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Abstract Building on growing interest in translational
research, this paper provides an overview of a special issue
of Administration and Policy in Mental Health and Mental
Health Service Research, which is focused on the process
of forging and sustaining partnerships to support child
mental health prevention and services research. We pro-
pose that partnership-focused research is a subdiscipline of
translational research which requires additional research to
better refine the theoretical framework and the core prin-
ciples that will guide future research and training efforts.
We summarize some of the major themes across the eight
original articles and three commentaries included in the
special issue. By advancing the science of partnership-
focused research we will be able to bridge the gap between
child mental health prevention and services research and
practice.
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There is growing interest in the intersection of research and
practice across multiple disciplines. This field, generally
referred to as translational research (Woolf 2008), has
become a priority among policy makers, practitioners,
researchers, and educators. While much attention has been
focused on the importance of translational research, par-
ticularly in the area of children’s behavioral and mental
health (O’Connell et al. 2009), there has been relatively
limited work aimed at understanding and describing the
role that partnerships play in the translation process. Such
partnerships are critical, if not essential, to the effective
and efficient translation of research findings to practice and
policy; however, additional investigation is needed into the
partnerships that serve as a context and a guide for the
work.

In an effort to advance the science of partnership-
focused research, this special issue of Administration and
Policy in Mental Health and Mental Health Service
Research includes a collection of original research-based
articles and invited commentaries on the process of forging
and sustaining partnerships to support child mental health
prevention and services research. Although the current
issue focuses on the substantive area of child mental health
prevention and services research, we believe that many of
the lessons learned from these studies can inform work in
other areas, such as health and education, and for other
populations.

The overall goals of the special issue were to (1) share
information about how to develop and maintain practice
relationships to support child mental health services and
prevention research; (2) identify theoretical or conceptual
models which guide the formation and maintenance of
research partnerships; and (3) identify future research
directions related to practice relationships. We are pleased
to include eight original studies from several leading
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scholars in the fields of child mental health prevention and
services research. We also have included expert commen-
taries from a leading prevention and services researcher,
and two federal agencies, the National Institute of Mental
Health (NIMH) and the National Institute on Drug Abuse
(NIDA), which have had a significant impact on transla-
tional research more broadly, and have a growing interest
in partnership-focused research.

Overview of the Special Issue

The first paper is by Bradshaw et al. (2012), and it sum-
marizes a program of school-based prevention research
which blends the public health perspective and an organi-
zationally-focused educational framework to prevent
behavioral and mental health problems in children and
adolescents. They provide several examples of their col-
laborative research efforts that have leveraged federal
grants to support large-scale randomized controlled trials;
this work has also informed the scale-up of the prevention
model in over half of the public schools in Maryland. The
paper by Short et al. (2012) also focuses on schools, but
with a keen interest in the role that partnerships play
in narrowing the gap between research and practice.
They describe the ROPE (Relevant research, Organiza-
tional capacity, Platforms for knowledge exchange, and
Evaluation support) model for fostering collaborative
research-practice partnerships across countries, organiza-
tions, sectors, and disciplines in order to increase the
uptake of evidence-based practices in schools.

Riemer et al. (2012) describes some of the critical
components of successful collaboration which supported
the development and implementation of a measurement
feedback system in one of the largest behavioral health
service providers in the U.S. They highlight the importance
of environmental characteristics, structural characteristics,
and group dynamics in creating effective partnerships. The
paper by Poduska et al. (2012) describes the development
of a partnership with the Houston Independent School
District and the greater Houston community to support
research and program sustainability. They provide an
overview of their conceptual framework which guided their
partnership and base-building activities. They also sum-
marize the six-step process used to launch the successful
school-based research partnership in Houston.

Shifting to another context for the delivery of children’s
mental health prevention programming, Bumbarger and
Campbell (2012) describe a decade-long partnership
between the Prevention Research Center at Penn State and
the Pennsylvania Commission on Crime and Delinquency
which has supported the implementation of approximately
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200 replications of evidence-based prevention and inter-
vention programs. They apply a Type 2 translational
research framework and report findings from a series of
studies indicating a significant and sustained impact of
these prevention programs on youth outcomes.

Also focusing on implementation of programs across
multiple agencies, the paper by Chamberlain et al. (2012)
summarizes three models of research-practice collabora-
tion to scale-up evidence-based practices in child welfare,
juvenile justice, and the mental health system in the U.S.
and England. Their collaborative research efforts have
resulted in randomized controlled trials testing the effec-
tiveness of the models. They highlight the importance of
contextual factors in forming and sustaining effective
research partnerships. Sandler et al. (2012) describe an
ongoing collaboration between prevention researchers and
the Maricopa Domestic Relations Court focused on
parental divorce and separation. The collaborative part-
nership has conducted multiple research projects over the
course of nearly three decades, including a randomized
trial of an intervention that targeted children whose parents
are divorcing.

The paper by Brown et al. (2012) summarizes some of
the impressive work of the Prevention Science Methodol-
ogy Group (PSMG), which serves as a model for forming
close collaborations among methodologists, communities,
agencies, and scientists to conduct rigorous effectiveness
trials. PSMG’s more recent research efforts have focused
on processes that facilitate or impede quality implemen-
tation of evidence-based programs; therefore, they also
summarize some novel methodologic work in implemen-
tation science related to the adoption and implementation
of prevention programs.

Drawing on nearly a half century of experience
developing and sustaining research-practice partnerships,
Kellam (2012) outlines ten steps for developing and
maintaining public support for prevention and interven-
tion programs. His commentary identifies the public
health and prevention science perspectives as helpful
frameworks for forming and studying partnerships. Kel-
lam also emphasizes the importance of training the next
generation of researchers in partnership-based research.
As illustrated in the other two commentaries, both NIMH
(Chambers et al. 2012) and NIDA (Robertson et al. 2012)
have had a tremendous impact on translational research,
most notably through their funding of specific research
projects, research centers, and training programs. These
agencies also place great emphasis on the role of part-
nerships in promoting the translation of research findings
to practice and policy; the authors highlight this as a
critical future direction for bridging the gap between
research and practice.
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Common Themes

In looking across the eight original papers and three
commentaries included within this special issue, a number
of common themes emerge. For example, many of the
authors provide descriptions of the important role of part-
nerships or “practice relationships” in supporting imple-
mentation of mental health prevention programs and
improved service delivery across multiple service sectors.
They all highlight the importance of voice and shared
decision-making in the research process (Israel et al. 2005).
It was exciting to see that nearly all of the papers include
community partners as coauthors. The special issue was, by
design, multidisciplinary, as we wanted to highlight the
multiple contexts in which practice-based research was
being conducted, such as schools and school districts,
juvenile justice, family courts, community-based mental
health, hospitals, and other state agencies, to name a few.

Public health has historically been a field that has been
more partnership focused, but we see several examples in
special issue of other service sectors and fields, such as
education and the courts, that serve as a context for forging
long-term partnerships to prevent mental health problems
and deliver mental health services to children and families.
The contextual influences on partnerships are also critical
to understand. Several of the papers highlight collaboration
across multiple contexts, and the different role each partner
plays across context and service sector. A related issue is
careful consideration of the motivating factors for each
research partner and how to navigate situations where the
research process or the findings do not meet all partners’
goals.

Several of the papers described the process, importance,
and outcomes of forging partnerships between researchers
and practitioners to foster high quality child mental health
services and prevention research. Some of the key com-
ponents or facets of successful partnerships between
practitioners and researchers are identified. Several of the
authors provide examples of specific strategies for fostering
successful partnerships, such as spending time together in
informal and unstructured settings where friendships are
likely to develop and authentic personal relationships are
formed. This type of networking and personal exchange
also provides a venue for open and frank discussions about
how to improve the partnership, the research process, and
the outcomes. Although challenging to do, the papers
emphasize the importance of building personal and pro-
fessional relationships that are authentic and sustainable
and that extend beyond any particular project or grant.

The papers also provide several examples of situations
in which practitioners or service providers found it
advantageous to seek out and build on existing relation-
ships with researchers, such as to evaluate large-scale

initiatives or policy relevant activities. There is often a
question of the role that different partners play and which
skills and resources each partner brings to the relationship.
A common language and alignment of goals is important to
ensure mutual understanding. Yet, it is essential that all
partners get their unique, agency-specific needs meet in
order for the partnership to be mutually beneficial. For
example, researchers often need to publish novel findings
in peer-reviewed publications, whereas practitioners may
be more motivated to evaluate locally developed programs
to determine their impact. There are several examples of
situations provided, such as the roll out of a new prevention
or service model, which afforded a unique and strategic
opportunity for researchers to embed a rigorous research
design (e.g., randomization). It is quite clear that the
partnership efforts were most successful when they had
high levels of trust and were focused on a jointly agreed
upon ‘program of research’, rather than just a specific
project. Without the preexisting partnership and foundation
of trust, the rigorous research design would not have been
feasible.

Each set of researchers highlighted some lessons learned
from forming and sustaining partnerships. They provide
some insight into the realities of the partnerships, including
some of the missteps and challenges. Several of the authors
disclosed some circumstances which challenged the part-
nership. Some of those challenges appeared to stem from
issues associated with data sharing, infrastructure and
capacity to conduct research, and fidelity of program
implementation. The authors provide additional insights
into trade secrets related to the identification of specific
points of contact, as well as the importance of information
technology and troubleshooting problems early in the
process. Resource sharing and shared decision-making can
also be challenging for traditional researchers to navigate if
they have not adopted a partnership-focused approach.

Several examples of ethnographic, mixed-methods, and
quality improvement research activities are described, with
a particular focus on the process by which the findings are
shared and used to inform the work of the partnerships. The
authors drew upon several different literatures and fields of
research, including Type 1 and 2 translational research
(Rohrbach et al. 2006), the prevention science perspective,
and related conceptual frameworks such as community-
based participatory research (Israel et al. 2005), par-
ticipatory action research, or design-based research
(Design-Based Research Collective 2003). Others applied
systems theory, organizational theories, and social net-
works to their research in child mental health services and
prevention programming. However, there was some vari-
ability in the extent to which theoretical models guided the
formation or the work of the partnerships. In fact, the
application of theory to the partnership process appears to
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be an area needing additional consideration and research.
As suggested by Kellam (2012), further research is also
needed to operationalize the critical elements of successful
partnerships, as such efforts would enable us to actually
test the extent to which the partnership resulted in
improved program-level and youth-level outcomes over
traditional researcher-driven approaches. We hope that
these examples of successful partnerships and lessons
learned will to inform the nascent science of partnership-
based research and the broader field of translational
research. This work is critical for bridging the science to
practice gap in children’s mental health services and pre-
vention research.
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