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Abstract. This study dives into how early childhood intervention (ECI) can be 

even more effective when it takes a family-centered approach. By looking at 

existing research, author explore the benefits of involving families in their 

children's everyday surroundings and using a transdisciplinary method. Author’s 

main goal is to show how these practices can lead to better developmental 

outcomes for young children. Parents have a huge impact on their child's 

development, and our review highlights that the most powerful interventions 

happen between visits from professionals. It's all about caregivers who have 

strong, meaningful relationships with the child. Author emphasize that 

interventions without active involvement from primary caregivers aren't as 

effective because professionals have limited time with each child. On the other 

hand, when parents are part of the process, interventions become continuous and 

seamlessly integrated into the child's daily life. 

The empirical part of author’s research compares ECI systems in Portugal and 

Italy. These countries have really solid ECI frameworks that prioritize family 

involvement and support in natural settings. Study provides great examples of 

effective practices. Author’s analysis shows that both countries successfully 

incorporate family-centered approaches, which greatly contribute to the positive 

outcomes observed in their ECI programs. Taking inspiration from these 

international practices, author offer recommendations for incorporating family-

centered approaches into Latvia's ECI system. The aim is to customize 

interventions to meet each child and family's unique needs, which will enhance 

the overall quality and effectiveness of these programs. This approach not only 

leads to better developmental outcomes but also creates a more inclusive and 

supportive environment for children's growth and learning. 
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1 Introduction 

The crucial field of early childhood intervention (further also ECI) is dedicated to 

identifying and assisting young children who are experiencing developmental delays or 

disorders or risk of developmental delays at an early age. The importance of early 

childhood intervention stems from its capacity to modify children's developmental 

paths by offering prompt and suitable therapies during their most critical years. Because 

it lays the groundwork for later cognitive, social, emotional, and physical development, 

the first six years of life are very important (Scher, 2022; National Scientific Council 

on the Developing Child, 2020, 2010; Schwarzenberg et al., 2018; Walker et al., 2011; 

Hertzman & Power, 2004; Schonkoff & Phillips, 2000). Neuroscience studies 

(Schwarzenberg et al., 2018; Grantham-McGregor et al., 2007; Schonkoff & Phillips, 

2000), reveal that early life experiences are crucial for brain development. These studies 

emphasize that parents and other caregivers, as well as family dynamics and the social 

environment in which children live, directly affect a child's development, including 

their impact on the central nervous system. A child's capacity to learn, engage, and 

flourish in a variety of contexts can be significantly and permanently impacted by 

intervention during this period (National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 

2020; McCoy et al., 2017; Schonkoff & Phillips, 2000). 

According to research, early interventions can greatly improve children's 

developmental outcomes, which will eventually result in enhanced independence, 

stronger social skills, and better academic achievement. Families benefit from early 

intervention because it allows them to better meet their needs both in early childhood 

and later in life (C. Dunst, 2021; National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 

2020; McCoy et al., 2017; Landa et al., 2011; Schonkoff & Phillips, 2000; Hebbeler, 

2009). Furthermore, by addressing developmental difficulties at an early age, ECI can 

help reduce the long-term expenses related to special schooling, healthcare, and social 

services (Hebbeler et al., 2007). As a result, the significance of ECI cannot be 

emphasised because it establishes the foundation for a child's future wellbeing and 

success. 

Early childhood intervention approaches have evolved significantly over time, 

shifting from a medical model that focused solely on diagnosing and treating disabilities 

to more holistic approaches that consider social and environmental factors (Pretis, 

2020a). Initially, the medical model viewed disability as a condition to be treated by 

specialists, often isolating individuals from social responsibilities (Green & Edwards, 

2023; Hirschberg & Köbsell, 2017; McTigue, 2015; Sullivan, 2011). Over time, the 

social model emerged, emphasizing societal barriers and advocating for inclusivity and 

accessibility (Nisker, 2019; Petasis, 2019). The bio-psycho-social model combines 

these perspectives, recognizing that both biological and environmental factors 

influence a child's development (Forstner, 2022; Pretis, 2020b). The ecological and 

bioecological theories by Bronfenbrenner emphasized the importance of interactions 

between a child and their environment, advocating for comprehensive approaches that 

integrate family, community, and educational contexts (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; 

Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007). 
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Arnold Sameroff's transactional model highlights the dynamic interactions between 

a child and their environment, proposing that development results from ongoing 

exchanges between the two (Sameroff, 1983). Similarly, Guralnick's systemic 

developmental approach emphasizes the importance of family interactions and support 

systems in fostering children's cognitive and social skills (Guralnick, 2008). 

These evolving perspectives have led to a more integrated and comprehensive 

approach in ECI, focusing on collaboration among healthcare providers, educators, and 

families to create supportive environments for children (Pretis, 2020a). 

In contrast to approaches that primarily depend on experts providing care in clinical 

environments, the family-centered approach incorporates treatments into the child's 

daily routine and way of life. According to Carl Dunst and Carol Trivette (2009), this 

approach acknowledges that parents and other primary carers are the most constant 

adults in a child's life and as such, have the biggest impact on their development (C. J. 

Dunst & Trivette, 2009). Interventions become more successful and long-lasting when 

families are given the required information and skills (Guralnick, 2011). The family-

centered approach is consistent with the above mentioned ecological systems theory of 

Bronfenbrenner, which states that a child's development is influenced by various 

environmental systems, the most immediate and significant of which is the family 

(Rosa & Tudge, 2013). This viewpoint emphasises how important it is to include 

families in the intervention process in order to foster an environment that is both 

enriching and supportive of the child's development. Studies regularly demonstrate that 

children display better developmental outcomes, such as increased emotional 

resilience, enhanced social skills, and cognitive ability, when families actively 

participate in the intervention process (Walker et al., 2011). 

Additionally, the family-centered approach is in favour of a transdisciplinary 

paradigm, in which experts from many fields collaborate closely with families to create 

and carry out all-encompassing intervention plans. This paradigm makes sure that every 

facet of a child's development is handled comprehensively, resulting in interventions 

that are more coherent and successful. The transdisciplinary approach improves the 

coherence and quality of ECI services by dismantling barriers between disciplines and 

encouraging interdisciplinary collaboration (Pretis, 2020a; P. J. McWilliam, 2003). 

Professionals from a variety of disciplines, including speech therapy, occupational 

therapy, special education and other specialists, work together in transdisciplinary 

teams to develop a cohesive intervention plan that is suited to each child's individual 

requirements.  

It is crucial for Latvia to develop an ECI system to ensure inclusive and quality 

education for all children, aligning with international sustainable development goals. 

This development would help reduce the risk of poverty and improve the psychological 

and emotional well-being of children, promoting equal opportunities for children with 

special needs. An integrated early preventive support system would coordinate efforts 

across various sectors to support children's development and inclusion in society, 

thereby fostering social integration and reducing social exclusion. Currently, in Latvia, 

the State Chancellery has established a working group composed of representatives 

from various state and municipal education, health, and social sectors. The working 

group is tasked with developing a new legislative proposal to regulate tasks, functions, 
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operations, collaboration, and other aspects of the early childhood intervention system. 

The documents establishing the working group emphasize the need for a systematic 

approach to providing early preventive support at the national and municipal levels. 

Considering that Latvia currently does not have a separate ECI system, but various 

early intervention services are provided, and there is a political will to establish a 

unified ECI system similar to those in other countries, the experiences of other countries 

with long-established ECI systems can provide valuable insights and experiences in 

developing Latvia's new ECI system. Comparing the experiences of different countries 

is mainly done to expand international knowledge and perspective (Bürli, 2019). To 

implement the research idea—a comparative study of the family-centered approach in 

early childhood intervention for children aged 0-6 in Portugal, Italy—it is necessary to 

conduct both theoretical and empirical research on ECI systems and the family-centered 

approaches implemented in these systems in other countries where the early 

intervention system has been operating for several decades. 

The study on the use of family-centered approaches in ECI systems has chosen to 

analyse and compare the experiences of foreign countries, specifically Italy and 

Portugal, because they have fully implemented inclusive education at all educational 

levels (Marsili et al., 2021; Begeny & Martens, 2007; Ianes, 2020; UNESCO, 2008). 

Moreover, Portugal has regulated its early childhood intervention system with a 

separate national-level law (Decreto-Lei No.281/2009, 2009), which is rare in global 

practice (Carvalho et al., 2019). In Portugal, the early childhood intervention system 

has been in place for 33 years, whereas in Italy, specifically in the South Tyrol province, 

it has been established for 12 years. The main objective is to show how these 

approaches might enhance young children's developmental outcomes and provide a 

roadmap for improving Latvia's or other countries ECI system by drawing on Portugal's 

and Italy's experiences. This study will demonstrate the advantages of using a 

transdisciplinary approach and incorporating families in their children's daily 

environments through a thorough literature review and comparison analysis. 

Additionally, it will offer helpful suggestions for researchers, practitioners, and 

legislators who want to enhance the efficacy and quality of ECI programs by using 

family-centered methodologies. 

2 Method 

This study investigates the application and efficacy of family-centered approaches in 

ECI systems in Portugal and Italy using a literature review regarding family-centered 

approach in early childhood intervention and qualitative comparative analysis. The 

main goal, based on the empirical data obtained, is to identify specifics in Portugal, 

Italy by implementing family-approach in early childhood intervention. 

Phenomenological observations, expert interviews, and document analysis are all part 

of the study. A multiple and comparable case study approach is suitable for exploring 

causal relationships as well as developing, testing, and refining theoretical constructs 

(Pickel et al., 2009). Qualitative comparative studies offer a unique opportunity to 

reveal similarities and differences across various contexts, populations, and 
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interventions (Sevkusic, 2006). This approach allows researchers to gain a 

comprehensive understanding of complex factors influencing educational and social 

domains and identify contextual factors that may contribute to the success or failure of 

specific approaches (Abrar, 2018). 

The study used document selection method because documents reflect people's 

experiences, beliefs, and practices. Unlike interviews, documents are not subject to the 

researcher's influence during the data collection process, which can provide a more 

objective view of the subject under study. When combined with other research methods, 

such as interviews, documents can provide a more comprehensive understanding of the 

topic being studied (Bowen, 2009). Since documents usually do not contain enough 

detail to answer research questions (Bowen, 2009), expert interviews also are 

conducted in Portugal and Italy with early childhood intervention system experts 

(Bogner et al., 2018; Döringer, 2021). The purpose of qualitative interviews is to 

explore or gather data about a specific area of interest, focusing on the expert's 

knowledge, characterized as specific expertise in a particular field of activity (Döringer, 

2021). Experts are considered knowledgeable about a specific topic and are identified 

based on their specialized knowledge and status (Kaiser, 2014). Direct observation was 

used in Portugal and Italy to identify best practices. This method is used when the 

observer wants to study the relationships between variables (Edmonds & Kennedy, 

2017), describe some observations about theory (Sandall et al., 2002), allow the 

researcher to explore, describe, and understand different perspectives, and examine 

phenomena in their natural environment (Guest et al., 2013), taking into account the 

understanding that the involved individuals assign to these phenomena (File, 2016). 

Thematic analysis is used to process the data obtained from the selected documents and 

expert interviews (Lochmiller, 2021; Bowen, 2009), while observations are analysed 

using phenomenological analysis (Klinke & Fernandez, 2023; Køster & Fernandez, 

2023). 

In order to ensure that participant rights and confidentiality were upheld throughout 

the data collecting and analysis phases, ethical issues were priority in this study (The 

European Code of Conduct for Research Integrity, 2023). Before any data were 

collected, all participants gave their informed consent and were made aware of the goal 

of the study. 

3 Results 

3.1 Literature review regarding family-centered approach 

The family-centered approach emphasizes empowering families by recognizing their 

strengths and abilities, unlike traditional models that often view them as passive 

recipients of professional guidance. This model is recognized as the most effective for 

providing long-term benefits in early childhood intervention (R. A. McWilliam & 

Strain, 1993). In 1991, Carl Dunst identified various family support models, 

highlighting the family-centered model where families are seen as competent decision-

makers (C. J. Dunst et al., 1991). Later, in 1998, Dunst identified the key components 

of effective support: technical quality, relationship practices, and participatory practices 



 

 

520             A. Rektina

(C. J. Dunst, 1998). These components support family functioning by leveraging their 

strengths and involving them in decision-making processes (Carvalho et al., 2019; C. 

J. Dunst, 2014). 
This approach requires professionals to act as agents, providing information and 

resources to enable families to make informed decisions about their child's 

development. The family-centered approach is both a philosophy and a set of methods 

that recognize the family's central role in the child's life. It supports families in their 

natural caregiving and decision-making roles, emphasizing their strengths and abilities 

(Sandall & Hemmeter, 2006; Brewer et al., 1989). Professionals are encouraged to 

respect families, provide comprehensive information, and collaborate to support family 

goals (Trivette et al., 1997). 

Literature emphasizes that interventions should utilize natural learning opportunities 

in everyday settings, which promote children's behavior and development more 

effectively than structured environments (Bruder, 2010). Thus, interventions in natural 

contexts, such as at home, enhance the sustainability and effectiveness of early 

childhood interventions. Interventions should seamlessly integrate into daily routines 

and interactions with caregivers, which is crucial for practical support (Mahoney & 

MacDonald, 2007). 

Transdisciplinary models are considered optimal in early childhood intervention, 

embodying the family-centered approach. These models involve collaboration among 

professionals from various fields, with parents integrated as team members. 

Professionals jointly plan and implement support measures, enhancing the 

effectiveness of interventions (R. A. McWilliam, 2010; Carpenter, 2005; Bruder, 

2000). Transdisciplinary teams consist of specialists from different areas, with one 

professional maintaining primary contact with the family, coordinating communication 

and integrating team knowledge (Carvalho et al., 2019; Glennen & DeCoste, 1997). 

This model reduces parental stress and improves resource efficiency by eliminating 

unnecessary data collection and ensuring coordinated support. 

Despite its effectiveness, the family-centered approach faces challenges, such as 

insufficient parental involvement and a lack of communication between educators and 

intervention professionals. Professional development and information exchange are 

essential to overcoming these obstacles (M. J. de S. Pinto, 2018; Almeida, 2009). To 

improve early intervention systems, it is recommended to promote group activities for 

parents and children in inclusive social contexts, fostering mutual learning and 

acceptance of diversity. Professional development and parental awareness of available 

services are also crucial for the successful implementation of the family-centered 

approach (Pretis, 2020a).  

3.2 Study of the Portugal’s and Italy’s ECI systems 

The ECI system in Portugal has been internationally recognized for its comprehensive 

and collaborative approach (Carvalho et al., 2019). The system emphasizes family-

centered practices, integrating services across health, education, and social sectors 

through the National Early Childhood Intervention System (further also SNIPI) 

(Decreto-Lei No.281/2009, 2009). This approach ensures that families are active 
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participants in intervention planning and execution, fostering collaboration aligned 

with best ECI practices. 

Portugal's ECI system emphasizes individualized early intervention plans tailored to 

each child's and family's unique needs, with families playing a crucial role in 

developing these plans (Rektina, 2024a). The system also supports professional growth 

for ECI practitioners, focusing on competencies in family engagement, cultural 

competency, and transdisciplinary collaboration (Carvalho et al., 2019). 

Historically, Portugal's ECI system evolved significantly since the 1960s, shifting 

from a medical model to a more holistic, integrated approach. This transition was 

marked by the development of national policies and programs that fostered 

interdisciplinary cooperation (Serrano & Boavida, 2011) and family involvement 

(Almeida, 2000). Since the 1980s, the development of the ECI system in Portugal has 

led to a paradigm shift, where currently ECI services are: 1) individualized; 2) 

implemented in natural contexts (at home, in kindergartens); 3) families are the main 

decision-makers, and professionals act only as supporters, thus promoting 

interdisciplinarity; 4) the aim of ECI is not only the child's development but also the 

empowerment of the family; and 5) the philosophy of ECI is not based on child-

centered intervention, which focuses on the child's deficiencies, but rather on a family-

centered approach, which focuses on the strengths of the child and family (Carvalho et 

al., 2019; A. I. Pinto et al., 2012). 

SNIPI coordinates ECI services across various sectors, ensuring that children with 

developmental delays or disabilities receive necessary support. Local ECI teams, 

comprising professionals from different disciplines, work closely with families to 

develop and implement personalized intervention plans. These plans are developed in 

collaboration with families, who are actively involved in the intervention process 

(Decreto-Lei No.281/2009, 2009; Rektina, 2024b, 2024a). Intervention plans set clear 

goals and action plans to foster a child's development, which shall be periodically 

evaluated and adjusted according to the child's progress (Guralnick, 2011). 

The family-centered approach in Portugal recognizes families as key decision-

makers, with professionals acting as supporters rather than directors. This model is seen 

as more effective for achieving long-term benefits in early childhood development, as 

it empowers families and utilizes their strengths to foster child development (Rektina, 

2024a, 2024b). 

To implement family-centered approaches in Portugal, families must be actively 

involved in the intervention process. This strategy has yielded favourable outcomes for 

children and families, demonstrating the value of family-centered approaches (Bairrão 

& Almeida, 2014). In Portugal, ECI practitioners receive training and support to 

enhance their abilities and understanding of collaborating with families. Professional 

development programs focus on developing competencies in family engagement, 

cultural competence, and transdisciplinary collaboration (Carvalho et al., 2019). 

For more than 30 years, Italy's education system has implemented inclusive 

education at all levels, ensuring access for all children and removing barriers that could 

limit citizens' freedom and equality. This model is also highlighted in the UNESCO 

report as a positive example of integrating all students into the same educational 
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institutions, providing an environment that fosters learning and personal development 

(UNESCO, 2020). 

Italy's Law 104/1992 guarantees individuals with disabilities, including children, the 

right to full integration into society. This legal framework protects the right to education 

and training in regular classes at all educational levels and ensures access to necessary 

support for children with disabilities to develop learning, communication, relational, 

and socialization skills (Legge 5 Febbrario 1992 n. 104, n.d.). 

The autonomous province of South Tyrol in Italy has developed a particularly 

advanced early intervention system based on the United Nations Convention on the 

Rights of Persons with Disabilities and Regional Law No. 7 "Participation and 

Inclusion of People with Disabilities" (Convention on the Rights of Persons with 

Disabilities, 2006; Teilhabe Und Inklusion von Menschen Mit Behinderungen, 2015) 

This system offers free support to families with children aged 0 to 6 who have 

developmental delays or disabilities. Interventions occur in the child's and family's 

natural environment, aiming to promote the child's optimal development and 

integration into society (Dienstordnung Der ‘Familienbegleitung Und Pädagogischen 

Frühförderung von Kindern Mit Beeinträchtigung’, 2012).  

Early childhood interventions in Italy focus on strengthening the family and 

fostering effective collaboration between different sectors to provide comprehensive 

support for children with special needs. To ensure that services are tailored to each 

child's specific needs, the South Tyrol approach involves ECI specialists working 

closely with families to develop and implement individualized intervention plans. This 

strategy has successfully promoted family well-being and supported children's 

development. Families are regarded as partners in the intervention process, with 

professionals providing guidance and support to enable parents to fulfil their primary 

caregiver role (Rektina, 2024). The interdisciplinary approach ensures that all 

specialists working with children apply consistent goals and methods, thereby avoiding 

the mixing of different approaches and ensuring effective results (Thurmair et al., 

2010). For example, when a child presents with both movement and speech delays, an 

integrated intervention plan is developed in collaboration with the family by an 

occupational therapist and a speech therapist. By addressing every facet of the child's 

development concurrently, this collaborative approach produces results that are more 

timely and successful (Pretis, 2020a). 

Professional growth is a crucial component of Italy's ECI system, where 

professionals receive ongoing training and support to enhance their ability to work with 

families. Training programs emphasize developing skills in family engagement, 

interdisciplinary collaboration, and culturally responsive methods to ensure 

professionals are prepared to meet the diverse needs of families (Marsili et al., 2021). 

Professional development in Italy's early intervention sector (in Soth-Tyrol) in most of 

the cases includes a three-year interdisciplinary course in Austria, which covers both 

theoretical knowledge and practical skills for supporting children with special needs. 

This program emphasizes counselling skills and personal development to provide 

effective support for families and children (BFI Tirol, 2024). 

The comparative analysis emphasises how crucial cultural competence is for putting 

family-centered approaches into practice. Professionals working with families in both 
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nations need to be cognisant of their cultural backgrounds and values. The development 

of trust and understanding is facilitated by this cultural competence, which guarantees 

that interventions are considerate of and sensitive to the particular needs and viewpoints 

of each family. To effectively interact with various families, ECI practitioners should 

be prepared through training programs that contain cultural competency components 

(Marsili et al., 2021). 

In addition, ongoing assessment and monitoring are necessary to guarantee the 

efficacy of family-centered strategies. ECI programs can pinpoint areas for 

improvement and implement the necessary changes by routinely evaluating 

intervention outcomes and getting input from families. In order to ensure that 

interventions continue to meet the needs of children and families, it is important that 

they be continuously evaluated (C. J. Dunst & Trivette, 2009). 

4 Conclusions and Recommendations 

The main conclusions and recommendations that follow are based on the findings and 

aim to integrate a family-centered approach within Latvia's ECI system: 

1. Establish National Frameworks: Frameworks and policies at the national level 

shall be established to support family-centered approaches to ECI. These policies shall 

establish standards for creating customized intervention plans and require family 

participation in the formulation and execution of interventions. A national framework 

shall enable the consistent adoption of family-centered approaches across various 

service providers and regions. 

2. Promote Professional Development: ECI personnel shall be provided with 

ongoing training and support to enhance their ability to work effectively with families. 

Training curricula shall emphasize culturally sensitive approaches, transdisciplinary 

teamwork, and family involvement. Ongoing professional development shall ensure 

that ECI specialists are up-to-date on best practices and capable of providing 

appropriate support to families and children. 

3. Engage Families: Families shall be actively involved in the planning and 

execution stages of the intervention process, ensuring that their needs and viewpoints 

are considered. Parents shall be encouraged to take on the role of primary caregivers by 

being offered resources and support. Involving families as participants in the 

intervention process shall lead to better outcomes for children and enhance the 

relevance and sustainability of interventions. 

4. Use a Transdisciplinary Approach: A transdisciplinary approach shall be 

employed to ensure that interventions address multiple aspects of a child's development 

in a coordinated manner. Cooperation between experts from various fields shall be 

promoted to create and implement comprehensive intervention plans. The 

transdisciplinary model shall facilitate the sharing of knowledge and skills, resulting in 

more cohesive and effective treatments. 

5. Monitor and Assess: The efficacy of family-centered practices shall be regularly 

monitored and assessed to ensure they improve children's developmental outcomes. 

Family input and data shall be utilized to guide the development and enhancement of 
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ECI services. Monitoring and evaluation shall ensure that interventions achieve their 

objectives and help identify areas for improvement. 

By implementing these recommendations, Latvia and other countries shall develop 

an ECI system that is more inclusive and effective in meeting the developmental needs 

of all children and their families. By drawing inspiration from the successful practices 

in Portugal and Italy, Latvia shall establish a robust framework that encourages family 

involvement, transdisciplinary collaboration, and continuous development in early 

childhood intervention. 

This study will continue with an exploration of the existing intervention system in 

Latvia to compare the obtained results with those from Portugal and Italy. The 

recommendations derived from this comparison will be adapted to Latvia's cultural and 

historical specifics and integrated into Latvia's new ECI system. 
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