
 OPENINGS 
 
5.0  Introduction 
 

Thus far, we have given an overview of the philosophy, operation, and research 
methodology of the project as a whole and reported the findings on the way referrals and 
preparations for the conferences were handled.  We now turn attention to the conferences 
themselves.   
 
5.0.1  Grounding the Research in Experience 
 

Before continuing we wish to comment on the liberal use of quotations that we make 
in the prior chapter, this chapter,  and the following two chapters.  The intent is to keep the 
focus of the evaluation close to the actual experiences of the people who were involved in 
the conferences.  Where relevant, we supply numbers and other computations but we think 
there is no real substitute for the first-hand reports of the family members and the 
professional persons who attended the conferences.  This includes the coordinators who 
organized and facilitated the conferences and the researchers who observed the 
conferences, carried out the interviews, and administered the questionnaires.  It is mainly 
from their accounts that we paint a picture of the conferences and draw our conclusions.  
Of course, we as the authors select quotes around which to wrap the discussion and 
analysis in order to deepen the reader's understanding and appreciation for how this model 
works.  We attempt to give a balanced expression to the variety of experiences reported by 
different people, even those that happened rarely, revealed mistakes or omissions on our 
parts and instances where we simply could have done something better.  In particular, we 
have attempted to highlight important themes and their meanings. 
 
5.0.2  Organization of Chapters Five Through Seven 

 
To impose some order on the material, this chapter and the following two are 

organized around the process of the conferences: they walk the reader through the stages 
of the conference while reporting the findings along the way.  This chapter (Chapter 5) 
overviews the beginning phase:  arrivals at the conference, introductions of participants, 
opening comments and ceremonies, and the Information giving.   The next chapter 
(Chapter 6) focuses on the deliberation processes for developing a plan; and the following 
chapter (Chapter 7) reviews the formalizing of the plan in writing and its approval and 
implementation. 
 
5.1  Arrivals, Introductions, & Openings 
 
5.1.1  Countdown to the Conference & Arriving   
 

At the appointed hour, extended family members came face to face with each other, 
with the professionals and ultimately with the facts of the situation.  For some families, 
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particularly those in Nain and on the Port au Port Peninsula, arrival at the meeting meant 
seeing people they saw most days but with whom they had never openly discussed the 
problems.  At other conferences family members met relatives they had not seen or spoken 
to for a long time.  This was particularly true in families characterized by long-standing 
feuds or ex-nuptial parents who had no contact with one another.  In others the family 
members were introduced to people they had either never met or did not know were their 
relatives until the planning had begun.  This was particularly true in families characterized 
by high levels of cultural assimilation including loss of language between generations.   In 
some cases, biological parents were coming face to face with their own children after long 
periods of separation or, in cases where their children were in protective custody, their 
representatives as well (e.g., foster parents, protection or youth corrections workers)..  
 

It was typical for family members to become more optimistic during the preparation 
stage.  They were often relieved with the discovery that certain family members whom they 
had feared would refuse to come had, in fact, agreed to attend.   The mood, however, 
altered in the final hours leading up to the conferences, and even the moments of arrival, 
which tended to be rampant with anxiety.  Typically a drama of some kind unfolded in the 
final hours.  An aunt who was refusing to come showed up anyway.  Another person who 
said she would not have anything to do with the conference decided at the last minute to 
give a letter to a relative to deliver to the conference.  A grandmother who declared that she 
was deliberately coming late because she was not going to "listen to those child welfare 
people" [from field student's journal] heard the report anyway, with positive effect.  Writing 
about this incident, the regular coordinator reports: 
 

The group started a little late because some family members were detained. 
This caused some anxiety for all of us, particularly [the student social worker 
coordinating the FGC], who had been worried that some family members 
would fail to show up on the actual day of the conference.  The Grandmother 
called to inform us that she was coming, but would not be present for the 
information giving session because she did not want to hear it.  As it turned 
out, she was present for it because by the time she got there the FGC was 
only just beginning.  This worked out for the best as she was an important 
member and needed to hear the information presented.  

 
5.1.2  The Family's Fears Becoming the Concerns of the Coordinator 
 

Excerpts from the coordinators’ reflective journals are used to introduce by way of 
example, what at the beginning of the project was among the worst fears shared by the 
coordinators, that a key person would not show up at the last minute.  As was noted in the 
chapter dealing with preparations, this was a frequently expressed fear of family members 
during that stage.  The example below shows how creatively the coordinators and the 
family members were in dealing with turns of events.   A young person in a family where 
several of the children had attempted suicide prior to the referral, intentionally stabbed 
himself days before the conference and another young adult in the same family overdosed 
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the very day of the conference.  The student social worker who was facilitating this 
particular conference wrote: 
 

On . . . the evening of the conference, I arrived at the office . . . to prepare for 
the conference.  One of the counsellors . . . was already there, he was 
serving as both a resource person and a support person.  [The coordinator 
and researcher] arrived just after I did.  The child welfare workers arrived just 
before 7:00 p.m.  The mother did not show up, so her oldest son called her, 
and her step-mother also spoke with her.  She informed both of them that 
she would not come.  The children said that they really wanted her there so 
[one of the adult children] along with [the coordinator] went to the home, and 
they returned with her.  The mother did not look happy about being there. 

 
Significantly, both the boy who had stabbed himself and the young woman who had 
ingested pills that morning were at the conference.  Three hours later all declared they were 
glad they had come.  In fact, this family was so encouraged by their own ability to talk with 
one another that they met again the following day to finalize a plan about which the 
coordinator later wrote: 
 

We began again at approximately 10:00 a.m.  I called the 18 year old at the 
treatment centre and again connected her to the rest of the family by speaker 
phone.  The aunt that had come in from [out of town] was not present this 
morning because she had to leave on an early flight . . . but she had left a 
message for the family. . . .  She wanted them to know that she loved them 
and that they need to support each other. 

 
 
5.1.3  Creating an Awareness of Family Identity 
 

Tensions aside, the arrival patterns and sheer numbers of extended family and 
guests set an important climate for the meeting.  In her description of one family's arrival at 
their conference, the researcher captured an essential difference between a FGC and a 
meeting of immediate family members, and underscores how the "gathering" of the family 
has the potential to create a climate of dignity and circumstance. 
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Coordinator, Police Officer and myself were the first to arrive. . . .  Family 
members started to arrive at 9:50.  The maternal family arrived first, a few at 
a time.  The second family was the step-family [of the abused person], the 
last to arrive was paternal side of the family.  Mostly everyone who arrived 
had a look of fear mixed with anticipation.  Some people walked in and sat 
down right away, this was mostly the younger ones in the group.  
Grandmother of [abused children] was totally scared to even enter the house. 
 I happened to be outside at the time and spoke with her briefly-introduced 
myself, spoke of the weather, then asked her to come in and have a coffee.  
She eventually went in after 8 minutes but was very shy.  I was also outside 



when the paternal family members came and they all seemed very quiet and 
very intense.  Everyone eventually arrived by 10:05.  Once everyone was 
inside they appeared calm and relaxed, casual conversation occurred and 
they had coffee and cookies.  Circle started to form before any direction from 
coordinator.  All three families sat next to their own family members.  At the 
start of the circle, which I thought interesting was the mom of . . . , then 
straight after was [abused teen] and following her was the step family.   
Continuing on down the circle was the family members of the paternal side.  
Continuing around was the maternal family.  Everyone except the mom sat 
with immediate family members. 

 
Evident from this depiction of the circle formation is how the family members settled into a 
configuration reflecting their kinship alignments.  The gathering reaffirmed their identities as 
family members. 
 
5.1.4  Establishing a Climate for Respectful Communication Towards the 

Family   
 

Prior to the conference, the coordinators had the opportunity to gain advice on 
cultural and family matters from individual family members, especially senior members, and 
from their community panel and, in the case of Nain, from individual members of the local 
advisory group.  Emphasis was placed on respecting cultural, family and local traditions 
and practices (e.g., opening with prayer, acknowledging senior members of family or 
members had come from out of town).   
 

In Nain, the conferences typically opened with the coordinator inviting the senior 
family person, the Chief Elder or church pastor to lead the group in a prayer.  On the Port 
au Port Peninsula, where family members expressed the most concerns about 
confidentiality, a bible was used in some sessions upon which all present swore an oath to 
keep private what was said in the conference.  While this oath had no legal sanction, the 
practice did, according to the coordinator, make people feel at ease.  In St. John's, 
openings were organized around the unique needs of particular families.  One family who 
had invited their church pastor said they wanted that person to open with a prayer.  In 
another, the eldest person in the family welcomed everyone and urged the family to come 
together to solve the problems at hand.   
 

During the introductions, the coordinators were further able to set a tone for 
respectful communication by acknowledging a particular family’s uniqueness and ability to 
come together.  They achieved this by such means as thanking the members for coming, 
acknowledging the particular efforts of some to come from far distances or participate by 
other means such as written statements or conference call, or affirming the significance of 
the attendance by senior family members. 
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5.1.5  Preparing the Stage for the Abused Person to be the Focus of the 
Meeting   

 
Adequate time during the opening of the conference was to be given for each person 

to identify themselves and their relationship to the abused person(s).  This was done to 
encourage people early in the meeting to distinguish their own personal issues and feelings 
that they may have as family members from the need to protect the person(s) for whom a 
plan was to be developed.  Coordinators were encouraged to practice beforehand saying 
the purpose of the conference in clear language just the way they would be saying it to 
people at the conference.  The aim was for everyone to hear the same, clear message and 
for this statement of purpose to be repeated throughout the course of the FGC.  The 
coordinators were expected to tie their statement about the purpose of the conference to 
the need to protect a particular person or persons.  The ingredients of a good statement of 
purpose were clarity, preferably both verbally and in writing, of the reason for the 
conference, the outcome sought, and the name of the person(s) on whose behalf the 
conference had been called.   
 

The opportunity presented to the coordinator at this stage of the conference to 
empower the family, or discount them, deserves attention.  It took much in the way of skill 
to get the statement of purpose  right especially since it must foster strength and a sense of 
efficacy in the family group rather than usurp their role or risk redirecting their attention as a 
result of a more flamboyant demonstration of technique.  The coordinator's maturity was 
greatly tested during the opening stage.  At first conferences, the family's attention and 
tension were both significantly focused in a way that was probably quite new for them as a 
group.  This coupled with the fact that the amount of knowledge the coordinator had about 
the family at this stage, including their history with helpers and legally mandated authorities, 
meant that how they chose to facilitate the opening was a significant intervention.  As one 
family member pointed out in an After the Conference Interview: 
 

The coordinator set the tone of the conference by clearly stating in a gentle 
way, the problem, and gave some information that helped the group on 
reflective listening skills.  She handled the interruptions very well because 
she asked each member to respect each other by not speaking until that 
person is finished. 

 
As one social worker pointed out, "All the coordinator does, really, is set up a meeting." 
How this meeting was set up, prepared the way for what was to follow. 
 
5.1.6  Setting the Ground Rules for the Meeting 

At the outset, the coordinators laid out the rules for the conference.  These would 
have been reviewed during the preparations with family members but it was important to 
state them before the entire group.  One researcher described the coordinator’s habitual 
manner of starting the conference and covering the ground rules: 
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I knew exactly what she was going to say.  It always follows the same basic 
format.  You’d [the coordinator] always start with introductions, housekeeping 
[e.g., timing of breaks], orientation to facilities [e.g., where the phones and 
washrooms were located], ground rules, set some standard of behaviour 
such that no one would be abusive to each other, and give them an agenda, 
outline of the day, give them an idea of what to expect, and then go into 
information providing. 

 
A coordinator at a different project site explained how she laid out the ground rules at a 
conference: 
 

I then discussed housekeeping items.  I advised them that they could refresh 
their coffees and have a cigarette when they needed to but to let [some]one 
know if anyone left and did not return for I would then try to get them back.  
Then I moved into the ground rules which included no violence, name calling 
or abusive language.  As well, no interrupting--everyone is to be given the 
opportunity to express their views. This moved along to confidentiality and 
the rights of all FGC members to privacy and that what is said in the room 
must remain in the room and only among them and they must respect an 
trust each other with that responsibility.  

 
5.1.7  Acknowledging that the Proceedings May Be Painful 
 

Once this coordinator had completed the ground rules and reviewed the purpose of 
the conference, she then moved into identifying that the discussion could evoke strong 
feelings in the participants: 
 

At that point, I acknowledged the pain in each of the families and that I knew 
it was difficult for them to be there to discuss these painful issues.  I indicated 
that it takes a lot of courage to sit together and discuss these issues and that 
they needed to respect each other and each other’s feelings. 

 
Observing the coordinator, the researcher wrote about the impact on the family: 
 

Coordinator’s introduction took 20 minutes total and she gave a lot of 
encouragement and thanked everyone for being a part of the abused child’s 
concerns and ongoing support.  At this point of the conference everyone was 
sitting straight up and attentive.  Everyone seemed positive and understood 
the goal of the conference. 

 
5.1.8  Expecting the Unexpected   
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While the coordinators had some set patterns, they developed their own strategies 
for dealing with the unexpected at this stage of the conferences and the need to do that 
was the rule rather than the exception.  In one situation where the mother could not speak 



in front of her family, the coordinator asked everyone except the woman and her support 
person to leave the room for a period of time.  It was simply too painful for her to get her 
words together without some preparation.  Her support person helped her frame her 
feelings into words, and when everyone came back, the woman was able to say what she 
wanted.  In another, a teen did not want to sit in the same room as the family so the 
coordinator kept the door panel open to the next room and a vacant chair in plain view of 
the family to give her a seat if she so chose in their midst and to remind them of her 
presence throughout the deliberations.   As the following excerpt from one coordinator's 
journal notes, sometimes the openings were unsettling: 
 

At the beginning of the meeting prior to the presentation from [two invited 
persons], the grandmothers began to argue who was most at fault.  I 
interrupted this exchange to remind them that this meeting was about the 
baby and not a place to lay blame.  This seemed to [defuse] the situation and 
both. . . .  settled back. . . .  Mom was upset with this and left the room with 
her support person.  When she returned, she felt that people were still talking 
about and blaming her; she left the room again saying that we could take our 
meeting and shove it etc.  her support person and this coordinator followed 
her out of the room to the parking lot and tried to convince her to come back. 
 She was eventually able to focus on the concept that this was a meeting to 
help her with the baby and she returned to the conference. 

 
In the post-conference de-briefing for this conference, the coordinator observed that a 
turning point occurred when the two grandmothers who had sat across the room from one 
another at the start moved to sit next to each other. 
 
5.2  Participants 
 

The smallest conference had 4 participants (family and professional) and the largest 
had 25.  The following table (Table 5.1) shows the number of people in attendance at each 
site and for all of the 37 conferences.    On average, the conferences in St. John’s tended 
to be somewhat larger than those at the other two sites.  
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Table 5.1 
Number of People Attending the First-Time and Reconvened Conferences by Site 

 
SIZE 

 
NAIN 

 

 
PORT AU 

PORT 
 

 
ST. JOHN'S 

 

 
ALL 

 

 
Total 
Number 

 
159 

 
130 

 
183 

 
472 

 
Mean per 
Conference 
 

 
12.23 

 
11.82 

 
15.25 

 
13.11 

 
Standard 
Deviation 

 
 4.50 

 
 5.64 

 
 4.39 

 
 4.95 

 
Median 
 

 
12.0 

 
9 

 
15 

 
12 

 
Mode 
 

 
8.0 

 
 8 

 
11 

 
8 

 
Minimum to 
Maximum 

 
4 - 21 

 
6 - 24 

 
10 - 24 

 
4 - 24 

 
5.2.1  Working Within Variable Attendance 
 

Not everyone who showed up for a conference stayed for the whole meeting.  As will 
be seen later, the climate of the conferences themselves ranged from solemn and subdued 
where family members sat straining for someone to speak to the moderately chaotic with 
members coming and going, taking breaks at different times, and at times seemingly 
unproductive venting of frustration and conflict.  As could be expected, the character of a 
conference was directly related to the character of the family:  the family's typical way of 
relating extended over into the conference.  Because the conferences tended to be 
stretched out over several hours, some people could only come for a short time, but even 
putting in an appearance was nearly always helpful and taken as a supportive sign by the 
family.  With some exceptions, out-of-town visitors typically stayed at the conferences 
throughout.  The exceptions tended to be when the family decided to have an additional 
meeting that interfered with travel arrangements. 
 
5.2.2  Setting Limits Around Professional Involvement 
 

Before the project started, concerns were expressed that having too many 
professionals at a conference would overshadow and therefore inhibit the family from 
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speaking out. The next table (Table 5.2) shows that for the three sites combined, the 
average number of family members (X = 9.86) exceeded that for the average number of 
professionals (X = 2.97).   Contrary to expectations for an urban centre, in St. John’s where 
one would presume the presence of more professionals, the weighting toward family (X = 
13.17) and away from professionals (X = 2.08) was the most pronounced for any site. 
 
Table 5.2 
Numbers of Professionals and Family Members at First-Time and Reconvened 
Conferences by Project Site  
 
ROLE 

 
NAIN 

 
PORT AU 

PORT 

 
ST. JOHN’S 

 
TOTAL 

 
Family 

 
119 

 
108 

 
157 

 
384 

 
  Mean 

 
9.15 

 
982 

 
13.08 

 
10.67 

 
  Min to Max 

 
4-16 

 
4-22 

 
8-20 

 
4-22 

 
Professionals 

 
40 

 
22 

 
26 

 
88 

 
  Mean 

 
3.08 

 
2.0 

 
2.17 

 
2.44 

 
  Min to Max 

 
0-5 

 
0-4 

 
1-4 

 
0-5 

 
On one occasion early in the project, a coordinator kept several professionals 

present in the room for much of the conference.  This proved unsatisfactory and was not 
repeated.  A professional said of the conference, that although it was clearly helpful to the 
family, the process had given him information that he would never have come by in his 
particular role.  He reflected that the practice of having all professionals in the room at one 
time would contribute to their over involvement.  At another early conference where the 
coordinator and the child welfare worker stayed in the room and did not give the family 
private time, family members said they thought the child welfare worker should have left. 
 
5.2.3  Ensuring Supports for Participants 
 

Each person who came to a conference had a designated role.  The following table 
(Table 5.3) shows the number of people who came to these 37 conferences by site and by 
their role at the conference.  The overwhelming majority came in the capacity of family 
member of the abused person/s or abusing person/s and, thus, reaffirmed family ties and 
caring.  The presence of non-family whether as friends, officially designated support 
persons, or information providers reinforced that this was more than a family gathering;   it 
was a crucial planning forum.  Morever, non-family were helpful in managing some of the 
family tensions and often played important supportive roles when this would not have been 
feasible for family members.  In fact, the use of family members as support persons proved 
problematic on two occasions.  At one conference it was disclosed that the older sibling 
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who was the spokesperson/support for the younger siblings had sexually abused the others 
when they were children.  At another, an abused woman was supported by her abusive 
husband.  In this instance, the family supported the abuser in denying the existence of the 
problem.  In Nain family members opposed the inclusion of non-family support people 
because they did not believe the problems in the family should be known to outsiders. 
 
Table 5.3 
Number of People Who Came to the First-Time and Reconvened Conferences by Site 
and Role at the Conference 

 
 
           ROLE IN THE CONFERENCE 

 
NAIN 

 
PORT 

AU 
PORT 

 
ST. 

JOHN’S 

 
TOTAL 

Abuser 15 6 17 38  
 

Abused 4 7  14 25 
 

Abuser/Abused 1 2  1  4 
 

Biological Family 87 71 96 254 
 

Family Friend 6  5 12 23 
 

Support Person 3 8 10 21 
 

Legal Guardian 0 2 0 2 
 

Foster Family 1 7 7 15 
 

Information Giver Mandated 20 14 14 48 
 

Information Giver Invited 20 7 8 35 
 

Missing Data 2 1 4 7 
 

Totals 159 150 183 472 
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5.3  The Information Giving Stage 
 

Once the introductions were finished and any ground rules shared, the coordinators 
shifted to the information-giving stage of the conference.  Information was given by two 
groups of professionals:  
 
(1)  the referring worker and any other people who had been involved in the investigation 

of the abuse, and  
 
(2) the invited professional/s who gave information on a specific topic to the participants 

at the conference. 
 
These information givers most often presented to the group verbally although in some 
instances brief hand-outs or flip-chart paper was used to highlight points of their 
presentation.  
 

In addition to the presentations by the professionals, statements of family members 
were often read out to the group at this time.  These included both statements by family 
members who could not be present and those who were present and had messages which 
they wished to convey at the outset of the meeting.  The statements from absent members 
tended to be delivered by the coordinator while those of persons in attendance tended to be 
relayed by the person or his or her support person. 
 
5.3.1  Purpose 
 

The purpose of the Information-giving stage of the conference was two-fold: (a)  to 
foster a climate of partnership between the extended family members and the mandated 
authorities, and, (b) to make sure that the family members had good quality information at 
their disposal with which to render decisions in the best interests of the abused person(s).  
It was during this stage that the level of preparation of the information giver for what they 
were getting into and their own abilities to talk with the families in respectful ways were 
carefully scrutinized by everyone.   
 
5.3.2 Information From the Referring Agent/Investigative Authorities 
 

These presenters included workers from child protection, youth correction, police 
parole, and probation.  Having carried out the investigation or assessment of the family’s 
situation, they had some familiarity with at least one or more people in attendance but did 
not, at least in St. John’s and on the Port au Port Peninsula, know the entire family group. 
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5.3.2.1 Establishing the Care and/or Protection Concern 
 

The task of the referring authorities, along with any other people who may had been 
involved in investigations or assessments relative to the abuse, was to set before the family 
information that would establish that the abused person was in need of care and/or 
protection.  During this stage, any ideas the coordinator or investigative authorities had 
about how the case should be resolved were offered as suggestions rather than as 
definitive recommendations in order to not inhibit family creativity in forming a plan.  At the 
same time if the legally mandated authorities had a "bottom line" (e.g., "this child will not be 
permitted to live in the same house as this relative"), they were encouraged to be honest 
about it and not give the family false impressions about the extent of their decision making. 
 In situations of repeat abuse or longer-term involvement, it proved most helpful when the 
investigatory authorities took a stance of "What we have been doing is not solving the 
problem." 
 
5.3.2.2 Breaking Through the Denial 
 

This part of the conference tended to stimulate high levels of emotion.  The impact 
on the family of hearing the facts with everyone present in the room was regarded by the 
family members themselves as one of the most significant milestones in the in the process 
of the family cohering around a validated set of facts.  The information stage brought things 
which could previously not be openly discussed out in the open.  Even in situations where 
the perpetrator had been convicted in court, family members had varying conceptions 
about what had happened and levels of denial remained high until the facts were set forth.  
How this was done was very important.  As one researcher pointed out:, 
 

[The turning point is] when the child welfare worker gives a brief history of 
family and bottom line.  Some workers were really vague, uncomfortable and 
afraid to be direct.  This made the family uncomfortable.  Some workers 
came in, sometimes with little charts identifying the main concerns.  The 
clearer they were the better it was.  In one case it was very badly done and 
the family got very hostile because she went digging back too far and 
presenting information that wasn't really relevant and which shouldn't have 
been brought up at the time. 

 
5.3.2.3 Going with the Family’s Reactions 
 

Families were encouraged to wait until the non-family members left the room to 
begin their discussions, but this did not always happen.  Coordinators, mandated 
authorities and often other guests had to be patient and respectful of the family's right to do 
things their way.  The following is excerpted from the researcher's notes of one conference: 
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After a round of introductions, [the coordinator] gave a brief address 
concerning ground rules, the agenda for the day, and administrative details.  



The atmosphere was very tense, and the family looked nervous and 
apprehensive.  The child protection worker outlined CPS concerns for the 
family and explained them thoroughly:  emotional abuse toward each other 
and towards [the child], physical abuse between [the parents] and could 
happen [sic] with [the child] in the heat of an argument, lack of supervision, 
during quarrels [the child] is not supervised and could have an accident, 
[child's] physical and emotional health, plans for future in the event that 
[child's] health worsens, use of alcohol, if they're going out for an evening, 
one person must be capable of caring for the child when they return home.  
[The paternal grandmother] asked why they fight so much and so violently, 
claiming she cannot understand the reason for it and that they should be able 
to handle their problems better.  [The mother] interpreted her comments as 
blame and rushed from the room crying.  She was followed by her support 
person, and they stayed out of the room for about 15 minutes.  After this, the 
grandmothers began to argue. . . .  After [coordinator] smoothed this over, 
[child protection worker] continued with her presentation. 

 
 
5.3.2.4 Continuing the Conference Despite the Reactions 
  

At times, the conference had to continue its work despite the reaction of one or more 
participants to the information giving.  A case in point is a teen who was uncomfortable with 
the presentations at her conference: 
 

The letter from [a professional] and the information presented by [Child 
Protection Worker] related a great deal of negative information about [the 
young person], to which she reacted by fidgeting, playing with her hair, 
smirking to herself, and generally giving the impression that she wasn't 
listening, wasn't impressed, and didn't care. . . .  At one point one of the 
aunts became very annoyed at [the young person], asking her "What's wrong 
with you?  Are you even listening to any of this?  Why are you sitting there 
with a big smirk on your face?"  Other family members calmed the aunt down 
and defended [the young person] by explaining that she did understand 
everything that was being said, but that the only way she could cope was to 
act that way.  It was recognized by the group that she had to be permitted to 
deal with it in her own way. . . .  During the lunch hour, [the young person] 
announced that she was leaving the conference.  She ensured that everyone 
present knew this and went out of her way to make it a dramatic event. . . .  
the family continued without her and created a plan which did not include her 
views. 
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5.3.2.5 Usually Positive Evaluation of Presentations 
 

The ratings of the presentations by child welfare, police and parole workers were 
nearly always positive as evidenced by the candid written feedback from the researchers, 
coordinators and family members.   Written comments typically noted how respectful and 
supportive these people had been in their presentations.  For example (all from different 
conferences):  
 
  ° [Name of child welfare worker] did a great job of outlining child protection concerns 

in the case. 
  ° Constable [name] did a great job explaining her involvement with the family. 
  ° Parole officer [name] was very informative and supportive of the family. 
  ° The Social Worker and the CNIB spokesperson were especially effective in 

presenting their information in a very helpful and clear manner. 
  ° Parole officer was very helpful and explanatory in every aspect.  Help put light on 

what [offender] has been working on. 
  ° [Child welfare worker] very informative and to the point on what needs to be put in 

place.  Stayed the whole day to offer support and guidance when needed. 
 

When the authorities, such as child welfare, police, or parole,  presented at the same 
time, the effect on the family was invariably positive and motivating for the family.  For 
example: 
 

[Police officer] explained. . . .  involvement with the family, relating the major 
incident where the father could have been charged with assault and the 
daughter with trafficking drugs.  In the interests of preserving family unity and 
saving the child from being prosecuted for selling drugs, the [police officer] 
decided not to lay charges.  She showed unusual compassion and 
understanding for this family, which they appreciated.  [Child Protection 
Worker] then continued, outlining CPS concerns for the family's safety. 

 
The feedback was equally candid on those few occasions when the presentations 

were not helpful or could have been better.  One person was described as "preachy" in the 
words of a researcher and at another conference a presenter was described in the 
evaluation by several participants as "arrogant."  Family members in two different After the 
Conference Interviews were unhappy with the way they perceived that a police officer had 
addressed their relative: 
 
  ° If in future conferences, [if] there are children present, any information regarding the 

child should be reflected or maybe the child should leave the room.  [Child] felt like 
the police officer was putting him down [when giving information]. 

  ° Where there's children present they should be spoken to with care. 
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The coordinator and researcher both agreed that the officer's presentation was abrasive 
and made the family and the child defensive. 
 

Comments from other conferences included: 
 
  ° I felt that the child welfare worker could have been less hesitant and more 

direct/clear in presenting...information. 
  ° Child welfare worker not well prepared and appeared to[o]  late as authorization role 

[sic]. 
 
Our impressions from the conferences, later confirmed by the written evaluations, was that 
the coordinators increasingly got it right as to who to invite to the conferences as 
information givers and how to prepare them to give empowering messages to the family. 
 
5.3.2.6 Beneficial Effects 
 
Everybody Knows:  Bringing the Issues Out in the Open 
 

One mother said of her daughter's sexual abuse that before the conference 
everyone was always asking her what had happened, despite the conviction and 
imprisonment of the family member, but since the conference, no one asked.  They all 
heard it at the same time and all present had stopped blaming the victim.  
 
Sympathy for the Abused Person Increases 
 

One of the main effects of this stage of the conference, as confirmed by the 
observers and in the after-the-conference interviews with participants, was that sympathy 
for the survivors was increased.  
 
Investigating Authorities Share Responsibility 
 

In later feedback from focus groups on the experience of attending conferences, 
investigatory authorities with near uniformity noted that they no longer felt that the family 
was hostile toward them and that they now felt some partnership with some family 
members.  The conferences increased the families' understanding of and appreciation for 
the role played by the authorities and vice versa for the situations of the families.  In the 
words of one child welfare worker, "I no longer feel like the family is blaming me for placing 
the children.  They have accepted that there is a problem and are taking on some of the 
responsibility."  
 
5.3.3 Presentations by Invited Information Givers 
 

The second type of information given at this stage of the conference pertained to the 
types of problems that were contributing to the violence in the family and what supports 
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were available to assist the family in overcoming those problems.  A wide variety of 
community professionals attended the conferences to give information including 
representatives from women's shelters, substance abuse programs, immigration, medical 
personnel, and therapists.  Some had worked with the family before, but many, particularly 
in St. John’s, arrived without being familiar with the family or their situation. 
 
5.3.3.1 Strong Impact of Information 
 

As evident in the description below for  the information sharing, these presentations 
had a profound effect on the conference participants: 
 

The [second information giver] arrived at this time for his presentation on [the 
child’s] illness.  As soon as he began to talk about the child's [condition], the 
family focused intently on him.  (You could hear a pin drop.)  It was easy to 
see that whatever differences this family has, the [child] is the centre of the 
universe for this group, and is a major source of unity.  I could sense a great 
feeling of anxiety and tension from the group.  It had existed all morning, but 
it worsened during this time.  After [the doctor had finished], the group looked 
very sad and sombre.  The parents are facing so much stress at a young age 
and it seems to be taking its toll on them.  This fact was stated and 
acknowledged by all the members of the group.  [The coordinator] proceeded 
by reading statements of family members who could not attend the 
conference [and then the group broke for lunch]. 

 
5.3.3.2 Positive Reception  
 

The praise for the quality of the presentations by the information givers (other than 
mandated authorities) was again nearly universally positive as stated in the assessments of 
the coordinators, researchers and family members.  For example: 
 
  ° Doctor in particular was very straight forward and clear. . . .  however, all information 

givers were excellent. 
  ° Person from [women's shelter] presentation on family violence was excellent. 
  ° The presentation on survivors of sexual and physical abuse was very informative. 
  ° [Name] did a great job explaining the effects of mental illness on other family 

members. 
  ° Presentations by both information givers were excellent--very well tailored...without 

being specifically directed at any individuals. 
  ° [Name] gave a very clear, down to earth presentation on abuse/violence and 

substance abuse. 
 
As judged by the family's written evaluations and interviews and the observations of the 
researchers, the impact of their presentations were almost uniformly positive among 
perpetrators, survivors, and other family members alike. 
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In one presentation regarding the effects on children of growing up in a home where there 
was alcoholism, the perpetrator demanded to know whether the person was talking from 
her position as an "expert" or whether she had experienced it first hand.  The response 
"both" made a visible difference for him.  As discussed in the prior chapter, care was taken 
to invite people from the community who were respected, who supported the philosophy of 
the model, and were known in their own right for the respect they demonstrate in their 
dealings with colleagues and clients. 
 
5.3.4  Personal Statements by Family Members 

After the professionals had completed their presentations, personal statements by 
family members were often read out or conveyed.  Authors of these statements included 
children too young to attend, relatives at a distance, survivors, perpetrators, and other 
family members in attendance. 
 
5.3.4.1 The Importance of Prepared Personal Statements 
 

Not only did things go better during the opening and information giving stage if the 
coordinator and information givers had carefully prepared what they were going to say, but 
it was during this same stage of the conference when family members gave their personal 
statements that their level of preparedness, or lack of it, came under the scrutiny of the 
group as well.  One researcher pointed out: 
 

I really liked how [coordinator] got people to prepare personal statements and 
in many cases that saved the day.  If that hadn't been done, the conference 
would have gone a lot differently.  For example, a mother who was taking a 
lot of blame from family members had all the responsibility placed on her.  
When she could get a chance to say at first "Well this is what I have done 
wrong.  I take responsibility for this.  This is how I'd like things to be different." 
 She had already said all the bad things about herself, and had basically 
apologized to the family, and asked for their forgiveness and support.  And 
they didn't have anything to say then.  They didn't have a chance to put her 
down. 

 
And a coordinator concluded: 
 

Always have it down in writing.  And usually have their support person read 
it...Towards the end [of the project], I always required it of any young people, 
any teenagers.  The ones that I didn't do it with and the ones afterwards 
where I did do it, there was dramatic differences in the way that the 
teenagers were able to participate in the FGC. 

 
This same coordinator tied the issue of preparing family through the use of written 

statements to their very safety: 

 
 115 

 



A lot of it for me started when I started paying particular attention to the 
measures to ensure the safety of people...Taking personal statements from 
people.  That was directly because of a strategy I used with one mom to 
ensure that she got to say what she wanted to say or to make sure...that her 
voice was heard, that she wasn't shut down by people criticising her. 

 
As mentioned in a previous chapter, male perpetrators and young people tended to 

overestimate their abilities to handle things without preparation.  In discussing this at the 
final focus group evaluation, the transcript reads as follows: 
 

Coordinator:  [Written preparation] gives [teenagers] much more 
encouragement to come out and say it because they actually can see it there 
in front of them. 
Research\observer:  And afterwards if they didn't have a statement, they 
would say "I really should have written that down." 
Coordinator:  It was mostly the men who wouldn't want to do it.  They were 
too macho.  They thought that they didn't need anything like that. 
Research/observer:  And then at the FGC they would start to say something 
and get all filled up. . . .   
Coordinator:  . . . race out of the room, and get me to do it for them.  That 
happened 3 different times.  The men, or the offender, and in this last one, he 
ran out of the room, he was the only one at the conference who cried, when I 
read what his son said.  And he wanted to say something but he just couldn't. 
 But the women always would.  And if they were illiterate I would help them.  
And the same with teenagers.  I would almost have to do it with them.  They 
would say it and I'd say "Now here, you write that down, put it in your own 
words."  It was a real struggle to get them to do it but I think that it was really 
significant in terms of the focus of the meeting, and how people perceived 
them then.  For the teenagers, it gave them credibility.  It allowed them to say 
how they were hurting and how they were feeling, without coming across as 
saucy brats ready to come into the meeting with this tough attitude which 
would have been dismissed by the family, by the elders. 

 
5.3.4.2 Beneficial Impact 
 

The effect of reading letters from absent persons or of reading prepared written 
statements was nearly always positive and often had a powerful effect on the family.  In 
once instance where a daughter and her mother, both in attendance at the conference, had 
written down what they wanted to tell their family, the researcher recorded the events as 
follows: 
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After Mr. [information giver] departure, [daughter's] support person read out 
her personal statement to the family, with a voice that often wavered and 
broke.  The daughter's words were very simple and honest, causing a lot of 
emotion in the room.  She clearly stated that she did not want to return to her 



parents' home and the she has no relationship with her father as she feels he 
favours his sons over her.  She also said that she does not trust him any 
more and is afraid of him.  I think this was a shock to everyone in the room, 
as people appeared shaken after this had been read.   

 
The journal entry continues revealing that not only had the daughter carefully thought out 
what she wanted and written it down but so had her mother.  Both were well-supported at 
the conference.  Of additional interest is that the researcher herself had seen enough 
conferences by the time she wrote this journal that she spontaneously offers a comparison: 

At this point, [mother's] support [person] read her personal statement.  This 
statement differed from the usual format in that it addressed people 
individually in the room, saying specifically what she wanted each person to 
know.  This contrasts with the usual format, in which the statement 
addresses everyone in the room.  It was extremely effective, defusing the 
tension and hostility in the room, and setting the stage for constructive 
discussion.  In her statement, the mother asked the family members for what 
she needed from them and thanked them for their support and help over the 
years.  Almost every family member in the room was crying during the 
reading of this statement.  The family took a much-needed break at this point, 
and resumed after about 15 minutes. 

 
In her continuation of the reflective journal for this conference, the researcher alludes to 
some fast thinking done by the coordinator over the break with the father who had not done 
his homework.  The example highlights how the coordinator facilitated the transition to the 
family's private deliberation time. 
 

After consulting with [the father] during the break, [the coordinator] made a 
brief statement on [his] behalf, expressing his shock at finding that his 
daughter is now afraid and distrustful of him.  She [the coordinator] stated 
that he wants his daughter back home, but recognizes that it may not be the 
best thing for now.  He is willing to try to be flexible and open-minded, and to 
help his daughter to get what she wants and needs.  Having said this, [the 
coordinator] confirmed with the father to see if she had accurately 
represented his thoughts and feelings.  [The coordinator] then directed their 
attention to the list of topics taped to the wall, outlining the key areas to be 
decided and included in the plan.  The family broke for lunch at this point [to 
begin their private deliberations afterwards]. 

 
5.4  Evaluation of Information Provision 
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The evaluation form completed at the end of the conference yields some information 
on the family group participants’ views regarding  the beginning phase of the conference.  
One question asked, "At the conference, did you get the information you needed?"  In 
response, 93% (272) checked “yes” (see Table 5.4).   In other words, most felt that on 
entering their private deliberations they had been provided with the necessary information. 



 
Table 5.4 
Number of Family Group Participants Who Agreed that They Received the 
Information Needed by Project Site 

 
Response 

 
Nain 

 
Port au Port 

 
St. John's 

 
Total 

 
Yes 

 
32 

 
74 

 
166 

 
272 

 
No 

 
  8 

 
  0 

 
    1 

 
    9 

 
Don't Know 

 
  2 

 
  4 

 
    5 

 
  11 

 
Missing 

 
  0 

 
  0 

 
    1 

 
    1 

 
Total 

 
42 

 
78 

 
173 

 
293 

 
The figures deserve comment especially for Nain.  Interestingly, 9 of the 10 persons 

who expressed dissatisfaction or uncertainty with the information they received were from 
the Nain site at its first 4 conferences.  These were conferences at which either no or very 
few information persons had been invited.  This was due to a perceived lack of information 
persons in that community.  Hence, the coordinator attempted to act as the information 
giver in those sessions.  The roles did not mix.  At the first conference, the coordinator even 
agreed to be the family's worker to help solve the problem of alcoholism for the mother 
rather than involve staff from services set up for that purpose in the community.  For 
subsequent conferences, the coordinator located and deliberately increased the number of 
information presenters including members of the elders' group and the local health 
commission in the community.  The concerns about not getting information disappeared in 
the later Evaluation Forms and were rarely brought up in the discussions at these 
conferences. 
 

This did not mean, though, that the concern about the lack of resources disappeared 
in Nain.   Even before the project began, concerns were reiterated about the limited number 
and range of services available in Nain, and, thus, the fewer resource people.  The 
problems associated with women wanting shelter from domestic abuse having to leave 
town has already been mentioned.  If a person with an alcohol, or other substance abuse 
problem, needed residential detoxification or treatment, they too had go out of town and 
face very limited resources for relapse prevention and support when they came back.  One 
couple wanted residential treatment as a couple for their addictions but knew that the only 
centre available to them in the province would not admit them at the same time.  The 
participants’ evaluations reflected these realities.  Many either did not know what culturally 
appropriate services were available, locally or elsewhere, or knew that the service they 
needed would be hard to come by. 
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5.5  Summary 
 

Our experiences with the opening phase of the conferences revealed that with 
adequate preparations, the conference format makes it possible to respect the family 
group’s way of being together while also introducing new information and decision-making 
procedures.   The steps which promoted this integration of the family’s culture and family 
group decision making included: 
 
• Welcoming the arrivals while having the family decide how the session should open 

(e.g., a prayer, thanking people for coming); 
 
• Creating a circle seating configuration while leaving the participants to select their 

own  seats and form their own groupings; 
 
• Infoming participants of housekeeping arrangements and ground rules for 

participation while leaving them to decide when to have breaks, lunch, etc.; 
 
• Clarifying the purpose and structure of the proceedings while reaching out for the 

participants’ views, wishes, and hopes; 
 
• Including referring/investigative workers and invited information givers while limiting 

their numbers and involvement; and  
 
• Articulating a philosophy of collective problem solving while providing information 

and creating space for the family group to take charge of the planning. 
 

Before turning to the section of the report dealing with the family group’s 
deliberations, we have presented one last excerpt from a research observer's notes that we 
think gives a good snapshot of the process from the beginning of one conference and on 
into the family's private time.  Despite the antics of the father, and the variable levels of 
input from participants, the example is a reasonably good one, from a practice perspective, 
of "getting it right": 
 

[The mother] chose her friend . . . to speak for her at the very beginning  of 
the meeting.  The friend briefly spoke, thanking relatives, [the coordinator], 
and the child protection worker.  She asked her family for support and 
assistance if they felt they could help her.  The child protection worker spoke 
next, outlining his role in the family's case.  He also gave his two basic 
requirements for approval of the plan:  that the mother have plenty of 
supports to help her care for her children and that a safety plan be formulated 
to protect her and her children from abuse or harm.  He also stated the 
possibility of revising the plan as time went on. . . .  The group then asked the 
worker some questions.  [The worker] concluded by reassuring the group that 
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he could be called back to answer questions during the family's deliberating 
time. . . .  The other information giver presented information on the impact of 
abuse on a person's life and thinking patterns. . . .  The group asked a 
number of questions and she gave some advice. . . .  continued on to talk 
about child sexual abuse. . . .  Private family deliberations began about 12:10 
p.m. . . .  There were constant jokes and horseplay throughout the private 
deliberations. . . .  A great deal of work did get done however. . . .  Some 
people gave much more valuable and thoughtful input than others.  For 
example, the foster mother and best friend/support contributed many good 
ideas and supportive/positive views, however, the father continually disrupted 
discussion with wisecracks and quips. 
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