skills. Negative punishment cannot at all times 

be avoided, but it should always be the last option. It is not only about being Positive, but also about 

being Patient. 
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2. Participatory  

/ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ άŎƭƛŜƴǘǎέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Nest Center. They are active participants and with staff and 

volunteers they run and maintain the center. They should be engaged in the design and 

implementation of all activities that concern them and the center. 

3. Proper 

Children in the Nest Center build up close relations with the staff, volunteers and with other 

children. In many ways the center acts as a substitute family. But it is essential that relationships do 

not become too close and improper. The Child Protection Policy and the house rules are there to 

instill awareness amongst all involved which are proper ways of engaging with each other, and 

management of the Nest Center needs to vigorously safeguard that certain boundaries are not 

crossed. 

Proper also refers to the support and care in the Nest Center. Children (and their parents) need to be 

able to rely on the Nest Center to provide them with the proper care and support that suits their 

needs and wishes.  

4. Prolonged 

The Nest Center is not a short-term, temporary intervention. Meaningful, long-term relationships 

with children are built and seen as key to creating ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ƛƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎΦ hƴ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ, a 

child will participate in center activities for two years. And after that many will continue to come to 

the Nest Center on a regular basis, to meet up with staff, volunteers and children as old friends. 

 

 
Of course, some children will not always respect all rules and some will show non-
acceptable behavior towards others. In cases were positive interventions fail, the 
so called Time Out measure can be used. It means that a child is temporarily 
taken out of the group situation and put in a small, separate room (contemplating 
his/her άǎƛƴǎέ, so to speak). Use of the Time Out option needs to be regulated by a 
clear policy on the when, how and how long. Prior permission given by parents to 
use the Time Out measure is also essential. 
 

 

Selection 

The two primary selection criteria are: 

1. Age: a child needs to be between 7 to 16 years of age. 

2. Multi-problems: a child needs to come from a family where there are several problems 

which pose ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀōƭŜ Ǌƛǎƪǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ. 

Lǘ ƛǎ ǾŜǊȅ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜ άǊƛƎƘǘέ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ bŜǎǘ /ŜƴǘŜǊΦ By άǊƛƎƘǘέ ǿŜ ƳŜŀƴ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ 

that will stand to benefit most from attending the center. It is alsƻ ǾŜǊȅ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜ άǊƛƎƘǘέ 

mix of children, to be able to create an atmosphere in which all children can thrive.  As stated 

earlier: the Nest Center can support those children whose behavioral or emotional problems are 

(still) mild. The focus of the Nest Center is on prevention, not cure! 
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Preferably there is a gender balance in the group of children. The Nest Center also needs to have an 

inclusive approach, allowing boys and girls with disabilities, and from different social and ethnic 

backgrounds, to take part in equal measureΦ {ƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ŎǊƛǘŜǊƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ΨƳǳƭǘƛ-ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩ 

aspect, such a balance may sometimes prove a bit difficult to maintain. For example: there is a risk 

that mostly boys are referred to the Nest Center, since their problem behavior is more often of an 

externalizing nature (e.g. aggression, or criminal acts) and is therefore easy to identify by those 

around them. Girls from multi-problem families may show more internalizing problems, such as 

depression and withdrawal, which often causes less of a direct problem, and therefore they may not 

be referred to the Nest Center. It is important that staff is aware of these kinds of mechanisms and 

that they ensure that those children that could benefit from the center gain access to it, and not just 

those children whom others (social work, school, parents, etc) think could benefit from it.   

Children will usually be referred to the Nest Center via social work centers, schools, other NGOs, as 

well as through informal channels (children from the same class, street, contacts in the local 

community, religious institutions, sports organizations etc.). Of course parents can also refer a child 

directly, or a child can even come to the center by him or herself. 

When a child is referred to the Nest Center, it is necessary to assess if he/she is suitable. To this end 

a Selection Criteria Checklist has been developed, which should be used by every Nest Center. The 

full form can be found in the Annexes. 

It looks like this (only first page shown): 
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In addition to this an Assessment & Admission Form will be filled in to gather further background 

information on the child and his/her situation. An example format for this can be found in the 

Annexes. 

As soon as a child is welcomed into the Nest Center, one of the professional staff members is 

appointed as Case Manager. For the entire duration of the childΩǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ the center this 

professional staff member will be responsible for developing, monitoring and evaluating the 

Individual Action Plan (IAP). The Case Manager will also, towards the end, be responsible for 

developing and implementing an exit strategy for that same child. The Case Manager is furthermore 

ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ Personal File and for maintaining contact with the 

school, parents, and any possible other stakeholders that may be involved.  

Upon selection further talks with the child are conducted, to help him/her to get acquainted with 

ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘŜǊΩǎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ŎƭŀǊƛŦȅ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŀǊŜ ŘƻƴŜ at the center (including expectations 

and obligations of the child). Spending time at the center is voluntary, but children are expected to 

take part regularly. To stress that participation is serious, each child is asked to sign a consent form. 

See the Annexes for an example Consent Form for Children. 

During this time the Case Manager also talks separately to the parents. If the parent(s) agree(s) that 

ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ Ƴŀȅ ǎǘŀǊǘ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘŜǊΩǎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǎƛƎƴ ǘƘŜ Consent Form for 

Parents (see the Annexes for an example format). 

 

 
In one Nest Center every new child gets a peer mentor. The peer mentor is an 
experienced participant of about the same age or a little older, and is responsible 
for introduction of the child to others, making the child aware of rules and duties, 
and helping him/her in any other way to find his way in the center. 
 

 

 
Many Nest Centers organize a small ceremony in order to welcome a new child. 
Usually they use fun introduction games for such a ceremony. In some Nest 
Centers the picture of the new child is hung on a line between the pictures of the 
other children, volunteers and staff. 

 
 

Personal File 

For each child a Personal File needs to be created and maintained for the duration of ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 

involvement in the Nest CŜƴǘŜǊΦ ¢ƘŜ /ŀǎŜ aŀƴŀƎŜǊ ƛǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎΦ .ŜǎƛŘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 

subsequent IAPs, the Personal File should include the Assessment & Admission Form, the Child 

Consent Form, and the Parent Consent Form. Minutes of meetings in which the child was discussed, 

internally or with outside stakeholders, also need to be kept here. Furthermore, any relevant notes 

or observations are to be put in this file. Creative works by the child can also be kept in the Personal 

File. 
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Clear regulations should be established on access to the Personal File as it contains private 

information. In principle, these files should be kept in a locked place. Those with access to the file 

must be aware that the information cannot be passed to others. National regulations on how to 

handle such a file should be followed. If no such regulations exist, a clear agreement should be made 

with the child and his/her parents on how they would like this file to be kept during and after the 

child exits the Nest Center (possibilities include, for example, the child takes the file with him/her, 

with a copy staying in the Nest Center for a certain period of time, after which the file will be 

destroyed; or the original file stays in the Nest Center indefinitely, but with clearly agreed upon rules 

for access). 

Individual Action Plan 

For each child in the Nest Center an Individual Action Plan (IAP) is developed. The first IAP will 

usually be drafted after the first three months. This initial IAP will be for a period of 6 months. 

Subsequent IAPs will usually be for a period of 12 months. 

!ǎ ǎŀƛŘ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ /ŀǎŜ aŀƴŀƎŜǊ ƛǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎΣ ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛng the 

IAPs. It should be made very clear that this is never can be a solo effort. The Case Manager needs 

inputs from his/her colleagues, volunteers, parents, teachers and possibly others. First and foremost, 

however he/she will need to discuss the IAP with the child him or herself, whereby the case manager 

and child jointly decide on realistic goals and relevant activities, and jointly decide on the monitoring 

and evaluating of progress. 

The IAPs are considered an essential tool to providing a child with the right kind of support from the 

Nest Center, i.e. the kind of support that will ensure that a child will most benefit from. IAPs are 

ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ǊŜǾƛǎƛǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǳǇŘŀǘŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ άƭƛǾƛƴƎέ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘΣ ŀǎ ǘƻƻ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ 

case, be used and seen as administrative burdens. Staff members require training in proper and 

effective use of IAPs. 

The IAPs are to be part of the Personal File, and the same kind of privacy regulations therefore apply 

to them. Information with regards to goals in the IAP can and should be shared with other staff and 

with volunteers, as they have to know what is the focus for a certain child, and what is expected 

from them in terms of giving support to achieving certain goals.  

We have developed a simple IAP format, which can be easily adapted to local circumstances. Please 

see the Annexes.  
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 It looks like this (only a fictitious first page is shown as an example): 

 

 

Attendance regulations 

Children are expected to come every day after school, or in certain contexts, before school (in some 

countries children go to school in shifts ; if a child has the afternoon shift this may mean he/she 

comes to the Nest Center in the morning). The exact attendance hours can be decided by each 

individual Nest Center itself, but it is important that children will continue - as much as is possible - 

regular family life as well (for example, children should not hang around thŜ ŎŜƴǘŜǊ ǳƴǘƛƭ мм ƻΩŎƭƻŎƪ ƛƴ 

the evening!). It is common that during weekdays children spend up to 3 hours at the Nest Center. 

During weekends and holidays they may spend more time there. 

The exact number of days per week that a child is expected to come to the center will differ and will 

depend on the goals as set in his/her IAP. In principle, however, children can come as often as they 

like. If a child comes fewer days than agreed upon, or shows very irregular attendance, this is an 

issue to discuss. Mutual expectations need to be expressed, and if needed, sanctions can be put in 

place (for example, if certain non-attendance behavior continues a child can be barred from the Nest 

Center, first for a certain period and, if there is no progress, at some point permanently). 
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Another issue is the attendance of friends. Children can bring their friends to the Nest Center, but 

within clearly set and agreed upon boundaries. Not all activities can be attended by friends, since 

some may need a confidential atmosphere (for example, internal meetings with staff, volunteers and 

children should always remain internal!). Attendance by friends also needs time limitations. The 

possibility to bring friends is important in order to avoid stigmatization, but should be limited to 

once or twice per week.  

 

 
Some Nest Centers welcome additional groups of children after school time, 
particularly those that live in rural areas and who have to wait for the school bus 
in order to bring them home. During these few hours they can use the living 
room, study room and the computers. Sometimes creative workshops or sports 
activities are organized in which they also participate. 
 

 

 
Some Nest Centers are housed in regular youth centers, but have specially 
designated rooms. Rooms at the front of these youth centers are open to all 
youth, but in the back the rooms are only accessible for children enrolled in the 
Nest Center. 
 

 

Staff and volunteers are expected to be in the Nest Center at those hours that are designated to 

them. Non-appearance (for whatever reason) always needs to be communicated in a timely manner 

and has to be well justified. In that sense there is no difference between staff and volunteers, 

ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŜǊ ŀǊŜ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ άƭŜŀŘ ōȅ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜέΦ Iƻǿ ǘƻ ŘŜŀƭ ǿƛǘƘ ŀǘǘŜƴŘŀƴŎŜ ǇǊƻōlems of 

staff and volunteers has to be laid down in a HR policy, known to all. Staff and volunteers are not 

permitted to bring friends and family to the center.  

Activities 

Although each child has an Individual Action Plan, most of the activities taking place in the center 

will usually be conducted in groups.  But the IAP will prescribe which group activities a child will take 

part in (and within those group activities certain individual goals will be promoted). The overarching 

goal of the group activities is to create bonding and peer support between the children, and to 

generate supportive relations between the children with the adult staff members and volunteers. 

They also should have a clear fun and relaxation aim, as the Nest Center is very much a place where 

children from multi-problem families can take a breather from the stress at home.      

Group activities can include: 

¶ Psychosocial workshops 

¶ Life-skills workshops 

¶ Health education workshops 

¶ Sexual education workshops (preferable in a broad sense, including physical development) 

¶ Community volunteering 
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¶ Sports activities (with a certain psychosocial focus, for example team work, anger 

management, etc) 

¶ Computer lessons 

¶ Language classes (or on other topics) 

¶ Creative workshops  

 
 
Originally, sexual education was not part of the program, but it proved to be much 
needed as many of the children are adolescents and their families/schools often 
do not provide any information on this topic. A method was developed in Serbia 
and, in addition to the workshop format, is also available in the form of two 
books, one for boys and one for girls. These books can also be used for individual 
reading. 
 

 

In addition to the group activities, children in the Nest Center can also take part in individual 

activities, designed to cater to specific needs. These activities usually have as a clear aim to increase 

certain skills or to alleviate possible psychosocial problems a child may experience.  

Individual activities can include: 

¶ Support in doing homework 

¶ Individual psychological counseling 

¶ Training in learning skills 

¶ Basic medical care (nurse) 

 

 
Creating a so-called Life Book can be a great tool to start and accompany 
individual counseling. Many children from multi-problem families do not have 
pictures or do not have an overview where and with whom they have lived in the 
past. In a Life Book such information is collected and cherished. Examples of how 
a Life Book could look like can be found on 
www.ifapa.org/pdf_docs/LifebookPagesAll.pdf or suite101.com/article/creating-
an-adoption-lifebook-a46959 
 

 

Other than the activities mentioned aboveΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ΨŦǊŜŜΩ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ bŜǎǘ /ŜƴǘŜǊΦ ¢ƘŜ 

Nest Center is in many ways a home away from home, therefore children need to be able to relax, 

socialize and do their own thing. In the Neǎǘ /ŜƴǘŜǊ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ Ψ[ƛǾƛƴƎ wƻƻƳΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ōƛƎƎŜǎǘ ŀƴŘ 

central room in the Nest Center. Here one can find comfortable chairs and sofas, bookshelves and, 

of course, a television. Children can just hang out in this room, read , or chat with others and watch 

tv. To make sure that the atmosphere is indeed good and comfortable, someone from the staff or 

volunteers needs to be present at all times to monitor and, if necessary, intervene. It should also be 

monitored that children in the Living Room are not there when they are expected to be doing other 

activities (for example, individual homework counseling).  
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Other free activities can include playing outside, computer games, internet, board games, and so 

forth. Again: although all these activities are free, they of course need to be monitored by staff and 

volunteers. 

Please note that this handbook does not provide detailed guidelines on how individual or group 

activities are to be designed, which exact goals need to be strived for, or how activities need to be 

implemented. First of all: this would require many separate handbooks (which are available on 

internet in abundance). Secondly, the how and what of what is done in the Nest Center will need to 

be shaped locally, based on local available expertise, ideas, possibilities, needs and so forth. As long 

as these activities are in line with and contribute to the overall aims and philosophy of the Nest 

Center model, a lot is possible. 

 

 
In one Nest Center too many children wanted to be on the internet, and the 
children also tended to stay too long at the computer and did not play outside 
enough. The staff discussed the problem with the children and a new rule was 
adopted: each child can now use the computer for a maximum of one hour a day, 
and for no longer than half an hour each turn. A kitchen timer at the computer 
acts as the referee! 
 

 

Monitoring and evaluation 

¢ƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ǘƻƻƭ ǳǎŜŘ ƛƴ ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƴƎ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ bŜǎǘ /ŜƴǘŜǊ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ 

Individual Action Plan (IAP). The emphasis here is on the ǿƻǊŘ ΨǘƻƻƭΩΤ ǘƘŜ L!t ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƴŜǾŜǊ ōŜŎƻƳŜ 

something self-serving and has no right of existence if not really used for the purpose of monitoring 

and evaluation. It should also never be the only tool used for that purpose! Staff, volunteers and 

children themselves (and possibly others, such as parents and teachers) all need to be active 

ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊǎ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǿŜƭƭ being and progress. The IAP serves as a support in this process, but other 

methods, which can be as simple as regularly sitting down and chatting with one another, or by 

observing how a child is doing in activities, etc., are just as essential. Informal and more formal ways 

of monitoring and evaluation need to complement each other. What is most important is that it 

happens! It iǎ ǘƘŜ /ŀǎŜ aŀƴŀƎŜǊΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǿŜƭƭ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ƛǎ 

regularly discussed with all who are involved. 

Exit strategy 

On average after a period of about 2 years (sometimes shorter, often longer) children are ready to 

leave the Nest Center. This sensitive process requires careful planning and monitoring, since it can 

cause considerable stress on a child (and his/her environment).   

The basic elements of the exit strategy, for each individual child, need to take into account the 

following aspects: 

¶ Resilience capacity of the child gained during his/her stay at the Nest Center, including an 

assessment of his/her knowledge, (coping) skills, interests, preferences, but also the level of 

self-confidence. 

¶ Social support resources available to the child upon exiting the Nest Center. 

¶ Motivation of the child (is he/she ready/willing to leave?). 
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An exit strategy (in the form of an IAP) should be developed, in close cooperation with the child and 

his environment, at least 6 months before the expected exit (but it can be developed as early as 12 

months in advance, or, in some cases, as late as 3 months prior to the expected departure). 

In the Exit IAP a ŎƭŜŀǊ ΨǇƘŀǎƛƴƎ ƻǳǘΩ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘΦ !ŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǘǘŜƴŘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ bŜǎǘ 

Center should be gradually decreased, so as to ensure the change is not too sudden. 

Activities in the Exit IAP should also be focused on just a few essential skills that the child still needs 

to develop or strengthen. These could be straightforward things like intensive teaching of certain 

academic skills, but it could also involve a more thorough practicing of certain social skills. Here it is 

iƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ƻƴŜ ƻǊ ǘǿƻ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ŀǊŜ ŎƘƻǎŜƴΥ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŘŜŜƳŜŘ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŦƻǊ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ όŦǳǘǳǊŜύ 

well-being and progress once he/she no longer takes part in regular activities in the Nest Center.     

The Exit IAP should also contain a clear plan on the kinds of activities in the community a child 

should take part in after leaving the center. Preferably already during the period prior to the exit the 

child would start engaging in those activities (such as sports, arts, volunteer work and so forth).  

CǳǊǘƘŜǊƳƻǊŜ ŀ όǊŜƴŜǿŜŘύ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ƳŀŘŜ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΦ ²Ƙƻ 

can he/she turn and rely one in the near future? Are there certain adults who can provide the child 

with help and guidance? If available, the child may need to be coached in how to approach and 

maintain these relations. If these are not available, attempts should be made to create alternative 

support, for example by involving a trusted teacher or a sports coach. Here it is critical that a child is 

given the opportunity and is able to identify possible sources of positive support him/herself, and 

has sufficient self-confidence to turn to such people when needed (this can be of course an 

important aspect to focus on, not just during the period before exit, but all throughout a childΩǎ ǎǘŀȅ 

in the Nest Center).  

The overarching emphasis in the Exit IAP needs to be on: 

¶ (final) SǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǊŜǎƛƭƛŜƴŎŜ 

¶ Saying goodbye in a proper way: not rushing things, but being clear about end dates and 

reminding a child of what is coming  

¶ Allowing for a child to have mixed s feelings (and giving space for expression of those 

emotions) 

¶ Allowing the child a strong say in how the exit process takes shape 

The Nest Center always keeps its doors open for a child. After children leave the Nest Center they 

can come back for occasional visits. Former participants can also stay involved on a voluntary base, 

some may even become professional child care workers later on.  

LŦ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅΣ ΨȅƻǳǘƘ ŎƭǳōǎΩ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ established for those children who are leaving or have already left, 

so that they can still come to the Nest Center once or twice per month. Through the club activities 

they may receive additional support, guidance, advice or simply spend their free time in a better way 

than they might do otherwise. 
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At the very end, for smaller groups of children who are leaving the Nest Center at the same time, it is 

good to prepare a leaving ceremony in which they are awarded certain recognitions, e.g. certificates 

of mastered life skills, pictures from the Nest Center, or a folder with their creative works from the 

past years. Also the Life Book (see page 31) is handed over to the child and he/she is encouraged to 

continue using it in the future. All this could be done during a small party, thus showing the other 

kids that one day also their stay in the Nest Center will come to an end and that that is, in fact, not a 

negative thing but an achievement!  

 

 
The transition from primary to secondary school is a stressful period for many 
children. New schoolmates, new teachers, more travelling, more duties and so 
forth, bear a serious risk for early school dropout, even more so for children from 
multi-problem families. Therefore this transition should not be combined with 
leaving the Nest Center. In such cases it is better to extent the participation in the 
center with a few months. 
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5. WORKING WITH THE COMMUNITY 
 

 

 

Working with parents  

An important aspect in the work of the Nest Center is building up a relation with the parents. This is 

by no means an easy feat, as very often parents are the major cause of the problems children 

experience (such as domestic violence, divorce, psychological problems of parents, and so forth). But 

at all times it should be kept in mind (by staff and volunteers) that parents/caregivers retain primary 

responsibility for their children, therefore their role is of the utmost importance. Staff and 

volunteers need to realize that parents initially may not feel comfortable about their children going 

to the Nest Center: there may be distrust, feelings of guilt, feelings of failure, and so forth. These 

feelings should not be denied or dismissed by staff and volunteers, but empathy and respect 

towards parents should be shown (even if this may sometimes be difficult). 

From the very beginning, it is important to familiarize the parents about what the center offers to 

children, clearly explaining the goals and activities, introducing personnel and volunteers involved, 

inquiring into ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƴŜŜŘǎΣ ǿƛǎƘŜǎ ŜǘŎΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ 

meetings the expectations of the Nest Center towards the parents are clearly stated and explained.  

Establishing a trusting relationship may also be difficult because parents often will have had negative 

experiences with agencies and may feel rejected by society. A listening ear, referring them to the 

right organization for their problems and making  appointments for them, assisting when completing 

a form, allowing them to use the phone  or copy machine, and so forth, are all  small, simple things 

ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ƘŜƭǇ ǘƻ Ǝŀƛƴ ǇŀǊŜƴǘΩǎ  ǘǊǳǎǘΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛǘ is very important to realize, for all involved, that the 

bŜǎǘ /ŜƴǘŜǊΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘions are primarily focused on the children, not on their parents. In other 

words, other agencies are or should be responsible for supporting the parents in dealing with issues 
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ǘƘŜȅ Ƴŀȅ ŦŀŎŜΦ ¢ƘŜ bŜǎǘ /ŜƴǘŜǊ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƴŜǾŜǊ ŀǎǎǳƳŜ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ŀ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǿƻǊƪΩ ŀgency for the 

parents! This is just one of the expectations that should be clearly communicated from the beginning 

and, if needed, repeated. There is a strong responsibility of staff and volunteers in the Nest Center in 

this respect: they have to safeguard their own boundaries, should be clear and consistent in their 

dealings with parents, and should avoid being dragged into providing psychosocial support to 

parents (helping with debts, material support, and so forth). Of course, if the issue is directly related 

to the child, such support may be necessary (for example, referring the parents to the appropriate 

agency). But in all other cases requests for help should be -politely - declined.  

Meetings with parents 

Parents are usually part of the problem and are therefore also usually part of the solution. What can 

Nest Center staff (and in some cases volunteers) do with parents which will have - potentially - 

positive effects? Here is an overview: 

¶ Individual meetings with parents (or meetings with parents and their child together) 

The Case Manager regularly invites parents for meetings in which progress of the child is discussed. 

These can include meetings with the parents separately, or with the parents and the child together. 

Important is that these meetings fƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ L!tǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǊƻƭŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ Ŏŀƴ Ǉƭŀȅ ƛƴ 

contributing to the goals set for the child.  

If these are meetings in which the child is not present, some room should be give for parents to 

ventilate news, concerns, problems, successes etc., things going on in their lives, which gives more 

insights for working with the child.  

When a child is present during the meeting, staff should be very careful as to the issues that can and 

what cannot be addressed, as one wants to avoid a situation where the parents are directly negative 

towards the child (and vice versa), as that is damaging for the safety and trust a child needs to feel 

within the Nest Center.  

There should always be the possibility for parents to initiate such meetings themselves, but staff 

members have to be in charge of how things proceed.  

If deemed feasible, appropriate and acceptable, certain relevant other stakeholders may also be 

invited to take part (for example, the social worker, a family counselor, other family members, a 

teacher and so forth). 

Minutes of these meetings should be made and afterwards be shared with parents and signed by 

them for agreement. These minutes need to be kept in the Personal File of the child.  

¶ Meetings for groups of parents 

The Nest Center can organize regular meetings for groups of parents. One can think of kinds of 

information evenings, in which a staff member or a volunteer, or some external expert, provides 

parents with relevant information. When guest speakers are invited, take care that they have the 

right attitude towards parents and will address them with empathy and respect. Topics such as 

ΨƘȅƎƛŜƴŜΩΣ ΨŘƛŜǘƛƴƎΩΣ ΨǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘƛƴƎΩΣ ΨŎƘƛƭŘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΩΣ ŜǘŎΦΣ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜŘΦ 5ǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǎŜ 

meetings there should be ample room for parents to ask questions, raise concerns, but also, and this 
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may even be the most important aspect, there should be a lot of space for parents to talk with each 

other, to share experiences, to learn from one another and to give each other support. 

Past practice has shown that this kind of activity should only start once the Nest Center has managed 

to build a trusting relationship with the parents. 

¶ Home visits 

Although not standard practice, and depending on what is culturally appropriate and locally feasible, 

home visitǎ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ bŜǎǘ /ŜƴǘŜǊ ǎǘŀŦŦ ŀǎ ŀ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘǎ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 

situation and to build the relations between the center, the child, and the parents. Again: it is very 

important to be clear about the purpose and expectations towards each other in case of such home 

visits. 

¶ Parents as volunteers 

In rare cases (at least this is the experience so far), it may be possible to engage parents as 

ǾƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƻŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ ŀ ŎŀǊŜŦǳƭ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΣ ŀǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ΨŦŀǾƻǊƛǘƛǎƳΩ ƻǊ lack of 

safety are possible. Very clear agreements will need to be made with a parent before he/she can get 

involved as a volunteer.  

CƻǊ ƳƻǊŜ άƻƴŜ-ƻŦŦέ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŀ ǘƘŜŀǘǊŜ Ǉƭŀȅ ƻǊ ŀ ǎǇƻǊǘǎ ǘƻǳǊƴŀƳŜƴǘΣ ƛǘ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ŜŀǎƛŜǊ ǘƻ 

involve parents as contributors, although an extra eye on how things are going is also needed then.  

If there are special celebrations or events it is always good to invite parents (as spectators), so they 

can share in the positive things that are happening with and for their children. 

In addition to interactions such as those sketched above, staff and volunteers of course will often 

meet and talk with parents informally, either in or outside the Nest Center. Although it is important 

ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ŀ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ άŘƛǎǘŀƴŎŜέΣ ŀƴŘ although it is very important that during these 

informal meetings no confidential or sensitive matters are discussed, it is also very important that 

ƻƴŜ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ǊŜŀŎǘ άǎǘŀƴŘ-ƻŦŦƛǎƘέ ƛƴ ǎǳŎƘ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ ¸ƻǳ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ǘƘŜ bŜǎǘ /ŜƴǘŜǊ ŀǘ ŀƭƭ ǘƛƳŜǎΣ ƴƻǘ 

just during working hours. 

 

 
The coordinator of one of the Nest Centers used to be a teacher in the local 
school, and knew most of the parents as they, as children, had been in her classes. 
She therefore easily established a positive contact with the parents, and noticed 
that many of them had no clue how to raise a child. It was because of her 
observations that we introduced, separately, a program for positive parenting. 
 

 

Potential difficulties in working with parents 

Establishing good cooperation and communication with parents is not always an easy task. Potential 

problems can include: 
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¶ Parents have unrealistic expectations 

Parents expect you to very quickly address some of the problems that their child has, such as school 

performance, certain behavior that is seen as difficult or inappropriate and so forth. We reiterate 

that it is very important to clearly state expectations and possibilities from the beginning, and refer 

back to these should parents come to you with complaints or unrealistic demands. Another 

potentially effective way to avoid these kinds of situations is by keeping the parents regularly 

informed on what is happening with their child. 

¶ Parents spend their free time at the Nest Center, demanding attention for their problems 

It sometimes happens that parents start spending too much time at the Nest Center, demanding 

attention from staff and volunteers for their problems. It is very important that the Nest Center staff 

deal with this swiftly. Again, by referring back to the rules of the center and the expectations and 

ǇƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎǎΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ Ŏŀƴ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ōŜ άƴƛǇǇŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōǳdέΦ 

Pointing out to parents that there are regular meetings (see above) in which issues can be discussed 

may also help. If a parent is oblivious to these arguments and continues his/her behavior, more 

stringent measures may need to be considered. One always has to keep in mind that the Nest Center 

is foremost a safe place for the children, not for their parents.   

¶ Parents come to the Nest Center under the influence of alcohol and/or other intoxicating 

substances 

Sadly, given that these are parents with multiple problems, this situation may present itself 

regularly. Even more than with the previous problem mentioned, immediate and swift action is 

ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ƘŜǊŜ όǘƘŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǎƘƻǿƴ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƻǊΣ ŀƴŘΣ ƛŦ ƴŜŜŘŜŘΣ ōŜ ǊŜƳƻǾŜŘύΦ Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎŀǎŜ ΨȊŜǊƻ 

ǘƻƭŜǊŀƴŎŜΩ ƛǎ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊΦ hƴŜ ōǊŜŀŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŀ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ǘƻ ōŀǊ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘ 

from coming to the center.  

¶ Parents are uninterested in cooperating and seem not to make the necessary effort to 

ensure that their child comes to the Nest Center on a regular basis 

Often parents will show little to no interest in what their children are up to. It will often seem 

parents/caregivers do not care whether their child shows up at the Nest Center or not. In some 

cases parents may even prevent the child from going, for example because the child is required to 

work. This may be one of the most difficult problems to address when trying to work with parents. 

There definitely is ƴƻǘ ƻƴŜ άƎƻƭŘŜƴέ ǘƛǇ ƘŜǊŜΦ CƻǊ ǎǘŀŦŦ ŀƴŘ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊǎ ƛǘ is, first of all, important to be 

realistic in their expectations with regard to parents (basically: do not expect too much!). 

Furthermore, patience and continuously making an effort are important. Sometimes parents may 

not show interest because they have been disappointed in support services before and have grown 

cynical, or they may feel a lack of confidence and therefore act distant. For staff and volunteers an 

important credo therefore must be: persevere! Do not give up on parents too quickly, even if you 

ŦŜŜƭ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀ άǇŀƛƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǎǎέΦ ¢Ǌȅ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ŀƴ άŜƴǘǊŀƴŎŜέ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ȅƻǳ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ 

reach the parent. Sometimes some pressure from other agencies, such as social work or school, 

might also help to persuade parents to become more involved. But, and then we are back to your 

own expectations again, do not let it get to you if you do not succeed. You cannot win them all!  
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Working with schools 

In earlier sections we discussed the importance of working closely with other local stakeholders, so 

as to strongly embed the Nest Center and to increase effectiveness and sustainability of 

interventions. Local schools are undoubtedly amongst the most important local institutions with 

which the Nest Center needs to build a close working relationship. 

When establishing the Nest Center, key persons from the local educational institutions (school 

director, teachers) should be invited to share their ideas on the where, how and what. This will help 

avoid  schools perceive the Nest Center as a potential threat or as a nuisance, but instead as a strong 

additional component of services for children. Similar to work with parents, it is important to clarify 

mutual expectations. Sometimeǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ Ƴŀȅ ǎǘŀǊǘ ǘƻ ǊŜƎŀǊŘ ǘƘŜ bŜǎǘ /ŜƴǘŜǊ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǘƻ άŘǳƳǇέ 

difficult children. This is of course not the idea! The Nest Center can provide additional support, for 

example via homework assistance to children, but the school needs to do its part too. Relevant 

school staff needs to be willing to listen to suggestions by staff from the Nest Center with regard to 

ΨŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜΩ approaches towards certain children, need to, if necessary, spend extra time with a pupil, 

and need to come to regular meetings to discuss progress of a child. These kinds of expectations and 

obligations can be laid down in a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) between the school and 

the Nest Center. Non- compliance by either party with this MoU may (eventually) be a reason to 

cease cooperation (in which case that particular school will not be able to refer children to the Nest 

Center anymore). 

Very often, at least that has been our experience to date , schools are the main referring agency. 

This also requires some clear agreements and guidelines on how this process takes shape (these 

could be laid down in the MoU or could be spelled out in a separate document). Most important 

elements here are confidentiality and consent: a child should never be referred without his/her and 

the parentsΩ ǇǊƛƻǊ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŀƴŘ ŀƎǊŜŜƳŜƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŀƭ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƴŜǾŜǊ ōŜ ŘƻƴŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎƭȅ όǘƻ ƎƛǾŜ 

a clear example: a teacher should not state in the front of the whole class that he/she is planning to 

refer a certain pupil to the Nest Center!). 

School grades provide a very objective and easy accessible measurement of the impact of 

participation of a child in the Nest Center. Access to official school grades should be arranged in the 

MoU, including permission to use them (in a collective way) for advocacy.  

Not unlike with parents, building a trusting, open relationship with a school takes time and 

continuous effort. Inviting school staff to meetings, regularly updating teachers on developments, 

involving teachers as volunteers, inviting school staff to events and so forth, are all important and 

potentially effective methods to achieve this. However, the most important way to get a school to 

άbuy inέ to the Nest Center program is by showing results. In research conducted in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina teachers revealed that pupils attending the Nest Center showed clear improvements in 

their academic performances; this was reported as one of the most visible positive impacts that the 

Nest Center had on children's behavior12. Those are valuable results and as a Nest Center you should 

not be modest in pointing out this kind of impact to school staff (and others!).  

 

                                                             
12 The full research report is downloadable via this link: 
http://www.bettercarenetwork.nl/content/17382/download/clnt/32323_ResearchReportFinal14April2011.pdf  
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In several Nest Centers teachers work as volunteers. They really enjoy this, since it 
gives them the opportunity to work individually or with small groups of children, 
trying out innovative teaching methods and being able to build up better contact 
with the children. In the regular schools they often face roadblocks for their 
pedagogic initiatives, because of colleagues and directors who are not open to 
innovation, lack of time and overcrowded classes. 
 

 

Working with local authorities and services 

In earlier parts we have explained how local authorities need to be involved from the start, as 

institutional supporters of the Nest Center program. The exact extent of this support will of course 

depend on local possibilities and limitations, but it is always necessary, as a kind of minimal 

requirement, to get some kind of official support from local authorities, even if it is just a written 

statement. 

Very often the most relevant local service dealing with children will be a kind of Social Work agency. 

Although it again differs very much per context, in most places around the world such Social Work 

services exist, either as Non Governmental Organizations (NGOs), or as government run agencies, or 

they co-exist next to each other. Since such institutions are often responsible for handling child 

protection cases, they are another important set of local stakeholders with whom the Nest Center 

has to build up a good working relationship. 

Like with schools, an MoU can be drafted between the Social Work agency (or agencies) and the 

Nest Center, in which communication lines, mutual expectations and obligations should be clearly 

defined. Rules surrounding referral also here are important to be established.  

To improve the care for vulnerable children the Nest Center can think of initiating multi-agency 

cooperation in the community. By setting up regular meetings between relevant stakeholders (for 

example: Social Work, school, police and Nest Center), in which certain cases are discussed and joint 

interventions are developed, better support for children at risk can be ensured. For this kind of 

cooperation to be successful it is of course very important that all parties involved are really 

dedicated and ready to do their bit.   

  






























