
 PREPARATION 
 
 
4.0  Introduction 
 

Preparations for the family group conferences set the stage for the family, 
community, and government participants acting together to stop the violence.  For these 
groups to form a working partnership required unlearning old patterns of interactions 
and developing ways in which the various participants would have sufficient information, 
supports, and protections to take part in constructive decision making.  Organizing the 
family group conferences took considerable time and care.  Coordinators had to explain 
a novel service approach, prepare large numbers of participants to take part in an 
effective and collaborative manner, make arrangements to meet their special needs, 
and ensure their safety.  On the surface, preparing 32 families for one or more 
conferences may not appear to be that extensive; however, the numbers grew 
exponentially once all family members, their relatives by blood and marriage, other 
close supports, and the involved service workers were included.  Moreover, all these 
parties had their own sets of relationships, affected by their shared histories and 
characterized by varying degrees of cooperation and tension. 
 

This chapter begins by describing the families who participated in the project in 
order to introduce them and to provide the starting point of work with them.  Who was 
considered to be an important part of the family group to invite to the conference, 
however, was a negotiated process.  Thus, the chapter next outlines the steps taken by 
the project coordinators in contacting family members and explaining the FGC to them 
and identifying with them who should be included or excluded.  The invitation list 
snowballed in size as the coordinators contacted prospective guests and learned about 
other individuals who might contribute to the conference.  In order to lay the groundwork 
for a safe and effective conference, the coordinators consulted extensively with family 
members as well as involved professionals.  The chapter then overviews the manner in 
which the project coordinators invited and prepared conference participants--family, 
investigators, and service providers--and provided necessary supports to meet their 
concerns in the context of often quite volatile and dangerous family situations.  The 
chapter describes the arrangements made around venue, travel, translation, and other 
practical details for holding a conference at which as many guests as possible could 
attend and participate in full.  Since first-time and later conferences for a family differed 
to some extent in their dynamics, the chapter compares the preparations for the two 
types of conferences and notes in the latter how much family growth the coordinator 
could draw upon.  The chapter concludes with the family group participants’ evaluation 
of the preparations after they took part in a conference. 
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Throughout this chapter the views of different participants on the preparations 
are included and themes around working within abusive family settings are addressed.  
Attention is paid to commonalities and differences across the three project sites in 
undertaking these preparations.  The information presented here is primarily based on 



various research forms, the community consultations, and the coordinators' reflective 
notes.  The coordinators included both the regular staff and 5 others--4 social work field 
students (1 in Nain, 1 on the Port au Port Peninsula, and 2 in St. John's) and one 
employee of the Labrador Inuit Health Commission.  For specific guidelines on 
organizing family group conferences, the reader is referred to the Manual for 
Coordinators and Communities:  The Organization and Practice of Family Group 
Decision Making. 
 
4.1  The Families 
 

Of the 32 families who took part in the project, 12 were based in or around St. 
John's, 11 resided in Nain, and 9 lived on the Port au Port Peninsula.  These families 
had a total of 82 children under the age of 18 at the time of the conference.  This 
section first describes the families and then examines the abuse within the households. 
 
4.1.1  Description of Families 
 
4.1.1.1  Households 
 

The 32 referred families lived in households that could, at the time of the initial 
referral, be characterized as two-parent, lone-mother, and, in the case of Nain, 3-
generations.  The last refers to a household where the grandparents, their children, and 
their grandchildren live together; in these cases, the parents of the grandchildren are 
single mothers.  In must be noted that these categories changed, as in a situation where 
a lone parent began co-habiting with a partner, for example, and some of the categories 
overlap, as in the case of a lone mother whose children and grandchildren lived with 
her.  As shown in Table 4.1, the three sites differed in terms of the most frequent 
household:  for St. John's it was the lone-mother, for the Port au Port Peninsula it was 
the two-parent, and for Nain it was the 3-generations. 
 
Table 4.1 
Type of Household for the Referred Families by Site (N = 32) 
 
SITE 

 
TWO PARENT 

 
LONE MOTHER 

 
3 GENERATIONS 

 
Nain 

 
3 

 
2 

 
6 

 
Port au Port 

 
5 

 
4 

 
0 

 
St. John's 

 
4 

 
8 

 
0 

 
Total 

 
12 

 
14 

 
6 
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4.1.1.2  Children 
 

The number of children was notably larger for Nain than for the other two sites, 
even when the number of participating families at each is taken into account.  As Table 
4.2 shows Nain had the greatest number (38) of children under the age of 18 while the 
Port au Port had the lowest number of children (18).  The average number of children 
(3.45) in Nain families was also substantially greater than those for the St. John's 
families (2.17) and the Port au Port families (2.00).  As noted in chapter 1, the ratio of 
children to adults in Nain is quite high. 
 
Table 4.2 
Number of Children in Project Families by Site (N = 82) 
 
SITE 

 
n 

 
X for Families 

 
Nain 

 
38 

 
3.45 

 
Port au Port 

 
18 

 
2.00 

 
St. John's 

 
26 

 
2.17 

 
Total 

 
82 

 
2.56 

Note.  These figures include only the children under the age of 18 years in the 32 
project families. 
 

As seen in Table 4.3, there were somewhat more boys (47) than girls (35) in all 
project families.  This pattern held also true for each project site. 
 
 
Table 4.3 
Gender of Children in Project Families by Site (N = 82) 
 
SITE 

 
MALE 

 
FEMALE 

 
Nain 

 
22 

 
16 

 
Port au Port 

 
10 

 
  8 

 
St. John's 

 
15 

 
11 

 
Total 

 
47 

 
35 
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As seen in Table 4.4, the 82 children at the three sites were dispersed across all 
age groups but with a somewhat higher concentration among the school age and early 
teens.  This pattern tended to hold true for the individual project sites.  In all, there were 
19 pre-schoolers, 23 in the ages 5-9 group, 28 in the 10-14 group, and 12 in the 15-17 
group.  The overall average age was 8.90 years, with the averages for each project site 



fairly comparable:  8.63 years in Nain, 9.06 years on the Port au Port Peninsula, and 
9.18 years in St. John's. 
 
 
Table 4.4 
Ages of Children by Project Site (N = 82) 

 
SITE 

 
<1 

 
1-2 

 
3-4 

 
5-9 

 
10-14 

 
15-17 

 
Nain 
 

 
0 

 
3 

 
 6 

 
12 

 
12 

 
 5 

 
Port au 
Port 

 
1 

 
2 

 
1 

 
 5 

 
 7 

 
2 

 
St. John's  

 
2 

 
1 

 
4 

 
 6 

 
 9 

 
4 

 
Total 
 

 
3 

 
5 

 
11 

 
23 

 
28 

 
12 

Note.  Children were divided according to age groups used by the Looking After 
Children Assessment and Action Records.  
 
4.1.1.3  Ethnic Origins 
 

As Table 4.5 show, a major difference among the three sites is the ethnic origins 
of the mothers and fathers of the children.  When asked to identify their origins, all 
project families in Nain characterized themselves as Inuit or settler.  The term "settler" 
refers to people who settled along the Labrador coast since before 1940 and tend to be 
a mixture of European and Inuit descent.  Both Inuit and settlers are members of the 
Labrador Inuit Association.  With one exception, the families in St. John's referred to 
themselves as anglophone; this finding is in keeping with the largely British and Irish 
demography of the capitol city.   
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Contrary to expectations, none of the families on the Port au Port Peninsula 
viewed themselves as francophone.  Two parents were typed as métis, a mixture of 
European and Micmac descent.  The rest characterized themselves as anglophone.  It 
is likely that the research question which asked about language rather than ethnic origin 
masked the extent of French descent of the project families.  Many families of French 
descent on the Peninsula use English as their first language although this is starting to 
change with the introduction of schooling and social programming in French.  The 
francophone character of some of the families on the Port au Port Peninsula becomes 
more apparent when the names of the families and their extended family are taken into 
account.  As discussed later in this chapter, a few relatives viewed themselves as 
primarily francophone (see Table 4.17) although none requested French translation for 
the conferences.  



Table 4.5 
Ethnic Origin of Children's Mother and Father by Project Site 

 
MOTHER 

 
FATHER 

 
 
SITE  

Angloph
one 

 
Franc
ophon

e 

 
Aborigi

nal 

 
Other 

 
Anglo
phone 

 
Franco
phone 

 
Aborig

inal 

 
Other 

 
Nain a 
 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
11 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
0 

 
11 

 
0 

 
Port au 
Port 

 
 7 

 
 0 

 
 2 

 
0 

 
 9 

 
0 

 
 1 

 
0 

 
St. John's 

 
11 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
1 

 
14 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
1 

 
Total 
 

 
18 

 
 0 

 
13 

 
1  

 
23 

 
0 

 
12 

 
1 

Note.  The number of mothers totals 32 for the 32 families referred to the project.  The 
number of fathers totals 36 because some of the children in a family had different 
fathers.  The category "Anglophone" refers to English-speaking, "Francophone" refers to 
French-speaking, and "aboriginal" refers to Inuit, Micmac, settler, and métis. 
aData are missing for 2 Nain fathers. 
 
4.1.1.4  Caregivers 
 

At the time of the conference, the large majority of the children were residing with 
parents or other kin.  As seen in Table 4.6, 70% (58) of the children were with a parent/s 
and another 11% (9) were with relatives.  The remaining 18% (15) were primarily in 
non-family foster care. 
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Table 4.6 
Number of Children by Type of Regular Caregiving Arrangement (N = 82) 

 
DOMICILE 

 
Nain 

 
Port au 

Port 

 
St. John's 

 
Total 

 
Parent/s 

 
32 

 
12 

 
14 

 
58 

 
Relatives 

 
 3 

 
 3 

 
 3 

 
 9 

 
Foster Carer 

 
 3 

 
 2 

 
 8 

 
13 

 
Group Home 

 
  0  

 
 0 

 
 1 

 
 1 

 
Open Custody 

 
  0  

 
 1 

 
 0 

 
 1 

 
Secure Custody 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 

4.1.2  Abuse 
 

The project's statement of philosophy stressed that abuse against any one family 
member cannot be stopped unless abuse against other family members is also 
addressed.  Thus, family violence in this study needed to be examined beyond the 
mandated areas of concerns of the referring agencies, whether it was child abuse in the 
case of Child Welfare or adult abuse in the case of adult correctional services (see 
chapter 4).  In order to capture some of the broader patterns of abuse in the families, 
this study examined the violence in the 32 project families in terms of whether it was 
being committed by males or females against males or females and whether it was 
being committed by adults or children against adults or children.  Gender seemed to be 
an appropriate variable to study since other Canadian studies have found that in 
situations of spousal assault that men are the chief perpetrators and women the chief 
victims (Trevethan & Tajeshwer, 1992; Wilson & Daly, 1994) and in situations of child 
sexual abuse that males are the main perpetrators (Badgley, 1984).  A study of violence 
across and within generations made it possible to examine what types of violence go 
together.  It is increasingly recognized that child abuse is often accompanied by woman 
battering (Bowker, Arbitell, & McFerron, 1988; Stark & Flitcraft, 1988). 
 

To carry out this analysis, the coordinators completed an Abuse Scale on which 
they plotted their estimates of the percentages of abuse for a family along the 
dimensions of gender and age.  In addition, they appended written comments on the 
patterns of abuse in the families.  The term "abuse" here was kept separate from child 
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neglect.  Coordinators completed these scales after the conferences, so that they would 
have as much information as possible on the families.  On the scales, the coordinators 
limited their analyses to the families' current situation because the historical patterns 
often diverged into various permutations both in the parents' families of origin and any 
prior relationships with partners.  As listed in tables 4.8 and 4.9, each dimension had 
four directions of abuse (e.g., male against female, child against adult).  When 
completing the Abuse Scale for each dimension on a family, the coordinator's 
percentages for the four dimensions were to total 100%; for example, in one family the 
percentages on gender were 75% for male abusing female, 25% for female abusing 
male, 0% for male abusing male, and 0% for female abusing female, with all of these 
percentages totalling to 100%.   
 

In 4 families where the concerns centred only around child neglect, the families 
were given a total of 0% for abuse.  It should be noted, though, that abuse was often 
evident in their pasts.  For instance, one coordinator wrote, "This is a single mother who 
grew up in an abusive home, has been in three abusive relationships, is not now in an 
abusive relationship but is unable to cope with raising her [children] without support."  
Although all of the remaining 28 families suffered from some form of abuse, 
percentages were not available for one Nain family, and thus 27 out of the 31 families 
were charted on the scale as having some form of abuse. 
 

The frequencies of occurrences in Table 4.7 show that neither males nor females 
were exempt from inflicting or receiving abuse.  Moreover, with a total frequency at 57, it 
is evident that in the 27 families with abuse, this violence was being committed in 
variety of directions.  In fact, in only 4 of the families was the abuse committed 100% of 
the time in one direction:  these included two cases of male abusing female, 1 of female 
abusing male, and 1 of female abusing female.  Nevertheless, gender patterns are 
evident across the project families.  Not unexpectedly, males were the most common 
perpetrators and females were the most common victims.  According to the 
coordinators' estimates, males committed violence on average about 44% of the time 
against females and 6% against other males while females committed violence on 
average about 22% against males and 14% against other females.  For example, a 
coordinator noted, "Ninety percent of the violence in this family is attributable to the 
father's drinking problem and explosive temper. . . . Abuse is . . . directed toward female 
children mainly by the father but also at times by the mother."  The written comments 
also showed that male violence tended to escalate and encompass further victims.  For 
example, a coordinator wrote, "The abuse began by the boyfriend abusing his girlfriend 
by beating her up; and after he had been in prison he began to make threats against the 
whole family." 
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Interestingly, these percentages also show that abuse tended to be highest 
across gender lines whether perpetrated by males or females.  A case in point, a 
coordinator writing about a mother observed, "she . . . has been emotionally and 
physically abusive to her four children--she has been more abusive to her male children 
than her female children."  It should be further noted that the standard deviation of 



percentages is lowest for within-gender violence, and especially evident for male-to-
male violence where in no case did the percentage of male-to-male abuse rise above 
50%.  Sometimes, though, the abuse appeared to be strongest within a gender.  For 
instance, one coordinator observed, "the mom in this case tends to abuse her [young] 
daughter more so than the others, saying that she doesn't like girls."   
 
Table 4.7 
Frequency of Occurrence and Percentage of Abuse Committed in Project 
Families by the Gender of the Perpetrator and Victim  

 
DIRECTION OF 
ABUSE 

 
f OF 

OCCURRENCE 

 
MINIMUM TO 
MAXIMUM % 

 
X 

PERCENTAGE 

 
SD of 

PERCENTAGE 
 
Male Abusing 
Female 

 
22  

 
0 - 100 

 
44.03 

 
34.84 

 
Female 
Abusing Male 

 
16 

 
0 - 100 

 
21.94 

 
27.28 

 
Male Abusing 
Male 

 
 9 

 
0 - 50 

 
 6.45 

 
12.99 

 
Female Abus-
ing Female 

 
10 

 
0 - 100 

 
14.19 

 
25.47 

Note.  The scales were completed on 31 of the 32 families.  Data are missing for one 
Nain family. 
 

Table 4.8 shows that abuse in many families was committed by both adults and 
children and against both adults and children.  Unidirectional abuse occurred in only 6 of 
the 27 families:  4 of adult abusing child and 2 of adult abusing adult.  From the table, it 
is clearly apparent that adults were the chief perpetrators:  the 45 instances where the 
adult was the offender consumed nearly 80% of the 57 occurrences of abuse.  
Moreover, the percentages showed that the amount of abuse being inflicted was 
greatest by adults.  The coordinators estimated an average of 43% for adult-to-child 
abuse and an average of 35% for adult-to-adult abuse.  The abuse committed by 
children remained relatively low, with a maximum percentage at 40% in any family.  It 
should be noted that parents were not always cognizant that violence against children 
was not an acceptable practice; for example, a researcher observed, "I don't feel that 
the parents had any awareness that their behaviours were wrong or harmful. . . . It was 
a complete shock to the father to learn that you could get into trouble with the law for 
hitting another person." 
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Table 4.8 
Percentage of Abuse Committed in Project Families by the Age of the Perpetrator 
and Victim  

 
DIRECTION OF 
ABUSE 

 
f  OF 

OCCURRENCE 

 
MINIMUM TO 
MAXIMUM % 

 
X 

PERCENTAGE 

 
SD  
OF 

PERCENTAGE 
 
Adult Abusing 
Adult 

 
21 

 
0 - 100 

 
35.16 

 
33.08 

 
Adult Abusing 
Child 

 
24 

 
0 - 100 

 
43.39 

 
34.46 

 
Child Abusing 
Child 

 
6 

 
0 - 30 

 
4.68 

 
10.00 

 
Child Abusing 
Adult 

 
6 

 
0 - 40 

 
4.19 

 
9.84 

Note.  The scales were completed on 31 of the 32 families.  Data are missing for one 
Nain family. 
 

While the scale ratings were confined to current family relationships, the 
appended descriptions revealed that the abuse in many cases crossed generations: 
 

The mom in this family was physically, sexually, and emotionally abused as a 
young person.  She is now in a [long-term] relationship . . . where she has been 
physically abused and is being emotionally abused by her partner.  Both parents 
are emotionally abusive to the children.  The . . . son is physically and 
emotionally abusive to his mother and . . . sister. 

 
There was a long history of abuse in the family.  Although I am not sure 
about the mother's family of origin, I know that there was abuse in the 
father's family of origin.  When the father was alive he was physically 
abusive towards his wife and children.  He also sexually assaulted one of 
his daughters.  The mother's boyfriend now abuses her, and many of the 
children have been in abusive relationships. 

 
The violence in this family has been physical and emotional towards the 
female partner/mother in the family, and primarily emotional abuse of the 
children by the father.  The father comes from a violent home.  His mother 
has been physically and emotionally abused by his father for 45 years.  All 
. . . of his siblings (including him) were physically and emotionally abused 
by his father.  The mother's family has not been abusive. 
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4.2  Length of Preparations 
 

Organizing the family group conferences was the most time consuming of the 
coordinators' activities and required throughout close consultation with family members 
and involved professionals.  The main activities were contacting family representatives, 
identifying who to invite, inviting participants, addressing concerns about the 
conference, making practical arrangements for holding the conferences, and dealing 
with final preparations.  Throughout, the coordinators were responsible for negotiating 
ways in which to ensure the participants' immediate safety while also pulling together 
the necessary people for formulating and implementing an effective plan.   
 

On the average these preparations took place over a 3 to 4 week period in 
advance of the conference although the length varied by the needs and circumstances 
of particular families.  For instance with one family where the parents were 
developmentally delayed, the coordinator explained that the full four weeks were 
necessary because of "the need to repeat key information and make sure they 
understood what I was doing every step of the way.  The other reason for needing this 
amount of Preparation time was because of the large number of family/friends I had to 
contact and prepare for the FGC (35 in total)."  In the next conference, she reported that 
the preparation time was again four weeks but "not as intensive as the previous FGC."  
As a result, she reported, "I was able to work with another family at the same time 
without feeling I was shortchanging either of the families."   
 

The time necessary for preparations is quite similar to that reported for New 
Zealand where in a sample of 184 conferences the average length of time for convening 
a conference was 36 days from the date of referral (Paterson & Harvey, 1991).  Since 
the New Zealand study was studying the practice of family conferencing during the first 
6 to 18 months of implementation, they as true of the Family Group Decision Making 
Project were also reporting figures from when the approach was a recent innovation.  
 
4.3  First Contacts 
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Once the coordinators had received the referral, they contacted the family, 
usually starting with the mother, father, or both.  Who to contact first was determined in 
large part by family composition or dynamics, community culture, project policies, or 
simply immediate accessibility.  Even when the coordinators had a local addresses for 
the parents, reaching them was not always an easy matter at any of the sites, especially 
when they did not have telephones.  Recording her efforts to reach one father and his 
wife, the Port au Port coordinator wrote, "I had made four attempts before I reached 
them.  They were not at home and did not have a phone so at the last visit to their home 
I left a note in their mailbox.  The Dad called me that evening and I agreed to meet with 
them the next morning."  The Nain coordinator spoke of "tracking down" parents in his 
relatively small community, finding a mother walking on the road or a father outside 
chopping wood.  In cases where the a father or step-father was incarcerated, the 



coordinators faced another hurdle to jump in making contact.  Their ability to reach 
inmates, though, varied.  One coordinator found the process quite frustrating while 
another was able to "touch base with the father almost on a daily basis." 
 

The coordinators recognized that the difficulty at times was more than simply 
locating parents; the parents might have reasons for avoiding contact.  One coordinator 
noted that she was unable to reach a mother for over one month and explained,  
 

She did not have a telephone and is in [a program] during the day.  I 
dropped by her house at least 8 times but never found her at home.  I sent 
her a letter and brochure describing the Project and asking her to contact 
me.  She finally contacted me after I left a handwritten note under her door 
asking her to call me to confirm her interest or lack thereof so that I could 
let [the referring agent] know her decision.  In essence, I believe she was 
wary of the idea initially but contacted me because she did not want to be 
seen as having a negative effect on her estranged common-law spouse's 
chance for Parole.  As a victim of violence, I believe that she felt 
pressured to see me however once we met she was positive and keen to 
participate in the Project.  I felt assured that after our initial meeting that 
she understood that she had a choice about participating and that if she 
did not wish to pursue this referral the offender's chance of Parole would 
not be hindered. 

 
For many families, making contact with the project was more than learning about a 
possible service.  Their relationship with the referring agency influenced greatly the way 
in which they viewed becoming involved with the project. 
 

The normal intake procedure was for the coordinator to contact first the parent 
who was considered to be serving as the family representative.  This meant that the 
usual first point of contact was the mother and/or father in two-parent families, the 
mother in lone-mother families, or the parent holding custody where the couple had 
separated, but the coordinators' approaches varied.  The change in project policies from 
voluntary to direct referrals (see chapter 4) meant that the coordinator did not have to 
start with a parent and could contact first another family member such as an aunt or 
grandmother.  The result as described in chapter 4 was that any one family 
representative could not exert an undue veto over the holding of a conference. 
 

In planning their first contacts, coordinators also took into account the abusive 
situation in the home.  For instance, one coordinator described the strategy employed in 
a domestic violence situation where the coordinator had worked previously with the 
couple in a different capacity: 
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My first priority was the safety of the immediate family.  I had experience 
working undercover with this Mom and I set about my work in that manner. 
 I sent a message via the Homecare worker for the Mom to contact me 



when it was safe for her to do so.  She did call and we planned when I 
would come to the house and what she would tell her husband about the 
phone call.  I arrived on schedule and he met me at the door.  He seemed 
happy to see me.  We hadn't seen each other in about 2 years.  He invited 
me in and we all sat at the table.  I apologized for the mysteriousness of 
my visit but explained that I had wanted to speak with them both at the 
same time so they would both get the same information.  This very 
statement protected her [the mother] from the accusations and 
harassment I know she would have experienced after my departure if he 
had known she had anything to do with my being in their home. 

 
4.4  Role Clarification 
 

Coordinators learned early in the project to separate themselves from the 
referring agency.  First, they needed to clarify with families that their role was not to 
represent child welfare or another public authority but instead they were to organize a 
conference so that families would have greater input into decisions over their and their 
relatives' lives.  This particularly remained an issue throughout the life of the project for 
the Port au Port coordinator since her office was physically located within the 
Department of Social Services, giving her at least initially the image of serving as its 
"snoop."  While the issue was accentuated on the peninsula, this coordinator was not 
alone:  coordinators at all three sites had to repeatedly distinguish their role as evident 
in their reflective notes.  For instance, when another coordinator and site researcher 
contacted one mother, her "very first reaction was that we worked with the Department 
of Social Services and she didn't want anything to do with us."  On learning further 
about how the project would provide an opportunity "whereby the family members would 
discuss and decide the safety of the children, and come up with a plan. . . . The mom 
then became a little excited" and eventually signed the consent forms.  Another 
coordinator noted that a father eventually "trusted me a little" because of the 
coordinator's "neutral position" between the family and Social Services.  For a different 
family, the trust building was a protracted process.  Recording the aftermath of a home 
visit, the coordinator noted, 
 

Within an hour of returning to my office, I received the first of the many 
calls I would receive over the next four weeks.  The Mom was extremely 
angry saying her husband thinks this is all `bullshit' and I'm only spying on 
them and reporting back to [the Department of Social Services].  I asked if 
I could come back to the house and meet with them again.  She said yes. I 
went back several times after that and it wasn't until the end of the week 
and 5 visits with them that she signed the Consent to Participate in the 
Research form.  It took a great deal of talking and trust-building which 
remains shaky even to today. 
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In another instance, a coordinator realized that she needed to physically separate 
herself from the child welfare worker whom she had accompanied on a home visit:  



"during this initial meeting [the worker] proceeded to take an authoritative stance with 
the Mom and I felt I had to separate myself from him at that time.  I went into the living 
room and played with the dog."  Despite their best efforts to distinguish themselves from 
Social Services, "there is no escaping it" concluded one coordinator after being warmly 
welcomed by the child's caregivers who then "introduced him to me and told him I was 
from "Social Services."  For some social work students who were placed with the project 
for their field work, their identity as conference coordinator needed to be quickly 
distinguished from their past or on-going role as an employee of the Department of 
Social Services.  This strategy appeared to be effective in all cases; and as one student 
noted, the parents "did not appear to have any difficulty with this and seemed 
comfortable planning their Family Group Conference with me."   

 
Second, the coordinators learned that they needed to keep an open mind about 

the families and avoid prematurely adopting the referring agent's assessment.  A 
coordinator wrote in the reflective notes, "Initially, I was given a very negative picture of 
the Mom in this family by the Child Protection Worker. . . . I never met the woman 
described to me."  With great honesty, another coordinator relayed overcoming 
prejudices shared by many of the professionals in the area.  The coordinator wrote, "My 
first reaction when I was handed this referral was `Oh God - no.'  I had dealt with this 
family before and I knew what I was in for.  At first I found myself trapped in the same 
mind set as everyone else in this office - the `that family' attitude." 
 
4.5  Explanations 
 

In the initial meeting or meetings, the coordinators explained that they had 
received a referral from Social Services (or other referring agency) to contact the family 
and see if family members wished to hold a family group conference.  They then 
explained its purpose, approach, auspices, and legal implications as well as the 
evaluation components.  At this time they stressed that participation for family members 
was voluntary and that confidentiality would be respected with the exception of reporting 
child abuse.  These explanations usually took a great deal of effort and time.  This was 
evident in the description by one site researcher who accompanied the coordinator on a 
visit with a couple who were notorious both in the community and at local agencies for 
their obstreperous nature: 
 

The Coordinator was very explanatory in informing them [the family] what 
they can do about this i.e., having a Family Group Conference and telling 
their side of the story.  The Coordinator used her expertise in dealing with 
this family and I was very impressed with the way she handled herself and 
the situation.  Before leaving, everyone appeared very well informed of the 
(FGC) procedures and expectations and they both expressed they 
understood the explanation.  Still they were not 100% sure that they would 
follow through with the conference.  I felt totally mentally exhausted upon 
leaving their home. 
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On these visits, the Nain coordinator was often accompanied by the site 
researcher who provided translation for Inuktitut-speaking family members.  Even if the 
family members were conversant with English, translation into their mother tongue was 
particularly important since he was not only conveying a factual description of the 
project but trying to help the families to envision what it would be like in terms of their 
own lives.  In one set of reflective notes, he wrote, "I had [the researcher] interpret for 
me as I explained the reason for the referral and how the families in the past have gone 
through such a conference and what can be expected to come out of them, things like 
emotion and family members opening up and talking about things that they have held in 
for a long period of time."   
 

After discussing the project, most family members despite some concerns 
became interested in taking part. The Nain coordinator described a mother as "very 
receptive of all of this information," and in another household he observed that "all 
seemed eager and willing to take part."  In the case of a woman who had extensive 
injury from years of abuse, he commented, that "much to our surprise [she] was very 
easy to talk with and understood why we were there."  The St. John's coordinator 
reported that a mother, whom the referring agency had assumed would refuse to 
participate and depicted as lacking any interest in her children in care, "was tearful and 
open in discussing what had been happening in her family.  She signed the Consent to 
Participate in the Project on my second visit to her."  And the Port au Port coordinator 
related that one family representative gave her a warm reception in part because she 
was a hospitable individual but also because "she was obviously a very desperate 
woman who deeply loved this child" for whom the conference was being called.  
 

Because of the extensive community work in Nain, some people were informed 
about the project prior to becoming involved as family participants.  The coordinator 
noted that in preparing for one conference "family members were very eager to get 
started with this conference as two or three of these family members already knew 
about the [project] through direct dealings with Joan and Gale [the project 
administrators] while they were in Nain talking with the different groups and 
organizations."  In Nain and on the Port au Port Peninsula once the project had been in 
progress for some months, a number of families had heard about the project in advance 
of the coordinator's visit and were aware that other families had benefited from the 
conference both in terms of gaining supports and material resources.  In fact, the Port 
au Port coordinator reported that one young person after talking with another young 
person who had attended an earlier conference expressed the unrealistic (from the 
coordinator's perspective) hope that a snowmobile might be included in his family's plan. 
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In addition to overviewing the family group conference, the coordinators 
explained the research and evaluation components of the demonstration project.  They 
emphasized that participation was voluntary and that their confidentiality would be 
respected (see chapter 3).  In St. John's, families were closest to Memorial University 
and tended to be somewhat more concerned than families at the other two sites about 



the confidentiality of research documents.  In one case, a St. John's mother asked to 
speak directly with a project administrator about research protocols before agreeing to 
take part. In Nain, the challenge was explaining research procedures and forms in the 
language of a very different culture from that of the university.  Contrary to some of his 
expectations, the Nain coordinator found that families were able to follow his 
explanations.  For example, when meeting with a couple with an extensive history of 
woman abuse, he reported, 
 

I had [the Inuktitut-speaking researcher] explain the consent forms as we 
went through them.  Before we went through [the research instruments], I 
asked that we do one at a time and the other would mind waiting in the 
hall.  I offered coffee and began to work with the [wife], who was very 
good and understood the meaning very well, because of her condition, 
crippled and badly scarred from beatings that she had received in the 
past, I just assumed that we would have a great deal of difficulty in making 
her understand. 

 
4.6  Community Panel 
 

As early as possible in their work with a family, the coordinators drew upon local 
resources for consultation on the most appropriate strategies and resources to bring to 
their work with the family.   Although all the coordinators frequently contacted the project 
administrators for advice on working with families and collateral, they also required 
consultants who were versed in the local culture and organizations.  As discussed in 
chapter 2, the coordinators in St. John's and on the Port au Port Peninsula consulted 
with a community panel;  in Nain, where a separate community panel was not formed, 
the coordinator used to some extent the local advisory committee and a consultant from 
the Labrador Inuit Health Commission for this purpose. 
 

Because the names and situations of specific families would be shared with 
community panelists, the coordinators reviewed with family members the list of 
community panelists.  The family members then picked which panelists they did not 
want the coordinator to consult.  In St. John's the family members did not usually know 
the panelists and few panelists were rejected; this left the coordinator with a large 
selection of consultants based in a wide array of organizations and disciplines (e.g, 
education, law, social work).  Quite the reverse pattern was found by the coordinator at 
the Port au Port site where the large majority of panelists were known to the families 
and vetoed on the basis of their position (e.g., as a school authority).   
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After the extensive winnowing, the Port au Port coordinator found, on the one 
hand, that the two remaining panelists offered very helpful guidance in planning the 
conferences and, on the other hand, that it would have been helpful to bring a wider 
community representation to the panel and to enlist some counsellors to offer their 
clinical experience.  In a focus group, the two community panelists and coordinator 
described their sessions together as beginning with an "update" by the coordinator on 



the families and then moving into a "brainstorm" session.  The coordinator had the 
benefit of one panelist's knowledge of many of the families from her own work with them 
and the other panelist's fresh perspective because she was a newcomer to the area.  
Both panelists agreed that the project was "valuable" with one describing it as "one of 
the most worthwhile programs the area," that their work as panelists was not overly 
demanding timewise, that their small numbers made it "easier to get together," and that 
their participation yielded personal benefits.  The panelist who was new the area found 
it to be a way to make connections between her program and other ones; and the other 
panelist commented that the involvement "helped her have a non-judgmental view of 
the families whom have known her before." 
 

In a focus group with her panelists, the St. John's coordinator summed up her 
experiences with them and stated "that from her perspective there has been a great 
deal of comfort in being able to contact people within various systems to get their points 
of view."  For their part the St. John's community panelists appreciated taking part in a 
project which they depicted as "innovative" and "empowering" of families and as being 
"challenging and a learning process" for themselves.  As members of the community 
panel, they broadened their contacts across disciplines, and they also were forced to re-
think ways of working with families.  In particular, as panelists they needed to stop 
coming up with the solutions, or to use their term the "fix," for families and instead 
contribute information and ideas to families who then had a basis from which to 
formulate their own plans.  As true of the Port au Port panelists, they did not find the 
work unduly taxing, in their case because the voluntary nature of their involvement and 
the number of available consultants made it possible for them in good conscious to turn 
down the invitation to attend when their own work was very demanding; moreover, 
when they left the consultation, they did not walk away with more work, instead the 
coordinator would be acting on their advice. 
 

In Nain, the local advisory committee decided not to form a separate community 
panel and explained that two committees would place too much of a demand on the 
community's volunteer resources.  Reflecting back on the work of the advisory 
committee, one member observed that at first the committee had discussed numbers of 
referrals, stages in the process, where meetings would be held, and how plans were 
working out, but once the project appeared to running well, they did not hold many 
meetings.  This interviewee felt that it would have been helpful to have a community 
panel because the advisory committee included a lot of outsiders (e.g., Social Services, 
the police) and did not deal with specific families; a community panel could have been 
composed entirely of local people, who could address the specific referral, would know 
the family history, and could contribute to a game plan for the conference.  
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The result was that the Nain coordinator did not receive the same degree of local 
consultation as true in the other two sites and was more dependent on close 
communication with and more frequent on-site visits by the project administrators.  The 
administrators could not fill the gap on knowledge of Inuit ways, something that the 
coordinator tried to overcome by involving representatives from the Inuit Elders and Inuit 



Women's Group in the family group conferences as information providers on Inuit ways 
and as support persons.  In various meetings, both of these Inuit bodies agreed to 
assist the project, as one elder stated, "I can't help everyone but if someone comes for 
advice, I give it."  A member of the Inuit Women's Group noted that "families are saying 
that the conferences are helping them" and "need community elders to come to the 
conferences"; the members of the group said that they "were willing to send a 
representative to the conferences." 
 
4.7  Social Networks and Confidants  
 

Once family members understood the project and had agreed to take part, they 
drew up an invitation list for the conference.  To lay the ground work for making up the 
guest list, the coordinators first engaged the family member in mapping out the 
important people and groups in their lives and their relationships with them.  To carry 
this out, the coordinators employed a Social Network Map whose findings will be 
reported in the 1996 report on outcome findings (see chapter 3) and a series of Close 
Friends Questions.  Often family members assumed that they had few contacts, only to 
find at the end of the process that their social network was far greater than anticipated.  
One coordinator observed that after completing the map a mother "was a little surprised 
herself at the number of people she had in her life."  The map also helped the 
coordinators become familiar with the family, their social networks, and their current and 
potential supports and stresses.   
 

In conjunction with the map, family members completed a series of Close Friend 
Questions on whether or not they had a close friend in whom to confide, particularly 
regarding matters of abuse.  These questions were completed by 80 individuals:  48 in 
Nain, 8 on the Port au Port Peninsula, and 24 in St. John's.  The numbers for the Port 
au Port are low compared to those for the other two sites but represent at least one key 
individual participating in a conference where family agreed to take part in the research 
component of the demonstration project.1  The Close Friend Questions included 5 items 
listed in Table 4.9.  Each of these items were scored as follows:  a "yes" response was 
given a score of 4, a "no" was given a 0, and a "perhaps" was seen as the mid-point and 
given a score of 2.  Combined these 5 items formed a total Close Friend score with a 
possible range from 0 to 20.  The total scores for the three project sites varied 
somewhat with the Port au Port having the highest mean at 17.50 (SD = 2.78), Nain 
having the middle mean at 15.62 (SD = 4.70), and St. John's having the lowest mean at 
14.67 (SD = 6.09).  It is difficult to form conclusions on the meaning of this variation 
because of the different numbers of respondents at the three sites.  Nevertheless, one 
can speculate that in the smaller communities despite the fears around gossiping 
neighbours, people were more likely to have someone in whom they could confide. 
                                                 
For conferences where the coordinators completed the Close Friend Questions, Nain had an 
average of almost 5 respondents per conference, St. John's had an average slightly over two, and 
the Port au Port had an average slightly over one. 
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The table shows that the family members interviewed usually had a close friend 

who was considered to be trustworthy and understanding.  The total average score is 
moderately high at 15.52.  Given the abuse prevalent in these families, however, it is of 
concern that the lowest individual mean (2.35) in the table is for past performance in 
disclosing the violence.  On this item Port au Port has the highest mean (3.25), St. 
John's has the second highest (2.44), and Nain has the lowest (2.17).  When asked if 
they would go to this trusted individual if further violence occurs, however, the mean 
scores at the three sites become closer to one another (Port au Port X = 3.50, Nain X = 
3.38, and St. John's X = 3.30).  Although one is left wondering if the family members will 
actually carry through on informing a  confidant in the future of a reoccurrence of the 
abuse, the hope is that the family group conference would have cemented positive ties 
and firmed up opportunities for future disclosures of abuse. 
 
Table 4.9 
Mean Responses to Close Friend Questions 

 
QUESTIONS 

 
X 

 
SD 

 
Do you have a close friend/family member in 
whom you can confide? 

 
3.38 

 
1.34 

 
Is there someone who understands you? 
 

 
3.35 

 
1.26 

 
Is there someone with whom you can openly 
discuss the violence/abuse in your family? 

 
3.15 

 
1.42 

 
Have you discussed what has been happening 
with this person?a 

 
2.35 

 
1.49 

 
Would you go to them if further violence 
occurred in your family? 

 
3.37 

 
1.22 

 
TOTAL SCORE 

 
15.52 

 
5.02 

Note.  Yes = 4, perhaps = 2, no = 0.  Total number of respondents was 80, with one 
missing value for the last two items listed. 
aForced-choice responses for this question only were "fully," "partly," and "not at all." 
 

Combined with the map, the information from the Close Friend Questions offered 
the coordinators insights into the person's situation as one coordinator reported: 
 

I asked [the family member] to map 15 people who her relationships with 
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were important to her.  She gasped and said 15 - I'll never do it.  When 
she finished, she had 30 people in her map.  This woman is well 
connected in the community in terms of family, friends, neighbours and 
organizations.  However, when we did the close friend scale - she did not 
have anyone whom she feels she can truly confide in.  When . . . asked 
why, she responded that she does not trust anyone. . . . There is no 
loyalty - not even among most family members.  The message seems to 
be "I like you today but I may not like you tomorrow" - depends. 

 
In hindsight, the coordinators at times wished that they had undertaken the social 
network mapping with more family members, either to help them locate a support 
person to bring to the conference or to identify in advance of the conference possible 
programs or organizations to include in the plans.   
 
4.8  Invitation List 
 

After completing the social network mapping, the family members were then 
primed to develop a guest list for the conference.  Typically, family members 
immediately identified certain relatives to invite, hesitated over others, and rejected a 
few.  On a form entitled "People to Invite to the Conference," the coordinators recorded 
whom the family members wanted to invite; if they wanted a support person and if so, 
whom; and whom they did not want to invite.  As seen in Table 4.10, overall 
respondents wanted to invite more people than they did not want to invite.  On average 
they wanted to invite 11 guests and did not want to invite between two to three people. 
 
Table 4.10 
Mean Number of People that Interviewees Wanted to Invite and Not to Invite 

 
 

 
N OF 

RESPONDE
NTS 

 
MINIMUM 

TO 
MAXIMUM 

 
X 

 
SD 

 
How Many People 
Did They Want to 
Invite? 

 
36a 

 
4 - 27 

 
11.00 

 
6.12 

 
How Many People 
Did They Not 
Want to Invite? 

 
36b 

 
0 - 6 

 
 2.56 

 
1.37 

a Data are missing for 3 respondents. 
b Data are missing for 9 respondents. 
 

Table 4.11 summarizes the roles of interviewees for whom the coordinators 
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recorded the number of people they wanted to invite.  Although the data are incomplete 
for all families, the numbers indicate that coordinators consulted the most closely with 
mothers on whom to invite. 
 
Table 4.11 
Family Role of Interviewees Citing a Reason for Inviting a Guest to a First-Time 
Conference 

 
ROLE IN/WITH FAMILY 

 
TOTAL 

 
Mother 

 
16 

 
Father 

 
 6 

 
Daughter 

 
 5 

 
Son 

 
 4 

 
Other Family 

 
 3 

 
TOTAL 

 
34 

 
Table 4.12 below lists the main reasons cited by family members for inviting a 

guest to the conference.  By far the most frequently cited reason was that the guest was 
a member of the family, whether in the invitor's immediate family of origin or extended 
family.  This reason was cited over 40% (151) of the time.  The next most common 
reasons had to do with a positive rapport between the invitor and invited, with the latter 
seen as a friend (47 times), a supportive individual (45 times), or 
understanding/insightful (30 times).  Comments in these categories included:  "she is 
my grandmother and is supportive and tells it like it is," "she'll be there if I burst out in 
tears, swear, or do something bad," "he understands me and can help," a "close friend 
with good insight," "he sees what's going on," or simply "she'll be there for me."  A 
caring relationship, however, was not always the criterion for inviting someone.  In 22 
instances, the presence of an individual was desired precisely because he or she was 
seen as involved in the situation or a part of the problem.  Explanations for extending 
these invitations included:  "she is part of my troubles and problems," "so he'll 
understand what's going on," he "needs to recognize that there is a problem so he has 
to be part of the solution of resolving," or on a pragmatic note, "she's the one who would 
be looking after my children when they go to my father's."  In 17 cases, the person 
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wanted to be able to express their feelings to another person:  "I want him to hear what 
we have to say about him" or "so she can hear what I have to say."  Sixteen times 
people were desired because they wanted to help:  "community elder and thinks he can 
help" or "my daughter's brownie leader who told us she would help."  At other times 
(12), the person was invited because others wanted them to attend the conference; for 
example, one mother said, "I don't mind even though she isn't my friend anymore but 
the victim may want her there."  Nine times the reason cited was an individual's 
professional capacity such as counsellor or daycare worker.  And in 13 cases a person 
was placed on the guest list either because they were viewed as someone who could 
help (e.g., "don't talk much about it with her but I feel she can help me") or would speak 
out at the conference (e.g., "Good friend.  Smart.  Talks out."). 
 
Table 4.12 
Frequency of Reason Cited for Inviting a Guest to a First-Time Conferences  

 
REASON FOR INVITING 

 
f 

 
A Family Member 

 
151 

 
A Friend 

 
 47 

 
Supportive 

 
 45 

 
Understanding or Insightful 

 
 30 

 
Involved in the Situation or Part of the Problem 

 
 22 

 
Wanting to Tell the Person How I Feel 

 
 17 

 
They Feel They Can Help Me 

 
 16 

 
Others Want Them to Come 

 
 12 

 
A Professional 

 
  9 

 
Can Help Me 

 
  7 

 
Can Speak Up For Me 

 
  6 

 
TOTAL 

 
362 

Note.  Data came from 34 respondents. 
 
4.9  Exclusions 
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In addition to citing reasons for inviting guests, family members also gave 

reasons why they did not want someone to attend.  Where the coordinators recorded 
these reasons, the most common respondent was the mother, again indicating that her 
wishes were particularly sought after (see Table 4.13). 
 
Table 4.13 
Family Role of Interviewees Citing Reason for Not Inviting a Person to a First-
Time Conference 

 
ROLE IN/WITH FAMILY 

 
TOTAL 

 
Mother 

 
13 

 
Father 

 
5 

 
Daughter 

 
3 

 
Son 

 
3 

 
Other Family 

 
1 

 
Friend 

 
2 

 
TOTAL 

 
27 
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As seen in Table 4.14, the most common single reason for not inviting was a 
child's age.  Almost all the remaining rationales had to do with some limitation or 
negative characteristic of the individual.  While the project was committed to overcoming 
various obstacles preventing people from attending, the inviters perceived these as too 
limiting:  "he is deaf and wouldn't be able to understand," "she is disabled and may not 
be able to come," or "she has bad nerves and may not want to come."   Others were 
rejected because of their history with the family:  I "don't feel this person knows enough 
about our problems and should not get involved," "she never cared or helped anyway," 
"his presence will only cause unnecessary tension at the conference," "when she drinks 
she talks about family matters and makes things worse," he "may tell his other friends 
and embarrass me and my family," or a terrifying possibility, I "do not want children's 
father involved as he is dangerous and may attempt to exert control and take the 
children out of the country."   



 
Table 4.14 
Frequency of Reasons Cited for Not Inviting a Person to a First-Time Conference   

 
REASON FOR NOT INVITING 

 
f 

 
Too Young to Take Part 

 
12 

 
Do Not Like Them 

 
11 

 
Don't Think It Is Their Business 

 
11 

 
Will Make Things Worse 

 
 9 

 
Wouldn't Understand My Problem/Family 

 
 8 

 
Don't Trust Them 

 
 6 

 
Would Not Be Helpful 

 
 5 

 
Too Inconvenient for Them 

 
 4 

 
Don't Care About Me 

 
 3 

 
TOTAL 

 
69 

Note.  Data are from 27 respondents. 
 

Although no individual family group member had the power to exclude any other 
person, the coordinators attended closely to the wishes of persons who had been 
abused or the wishes of non-abusing mothers.  Over the course of the entire project, 
only one person was formally excluded by a coordinator, and this decision was later 
reversed at the family group conference.  It was a situation of a separated couple where 
the woman had been severely abused by her former partner, the biological father of 
some of her children.  During the initial planning with the coordinator, the mother 
expressed fears about her ex-partner returning to the community for the conference; 
and contrary to the expressed wishes of the father, the coordinator refused to request 
travel funds for his attending the conference.  At the conference, the family identified 
that his participation was necessary for developing a plan for meeting the children's 
needs and, with the concurrence of the mother, asked that he be invited to a second 
session of the group.  Formal exclusions were not only imposed by coordinators.  In one 
case, an offender had a court order to stay away from the victim; although 
contemplated, the judge was not asked to lift the ban because the focus of the 
conference was not on the offender's relationship with his ex-partner. 
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At times, coordinators wondered if they should be excluding offenders or their 

side of the family, particularly in situations of long-term physical and sexual abuse.  
Reflecting back on the preparations for a conference where the child had connections to 
the maternal family, biological father's family, and offending step-father's family, the  
coordinator wrote, 
 

My first mental debate consisted of thinking around whether or not the 
offender's family should be invited to the conference.  Now that it is over, I 
feel I made the right decision [to invite them].  However, I also know that a 
very different conference would have occurred had they not been there.  
Without doubt, had they not been there the Mom would have been 
aggressively challenged by the members of the [biological father's] family. 
 I feel I made the right decision because during my preparation with this 
family it became very clear to me that the two families were very 
enmeshed in each others' lives and they all considered the victim a 
member of their family.  As well, it was very clear to me that the offender 
would continue to be a part of the Mom's life and the involvement of the 
offender's family in the plan was essential to the safety of the victim and 
the other child in the family. 

 
In the evaluation workshop at the end of the project, one coordinator observed that she 
had gone through similar uncertainties about inviting a father who had abused his wife 
and children (now adults) over many years.  She said, "I talked about excluding him but 
they [wife and children] all wanted him to hear it all." 
 

Far more common than formal exclusions were informal ones that occurred 
through a variety of means.  In some cases, family members did not make the 
coordinator aware of relatives, sometimes deliberately but also through oversight or 
ignorance on their part of these connections.  In Nain where it was not uncommon for 
children at an early age to be placed by their parents in other homes, the kinship ties 
were often quite complex and unclear.  The benefit was that with some work, the 
coordinator could uncover a wide network of connections which could be drawn upon in 
pulling together a family group for the conference.  Family or community elders, 
relatives, and often the Inuk site researcher were rich sources of information.  In all 
three project sites, the hard lives of some family members made it difficult to locate 
them.  One coordinator learned that "the Dad has two brothers, one who is referred to 
as the `murderer' and the other as `lost'.  The `murderer' was an extremely violent 
alcoholic. . . .  No one knew where he is now or even if he is still alive.  The other 
brother has not been home for many years and no one ever hears from him.  Again, no 
one I spoke with knew how to reach him."   
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In other cases, family members withheld names at least initially.  Likewise, a New 
Zealand study (Patterson & Harvey, 1991) of 184 family group conferences found that 
numbers of participants were often kept relatively small at an average of 6, often 



because immediate family members refused to identify extended family out of shame or 
an effort to maintain their privacy.  Although in the Newfoundland and Labrador project 
the average number of family group participants was somewhat greater (see chapter 5), 
coordinators faced resistance as well.   
 

Much of this reluctance was a result of the family members' past and current 
relationships with their relatives and other community members.  In pulling together the 
guest list with one mother, the coordinator reported,  
 

I spent a great deal of time negotiating with this Mom about who to invite 
to the conference.  She has received so much negative feedback from 
everyone in her life and her community that she didn't want anyone to 
come.  I kept saying to her "what do you think they'll learn at the 
conference that they don't already know?"  She could not answer that 
question but confidentiality remained a really big issue throughout my 
work with this family. 

 
Persevering, the coordinator was eventually able to elicit some names.  These relatives, 
although they had lost contact with the mother, showed that they "care very much for 
the Mother" and at the conference "gave quite valuable input" and "good direction and 
support."  Since the conference, the coordinator learned from the mother that these 
relatives have maintained contact and "although the Mom said they were busynosing - I 
sensed that she was really quite pleased about this." 
 

As in the above example, further clarification of the conference's purpose and 
how it worked sometimes led family members to change their minds on who to invite.  In 
another case, a mother who was being urged by the family of her former abusive 
partner to accept him back was "hesitant about inviting members of his family to the 
FGC at first, but as we began preparations she wanted them all there so they would get 
correct information about the situation and stop pressuring her."  In other instances, the 
coordinators came to the same conclusions at the family members on not inviting 
certain relatives.  For example, one coordinator reported,  
 

Both of the parents were reluctant to share the names and numbers of 
family members with me.  It took a fair bit of discussion to get the names 
of the father's family, and I was only given the names of two sisters and a 
brother on the mother's side.  I did have an opportunity to speak with the 
mother's mom, the critical nature of this contact and the adamant position 
of the mother that she did not want her parents involved led me to support 
this course. 
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It was common for coordinators to find that the mothers wished to exclude the 
biological fathers of their children.  These were men with whom the women might not 
have had contact in years or did not want the father's exerting influence over the 
children.  In one case, the mother simply did not know the whereabouts of the biological 



father although both she and the young person in question would have liked to have 
had him attend.  Some young people had reservations about inviting their biological 
fathers as evident with one youth when the coordinator "asked him about his father - he 
was adamant - he did not want him to be there."  A young woman when asked if she 
wanted her biological father to attend said that "she really didn't care if her father was 
there or not and she meant it."  In this case the coordinator decided not to call upon the 
father because "contacting him would certainly have caused a lot of pain in his family 
and possibly even a breakup - since the conference was not about her [the young 
woman] - there was nothing to gain."   
 
4.10  Size of Invitation List 
 

The project staff wavered on the optimal number of people to invite to a 
conference.  At the end of the project in an evaluation workshop, the Port au Port and 
St. John's coordinators and researchers debated the merits of larger versus smaller 
sized conferences.  Coming down on the side of larger as better, the Port au Port 
coordinator described the progression in her thinking on this matter: 
 

At first I was really towards everybody coming.  And then I was more 
towards whoever is important to that person and who they feel is a part of 
the family. But the more people that I could negotiate with that person to 
get there, the better the conference was. . . .  Definitely, the more family 
you can get to attend, and whatever skills that involves, I'm not sure I 
would want it to be law, but whatever skill it takes that you can negotiate to 
get people together. To get them agree to come together. The bigger the 
conference the better they were, the small ones were good too in that 
there were good plans and that, but a lot of stuff did not get addressed, 
dealt with, confronted, established, and left the same way it came in. 

 
When asked why the larger size made for more challenging and confronting, the Port au 
Port researcher replied, "Because of the information that everybody had. There were 
more people there to share, to pass on to each other. Whereas with a smaller group, 
everybody just came with bits and pieces."  Qualifying this position, the St. John's 
researcher stated: 
 

I think that it depends on each family.  For each family I think there is an 
optimal number or size and I think that maybe it's hard to tell what it is.  I 
agree that some are too small.  But I also look at some of them that were 
quite large, almost unmanageable. I think that in the last one, if certain 
people  hadn't been there and it had been just a little smaller that maybe 
discussion might have been a little more open.  Some of the older people . 
. . were not comfortable, who didn't contribute a lot. 
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While acknowledging that the large group was unwieldy, the St. John's coordinator 
pointed out, "If I had excluded some of those people, none of that side of the family 



would have come."  She added, "I think that the opportunity to invite everyone and give 
them the choice to come is very important." 
 
4.11  Children 
 

Although the project did not formally set an age limit below which children were 
not to attend a family group conference, 12 years was the age normally used at the 
three sites.  Below that age, children were usually seen as too young to take part 
because of the length of the meetings and their subject matter both by family members 
and the project coordinators.  The project differed in this respect from family group 
conferences in New Zealand where legislation supported children's participation.  
According to the New Zealand Children, Young Persons and Their Families Act of 1989, 
children and young people have a right to take part in decisions at the family group 
conference but can be excluded if the coordinator believes that attending will not be in 
their best interests or for other reasons such as their degree of maturity or 
understanding of the proceedings.  The Patterson and Harvey (1991) survey found that 
a child had been excluded in over one-fifth of the cases sampled.    
 

In Nain, Inuit customs on young people not speaking in front of their elders 
reinforced to some extent the decision.  In his reflective notes, the Nain coordinator 
recorded the discussion on this matter in one family:  "the oldest of these five children is 
eight years old and family members from both sides agreed that they would be much 
too young to have any involvement in this conference."  Strategies were used though to 
secure the views of children in Nain.  These included the coordinator holding a pre-
conference session with the children and then sharing their ideas later at the conference 
or picking a spokesperson to speak on behalf of the children at the conference.  
Likewise at the other two sites various means were used to ensure that the wishes of 
the children were taken into account.  These included meeting privately with children to 
find out their views, having children prepare a written statement which would be read 
out at the conference, or placing a very young child's photograph in the middle of the 
conference room.   
 
4.12  Support Persons 
 

The project policy was that any child under the age 16 who had been abused and 
planned to attend the conference must choose a support person to accompany them; 
adults who had been abused would be strongly encouraged to do likewise; and others if 
they wished could bring a support person.  The support person was to be an adult who 
could provide emotional support, speak on behalf of their companion as needed, 
withdraw their companion from the meeting if they needed time out, and generally 
monitor their companion's well-being over the conference. 
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Coordinators completed a form stating whether or not the interviewee requested 
a support person.  As seen in table 4.15, for the 60 individuals whose responses were 
recorded, the large majority (50) said that they wanted a support person. 



 
Table 4.15 
Number of Interviewees Recorded as Requesting a Support Person 

 
 

 
Yes 

 
No 

 
Don't Know 

 
Do You Want a Support 
Person? 

 
50 

 
9 

 
1 

Note.  Data are from 60 respondents. 
 

As seen in table 4.16, their reasons for selecting these individuals paralleled 
many of those for inviting a guest to the conference, except that now friends figured in 
greater numbers than family members.  In their rationales, the support persons were 
portrayed as caring, understanding, and deserving of trust.  Their comments included:  
"this person feels I may need someone, I trust him," "she speaks her mind, she has 
been a lot of help to me in the past and I trust her," "she is a very caring person, she will 
be there and remain objective," and "I talked with him before in grief and when I was 
down." 
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Table 4.16 
Frequency of Reason Cited for Selecting a Support Person at a First-Time 
Conference 

 
REASONS FOR SELECTING 

 
f 

 
A Friend 

 
21 

 
Understanding 

 
15 

 
Supportive 

 
14 

 
Can Trust 

 
12 

 
A Family Member 

 
9 

 
Helpful 

 
8 

 
Will Speak Up For Me 

 
4 

 
A Professional 

 
3 

 
TOTAL 

 
86 

Note.  Data from 50 respondents. 
 
Mothers 
 

At all three sites, women often agreed to have a support person.  They welcomed 
the support in a situation anticipated to evoke anger, blame, and fear.  The women 
tended to make wise choices.  For instance, one abused mother selected a support 
person who "had also gone through abuse from her husband" and became her 
strongest advocate at the conference.  Unfortunately another mother who needed a 
support person attended the conference alone.  When her counsellor was unable to 
attend, the mother could not come up with a replacement because as she explained, "I 
don't trust anyone and I have no friends here." 
 
Young People 
 

Sometimes the young person was immediately able to identify a support person, 
as in the case of a youth who asked that his oldest sister serve as his support person 
because she was the "only person in his life that he trusts."  Young people often picked 
a relative, guidance counsellor, or foster parent for their support person.  In many 
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instances, helping young people to select a support person took skill on the part of the 
coordinators, who worked to create a context in which the young people felt safe to 
reflect on their needs and articulate them to the coordinator.  Describing one such 
successful process with a youth, the coordinator wrote: 
 

I spoke with the . . . boy.  he did not want to speak to me so I made it as 
easy for him as possible.  I told him he did not have to speak but just 
listen.  So I stared at the wall and began my explanation in a language he 
would understand.  I told him I would really like for him to come to the 
conference and that he could choose a support person and any others 
that were important in his life.  I told him to send the message by his Mom 
and I would get it.  The next day his Mom called me and told me he would 
go to the conference if his former foster-father would go with him. 

 
Although no one young person who had been abused was to attend the 

conference without an adult support person, in practice this policy was not always 
carried out.  A major reason was that the young person could not or would not identify a 
support person.  Describing her efforts to secure a support person for a young person, 
the coordinator wrote: 
 

I had a discussion with her the day before the conference.  She shared 
with me some of her true feelings with regard to her family and she felt 
confident that she would be able to express herself at the conference.  I 
asked her if she wanted a support person but she declined.  She did need 
a support person however, because she did not share her feelings with 
her family at the conference. 

 
Another difficulty was that young people often wanted to select a peer to be their 
support person.  In one conference, this worked out well because the young woman 
was accompanied by a teenager who was very understanding while also having the 
benefit of an adult relative assigned as her formal support person.  For a young man, 
selecting another adolescent "wasn't a good choice."  The coordinator explained that 
the young man could identify "no adult in his life he trusts" so "he chose his peer, one 
year older than him - his best friend."  On the day of the conference, the coordinator 
sent a taxi to pick the friend up but he refused to get out of bed.   
 
Fathers 
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Besides the persons who had been abused, the coordinators quickly learned that 
the abusers as well as other family members often needed and wanted a support 
person.  Although some offending fathers presented themselves as too strong to need a 
"support person," they did acknowledge the benefit of having someone to assist them in 
keeping their anger under control.  Describing one such situation, the coordinator noted, 
"The two uncles who attended the meeting were people the Dad had respect for and he 
wanted their approval.  It was imperative that they be present at the FGC as this 



ensured the Dad's attendance and his good behaviour."  In another family, the 
coordinator was less successful in helping the father identify the need for support 
person: 
 

Dad is a large macho, athletic man who presents as a tough guy. . . . He 
was able to open up in private but not with anyone else present.  He 
declined a support person and said it would be best for him to shut up in 
the meeting (I believe this a pattern for him in how he has handled 
problems within his family - say nothing, let his wife take the blame, make 
decisions by refusing to make decisions).  

 
Yet another father refused a support person but in this case a relative served unofficially 
in this capacity at the conference: 
 

One of the concerns expressed by all family members was the temper of 
the father and his ability to control this.  I encouraged him to choose a 
support person but in the end it was his decision to go it alone.  What I did 
do in preparation for this was be quite honest with him about what he 
could expect from information providers and family members.  We talked 
in some length about his drinking and his temper so that on the day of the 
conference there were not going to be any surprises for him.  As well he 
had a major voice in choosing his brother in-law as the note 
keeper/facilitator of the family deliberation time, a person who he identified 
as someone who would recognize and respond if he started to lose his 
cool. 

 
Summing up her experience with urging men to select a support person, a 

coordinator concluded that she needed to avoid the term "support person": 
 
For boys and men I often said "Someone who can help you keep your 
temper if you feel it's going to go off the handle and who can go out and 
have a smoke with you.  And they can understand that.  But to say 
"support person" they see that as some kind of weakness or I need 
someone else to do my work for me.  When we would put it that way they 
would often name somebody. . . . And then we would talk to that person 
and say to them, "This is your role."  It's in this culture.  

 
4.13  Inviting Guests  
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Once the coordinator had a guest list from immediate family members, they 
began to contact the prospective conference participants.  As with locating parents, the 
coordinators often found themselves in an extensive search to reach the guests.  
Describing the preparations for one conference, the Nain coordinator observed that "a 
great deal of time was spent contacting family members and making sure that they fully 
understood what this project was about and the importance of family members being 



involved."   
 

Determining how much information to convey to relatives before the conference 
took judgment on the coordinators' part.  In these initial contacts, the coordinators 
needed to provide sufficient information so that relatives were willing to attend and 
prepared for the upcoming meeting while not engaging in a case review.  Greater detail 
was more appropriately shared at the conference by the investigating worker, who then 
would be available to address family members' questions (see chapter 5).  In these 
discussions, the coordinators had to take into account the highly sensitive nature of the 
information which they were conveying.  On meeting with the members of the offender's 
family, a coordinator wrote, "It was very painful meeting them because in order for them 
to create a good plan they first had to be educated around the issues of sex offenses 
and sex offenders.  It was difficult to hear their brother spoken about in this way but they 
did not attempt to stop me."   
 

On being contacted, the responses varied depending on the local culture.  For 
instance, the St. John's the reaction tended to be more overt:  "Most family members 
contacted were shocked by the apprehension and believed that these parents truly love 
their children their children and had not been abusive in their eyes, however all agreed 
the family needed support in parenting the children and most saw a role for themselves 
in helping provide that support."  In contrast, the Nain responses tended to be more 
muted:  "during these explanations [of the project] there was very little questions from 
any of the family members.  Only one of the family members on [the father's] side of the 
family was interested and all of the rest of his relatives were deceased.  Of the two 
family members on [the mother's] side of the family again only one was able to come." 
 

The discussions with relatives and other guests were carried out through a 
number of means--individual sessions, group meetings, telephone calls, or a 
combination of these.  Coordinators noted that meetings with individual parents often 
provided greater opportunity to discuss the family and its history, but that joint meetings 
provided insights into the couple's interactions and ways of best organizing the 
conference.  Contrasting individual and group sessions, a coordinator wrote, 
 

The Mom in this family had a large number of siblings and their spouses to 
be prepared for the FGC.  Met with one of Mom's sisters alone and met 
with a large group of family together to prepare them for the FGC.  While 
meeting with a group of people is time efficient it was important that I also 
met with key Family members alone. . . . as not much detail surfaces or is 
offered in a group setting.  The family dynamics and history tend to be 
outlined by individuals. 

 
Describing a group meeting with relatives, another coordinator noted how much she 
learned through observing the family members' reactions to each other: 
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I met with the Mom's family as a group.  It was a very interesting meeting 



as they informed me when I arrived that they really didn't know too much 
about what was happening.  I gave them an in-depth description of the 
project from both a research and a process perspective.  They indicated to 
me that they felt it was a good idea and they would all be there to 
contribute.  What was really interesting was the non-verbal communication 
that I was receiving from them.  The Mom was talking as if everything was 
pretty normal and that when the [partner] returns life will be back to the 
way it was.  The family members, in particular, the grandparents and the 
eldest brother were communicating to me that they did not agree with her." 
  

 
Coordinators quickly learned that young people required private sessions in 

which to speak their minds more freely.  Writing about preparations with a young person 
for a conference early in the demonstration project, the coordinator observed: 
 

My encounters with the victim [a young person] were frustrating and very 
strained until the last meeting we had which was the day before the 
conference.  I figured out what the problem was almost too late.  My lack 
of communication with the victim contributed greatly to my feelings of 
apprehension and nervousness prior to the conference.  I felt she was 
going to attend but had no idea of what was going to happen there.  I 
realized that she was subject to the control of the mother the same as I 
was.  So, when I requested to meet with her on [date] I asked to see her 
alone.  When I arrived, Mom left reluctantly and I was introduced to a 
completely different person.  We had a great conversation and she shared 
a lot with me. 

 
4.14  Family Group 
 

To document their preparation activities, the coordinators completed a "Fact 
Sheet on Interviewee in Preparation for Conference" for each main person with whom 
they worked in advance of the conference.  These included people who planned to 
attend, those who declined but wished to convey a message to the conference, and 
those who refused any involvement.  The number of completed sheets per conference 
varied depending on the number of invited participants and the individual coordinator's 
assessment of whether or not this was an important contributor to the conference.   
Nevertheless, the recorded information can be used to provide a rough overview of the 
people with whom the coordinators worked and what their requirements were for 
contributing to the conference.   
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Table 4.17 summarizes the demographic information on these interviewees.  The 
table only includes recorded interviewees for first-time conferences, a total of 433 
individuals.  If the recorded interviewees for reconvened conferences had been 
included, the total number would have come to 455.  Since many of the same people 
were at first and later conferences, the interviewees for reconvened conferences are 



omitted from the table so that certain family groups would not unduly weight the table. 
 

As shown in table 4.17, more females than males were interviewed at all three 
sites, but the difference was smallest in Nain; and interviewees were primarily adults.  
Between sites, the greatest difference evident was the interviewees' ethnicity:  in Nain, 
Inuit interviewees far outnumbered the Anglophone ones while at the other two sites 
Anglophones dominated. 
 
Table 4.17 
Number of Family Group Interviewees for First-Time Conferences by Gender, 
Age, and Ethnicity at Each Site (N = 433) 
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DESCRIPTION 

 
NAIN 

 
PORT AU 

PORT 

 
ST. JOHN'S 

 
TOTAL 

 
Gendera 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  Male 

 
40 

 
31 

 
 81 

 
152 

 
  Female 

 
51 

 
64 

 
165 

 
280 

 
Ageb 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  Under 18 

 
 2 

 
12 

 
 17 

 
 31 

 
  18 and Over 

 
89 

 
82 

 
200 

 
371 

 
Ethnicityc 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  Anglophone 

 
 3 

 
78 

 
237 

 
318 

 
  Francophone 

 
 0 

 
 4 

 
  0 

 
  4 

 
  Aboriginal 

 
88 

 
12 

 
  0 

 
100 

 
  Other 

 
 0 

 
 1 

 
  7 

 
  8 



a Datum is missing on gender for 1 Nain person.   
b Data are missing on age for 1 Nain person, 1 Port au Port person, and 29 St. John's 
people.   
c Data are missing on ethnicity for 1 Nain person and 2 St. John's people. 
 

The overwhelming majority of the recorded interviewees were family members or 
friends.  As seen in Table 4.18, the identified abused persons, abusing persons, family 
members, friends, and legal guardians (blood only) made up over 80% (353) of the total 
of 433 interviewees. 
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Table 4.18 
Number of Family Group Interviewees by their Role for the First-Time 
Conferences at Each Site (N = 433) 

 
ROLEa 

 
NAIN 

 
PORT AU 

PORT 

 
ST. JOHN'S 

 
TOTAL 

 
Abused  
Person 

 
3 

 
 8 

 
13 

 
24 

 
Abusing 
Person 

 
14 

 
 6 

 
15 

 
35 

 
Abused/Abusin
g Person 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 2 

 
2 

 
Family 
Member 

 
65 

 
54 

 
142 

 
261 

 
Friend of 
Family  

 
2 

 
 7 

 
24 

 
33 

 
Legal Guardian 

 
0 

 
 3 

 
 1 

 
 4 

 
Support 
Person 

 
2 

 
 7 

 
 10 

 
19 

 
Foster Parent 

 
0 

 
 4 

 
 6 

 
10 

 
Investigative 
worker 

 
0 

 
 1 

 
 6 

 
 7 

 
Other 
 

 
2 

 
 5 

 
26 

 
33 

Note.  Legal guardians include non-abused and non-abusing parents or other relatives 
with custody of the child.  Support persons include family and non-family participants. 
aData are missing on role at the conference for 4 Nain people and 1 St. John's person. 
Note. Fifteen of the "Others” for St. John's were categorized as "Resource/Information 
Persons". 
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4.15  Acceptances 
 

Usually invited guests agreed to take part or, if not planning to attend, to send a 
message to the conference in order to convey their views.  This positive response was 
similar to that in a New Zealand study (Patterson & Harvey, 1991) which found that 
nearly three-quarters of family group members who were invited attended the 
conference.  As seen in Table 4.19, most guests whose responses were recorded on 
the Fact Sheet on Interviewee in Preparation for Conference agreed to attend.   
 

The coordinator's reflective notes reveal the same pattern.  For instance, a 
coordinator reported for one conference that "in all a total of eighteen family members 
were approached of which fourteen agreed to come and sign consent forms to 
participate."  Describing a different conference, the coordinator noted when family 
members declined the invitation:  "The son . . . who lives in [name of place] said that he 
had already made previous commitments and wasn't really interested in taking part in a 
family conference" while "another son now living in [name of place] was very interested 
and wanted to be here for the conference."  Often family members responded very 
positively to the invitation to attend.  For instance, a coordinator noted that "all the family 
members seemed to have a good insight of the abuse that was happening and was 
eager to come to the FGC in order to have a say and let their ideas of how it should 
stop be known."   
 
Table 4.19 
Number of Family Group Interviewees Agreeing to Attend Conference (First-Time 
or Reconvened) or Planning to Send a Message 

 
WAY OF 
CONTRIBUTING 

 
YES 

 
NO 

 
DON'T KNOW 

 
Agrees to Attenda 

 
380 

 
49 

 
25 

 
No, But Wishes to 
Send Message 

 
30 

 
19 

 
0 

a Datum is missing for 1 St. John's person. 
 

In families where few relatives agreed to attend, the coordinators questioned 
proceeding with the conference, and as discussed further in chapter 6, these were often 
but not always the conferences at which plans were less developed.  For the one 
conference which did not lead to formulating a plan, the coordinator looking back at the 
preparations wrote, "I was a little concerned that this conference wouldn't go anywhere, 
because a lot of the family members refused to come."  The coordinator also observed 
that invitees were less likely to express their concerns about holding the conference and 
noted that when two adult children were asked why they refused to attend the 
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conference, "they just turned away without saying anything."   
 
Sometimes relatives agreed with reluctance to attend because they realized that 

their family needed them.  This was particularly evident with one adult daughter who 
told the coordinator that "she would not be attending.  She had finally escaped from her 
mother.  It was a very difficult and painful process for her and she did not want to have 
to repeat it."  On learning that her younger sibling wanted her there as support person, 
the daughter on further reflection decided to attend for his "sake only." 
 

On other occasions people agreed to attend but did not commit themselves to 
the process.  This was particularly apparent with one young person for whom the 
conference was being held.  Voicing her frustrations, the coordinator concluded that the 
young person "was not willing to become involved in planning the FGC.  Unfortunately 
this meant that she did not feel the same sense of control or ownership of the process.  
She had a vested interest in keeping family away and proving that family are really, as 
she as always believed, on `Mom's side'." 
 

At times fathers refused to attend.  Reporting on unsuccessful attempts  to 
involve a biological father, a coordinator wrote, 
 

We spoke over the phone and he refused to meet with me.  I tried to keep 
him on the phone for as long as I could - which turned out to be 
approximately 20 minutes.  His overall attitude is that he is not even sure 
the victim is his natural daughter (although she looks just like him), and 
even if she is, he is not interest[ed] in developing any kind of relationship 
with her. . . . What I was battling against as well, was the Mom on the 
phone to him almost every day threatening him and doing everything in 
her power to destroy any hope of a reconciliation between the victim and 
her father. 

 
Although this father never agreed to attend, some of his relatives attended on his 
behalf.  In another family, a coordinator found with a father, 
 

After a few visits he disappeared whenever I came to the house.  He 
deliberately avoided me.  I never did get to speak to him about his alcohol 
abuse or his physical and verbal abuse of the Mom.  I did continue to 
extend an invitation to him to attend the conference which I know the Mom 
relayed to him.  He did not attend the conference and I was unable to get 
his views but he did make us a big pot of home-made soup for lunch on 
that day and sent along with the soup a list of instructions for me around 
adding water and the right temperature to heat the soup on.  I thought - 
this man is a walking contradiction.  Why is he so willingly feeding us 
knowing we are probably discussing taking his family away from him. 
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It should be also noted that unexpected guests showed up at the conferences, 



people whom the coordinators had not invited.  These surprises, though, seemed to be 
generally positive.  In one conference, the biological father refused to come but a 
member of his family came unannounced.  And at another conference, the pastor 
arrived without warning but was particularly effective in ensuring that the gathering 
attended to the views of the mentally delayed couple. 
 
4.15.1 Sending a Message 
 

As noted in table 4.19 above, a number of people who could not attend sent 
messages to the conference.  These messages were to be conveyed by the 
coordinator, relative, or other participant or presented in written form (see Table 4.20).  
As reported in chapter 5, these messages were usually (though not always) well 
received at the conference, added greatly to the deliberations, and let their relatives 
know that although they could not attend, they cared about what happened to them.  
This was also a route by which non-attenders could convey some of their heart-felt 
views.  For instance, a coordinator reported that a "sister seemed very weary on the 
phone and said she could not make it but wanted me to talk to her brother about the 
pain of family when alcohol is abused by one of the parents."  Continuing, the woman 
explained its impact within her own household. 
 
Table 4.20 
Frequency of Method of Sending Message Selected by Family Group Interviewees 

 
METHOD FOR SENDING MESSAGE 

 
f 

 
Coordinator 

 
18 

 
Family Member 

 
 6 

 
Other Participants 

 
 3 

 
Written Statement 

 
 6 

 
Audio or Video Tape 

 
 0 

 
Other 

 
 3 

 
4.16  Concerns 
 

During the preparations, many interviewees raised concerns about taking part.  
On the Fact Sheet on Interviewee in Preparation for the Conference, the coordinators 
recorded the number of interviewees who expressed concerns and noted what the 
nature of those concerns were (see Table 4.21). 
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Because interviewees did not express concerns, this in no way should be taken 

for a lack of concerns.  Young people, in particular, were likely to be unable or unwilling 
to express their concerns.  The "main concern" of one coordinator in preparing for a 
conference was her "inability to engage the [young person] in the process."  This was a 
youth whose siblings "affectionately described . . .  [him] `as the perfect child'" and 
whom the coordinator was "most worried about" because "he does not express his 
feelings and has a hard stereotype to live up to."  With a another young person, a 
coordinator along with her family were frustrated that "their efforts to engage with this 
young person, both before and during the FGC were met with silence."  
 

Of particular interest is the fact that members of the immediate family in which 
the abuse had taken place were concerned that other family members would be against 
them in the sense that they would be blamed in an unhelpful way.  These concerns 
were expressed by people who had been abused, their caretakers and the abusers.  
Like the professionals, these interviewees were also concerned that some people might 
intimidate them and that arguments would predominate if the family was brought 
together. 
 
Table 4.21 
Frequency with which Interviewees Expressed Concerns About the First-Time or 
Reconvened Family Group Conference 

 
CONCERN 

 
f 

 
Concerned No One Will Attend The Conference 

 
 6 

 
Confidentiality/Privacy 

 
 8 

 
Worried About Interfering 

 
 8 

 
Worried About Family Arguments 

 
12 

 
Worried About Presence/Intimidation From Certain 
Family Members 

 
11 

 
Inconvenient Time/Length of Conference 

 
 7 

 
Unsure What To Expect 

 
15 

 
Worried Everyone is Against Them 

 
19 
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The coordinators not only helped the interviewees to express their concerns but 
also helped to resolve or ameliorate these concerns.  As discussed below, the reflective 
notes of the coordinators give further insights on some of these concerns and present 
some strategies that they developed for addressing them. 

 
Confidentiality/Privacy 
 

A major preoccupation for many family members was confidentiality at all three 
project sites.  For instance a father in St. John's worried that "everyone in the 
community would know his business and be gossiping about it."  On the Port au Port 
Peninsula where families lived in small communities issues around confidentiality 
became paramount in their minds and a recurring refrain from prospective participants 
was that they "didn't want everyone to know their business" or they saw the conference 
as just one more opportunity for "everyone [to] talk and assume things as always (in a 
bad way in the community)."  Moreover, the arrival of the coordinator in itself would start 
the "grapevine" in motion so the coordinator and family member might decide to meet 
away from the home in a larger town off the peninsula.  In Nain, families wanted to their 
privacy respected but they also wanted the coordinator to make it possible for them to 
attend.  One family decided that the coordinator should write letters for the employers of 
certain family members so that they could be released from work to attend the 
conference. 

 
During the preparations, family members also were concerned that other family 

members would be offended by the information which they had shared with the 
coordinator.  The coordinators developed a number of strategies in handling such 
disclosures.  In one family, the coordinator promised not to relay a matter further without 
first alerting the father in this case: 
 

He [the father] said that he just wanted the fighting [between himself and 
his wife] to stop and Mom to deal with her problems which he believed 
stemmed from her sexual abuse as a child.  He told me that he had 
discovered this secret about a year before and that she did not want 
anyone to be told nor did she want to discuss it.  He was very concerned 
that I would tell her that he had told me; I assured him that I would not 
discuss this matter with her unless I advised him first.  (As it turned out 
when I did get to talk to Mom about this, many members of the Family had 
disclosed this information to me.) 
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Concerns about confidentiality had a history which coordinators needed to help 
family members articulate and then to develop with them strategies to not repeat 
history.  For instance, in one family the coordinator learned that the "causes of past 
communication difficulties involved assumptions about the confidentiality of statements 
made by family members to a . . . Worker.  The family had spoken quite openly with a 
worker assuming that these comments would be kept private.  When the worker shared 
the concerns expressed to her in an open meeting there was serious fallout within the 



family."  This was not an isolated incident in the family, and the coordinator decided to 
set up a system of "accountability" among family members for what they disclosed to 
him.  The coordinator explained, 
 

My approach on this was to tell all family members not to tell me anything 
that they did not feel could be shared with other family members.  I 
stressed the fact that I was not going to be a gossip and go around telling 
stories.  I stressed that I was responsible for ensuring that family members 
were as clear about the issues they were facing and had as much 
information as was necessary to enable them to develop a concise 
workable plan.  I do not feel that this honest approach to confidentiality in 
any way impeded my ability to get family members to share, but it did 
clearly establish a fundamental ground rule.  It was amazing that this 
approach to confidentiality preceded me to many meetings and was raised 
by people saying "Now I have heard that nothing that I say is confidential 
so . . ." 

 
Unsure What to Expect 
 

The perpetrators were often quite afraid before the conferences and not sure 
what to expect, and required much preparation by coordinators.  Coordinators needed 
to help the offenders acknowledge their abusive behaviours while affirming the positive 
actions which they were now taking, including participating in the conference.  
Regarding work with a violent father, one coordinator wrote: 
 

I spent a lot of time preparing the offender for what he would be facing, 
discussing his own troubled childhood and lack of opportunity with him, 
emphasizing the seriousness of the situation and confronting his 
minimizations so that they would not resurface at the FGC, and 
acknowledging the fact that he voluntarily left the family home (rather than 
have his kids placed in foster care) and voluntarily agreed to this process. 

 
Worried About Family Arguments 
 

Family fears of arguments were not unrealistic given their depictions of family 
dynamics.  Nevertheless, the coordinator could help family members to avoid fruitless 
arguments at the conferences by helping particularly volatile members identify their own 
potential for becoming angry and enraging others. For instance in preparing for one 
family conference, the coordinator reported,  
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The Mom in this family was described by all family members and extended 
family members (on both sides) as being the problem.  She was described 
as having a "split personality", as a "Bitch", as a compulsive liar, and as 
singlehandedly causing every problem ever experienced by everyone in 
the family!  While there is no doubt that this woman has some major 



emotional problems she has definitely been a scapegoat in this family.  I 
met with her several times during the preparation time and she was able 
to be open and honest about her problems and her part in contributing to 
the family's problems.  She showed good insight into her unresolved 
issues and I believe will do well in counselling.  She was ready to unload 
when I came to visit her and was able to focus on her issues when she did 
not feel like she was being judged or blamed.  She identified that with 
family she always is on the defensive and her "buttons are easily pushed". 

 
Another strategy for keeping matters in hand was helping people select a support 

person who could exert a calming influence.  Reflecting back on a conference where a 
father conveyed his strongly held views through sweeping gestures and harangues, the 
support person concluded that it was a "good idea" to have her present as a "means of 
taming the situation when it was getting out of hand."   
 
Worried Everyone Is Against Them 
 

Those who were identified within the family as the `problem' often worried that 
others would join forces against them.  The "major concern" of one youth who was 
referred to the project for being beyond parental control "was that people are mad at 
him and will gang up on him," and the coordinator further observed that "it was obvious 
that he is shouldering a great deal of responsibility and shame concerning the problems 
in the Family."  In the second meeting, the coordinator involved the support person in 
helping the boy prepare for the conference and found the strategy to be "really positive." 
 Now the boy could attend better to "a repeat of the information from . . . [the] first visit" 
because "he was less nervous/upset and heard more the second time around."  The 
support person then went on to arrange another meeting with the boy so that they could 
"prepare together the views/issues he would like to see discussed at the FGC." 
 

Incarcerated offenders were often difficult for coordinators to reach, a particularly 
problematic situation since these men had many fears about the up-coming conference 
and especially about how other participants would view them.  In organizing one 
conference at which an inmate would be attending, the coordinator wrote: 
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One of the frustrations of the preparation process was my inability to 
adequately prepare the offender prior to the FGC because he was in a 
[penitentiary] and I only had telephone contact with him. . . . This offender 
is a man with little education and who has limited ability to understand the 
full extent of the dynamics of abuse . . . [and the family group decision 
making] model.  He is a concrete thinker who had trouble seeing past the 
fact that he promised never to hit her again, that it didn't happen very 
often, that there were a lot of guys who are more violent than him, and that 
in time she would take him back.  He was wary of the process first - he 
pictured everyone ganging up on him and telling him what to do, and he 
felt everyone in the community would know his business and be gossiping 



about it. 
 
Given the man's record, the coordinator identified that his becoming upset at the 
conference could easily develop into a very dangerous situation for the victim.  To 
prevent this from happening, she discussed with him over the course of 6 telephone 
conversations "what was going to be said, . . . how we were going to address the 
issues, and what could and couldn't he handle, and who could go out for a smoke with 
him if he felt that things were getting too hot, so that there's no surprises to him ahead 
of time. " 
 
Intimidation from Family Members 
 

Some family members were very intimidating individuals.  This became clearly 
evident in a coordinator's poignant descriptions of her own reactions to one father: 
 

We arrived on time - knocked on the door and were called into the house. 
 The TV was extremely loud.  The [children and mother] . . . were sitting in 
the living room with their eyes glued to the TV.  They did not look at us or 
acknowledge us in any way.  Dad was sitting in the dining room at the 
head of the table smoking and drinking tea. (the lion in his den). . . . He 
looked at us and nodded his head and said something I assume was a 
`hello.'  He didn't invite us to sit so I just led the way over to the table and 
sat next to him.  [The student assistant] sat adjacent to me.   Needless to 
say it was very uncomfortable - it was awful.  Both of us just wanted to 
walk out and never come back.   

 
I began speaking my usual introduction.  I spoke as loud as I could - one 
decibel below screaming. . . . He seemed to understand everything I said. 
 He appeared pleasant enough but made no request for the TV to be 
turned down - neither did I ask for him to do the same.  I was feeling very 
intimidated - what was coming out of my mouth and what was going 
through my mind were two completely different things.  At the end of the 
conversation he agreed to review the process with his family and I told him 
I'd call him in a couple of days.  We practically ran out of the house.  We 
didn't say good-bye or nod to anyone.  Both of us seemed to know 
instinctively that they were still glued to the TV and wouldn't acknowledge 
us anyway. 
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After this initial contact, the coordinator was ready to call off the conference and only 
persevered at the urgings of the child protection worker.  The coordinator's uncertainties 
continued to heighten as it appeared that almost all immediate family were forbidden to 
speak with her or attend the conference.   The child protection workers advised that "for 
their [mother and children's] safety [the coordinator] should concentrate on the extended 
family."  On contacting the invitees on the father's list, the coordinator found that almost 
all extended family were refusing to attend.  Finally, one paternal relative explained that 



"the family is not close and they particularly avoid any contact with [this father] because 
of fear" and "would be unable to speak one word [at the conference] without 
repercussions - so what's the point in going."  An exception was a lone maternal relative 
who "was very keen on attending and welcomed the opening to reestablish ties with [the 
mother]."  This maternal relative later served as the conduit at the conference for the 
views of different members on the mother's side of the family.  Although the 
coordinator's depictions of the preparations were singularly "hair-raising" and make one 
wonder if she should have cancelled the conference,  the immediate outcome appears 
positive for some family members who either gathered the strength to disclose the 
abuse to the public authorities or to escape from the household. 
 
4.17  Personal Statements 
 

Over the course of the project, the coordinators developed an array of strategies 
for preparing participants for taking part.  One particularly useful tactic was having the 
participants write in advance a statement to be delivered at the conference either by 
themselves or through another participant (often their support person).   
 

Preparing a written statement helped participants to think through their views in 
advance of the conference.  This was particularly crucial for young people because, as 
one coordinator observed, "even the most vocal young people clam up at the FGC."  
She further noted: 
 

[The young people would] at first talk like . . . they would/could go in there 
and say what they want.  And then when they would get in there they 
wouldn't say a word - be totally intimidated.  What became clear is that 
they had to write down their views ahead of time, come prepared with a 
statement of what they wanted to say, because that was the only way that 
they were heard.  Sometimes they read it themselves, but more times they 
had their support person say it for them.  But it was prepared ahead of 
time between them and their support person. 

 
Agreeing, another coordinator found that preparing a personal statement helped a 
usually reserved young woman to express her sentiments.  She was "described by 
everyone as good girl who never caused anyone any problems, someone who probably 
would not say a word about anything because she was so quiet. . . . This young woman 
was quite articulate when given the freedom to express her concerns and fears.  She 
was very tired of being `the good little girl' and was able to prepare a pointed heartfelt 
statement that she wanted to read herself."   
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Typically `macho' fathers were resistant to the idea of preparing a statement, only 
to find themselves in tears at the conference and unable to express their views.  
Summing up her experiences with the fathers, a coordinator reported, "Most of them 
refused to write down what they were feeling or what they thought, about what they 
wanted to say ahead of time."  She persisted, nevertheless, because she found that 



"even more importantly than preparing the victim or the people who have been abused, 
for me, in situations where the abuser is going to be present, is preparing them.  And 
spending as much time with the abusers as with the victim. To make sure that they 
know what will be expected of them and what it will be about, and calling them to task 
ahead of time." 
 

The personal statements served as a safety measure, not only with abusers but 
other participants.  For instance, a support person acknowledged that before the 
conference she had "worried that the person would blow up" but that the woman's 
volatility was alleviated by her writing down in advance what she wanted to say.  A 
coordinator stressed how preparing a personal statement helped to safeguard some 
people from attack during the conference.  Relaying her learning from one conference, 
this coordinator wrote: 
 

I was concerned that the mom in this family would come under fire at the 
FGC.  I met with she and her support person to discuss this and 
suggested that the Mom prepare a personal statement taking 
responsibility for her part in the problems they were experiencing and 
stating what she would like for her family.  This has become a standard 
practice of mine in preparing family members who are likely to be criticised 
drastically in the FGC (when a person identifies all their faults themselves 
at the outset, there is little to be gained by family members repeating 
these faults in the form of criticism. 

 
Another coordinator noted the positive impact of the personal statement not only on 
family but also the referring worker.  A personal statement in which the family members 
accepts responsibility for their actions serves not only "in allaying concern that this 
would slip into a shouting, blaming session" but also "tempered" the views of the child 
protection worker "once she realized that family members were going to take ownership 
of their pieces and were planning to seek the assistance that they required." 
 
4.18  Preparing Other Participants 
 
4.18.1. Support Persons 
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Usually support persons seemed to be clear about their role and, as discussed in 
subsequent chapters, became some of the most helpful participants at the conferences. 
 In focus groups and interviews, a number later spoke in glowing terms about the project 
and their involvement in it.   One support person who was an employee of the 
Department of Social Services commented that she saw the project as "working very 
very well" and noted that the conference improved her supportee's views of the 
department from "busy noses" to "helping."   She added that she would be "willing to be 
a support person again."  Another support person who was connected with the school 
system said that he felt that he had a "good sense" of his role as a support person and 
was prepared to support the young person going into the conference. 



 
Problems arose, however, when the support persons were either unclear about 

their role or unilaterally decided to assume one different than that envisioned by the 
project.  In one situation, the meeting went ahead without the presence of the support 
person because this individual, as the coordinator explained, "wasn't prepared to just sit 
there and be a support person . . . she wanted to be involved and had we let her, I think 
that we would be still scraping her off the wall."   In another conference, the 
investigating worker and a relative "felt that the support person "stepped out of her role 
and became group facilitator and spoke too much for the Mother."  Disagreeing in this 
case, the coordinator pointed out that in her view, "if the support person had not done 
this the plan would not have included the views of the Mother.  The Mother became 
totally disempowered by the criticism she was receiving from family members and 
became silent.  Her support person made sure things they discussed in preparation for 
the FGC were said" at the conference. 
 
4.18.2 Investigators 
 

Investigating and referring authorities such as child protection workers, police, 
and parole officers needed guidance on what information to present and how to present 
it.  In one conference, the coordinator and others appreciated the police officer's 
presentation which was delivered in a clear and factual manner.  In an interview later, 
the mother said that the officer's report was particularly helpful because he reviewed but 
did not unduly dwell on details of the offender's actions and because he gave a sense of 
hope by relaying the offender's statements of remorse.  At another conference, a 
different officer, however, was less successful; he was described by the coordinator as 
taking "an authoritative stance" with the result that the young person being addressed 
began to feel "uncomfortable and defensive."  The coordinator decided at the end of the 
conference "to do more work with him [the officer] if he presents in the future." 
 

At an evaluation workshop held at the end of the project with the Port au Port and 
St. John's coordinators and researchers (separate evaluation sessions were held in 
Nain), the St. John's coordinator compared her experiences as an urban coordinator 
with those of a rural coordinator: 
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[The Port au Port coordinator] and I talked about how this became more 
important to me and less important to her as time went on because she 
was dealing with the same workers who were coming to the conference 
and after awhile they got it.  Whereas with me it was constantly a new 
worker and refining how and what it was that I had to say to each of them. 
 [I would say] to dress casual, to not come with big files in their hands, to 
speak to people and not at them, to be clear and factual and brief, and I 
would always go into detail, give lots of example of what I meant by clear 
and factual, what to cover and what was not necessary to cover, to leave 
judgements out of it, but to be clear about the whole bottom line piece.  
What are the things, that without them in the plan, you could not approve 



it. What are things that you will not be satisfied with any plan that does not 
include this, this and this." 

 
Agreeing and adding in, the Port au Port coordinator said that she stressed with 
information providers "to not really concentrate on [the family's] faults, but find some 
strengths in the family and address the strengths." 
 

Another problem was when coordinators found that the referring agent had not 
clearly informed the referred family of their concerns.  "My expectation," said a 
coordinator, "was that some of that would have been done by the child protection 
worker, and it's not done.  In this one case, the mother had no idea that she was 
considered to be emotionally and physically abusing her son. And I didn't think that it 
was our place to have to tell her that."  Yet another difficulty for the coordinators was 
when the workers were unfamiliar with the cases, again this was more problematic in St. 
John's where young workers were carrying large caseloads and the division was going 
through a rapid turn-over in staffing.  In order to prepare for the conferences, workers 
had to become more familiar with the family and relied on the coordinator to give them 
questions to prepare for their presentations.  This placed a greater load on the 
coordinator to "giv[e] them the questions to think about, to prepare for their 
presentation.  In addition to becoming familiar with new case, the child protection 
workers in a focus group noted that they also had to redefine their role within a model 
that "gave ownership back to the family."  One worker recounted that in preparing her 
presentation for the conference, she had to think through the minimal standards which 
needed to be applied in this family while at the same time moving away from the 
assumption that she was responsible for determining all the solutions." 
 

Knowing the families, though, could pose its own set of issues.  For instance, a 
coordinator recorded: 
 

The [investigator] was unsure exactly of what their role should be, they 
have been involved with the mother and said that they couldn't give this 
without the mom's written consent.  One [investigator] told me that he 
didn't want to come because he was a good friend of the mom's brother 
and though he would feel very uncomfortable.  The end result was that 
they decided to write a brief letter (brief it was) outlining the mom's 
drinking problem. 

 
In small communities, coordinators needed to work with investigators on how to present 
very sensitive information to a group of people with whom they had many past ties and 
anticipated many future interactions. 
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4.18.3 Information Providers  
 

Service providers such as a shelter worker, Inuit elder, and nursing staff were 
frequently asked to present information at conferences.  Sometimes they spoke directly 
about the family situations as in the case of a guidance counsellor, physician, or 
immigration officer.  More often, though, they had not worked with the family before the 
conference and instead relayed information about areas of concern such as the impact 
of woman abuse on the children or the treatment of attention deficit disorder.  The 
presenters were selected with care since their information was crucial for the families' 
deliberations, and the families' views on the selections were solicited.  Describing this 
planning, a coordinator wrote, "The resources that were consulted/suggested were with 
the approval of the Parents and they felt positive about the helpers they chose through 
the FGC process."  "Every time we have done that [consulting on the choices]," a 
coordinator remarked, "the mothers who say that yes this is the kind of information I 
want presented at the FGC, it is a way of them feeling more empowered too.  And also 
a way of them saying, `Gee, maybe so and so will get some help too'." 
 

As a coordinator recorded, "a great deal of time was spent in making sure that 
the information givers were well prepared and that they were given enough notice as to 
the date of the conference."  For a conference where a number of information providers 
would be coming, the coordinator collected them into a group "to make sure that the 
family would get the best possible message without resource people repeating each 
other."  Another coordinator noted that for one conference "the major work in the 
preparation process was ensuring that all the necessary information givers could attend 
and preparing them." 
 

Rushing the preparations could have a negative impact on the conference as one 
coordinator found:  "because of the push . . . to get [a number of] families through 
conferences [at the same time], I failed to make all the arrangements as required, not 
that I didn't have resource people there, but that I didn't have time to think things over 
carefully enough to make sure that the right people were there."  Omitting resource 
people was also problematic, as one coordinator observed, "In the conference we did 
where we didn't have any information person, there was clearly a gap there."   
 

Another issue for coordinators was that at times they felt that they were "walking 
a little bit of a tight rope with wanting to ensure that a balance was struck between 
appropriate challenging of individual responsibility [e.g., for violence or substance 
abuse] and not wanting to get defenses up so that the messages were falling on deaf 
ears."  With some exceptions, the coordinators thought that they were usually 
successful in these preparations and described the resource people as "well prepared 
when they arrived at the FGC and were clear about their role." 
 

 
 98 

Through their mistakes and feedback from information providers, coordinators 



improved their approaches for including and preparing information providers.  First, they 
learned to organize the conferences so that the investigating authority's presentation 
were separate from that of the information provider.  One information provider generally 
described his involvement with the project as highly positive but noted that it had some 
negative repercussions on his later work with the family.  In this case, the information 
provider had sat through the entire set of presentations including the one by the child 
protection worker.  He observed: 

What's happened . . . [is] a major fudge factor. . . . Because some of the 
information that [the family] know I've gained in that meeting they didn't 
want me to know.  And sometimes when a [person] doesn't think you know 
something, that you are suspicious of or may have thought something they 
may not call you when otherwise they would call you. . . . I've . . . felt that I 
had been intentionally shut out and it may be because I may dig for 
information they did not want me to know. 

 
The information provider had described an early family group conference; after that 
experience, the coordinator made sure that information providers were not present for 
the investigator's report. 
 

Second, coordinators learned to offer greater preparation to information providers 
about their role and the general process of conferencing.  A focus group at the mid-point 
of the project with two information providers was particularly instructive.  In recounting 
her experiences, one of these information providers commented that it had been very 
disconcerting to speak at the family group about matters which she sensed applied to 
their lives but did know exactly how they did.  Moreover, before she even began to 
speak the group was quite tense because a family member had just walked out of the 
session.  Sharing similar feelings, the other information provider described her own 
confusions at a conference: 
 

Even though I didn't know a whole lot about the woman who was at the 
centre of this Family Group Decision Making Project I still felt somehow in 
giving this information. . . . I was revealing stuff about her.  And I felt like I 
as almost talking about her. . . . I felt like I was almost putting things on to 
her . . . in trying to explain what some of the common effects of this are 
and what some women experience I felt like I was saying that this woman 
had done this and this and that was not what I was trying to say so then I 
would pull back and try to find another way to say it and then I would end 
up going around. . . . I felt like I was exposing her. 

 
Both agreed that some of their personal discomfort would have been eased if a 
preparatory session had been provided to the information givers so that they had had a 
clearer idea of what to expect and what part the coordinator and others at the 
conference would play in handling any "fall out" from the information presented.
 Recognizing the merit of feedback, the coordinator stated: 
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There is also a big difference in the resource people who you bring in and 
the key there is to prepare them for what it is that you want them to do. I 
underestimated initially how much I had to do this. I assumed too much. I 
had to be very specific about what they were coming into, describing that 
process and what they were coming into the middle of. I had to tell them of 
the intensity and emotion, because they would be speaking right before 
the CP worker or right after it, and that these are people who are from 
both sides of extended families and who possibly have hostility between 
them and there is that dynamic. Also, letting them know, so they felt 
comfortable, why they were there and what we were hoping this 
information and conference would do for the family and what the plan is 
likely to look like and who is going to be following through on some of the 
stuff that the family came up with. They felt very weird giving the 
information and then not counselling afterwards. They had to feel 
comfortable about the process. 

 
The coordinator's statements were being made the evaluation workshop held 

with the Port au Port and St. John's coordinators and researchers at the end of the 
project.  From the researchers' comments at this workshop, it was obvious that their 
coordinators had learned how to prepare information providers.   
 
4.19  Making Arrangements 
 

A sizable portion of the coordinators' time was devoted to making arrangements 
for holding the conference.  One of the most important was determining the location for 
the conference.  In Nain, all conferences were held in the Labrador Inuit Health 
Commission so as to clearly place the deliberations under Inuit auspices.  At the other 
two sites, the family members picked a spot at which they would feel comfortable.  
These included a parish house or hall, a neighborhood community centre, a nurse’s 
residence, a women’s organization, and  a rented conference room.   
 

Besides securing the venue, the coordinators made arrangements that made it 
possible for the individual invitees to take part in the conference.  As seen in table 4.22, 
funding for transportation was needed for participants at all 3 sites, child care was 
requested often in St. John's and on the Port au Port Peninsula, and Inuktitut-English 
translation was essential for many Nain family members. 
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Table 4.22 
Requested Arrangements for Attending First-Time or Reconvened Conference by 
Number of Family Group Interviewees at Each Site 

 
ARRANGEMENT 

 
NAIN 

 
PORT AU 

PORT 

 
ST. JOHN'S 

 
TOTAL 

 
Transportation 
Funding 

 
11 

 
51 

 
61 

 
123 

 
Child Care 

 
 0 

 
18 

 
28 

 
46 

 
Translation 

 
18 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
18 

 
Temporary/ 
Permanent 
Release 

 
 1 

 
 2 

 
 0 

 
 3 

 
Escort 

 
 1 

 
 0 

 
 1 

 
 2 

 
Accessibility 

 
 0 

 
 1 

 
 0 

 
 1 

 
Other 

 
 0 

 
 1 

 
 3 

 
 4 

Note.  The number of respondents was 172.  Because some respondents requested 
more than one arrangement, the total number of requests (197) exceeds the number of 
respondents. 
a Data are missing for 4 Nain people, 1 Port au Port person, and 1 St. John's person. 
 
Transportation 
 
Families required transport assistance to relatives residing at a distance or within the 
community to the conference.  Arranging transportation so that family members could 
attend the conference consumed a significant portion of the coordinator's time.  
Transportation needs ranged from international flights to a ride on a snowmobile.  In 
Nain, the coordinator on occasion scheduled a charter airplane to bring in a group or 
groups of relatives from another community.  In St. John's, the coordinator frequently  
arranged taxis to pick up participants.  And on the Port au Port Peninsula, the 
coordinator and researcher often organized car pools, not only as a means of 
transportation but also as a way to offer emotional support to participants who appeared 
to be "getting antsy and a bit panicked."    

 
Travel for some conferences became a major cost, but one that the referring 
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agencies agreed to provide as necessary.  Both the Department of Social Services and 
Correctional Services Canada authorized their front-line workers to approve up to 
$2,000 per conference and, if costs exceeded this figure, the request was to be 
submitted to their designated senior official.  This official was expected to communicate 
his or her ruling on the request within five working days of its receipt.  With some 
exceptions, this approach to travel funding worked well in part because family members 
kept costs within reasonable limits by selecting key relatives to bring in and in part 
because of the speedy response of the referring agency.  For instance, the Nain 
coordinator reported, 
 

After going through all the forms with family members it was clear that two 
family members out of town was looked upon as being important players 
to this conference.  These two people . . . were contacted and both agreed 
that they would like to take part.  A letter was sent off to [Social Services] 
requesting their approval on travel funding for these two family members.  
[Social Services] was very fast to approve this letter and they made all the 
necessary arrangements for travel the same day at a cost of $973.66. 

 
The money was well spent; these relatives often made a significant contribution to the 
deliberations and afterwards in carrying out the plans.  It should also be noted that 
some relatives, even those across international borders, volunteered to pay these costs. 
 They recognized their relatives' need and took upon themselves this expense.   
 

In cases where family members were unable to travel to the conference, an 
alternative arrangement was to hook them in by speaker phone.  For instance, one 
woman who could not travel to the conference because of her exam schedule was 
linked in by speaker phone.  This arrangement appeared to work well in a number of 
conferences, including ones where translation was required. 
 
Translation 
 

Over the course of the project, translation services were necessary only in the 
Nain project site.  On the Port au Port Peninsula, family members, including those of 
francophone ancestry, were comfortable having the conference conducted in English.  
In contrast, only 2 out of the 11 Nain families did not have at least one interviewed 
member requesting interpretation.  There the Inuktitut-speaking researcher provided 
assistance with translation during individual interviews.  For the conferences, 
sometimes family members assisted with translation but usually an external translator 
was hired.  Because the translator would be party to all of the family's deliberations, the 
coordinator consulted with them on whose services to secure.  Describing the work of 
one translator, the coordinator observed that "our interpreter was very good and 
understood the family group conference.  He was very fast and explained things so that 
the family was able to understand.  He also gave very good English interpretation as 
well." 
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Escort 
 

Police and parole cooperated in providing escort service as necessary.  For 
instance, the Royal Canadian Mounted Police escorted a family member who "ended up 
in jail" just before the conference was scheduled so that "he could have input into his 
family's decisions."  Police escort was also provided in one conference to increase 
participants' sense of safety.  In this case, both a young woman and her boyfriend 
worried about the latter being in the presence of her father.  Initially, the boyfriend said 
that "he didn't want to have anything to say because of fear that family members might 
turn on him.  After it was explained that he could have a member of the [police 
detachment] in the next room or just outside the door, this seemed to ease his mind."   
 
4.20 Reconvened Conferences 
 

As discussed in the preceding chapter, 5 reconvened conferences were held in 
order to address major changes in the family's lives.  Three families had one 
reconvened conference each, and one family had a second and a third conference.   
For two of these families, it was agreed at the first conference to meet again:  in one 
case because an offender would be shortly leaving prison and in the other only if the 
father failed to carry out the terms of the first plan.  In the other three instances, 
conferences were reconvened at the request of Social Services.  In one of these cases, 
Social Services approved the original plan but asked that the family reconvene in order 
to discuss some additional concerns, a request to which the parents agreed.  In the 
remaining family, the approval of plans was not finalized at the end of the first 
conference and a reconvened conference was requested by Social Services; a third 
conference was later requested by Social Services because parts of the plan from the 
second conference were not carried out. 
 

Although the sample is small, it offers some comparisons between preparations 
for first-time and subsequent conferences.  The main source of information for this 
analysis was the qualitative data in the coordinators' reflective notes with some 
reference to the quantitative findings. 
 
Contacting Parents Easier 
 

Parents no longer feared the contact and were much easier to reach.  This 
change was particularly striking in the family which had 3 conferences.  Describing the 
process of first contacting the mother, the coordinator wrote, "Attempts to make 
appointments . . . with this lady has been made with no success.  She was made aware 
of time and place for meeting but did not show."  By the third conference, all evasion 
was gone and the mother was described as "very eager to take part and even 
telephoned me before it was decided that we would give her and her family another try 
[at a conference]."   
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Fewer Explanations 
 

The reason for calling the second conference usually did not involve extensive 
explanations.  For instance, the coordinator wrote, "The reconvening of this conference 
was a plan devised by the family at [the first conference].  In the first plan the family had 
two options - first they could remain together as a two-parent family unit given that Dad 
pursued help for his violence and alcohol problems. . . . [Second,] if Dad did not attempt 
to get help than Mom would leave with the children and establish a one parent family 
and home.  The time period for this to take place was 5 months."  When the first option 
was not carried out, the family reconvened in order to assist the mother with the second 
strategy. 
 
Invitation Process Simpler 
 

The second time around, it was easier to determine who to invite and not to 
invite.  The old invitation list could be pulled out and reviewed.  Participants who had 
been unhelpful either during or after the conference could be crossed off the list.  For 
instance, a coordinator wrote, "Two people were excluded from the original list - [two 
maternal relatives].  They did nothing to assist [the mother] in the interim but were 
responsible for generating a great deal of community gossip."   
 

The invitation process was relatively simpler and more predictable.  In a first 
conference the coordinator reported that contacting family members and explaining the 
project took a large amount of time while for the second conference which came closely 
on the heels of the first, all that was required was mailed invitation to each participant.  
Another coordinator noted that people who had found the prior conference a worthwhile 
process "agreed to come again without hesitation."  The responses of people who had 
wanted to avoid involvement the last time came as less of a surprise.  Remembering the 
prior experience, the coordinator noted, "As per usual, the biological paternal family did 
not want to [see] me and actually preferred to discuss the situation on the phone."  
  
Resolving Unfinished Business 
 

Any issues lingering from the first conference needed to be addressed before 
holding the conference.  A coordinator found that not only had some grudges remained 
but that history had been subtly recreated as apparent in the meeting with the family of 
the man who had sexually abused his step-daughter: 
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First I had to apologize to them for insinuating that their brother would be 
unable to change - this folly I made at [the prior conference].  I did stick to 
my guns, however, and attempted to educate them.  Their other brother 
[also a sex offender] was present. . . I also had to apologize to the brother 
for not inviting him to the last conference.  I told him I could not remember 
exactly why he was excluded but I felt it had to do with [the victim's] state 
of mind at that time.  She was very fragile and her emotional safety was 



very important to everyone.  We weren't sure how she would interpret his 
presence.  I also remember that it wasn't an issue then either.  They have 
all become much closer as a family and are now looking back on the 
situation differently.  He is wearing the insult he felt last time and playing it 
for all its worth.  They were all trying to blame it one me.  I took the blame 
because I didn't really care and I didn't want it highlighted as a relevant 
issue. 

 
With one exception, these apologies were sufficient, and the step-father's relatives 
turned up at the conference.   
 
Reduced Concerns 
 

Because of the prior experience, anxieties for those returning tended to be lower. 
 On the "Fact Sheets on Preparation of the Interviewee for Conference," the 
coordinator's noted for the first-time conference that the interviewees expressed fears 
about being believed or becoming overly emotional or voiced scepticism about the 
project's ability to keep the participants safe.  For the second conference, no concerns 
were reported on any of the 9 fact sheets available (for some conferences closely 
spaced to the first one these forms were not completed).   
 
Less Preparation of Officials 
 

Usually there were fewer investigators to be educated on family group 
conferencing.  For those who were new to the process and required preparation, it was 
simpler for the coordinators since they could predict better the family dynamics and 
needs at the conference.   
 
Tapping Family Strengths 
 

Between the conferences, growth in some cases had occurred, and these 
greater strengths could be drawn upon in designing the conference.  This was 
particularly evident an interview with an incest survivor who had had a year to live in 
relative safety since the first conference and had had the benefit of in-depth counselling. 
 In an interview with this young woman, the coordinator found that she was able to 
discuss the plans for the conference and articulate her wishes including on where the 
offender should sit at the conference.  This young woman, as the coordinator observed, 
had made a "truly amazing" transition: "she was so mature and grown up - she was 
completely different from the child who would not speak to me one year ago." 
 
4.21  Evaluation of Preparations 
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Most of this chapter has been devoted to looking at what was done to prepare for 
the conferences; it now turns to how the family group conference participants viewed 
these preparations after taking part in the conference.  This retrospective perspective 



provides important information on the adequacy of the preparations.  The material for 
this section is taken primarily from the Evaluation Forms completed after the conference 
by all participants.  At this time, only the evaluative material pertinent to the preparations 
is reported.   This includes responses to three questions: “Was the preparation for the 
conference adequate?”  “Did you like where the conference was held?” and “Were the 
right people at the conference?”  The latter two questions are covered because both 
involved activities which needed to be carried out during the preparatory phase--the 
selection of the venue for the meeting and the inviting of participants.  On the evaluation 
form underneath of each of these three questions, the respondents were asked to write 
down any problems they had experienced in this regard.  These qualitative data are 
also reviewed below.  In addition, where relevant, information was gleaned from 
answers to other questions such “What especially needed to be changed to make for a 
better conference?” and “Is there anything else that you think we should know in order 
to organize conferences in the future with other families?”   The findings summarized in 
the tables below come only from family group participants (i.e., family, friends, and 
support persons) and do not include professional participants (i.e., project coordinator, 
project researcher, referring/investigative workers, invited information givers). 
 
4.21.1 Adequacy of Preparations 
 

To the question "was the preparation for the conference adequate?," an  
overwhelming number of participants answered in the affirmative.  As seen in Table 
4.23, 95% (278) answered “yes” while only 5% (15) responded “no” or expressed 
uncertainty.  
 
Table 4.23 
Number of Family Group Participants Who Agreed That the Preparation For The 
Conference Was Adequate 

 
Response 

 
Nain 

 
Port au Port 

 
St. John's 

 
Total 

 
Yes 

 
38 

 
74 

 
166 

 
278 

 
No 

 
3 

 
1 

 
1 

 
5 

 
Don't Know 

 
1 

 
3 

 
6 

 
10 

 
Missing 

 
0 

 
0 

 
0 

 
0 

 
Total 

 
42 

 
78 

 
173 

 
293 

 
Eighteen people gave written comments on the FGC Evaluation Form in 

response to the question "If there were any problems, what were they?"  The responses 
revealed a range of concerns.  Reinforcing the need for support persons to be involved, 
one abused person (an adult) missed the presence of a support person and own 
mother, which made this individual "feel kind of alone."  Indicating that participants 
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needed more orienting to the purpose of the conference, a different abused person said 
of another conference that "They [the other people at the conference] were worried 
about themselves" and not about the abused person.  Wanting more preparation of the 
abused person, two people at another conference were frustrated because the young 
person who had been abused would not tell the group how she felt about things.  
Reflecting on the lack of focus at still yet another conference, one person felt the re-
convened conference lacked an agenda and was uncontrolled with a "couple of 
conversations in the same room." 
 
4.21.2 The Importance of Place 
 

Closely related to the topic of how well prepared people were for the conference 
is the question of where the conferences were held.  The following table (Table 4.24) 
summarizes the responses from the FGC Evaluation Form.   It shows that the 
participants were generally satisfied with the location of the conference.   In response 
the question of “did you like where the conference was held?,” 96% (282) said “yes” 
while only 4% (11) voiced negative views or uncertainty.   
 
Table 4.24 
Number of Family Group Participants Who Agreed that They Liked Where the 
Conference Was Held 

 
Response 

 
Nain 

 
Port-au-Port 

 
St. John's 

 
Total 

 
Yes 

 
40 

 
73 

 
169 

 
282 

 
No 

 
  2 

 
  3 

 
   2 

 
   7 

 
Don't Know 

 
  0 

 
  2 

 
   2 

 
   4 

 
Missing 

 
  0 

 
  0 

 
   0 

 
   0 

 
Total 

 
42 

 
78 

 
173 

 
293 

 
Ensuring that All Perspectives Are Heard 
 

Thirty-two persons gave written responses to the question "Who else should 
have been there?"  The majority of these comments indicated that there should have 
either been more or certain family members at the conference.  We are strong in the 
view that all sides of a family need to be represented, things did not go as well when an 
entire side of a family was missing.  This was particularly true in the case of missing 
fathers.  Fourteen people (from three conferences) pointed to the absence of the father 
of the child in question.  As discussed earlier in this chapter, this finding underscored 
the ongoing problems encountered by all 3 coordinators in getting men, especially 
fathers, to attend the conferences.  
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It was also a glaring omission once a conference started to discover that 
someone was present who was too vulnerable to speak for him or herself or had not 
prepared adequately for the powerful emotional reactions engendered by being faced 
by such a large number of family members in one room.  Most of these people, 
especially young persons and younger parents, had never seen so many of their family 
at once.  For these people and others who had refused to have a support person with 
them, the absence of someone to be there for them was evident once the conference 
commenced.  In some cases, someone "jumped in" to be that person's support and this 
was quite helpful, but this is clearly an area to be explored further in future conferences. 
 It became apparent early in the project that perpetrators were among those who 
needed support people with them.   
 

The After the Conference Interviews with families revealed a variety of feelings 
about people who were either not there or were unable to participate.  For example: 
 
  ° The father should have been there to give his side of the story. 
  ° [The conference would have been better] if they showed up on time and sobered 

up to be at the meeting. 
 
Limiting Exclusions 
 

Only three written comments were given by the 293 persons in response to the 
question "who should have been excluded?"  One person said "more here," another 
said "me because I don't live here and I have my own family" and one person described 
as the abuser didn't like a particular person being there.  We are confident in saying 
about this last conference that not a single other person present would have agreed that 
the person in question should not have been there.   
 

Despite the presence of people at some conferences who were quite difficult for 
the rest of the participants to deal with and on some occasions they were outright 
quarelsome and dominating, they still were not identified as people who should have 
been excluded.  The premise of inclusion seems well supported by the family members 
themselves.  We conclude that exclusions should be exercised rarely and then only 
after extensive consultation with the family to gain a diversity of opinions.  
 
4.22  Summary 
 

The findings on preparations and the later feedback from the conferences 
confirmed that the organization for the conferences should include the following: 
 
• Providing clear information to the participants about the purpose and structure of 

the conference so that they know what expect and what is expected of them; 
 
• Inviting a group that is as representative as possible of the kin and other 
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important ties so that no one perspective or resource is excluded; 
 
• Making the practical arrangements so people can get to the conference and 

participate without undue inconvenience or frustration; 
 
• Ensuring that participants have necessary supports so that they can participate 

effectively and safely at the conference. 
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