
 THE PLANS 
 
7.0  Introduction 
 

When the family either reached a stalemate, recognized that they needed an 
additional meeting, or formulated a plan, they asked the coordinator, and often the child 
welfare worker if that person had stayed, to come back into  the room and review their plan. 
 This chapter deals with the stage of finalizing the plans in writing and seeking authorization 
of those plans as well as analyzing the content and costs of the plans.  Since this is the last 
stage of the conference, we begin by briefly describing how the conference worked as a 
whole and then focus on the decision making around finalizing and authorizing the plans.  
In regards to the content of the plans, we first take an in-depth qualititative look at their text 
with Nain discussed separately since the plans there were by necessity quite specific to the 
cultural and geographical requirements of that site.  Those aspects of the plans that could 
be quantified are then presented. 
 
7.1  The Whole Process 
 

In the final evaluation workshop, the researchers and the coordinators from St. 
John’s and the Port au Port Peninsula tried to put the whole process together.  One of the 
researcher's summaries on observing conferences follows: 
 

You have an idea of how things are supposed to flow, and every family is 
different, none of them are exactly the same but they all have a common 
thread that runs through them and use a general format to follow.  Now I 
could tell you word for word everything [the coordinator] is going to say.  You 
also get a better sense of when things are going off track and when you are 
going to need a bit of help.  During the first conferences I would get so 
frustrated that I'd run out to [the coordinator] and say "you have to go out and 
talk to them."  Now I won't do that at all unless I see that things are really 
getting off track.  You start to accept that maybe they aren't going to discuss 
every single thing on that chart and they will waste a bit of time here and 
there.  But before the day is over they will get it all done.  You learn to stand 
back a bit more and give them a chance to get it done. 

 
And we give one coordinator's summary, especially with regard to the conferences dealing  
with sexual abuse in rural communities: 
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[The family members] are connected, intermarried, related, so when you talk 
about how a community gives a victim support, you're talking about their 
family, you're talking about half of that community.  When you put them 
together in a room, and they are told, factually , what happened to that 
person, and then have a resource person following saying how that 
experience impacted on that individual, then the way that family gives support 
to that person is completely different.  And it is really significant in terms of 



the concept of revictimization.  Typically, for example, when an offender 
returns to a community, after having sexually abused someone in that 
community, or more than one person, the community rallies  around the 
offender as opposed to the victim, and can't wait for them to get home.  And 
then they talk about the victim all through the year that she was, say, well 
developed at ten years old, flirtatious at three, and wanted all this to happen 
to her, and asked for it.  Once you educate the family, about the sex offender, 
who he is, how he thinks, and then you educate them on the impact of sexual 
abuse on people, how it reflects itself in their behaviour, and how they feel 
about themselves and the things that they do, then the way that they react or 
treat that survivor really changes completely. 

 
 
7.1.1  Length of the Conferences 
 

As seen in Table 7.1, first-time conferences lasted on average slightly over 5 1/2 
hours with the shortest being 1 1/4 hour and the longest being nearly 8 hours.  Eleven 
conferences lasted between 5 and 6 1/2 hours, and 9 conferences  lasted between 7 and 
eight hours.  Conferences tended to be longest in St. John's.  On the Port au Port 
Peninsula and in St. John's the families preferred to meet in one long meeting with a break 
for lunch at mid-day.  In Nain, especially when members of the Community Elders' Group 
were in attendance, families preferred to meet in the afternoon and then meet the following 
day after having time to think about the meeting and discuss it amongst themselves.  
 
Table 7.1 
The Length of the First-Time Conferences 

 
 
TIME 

 
NAIN 

(n = 11) 

 
PORT AU 

PORT (n = 9) 

 
ST. JOHN'S 

(n = 12) 

 
TOTAL 
(N = 32) 

 
MEAN 

 
4.75 hrs. 

 
5.75 hrs. 

 
6 hrs. 

 
5.53 hrs. 

 
SD 

 
375.0 

 
 94.06 

 
55.03 

 
103.09 

 
MEDIAN 

 
4.75 hrs. 

 
4.66 hrs. 

 
5.75 hrs. 

 
5.5 hrs. 

 
MODE 

 
4.75 hrs. 

 
4.5 hrs. 

 
5.33 hrs 

 
4.5 hrs. 

 
RANGE 

 
1.25 to 7.5 hrs. 

 
4.25 to 8 hrs. 

 
4.75 to 7.5 hrs. 

 
1.25 to 8 hrs. 

 
Although the data are scanty, the pattern appears to be that a family group takes 

less time in a reconvened conference than in their first experience with conferencing.  For 
the three sets of conferences where lengths were recorded for the first and reconvened 
sessions, a family group reduced its conferencing time by 4.52 hours for 1 Nain family, by 
3.16 hours for 1 Port au Port Peninsula family, and by .56 hours for another Port au Port 
Peninsula family. 
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7.1.2  Satisfaction with the Way the Conferences Were Run 
 

The following table (Table 7.2) summarizes by site the responses on the FGC 
Evaluation Form for the question "Were you satisfied with the way the conference was 
run?"  Very few people in the After the Conference interviews had a complaint about the 
way their conference was run but much praise was given to all the coordinators.  The most 
frequently cited negative was from people who wished that the coordinator had stayed in 
the room to facilitate the conference.  Voicing a different complaint, one person resented a 
coordinator stating that once a person is convicted of [a sexual offense] that "you'll always 
have the problem" and felt that "this did not sound good."  The respondent went on to say: 
 
  ° [I don't] understand or agree why family members who have been previously 

charged with offenses pertaining to our conference, why they can not attend. . . . In 
my view, their input would be valuable.  Also, it should be [the family's] right choice 
[sic] who to have there. 

 
 
Table 7.2 
Number of Respondents Satisfied with the Way That the Conference Was Run 

 
RESPONSE 

 
NAIN 

 
PORT AU 

PORT 

 
ST. JOHN'S 

 
TOTAL 

 
Yes 

 
37 

 
75 

 
163 

 
275 

 
No 

 
  3 

 
 1 

 
   5 

 
   9 

 
Don't Know 

 
 2 

 
 2 

 
   5 

 
  9 

 
Missing 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
  6 

 
  0 

 
Total 

 
42 

 
78 

 
173 

 
293 

Note.  The figures only include the responses of family group participants, not of the 
professionals, completing the FGC Evaluation form on first-time or reconvened 
conferences. 
 
7.2  Finalizing the Plans 

 
The last stage of the conference was finalizing the plans.  This was the time when 

the family group felt generally satisfied with the plan which they had worked out and invited 
the coordinator as well as any remaining referring agency workers back into the meeting 
place to review their plan.  This tended to be a very active time for the coordinators.  They 
asked questions of the families, when necessary, aimed at specifying who would do what, 
by when, how and when it would be evaluated.  
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7.2.1  Decision Processes in Reaching the Final Plan 
 

With the return of the coordinator and often the referring worker as well, one might  
wonder if the decision processes would shift.  Would the professionals tilt decision making 
away from a group problem-solving approach to one in which their authority would take 
ascendency?  To gain an overview of the final deliberations, 129 family members were 
asked in After the Conference Interviews to reflect back to this phase of the conference and 
to identify the decision processes used.  They used the same decision process categories 
employed for classifying the earlier deliberations (see chapter 6) but now applied them to 
“the decision making from the point that the coordinator return[ed] to negotiate the plan 
through to the point where the plan [was] finally approved or that no plan [was] approved.”  
The coordinator and researcher were asked to do the same respectively in the Impressions 
of Decision Making at the FGC and the Observer’s Checksheet and Sessional Recording 
Guide.  
 

The main finding is that the return of the coordinator and/or referring worker had 
some but not extensive impact on how decisions were made.   This held true whether the 
decision processes were being ranked by family members, coordinators, or researchers at 
any of the three sites.  A comparison of the decision processes tables in this chapter 
(Tables 7.3-7.5) on the final planning with their counterparts in chapter 6 (Tables 6.3-6.5) 
on the private deliberations reveal minimal alterations in rankings.   Most of the comments 
of the raters indicate though that the impact which the coordinators and referring workers 
had was largely beneficial. 
 

An examination of all of the family group participants’ rankings (final column of Table 
7.3) shows that the decision processes maintained the same rank order as they did during 
the private deliberations (final column of Table 6.3).  When the findings are broken down by 
site, they show that in Nain inspiring still remained in the top rank, but there was a shift in 
some other rankings: second place went from consensus to bargaining which pushed 
consensus into third place.  There were no changes in the ranks of avoiding, ordering, 
manipulating, and avoiding which remained respectively in fourth, fifth, sixth, and seventh 
places.  On the Port au Port Peninsula, the top four ranked processed stayed the same, but 
there was some decline in the frequency and ranking of avoiding.  In St. John’s, the 
decision processes shifted positions with consensus still at the top but bargaining dropping 
from second to fourth place and inspiring jumping into second place.  Thus, across the 
three sites inspiring was now consistently in the top of second from top position.  It is 
possible that the coordinators or referring workers were able to give some helpful 
leadership and their presence moderated debating among family participants, who had 
already had the opportunity to vent their opinions.  These suppositions are supported by the 
following comments of family interviewees: 
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• Most of the arguing had been done by this point, so there was more 
consensus.  The group did tend at this stage to be guided by the coordinator 
in writing the final decision.  

 
• This time [the coordinator] helped us a bit.  She gave us advice, you know, 

and we would listen because we all trust her. 
 
Moreover, the family members felt that the coordinator and/or referring worker were 
responsive toward their ideas and respectful of the family’s leadership: 
 

• The child protection worker and coordinator were very helpful at this point in 
figuring out how to put plans on paper and very flexible in agreeing with 
decisions. 

 
• Coordinator was helpful in writing up plan, [child protection worker] was 

flexible with making new plans already written. 
 

• [Child protection] worker was happy & impressed with plans at final stage. 
 

• [Family member] organized everything and told [the coordinator] what our 
plan was.  (1) She checked to see if everyone agreed, (2) We made sure that 
[name] had written everything that we decided. 

 
Table 7.3 
Family Group Participants’ Views of Decision Processes in Reaching the Final Plan 
by Site 
 
DECISION 
PROCESS 

 
NAINa 

 
PORT AU 
PORTb 

 
ST. JOHN’Sc 

 
TOTALd 

 
Consensus 
 f 
 Md. 
 Rank  

 
 

26 
   8 
   3 

 
 

30 
   9 
   1 

 
 

40 
   9 
   1 

 
 

105 
   9 
   1 

 
Bargaining 
 f 
 Md. 
 Rank 

 
 

28 
          7.5 

   2 

 
 

30 
   8 
   3 

 
 

37 
   8 
   4 

 
106 
7 
2 

 
Inspiring 
 f 
 Md. 
 Rank  

 
 

31 
   8 
   1 

 
 

38 
   7 
   2 

 
 

37 
   7 
   2 

 
 

106 
   7 
   2 
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DECISION 
PROCESS 

 
NAINa 

 
PORT AU 
PORTb 

 
ST. JOHN’Sc 

 
TOTALd 

Ordering 
 f 
 Md. 
 Rank  

 
20 
   6 
   5 

 
30 
   7 
   4 

 
36 
   7 
  3 

 
86 
   7 
   4 

 
Avoiding 
 f 
 Md. 
 Rank  

 
 

   8 
   5 
  7 

 
 

   7 
   8 
   6 

 
 

19 
   5 
   6 

 
 

34 
   5 
   6 

 
Manipulating 
 f 
 Md. 
 Rank  

 
 

11 
   5 
   6 

 
 

 6 
   6.5 
   7 

 
 

   5 
   5 
   7 

 
 

22 
   5 
   7 

 
Voting 
 f 
 Md. 
 Rank  

 
 

25 
   6 
   4 

 
 

15 
   6 
   5 

 
 

24 
   7 
   5 

 
 

64 
   6 
   5 

 
Other 1 
 f 
 Md. 
 Rank  

 
 

   0 
   - 
   - 

 
 

   4.5 
   7.5 

 8 

 
 

   0 
   - 
   - 

 
 

  4 
   7.5 
   8 

 
 Other 2 
 f 
 Md. 
 Rank   

 
 

   0 
   - 
   - 

 
 

   1 
   - 
   - 

 
 

   0 
   - 
   - 

 
 

   1 
   - 
   - 

Note.  Frequency  refers to the number of instances where the decision process was seen 
as being used, and the median is based on the frequency of instances where the process 
was seen as being used.  The processes were ranked by multiplying f by Md.  The highest 
rank is 1.  Medians and ranks are only calculated when the frequency is above 4. 
a Nain had 43 respondents. 
b Port au Port had 44 respondents. 
c St. Johns had 42 respondents. 
d The total number of respondents was 129. 
 

The coordinators’ views shifted little or not at all from their impressions of private 
deliberations to those regarding the final planning phase.  A comparison of the total 
columns for Table 7.4 below with the comparable Table 6.4 in the prior chapter show that 
consensus, bargaining, and inspiring remained in the top three ranks in that order; avoiding 
exchanged places with ordering and moved from fifth to fourth position; and manipulating 
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and voting remained respectively in sixth and seventh ranks.   When the figures are broken 
down by site, Nain shows no movement among the ranks with inspiring, consensus, 
ordering, and bargaining remaining in the four top tiers in that order.   Likewise on the Port 
au Port Peninsula, the decision strategies’ ranks did not alter: consensus, inspiring, and 
bargaining maintained their same level of high importance.  In St. John’s, consensus 
exchanged places with bargaining and progressed into the top most rank, but besides 
these two, no other decision process shifted its position.   Thus, in Nain inspiration 
continued to be viewed as the most influential decision process while in the other two sites 
consensus maintained its importance. 
 
Table 7.4 
Coordinators’ Views of Decision Processes in Reaching the Final Plan by Site  
 
DECISION 
PROCESS 

 
NAINa 

 
PORT AU 
PORTb 

 
ST. JOHN’Sc 

 
TOTALd 

 
Consensus 
 f 
 Md. 
 Rank  

 
 

10 
7.5 
  2 

 
 

8 
8.5 
   1 

 
 

10 
   9 
   1 

 
 

28 
   8 
   1 

 
Bargaining 
 f 
 Md. 
 Rank 

 
 

   9 
   7 
   4 

 
 

   5 
   8 
   3 

 
 

11 
   8 
   2 

 
 

25 
   8 
   3 

 
Inspiring 
 f 
 Md. 
 Rank  

 
 

10 
8.5 
   1  

 
 

   7 
   8 
   2 

 
 

   9 
   7 
   3 

 
 

26 
   8 
   2 

 
Ordering 
 f 
 Md. 
 Rank  

 
 

10 
6.5 
   3 

 
 

   2 
   - 
   - 

 
 

   6 
   6 
   5 

 
 

   18 
   6 
   5 

 
Avoiding 
 f 
 Md. 
 Rank  

 
 

   6 
4.5 
   5 

 
 

   4 
   - 
   - 

 
 

   9 
   6 
   4 

 
 

19 
   6 
   4 
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Manipulating 
 f 
 Md. 
 Rank  

 
 

   2 
   - 
   - 

 
 

   2 
   - 
   - 

 
 

   5 
   6 
   6 

 
 

   9 
   6 
   6 

 
Voting 
 f 
 Md. 
 Rank  

 
 

   4 
   - 
   - 

 
 

   1 
   - 
   - 

 
 

   0 
   - 
   - 

 
 

   5 
   6 
   7 

 
Other 1 
 f 
 Md. 
 Rank 

 
 

   0 
   - 
   - 

 
 

   1 
   - 
   - 

 
 

   0 
   - 
   - 

 
 

   1 
   - 
   - 

 
Other 2 
 f 
 Md. 
 Rank 

 
 

   0 
   - 
   - 

 
 

   0 
   - 
   - 

 
 

   0 
   - 
   - 

 
 

   0 
   - 
   - 

Note.  Frequency refers to the number of instances where the decision process was seen 
as being used, and the median is based on the frequency of instances where the process 
was seen as being used.  The processes were ranked by multiplying f by Md.  The highest 
rank is 1.  Medians and ranks are only calculated when the frequency is above 4. 
{Jill, are the following correct?} 
a Nain figures are for 11 conferences. 
b Port au Port figures are for 8 conferences. 
c St. John’s figures are for 11 conferences. 
d The total number of conferences covered is 30. 
  
           As with the coordinators’ impressions of decision making, there was little change in 
the research observers’ views regarding the private deliberations and the final planning 
phase.  A comparison of Table 7.5 below and Table 6.5 in the preceding chapter reveals 
only minor revisions in the researcher observers’ rankings of the decision processes once 
the coordinator reentered the meeting.   The ranks in the final columns of the two tables 
show no alteration with consensus, ordering, bargaining, and inspiring in that order 
continuing to lead.  Because of the low rate of completion in Nain, the figures for the private 
and final deliberation phases could not be compared.  An examination of the findings for the 
Port au Port Peninsula shows some movement among ranks: consensus stayed at the top 
but avoiding rose from third to second place while ordering dropped from second to third, 
and likewise inspiring and bargaining exchanged places with the latter gaining more 
prominence.  Similarly in St. John’s consensus stayed in front with other decisions 
processes jockeying for position: ordering surpassed bargaining to come in second while 
bargaining fell back to third and inspiring remained fourth in line. 
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Differences that had been evident during the family's private time were typically, but not 
always, submerged during this time to facilitate the coming together of an agreed upon 
plan.  One researcher observed: 
 

• All appeared well and together at this point even though [child] was not 
present.  Everyone involved tried their best to plan what [child] needed and 
maybe wanted. 

 
Table 7.5 
Research Observers’ Views of Decision Processes in Reaching the Final Plan by Site  
 
DECISION 
PROCESS 

 
NAINa 

 
PORT AU 
PORTb 

 
ST. JOHN’Sc 

 
TOTALd 

 
Consensus 
 f 
 Md. 
 Rank  

 
 

   2 
   - 
   - 

 
 

   9 
   9 
   1 

 
 

13 
   9 
   1 

 
 

24 
   9 
   1 

 
Bargaining 
 f 
 Md. 
 Rank 

 
 

   2 
   - 
   - 

 
 

   6 
6.5 
   4 

 
 

11 
   8 
   3 

 
 

19 
   7 
   3 

 
Inspiring 
 f 
 Md. 
 Rank  

 
 

   2 
   - 
   - 

 
 

   6 
   6 
   5 

 
 

10 
   7 
   4 

 
 

18 
   6 
   4 

 
Ordering 
 f 
 Md. 
 Rank  

 
 

   1 
   - 
   - 

 
 

   7 
   7 
   3 

 
 

12 
   8 
   2 

 
 

20 
   7 
   2 

 
Avoiding 
 f 
 Md. 
 Rank  

 
 

   1 
   - 
   - 

 
 

   8 
   8 
   2 

 
 

   2 
   - 
   - 

 
 

11 
   8 
   5 
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Manipulating 
 f 
 Md. 
 Rank  

 
 

   2 
   - 
   - 

 
 

   1 
   - 
   - 

 
 

   8 
5.5 
   5 

 
 

11 
   5 
   6 

 
Voting 
 f 
 Md. 
 Rank  

 
 

   1 
   - 
   - 

 
 

   3 
   - 
   - 

 
 

   2 
   - 
   - 

 
 

   6 
   7 
   7 

 
Other 1 
 f 
 Md. 
 Rank 

 
 

   0 
   - 
   - 

 
 

   0 
   - 
   - 

 
 

   0 
   - 
   - 

 
 

   0 
   - 
   - 

 
Other 2 
 f 
 Md. 
 Rank 

 
 

   0 
   - 
   - 

 
 

   0 
   - 
   - 

 
 

   1 
   - 
   - 

 
 

   1 
   - 
   - 

Note.  Frequency refers to the number of instances where the decision process was seen 
as being used, and the median is based on the frequency of instances where the process 
was seen as being used.  The processes were ranked by multiplying f by Md.  The highest 
rank is 1.  Medians and ranks are only calculated when the frequency is above 4. 
{Jill, are the following correct?} 
a Nain figures are for 2 conferences. 
b Port au Port figures are for 9 conferences. 
c St. Johns figures are for 12 conferences. 
d The total number of conferences covered is 23. 
 

 
7.3  Gaining Authorization for the Plans 
 

Once a plan had been completed, it was subject to two types of approval.  The first 
approval was by the mandated authorities who had referred the family to determine 
whether or not the plan met their requirements for keeping safe the person who was the 
subject of the referral.  The second type of approval had to do with any resources that were 
requested to carry out the plan. 
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As discussed in chapter 1, the Department   of Social Services developed a set of 
policies around approval of plans, and these guidelines were later adopted by Correctional 
Services of Canada when it became a referring agency to the project.  In addition to paying 
for travel of family members to the conference (see chapter 4), the referring agencies 
agreed to pay for costs of carrying out the plans.  They opted to keep decision making at 
the front line and authorized their workers to approve outcome costs of up to $500/month 



per family.  For any expenses higher than these limits, the Department promised to give a 
5-day turn around on approvals by a senior administrator. 
 
7.3.1  Port au Port Peninsula and St. John's 
 

At these two sites, all plans were immediately agreed to in principle by the front-line 
workers from the referring agencies as meeting their expectations for the care and safety of 
the abused person.  Authorization to resource the plan was given on the spot by the 
referring worker in all but 2 cases and in both these cases the response was forthcoming 
well within the 5-day turnaround time that the Department of Social Services and 
Correctional Services of Canada agreed to when requests exceeded the financial 
guidelines set for the project.  Moreover, on-the-spot approvals were given in several 
situations where the amounts requested were in excess of these guidelines without 
supposedly asking for management approval.  In these cases, the workers had no doubts 
that they would be supported by their superiors and acted with confidence.  In one case 
early in the project it did take 2 months for the actual approval to be carried out, owing to a 
bureaucratic wrangle internal to the Department of Social Services but senior and middle 
managers sorted it out and that type of hold-up was not repeated.  Problems with 
authorizations at the Port au Port and St. John's sites, when they happened, tended to be 
about individuals keeping to commitments (e.g., authorizing a bus pass on time).  Overall, 
the collaboration among the Department   of Social Services including the child welfare 
workers, the families and the project met, and in many cases exceeded, the expectations of 
model as described.  The same has been true in the case of Correctional Services of 
Canada after it obtained funding to become a referring agency.  With quick turnaround time 
for approvals, the families and service agencies were encouraged to carry out their jointly 
agreed upon plans. 
 
7.3.2   Nain 
 

The situation in Nain was quite different where approvals of the safety plans and the 
resource plans continued to be problematic throughout the life of the project despite the 
written guidelines provided by senior management.   Although the district manager did not 
regularly attend conferences, all plans were subject to his review and approval.  The model 
calls for a rapid and clear response on the part of authorizing officials to tell the families 
whether the plan was satisfactory from a protection point of view and whether or not the 
plans would be resourced.  At one stage, the district manager expressed his concerns to 
one of the project directors that in his view the plans were not related closely enough to the 
safety issues for the children.  The expectation that this information needed to be told to the 
families at the conferences was reviewed, but the manager still preferred to tell the 
coordinator or the attending community or social worker his views of the plans after the fact 
rather than conveying the message to the families themselves.  The district manager 
subsequently attend a conference and acted as the primary information giver on behalf of 
child welfare providing a highly detailed description of the involvement of the family with the 
Department   over many years.  This was the family that did not come up with a plan. 
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This particular adaptation of the model in which plans could not be approved or 
negotiated on the spot by the investigating worker had the unfortunate effect in Nain of 
reinforcing the existing view that the Department   of Social Services was only interested in 
taking children and not in helping people.  Specifically, the evaluation revealed that some 
staff in the Nain office did not believe that they could speak for the Department and, 
therefore, had to defer approval of the plans with the family in order to check with the 
district manager to find out if plans were to be authorized. 
 

A family member in the one-week follow-up interview at this site when asked if he 
had any remaining concerns about the conference commented: 
 

No except that I would like to know if the plan has been approved.  Me and 
my wife are already taking part in some of the plan, we are trying to get help. 

 
Yet the Department remained silent on this plan until the couple gave up their efforts 
thinking that the Department must have forgotten.  When the coordinator contacted the 
district manager to find out what was happening--a task that was meant to be carried out by 
the attending worker--the coordinator was placed in the position of acting as the family's 
advocate and discovered that the manager was unhappy about the plan but had not said 
anything until he was pressed on the issue.  The concerns about the plans were quite 
legitimate ones, but it was feared that the response was now too late to act on and still 
have the momentum of the family behind the plan. 
 

One person who facilitated a conference describes in the reflective journal her 
experience in presenting the plan to the district manager of Social Services: 
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As he was looking over the plan he was shaking his head.  When he came to 
the part in the plan that said that the family wanted to go off with a counsellor 
for five days the District Manager made the remark "They want to go off on 
the land like the Innu now do they?"  I was offended by this remark and I 
could see that the community worker did not think that it was appropriate 
either.  We looked at each other and I think that the District Manager knew 
that we did not like it.  When talking to the CSW [community service worker] 
later that afternoon, she informed me that he had apologized to her for 
making the remark, and he did apologize to me the next day when he called 
the LIHC office looking for someone else and I happened to answer the 
phone.  Most of the time that he was looking over the plan, the District 
Manager was shaking his head, and I could tell that he was not pleased.  He 
made the remark that it makes him very angry when people ask for so much. 
 The CSW asked him what he thought of the part where they wanted to go 
off, and the part where they want to go to rehab as a family.  The second part 
he said that he thought sounded okay, but he did not say much at first about 
the family going off.  Later he asked if LIHC would be responsible for this 
because he remembered hearing something about the agency planning for 
mobile treatment.  He also said that he thought that LIHC should pay for the 



family to attend the rehab centre as well, because they pay for individuals to 
attend rehab. 

 
The CSW also asked about a section of the plan that had to do with the 
mother requesting help to have her house fixed up, because she said that 
her furnace was broken, that she had no floor, and she was having problems 
with her water and sewer.  The District Manager said that it was not the 
concern of the Department  , that it is a relatively new home, and she is 
responsible for fixing it.  The CSW said that she was thinking of writing a 
letter to Torngat housing even before the conference just to see if there was 
anything that they could do.  He said that he knew that they would not be 
able to do anything.  He then said that maybe this was my responsibility.  I 
informed him that my responsibility was to organize the family conference, 
which I did, and that I thought that it should be the concern of the Department 
  if they planned for the child that they had recently apprehended to return to 
the home.  As well there is still another child in the home.  He did not respond 
to this. 

 
Finally, he did not mention anything specific, but he said to type up the plan 
and send it over, and that he would send it to the Director of Child Welfare, 
that he was not going to touch this one. 

 
Even after the project was over, evaluative feedback was that the policies had never 

been implemented at that office.  Of the 9 plans requiring child welfare approval, only two 
were done within the 5-day limit.  One took a month, another took 2 months, another 2 1/2 
months and 4 were not finalized at the end of the project each already having gone over a 
month.  Haggles over money were dragged out to the point where some families simply 
gave up or forgot about the plan.  In one situation, two other social service agencies liked 
the plan [the plan for the family to go on the land with counsellors] that the family came up 
with so much that they offered financial contributions to prevent the plan falling through.  
The plan never reached final approval to the point where it could be carried out, despite the 
unanimous support of the plan by the Department of Social Services child welfare and 
community service workers, project personnel, personnel from two other service agencies 
in town, and concerted effort on the part of several family members who made concessions 
to the original plan.  By the end of the project, the family situation had changed.  A family 
member had re-attempted suicide.  Another was out of town in an alcohol treatment centre 
and several other family members could not be contacted.  Efforts to re-group the family 
were being undertaken.  In the final stage of the implementation review, one Department of 
Social Services worker at that site summed up: 
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[There is] confusion as to who approves a family plan.  I was told by the 
coordinator of the project that a social worker can approve up to $500 per 
month until the plan is carried through.  The District Manager [of Social 
Services] in our office usually decided whether the plan was feasible.  [I] 
would like to know exactly what [my]. . . .  role is in the approval process. . . . 



 and [I] would like more information on the project in the other sites so this 
office could see what we are doing differently. 

 
It bears reiterating that the above observation took place at the end of the project. 
 

The planning process in Nain were also distinctive from those on the Port au Port 
Peninsula and in St. John's because the plans there at times were employed at the time of 
sentencing.  This occurred in two cases.  In one the judge orderd that regular family 
meetings be held which would include involved professionals.  In another, the judge 
reviewed the plan in court and encouraged the family to continue to pursue the plan. 
 
7.4  Qualitative Examination of the Family's Plans 
 

In looking at the families' plans, we begin with a qualitative examination of various 
themes evident in them.  Because of cultural differences, we present the Nain plans 
separately from those developed in St. John’s and on the Port au Port Peninsula.  For 
those who would like to see a plan in its entirety, we refer you to our Manual for 
Coordinators and Communities, which includes a sample family group plan. 
 

Judging from the After the Conference Interviews and the Family Group Conference 
Evaluation Forms, the written plans were the source of much trepidation for participants.  It 
was at the time of final completion of the written plan when all concerned make an 
assessment of whether the plan focused on the right things and whether or not people were 
likely to carry out their roles in the plan.  The anxieties expressed by family members about 
whether or not their relatives would come to the conference re-surfaced as fears that they 
would not do what they said they would do. 
 
7.4.1  Coordinator's Influence on Plans 
 

Before discussing the themes in the plans at the sites, we would first like to note that 
the similarities between the plans at a given site suggest that the coordinators had 
considerable influence during the final stage of the conference when they helped  the family 
write the plan.  For example, nearly all the plans at the Port au Port Peninsula site had 
detailed regulations for keeping family members involved in monitoring the safety of abused 
persons and for solving certain kinds of tensions.  An excerpt from a Port au Port plan:   
 

[Child] can visit with his father on Saturday and Sunday afternoons.  Aunt will 
provide transportation whenever she can at $10.00 a return trip.  If Aunt is 
not available a Taxi will provided for [child].  [Child] must return home by 5:00 
p.m. on both Saturday and Sunday.  After one month, if all is well, [child] can 
stay over on a Saturday night.  This can continue as long as [Dad] is sober 
and [child] is safe. 
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Not only did the plans at a site tend to be alike, but they became more focused in 
their similarity and in terms of what the family requested.  For instance, on the Port au Port 



Peninsula the plans became increasingly focused on regulating the interaction between 
family members and more elaborate in their emphasis on individual and family recreation 
as the project drew to a close. 
 

This pattern was also evident in the St. John's site with the main difference being a 
function of the type of referral.  There the referrals tended increasingly toward teens with 
behaviour problems so the detailed plans involved not only regulating those interactions 
that were thought to lead to violent episodes but also to regulating the teen's actions that 
were presumed to lead to conflict (e.g., disagreement over curfews, uses of abusive 
language, and chores). 
 

In Nain, the plans involved the central problems of alcoholism and the impoverished 
conditions under which many of the families lived.  As discussed above, the expectation 
that the plans had to receive the approval of the Social Services District Manager 
contributed to a tentative tone in the decision making. 
 

Throughout the project, the written plans at all three sites became increasingly more 
detailed and shorter as the coordinators learned more about what was essential, what 
would be approved, what would lead to confusion and what kind of loopholes could be 
anticipated as people went about the business of making the day-to-day decisions 
necessary to accomplish the statements of intent in the plan.  Interestingly, at each site 
when a student or volunteer person would be involved in facilitating a conference, the plans 
tended to resemble those done by the regular coordinators at the beginning.  The Nain 
plans adopted the tentative statements of general intent rather than specific commitments 
while the plans at the other two sites had longer descriptions rather than simply recording 
the decisions and facts. 
 
7.4.2 Monitoring and Evaluating Plans 
 

All plans were expected to have specific measures for monitoring that their terms 
were implemented and for evaluating the results of these terms.  It is important to bear in 
mind that a family's plan for monitoring was never intended to replace or usurp the role of 
the mandated authorities to monitor the safety of persons involved; instead the plans were 
aimed at assisting in the creation of a network of monitoring.  What this system of 
monitoring meant in practice evolved throughout the life of the project and evolved 
somewhat differently at the 3 sites depending on a number of things but particularly the 
style of the coordinator and the culture of the community.   
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Monitoring plans were originally expected to ensure the safety of abused persons 
but were extended to include whether the monitoring plans themselves were being carried 
out.  Having a monitoring system in place was seen as a necessary support to both families 
and the professionals.  In the former case, it was discovered early in the project that family 
members needed to identify someone who felt safe enough to challenge their own family 
members and the professionals when something that was supposed to happen was not 
happening.  This evolved originally out of two situations in St. John's, the first where a 



supervisor held up for 2 months the approval of a purchase that a worker agreed to which 
was well within the limits set by senior managers in the Department of Social Services.  The 
second related to a family's frustration at a child welfare worker who allegedly gave the 
brush-off to a woman who called to get a bus pass that had been agreed to once she 
registered for school by saying he did not have time to do it and "would come in next week." 
 These two incidents focused the two family's attentions on the potential for advocacy 
inherent when a group of people are brought together.  It also gave the project evaluators 
insight into the effect of introducing accountability of this kind into the relationships between 
the professionals and the family members.  This is discussed in greater detail in the final 
chapter. 
 
7.4.3 Plans in Nain 
 

Reflecting the wishes of the family, plans in Nain tended to be written in tentative 
tones, especially at the beginning of the project.  Being involved in planning of this kind was 
such a new idea for the families and the confidence levels in the Department of Social 
Services (DOSS) in Nain left many families in a position where they were "asking" for 
services rather than contributing to decision making.  As the project went on, some families 
became bolder in taking initiative, whether in asserting their needs or, in one case, denying 
all the problems set before them by child welfare and medical personnel.  The themes 
below speak to both the economic circumstances of the families as well as to their culturally 
based solutions for improving the lot of their relatives.  Although we have highlighted a 
theme in each section below, it will become quickly apparent to the reader that the themes 
interact in the families’ lives and in our presentation we have not sought to isolate them 
from each other.  This approach is in keeping with the conclusions from the  Inuit Women’s 
Association Pauktuttit’s (1990) needs assessment on health promotion and substance 
abuse in Inuit communities in Labrador, Northwest Territories, Nunavik, and Quebec: 
 

Inuit communities are experiencing, and attempting to deal with, a wide 
variety of problems.  Unemployment, housing, suicide, poverty and 
substance abuse are viewed as serious problems by many of the people who 
responded to Pauktuutit’s questionnaire.  The best approach to addressing 
any one of these issues may, in fact, be one which has the potential of 
addressing them all.  However, reality is such that the separate jurisdictions 
and responsibilities of the many organizations, agencies and boards 
operating in Inuit communities often result in each issue or problem being 
dealt with in isolation. (p. 8) 
 

7.4.3.1 Getting Food for Lone Mothers and Their Children 
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Having a steady and adequate food supply was a recurring issue across the single-
mother households referred to the project.   The following plan of action excerpted from the 
coordinator's reflective notes shows both how the family recognized that their relative 
lacked food and interpretted this lack as break down in traditonal ways of ensuring that all 
family members are provided for.  



 
It was stated by family members that [single mother] sometimes has no food 
at home due to lack of money. . . .The family decided that they would go the 
traditional way of helping [her] out with regards to her food problem.  The 
traditional way is that when a family member kills fresh meat like seals, 
caribou, ptarmigan, or catches fish, this is first shared with family members 
regardless of the degree of need. 

 
While this plan was agreeable to all , a subsequent conference was required to work out 
the specifics for its implementation, that is where the food would be stored and who the 
woman should speak to if her brothers did not bring food: 
 
But the family members also thought the problems ran deeper: 
 

Family members feel that [she] does not know how to cook and the children 
sometimes are hungry because of this.  [She] wants to learn how to keep 
house and learn how to cook.  [Two family members] both offered to teach 
[her] how to cook and prepare meals. 

 
The Labrador Inuit Health Commission (LIHC) offered counselling, a Parenting Group, and 
a soon to be started single-parents group to deal with such matters as budgeting, cooking, 
coping and discipline [child]. 
 

[The mother] has agreed to take counselling at LIHC for anger management . 
. . [and attend] . . . Parenting Group.  She says that she wants to get her 
children back and will seek as much help as possible to better herself. 

 
And a most typical preference of families in Nain was expressed in this situation: 
 

[Relative] suggested that [the mother] have supervised visits with her children 
right now and that this should lead up to longer visits to eventually getting 
them back full time as she shows that she is making progress.  All family 
members feel that the children would be best off with their mother and they 
will support her actions and needs so that the children are again placed in her 
care. 

 
7.4.3.2 Getting Heat and Power 
 

Likewise, electricity and a wood supply recurred as a major concern, especially 
given the extreme cold of the region.  Since the area surrounding the town had been 
denuded of trees, residents could only secure wood by hauling it a relatively long distance 
across a terrain without any roads. The plan for one family pointed to their dire 
circumstances: 
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The [couple] have 7 children, ages 2 to 14, they have bought a second hand 
wood stove so they could have heat, they presently cook meals on a 
"Coleman" camp stove that runs on white gas.  They are in desperate need 
of better arrangements for cooking proper meals . . . In the meantime, 
[relative who lives across the street] has offered them the use of his stove to 
cook on and bake bread. 

 
The living conditions for the family are further revealed in the plan as are "culturally 
relevant" social assistance requirements: 
 

[Relative] has offered [the father] the use of his ski-doo to haul fire wood.  
[He] presently has no means of getting fire wood except by physically hauling 
a Komatik (sled) full of wood five or six miles.  [The couple] are presently 
both on social assistance and cannot afford the price of fuel that is needed to 
run this snowmobile.  They feel that the price of ten gallons of gas and two 
quarts of lube per week be added [sic] to their social assistance cheque 
would enable them to provide sufficient wood to keep the house warm. 

 
The family also asked that the Department of Social Services pay a back electricity bill so 
the family could have their power turned on.  In a most tentative tone, the plan states that: 
 

If the hydro bill cannot be paid, family members feel that [the couple] need a 
wood stove that is suitable for cooking on. 

 
The family added one last piece to the plan to deal with a common fear in Nain:  that the 
house will burn down with the children in it. 
 

Family will offer to look after the children any time [the parents] need to go 
some place so that the children will never be left alone especially where they 
burn candles for lights.  Family all have agreed as well to visit more often to 
give support . . . and just to check and see that everything is alright or 
needed [sic]. 

 
The coordinator was very concerned about this family and, in the same tentative tone as 
the family had addressed the issue of the back electricity bills, added his own commentary 
at the end of the plan: 

This coordinator can see future problems with this family if electricity is not 
restored.  I know that this family must take responsibility for their actions and 
repay if at all possible.  This family is presently living in a hazardous 
environment, in regards to the health of the children and the potential of fire 
where they use candles for light.  I feel that getting their power back will 
eventually save everybody money in the long run. 

 
7.4.3.3 Finding Housing 
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Given the high costs of construction, housing in Nain was in tight supply with three or 
more generations often under one roof.   Moreover, repairs were also prohibitive if only 
because of the expenses incurred transporting supplies into this northern community.  Not 
surprisingly, lack of adequate housing appeared as a problem across many family plans, 
especially those for single mothers, and often called for an adult member to get housing of 
her own.  In the following example, all the family agreed that this mother and her children 
would do better on their own: 
 

It was agreed upon by family members that [the mother] and her children 
would be better off living on their own.  Family members would like to see 
[her] placed in housing or an apartment by [the Department of Social 
Services].  Family members would check on [her] to make sure the house 
was kept clean and that the children were well looked after. 

 
But in the meantime: 
 

[Relative] will take [the mother] into her house until something is done about 
housing.  At the present time, [the mother] is living in her parents old house 
that has no running water, no electricity and requires wood for heat.  [The 
relative who offered to take her in] believes that this is not good living 
conditions for the children and the it shows how desperate [the mother] is to 
be on her own. 

 
7.4.3.4 Treating Alcoholism 
 

The sale of alcoholic beverage in Nain at the time of the project was restricted to a 
limited number of hours each evening at the local hotel.  Nevertheless, the Nain Town 
Council had identified that alcoholism was a problem in many households and had 
attempted unsuccessfully through a referendum to terminate the sale of alcoholic beverage. 
 This continues to be an area of controversy within the community and increasingly so 
because of pressures to extend alcohol sales in order to meet the demand from  the 
workers at the recently initiated mining development at Voisey Bay.  The ability of the 
community to respond to alcoholism is limited by the fact that the closest addictions 
treatment centre is in North West River and can only be accessed by air.   As a result, with 
the exception of some counselling for alcoholism through the local LIHC office, individuals 
must leave their family and community in order to receive treatment. 
 

It was typical in the Nain family's plans to make specific mention of the problem of 
alcoholism: 
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It was felt and agreed upon by the family members present that [parents] 
main problem is alcohol abuse.  Family members agreed that other problems 
like arguing, anger, child abuse and child neglect result because of this.  It 
was agreed upon that attending a rehabilitation centre would only add to 
present problems and doesn't seem to work.  Both [parents] want to get 



regular counselling for alcohol abuse, anger management and marriage 
counselling available through the LIHC. 

 
In the following plan, the parents ask to go to a treatment centre outside the community and 
the extended family offers to look after the children in the family home: 
 

[Couple] requested that they be sent to a treatment centre that takes couples. 
 They would prefer the [name of centre]. . . [Couple] do realize that they need 
counselling for alcohol abuse and would also like to do marriage counselling. 
 Family members requested that this take place as soon as a treatment 
centre placement can be found.  The LIHC would be responsible . . . for all 
travel arrangements and costs. 

 
Family members all agreed that the children should stay together at their 
home and that all family members will be responsible for helping out with 
their care but with [two people] being the two main carers while parents are 
away.  Other family will all share responsibilities and give these two main 
carers a break when needed. 

 
While willing to assume these caregiving responsibilities, the family members requested 
some things to help them in this task.  For example: 
 

There is no proper cooking stove to cook meals on, the only source of 
cooking right now is a wood heater.  Family request that an electric range be 
purchased right away.  There is an electric outlet already in the house so 
there should not have to be any rewiring done.  Family see this as a 
necessity not only during the absence of the parents but preparing properly 
cooked meals. 

 
In the meantime, the family reconvened at the request of child welfare to put in place plans 
for the safety of the children: 
 

The public health nurse would continue to make regular visits to the parents 
trying to teach them better feeding skills and nutritional values; she would set 
up appointments at the clinic for [the parents] to attend (tentatively to begin 
tomorrow morning); the nurse will continue to monitor the child's weight and 
health; this will be done on a schedule of once each week. 

 
7.4.3.5 Keeping Children with Family 
 

Social Services’ practices of apprehending children in need of protection from their 
parents ran deeply counter to Inuit ways of caring for children within the extended family 
network.  As  explained in The Inuit way: A guide to Inuit culture (Pauktuutit, n.d.), child 
care was not viewed as solely the responsibility of their parents: 
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The bonds between children and adults are quite fluid in Inuit society.  
Children are commonly seen darting around town visiting several homes, 
asking for food or seeking attention and then darting off to the next home.  
They may even decide to go live with another related family for a period of 
time.  In this case, the parents can sway the child’s decision if they feel that it 
would not be a good idea, but they will likely support the decision if the child 
is insistent. (p. 11) 

 
Because of this collective participation in child rearing, Inuit customs around adoptions and 
fostering diverged radically from the methods promoted by the Department of Social 
Services.  Elaborating further, the Pauktuutit (n.d.) guide explains: 
 

This fluidity of bonds between children and adults extends itself into the 
adoption practices of the Inuit.  A child who loses his natural parents bears 
no stigma.  Orphans are readily accepted into another household, usually 
that of a close relative.  A couple who wanted a child, might ask another 
couple who were expecting a child if they could have it to raise as their own.  
Generally, the adopting couple would make such a request initially to 
relatives that were quite close but if this avenue proved fruitless, they could 
try more distant relatives or friends.  The child would know who his biological 
parents were but his primary loyalty would be to his adoptive parents. (p. 11) 

 
A recent examination of Inuit custom adoptions by Suzanne Manomie (1994) notes that 
such adoptions are probably more common today because of the greater number of 
surviving babies being born to young, single women.  She commends this approach as 
working in the main to the advantage of the child, biological mother, and adopting parents 
but cautions that some checks and balances need to be instituted to safeguard infants from 
 being adopted into unsafe situations.   
 

Divergences between Inuit ways and Social Services policies were evident in the 
Nain families’ plans and the manner in which they defined terms.   An example that comes 
mind is of a single mother who had had one child apprehended and several others being 
considered for apprehension.  In this case, the family group disagreed with their relative 
who had told child welfare to place her child up for adoption.  There were clearly some 
differences in meanings about the notion of adoption in the discussion.  The family meant 
for the child to be 'fostered.'   
 

The family wishes that she remain in town and be adopted by someone local. 
 They want her to be placed with this family until she is eighteen years of 
age, at this time she will be able to decide if she would like to return with her 
family. 
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In regards to the children who had not already been apprehended by child welfare, 
the family asked to be allowed to monitor the children's safety so that they would not be 
taken them.  As evident in the excerpt from the plan below, they even said they would 



report to child welfare on their monitoring "if necessary," further revealing their basic 
dissatisfaction with child welfare "telling them what to do."   
 

The family does not want Social Services to have a six-month supervision 
order on the remaining children in [the mother’s] care, instead [3 members] 
want to be the ones to check on [the mother] and the children and if 
necessary report to Social Services on a regular basis. 

 
In this family and for that matter all other conferences in Nain, the issue of Inuit identity, 
particularly in regards to children, was a dominant theme.  The families objected to what 
they perceived to be white rules that "take children" and give them to people outside the 
community or to people who are not Inuit.  To them this is taking away the child's Inuit 
identity.   In this family, the mother who was to appear in court was afraid that she would be 
sent out of town and that her children would be placed in separate homes: 
 

[The mother] says that if the courts order her to take counselling for her 
drinking, she would prefer to do so in town through a native healer.  She 
does not want to go to the rehab in [another location]. . . .  If [the mother] is 
court ordered to get counselling out of town the family does not want the 
children separated.  [Two family members] offered to care for the children in 
their home.  

 
7.4.3.6  Mediating between the Family and Social Services 
 

Differences in language and culture exacerbated tensions between Social Services 
and Inuit families on their caseload.  The following example is of a woman whose family felt 
that many of the problems the child welfare person had presented could be attributable to 
misunderstandings between their relative and the Department of Social Services because 
the Department lacked a worker who spoke Inuktitut. 
 

[The mother] still feels uncomfortable with DOSS and sometimes cannot 
grasp or understand their reasons or actions.  Family members feel that 
Social Services should contact [her] support or [a person in the community] 
and have one of them present when [she] is visiting Social Services or when 
they do a home visit. 

 
7.4.3.7 Monitoring Plans 
 

It was rare for the plans to include steps for monitoring and evaluating the enactment 
of the plans.  Many plans did not refer to monitoring and evaluation at all.  It is likely that 
this omission was both a function of a culture where social control is enacted through 
indirect means such as ignoring or withdrawing (Pauktuutit, n.d.) and a function of the 
uneasy relationship between the Inuit community and the Department of Social Services. 
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The notion of monitoring family members was foreign to the elder family members in 
Nain where it is regarded as an unwarranted intrusion not to take what someone says at 
face value.  For example, if a person says they will quit drinking now, then that is the end of 
it.  Younger people in Nain families sometimes raised challenges to this type of thinking as 
in one case where an eldest son said, "We've heard that before" when his sibling defended 
their mother and declared, "She said she would quit drinking." Unsurprisingly then, it fell 
back to child welfare to do the monitoring, or family members volunteered but with little 
enthusiasm evidenced.   
 

After a lengthy discussion at one conference, all family seemed to be in agreement 
that if a particular child did not want to go to school then there was nothing that could be 
done.  During the planning phase, however, two family members agreed that the school 
officials could call them when the child was not in school but did so only because the family 
was told there had to be a way to monitor the situation.  One young adult who wanted the 
child to go to school said that he had been involved in trying to monitor the situation but felt 
nothing would get better until the mother stopped drinking or the family pulled together 
more.   

Variances in expectations for children expressed by different generations were the 
most difficult impasses to families coming up with plans and monitoring strategies in Nain.  
On the other hand, the shame experienced by family, and the levels of pain expressed, as 
family members described the havoc that has been wrecked on their families by the 
clashing of traditional and modern cultures were noted as the most beneficial parts of the 
conference by most participants. 
  
7.4.3.8 Bringing the Pain into the Open 
 

After suffering from centuries of cultural assimilation, the residents of Nain found that 
one of the greatest benefits of conferencing was being able to speak their piece.  The two 
most often-repeated observations by family members about the conferences in Nain were 
first that it was good for the family to talk and get things out in the open, even though it was 
painful, and secondly that they needed on-going family meetings.  An example from one 
conference: 
 

The family would like to have a follow up conference in about a month from 
now. . . .  They felt that just getting together and talking was a great help to 
them and made them feel much better. 

 
While getting the pain into the open was highly prized by the families, the coordinator was 
less certain about its long-term benefits or even his capacity to pull the family together: 
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I had a great deal of difficulty in getting this family to come together.  On my 
first attempt, only [the mother] showed up.  It took two more attempts before 
the family was able to come up with this plan.  There isn't a whole lot to this 
plan and there are no serious commitments by any family member to deal 
with [the mother’s] drinking problem which is the root of all this abuse. 



 
In this case, the conference was a first step and one that the family rated positively.  In all 
likelihood more meetings and hard work would need to be undertaken in order to achieve 
long-range goals concerning the children’s safety and the mother’s substance abuse and 
more fundamentally concerning a sense of pride in their cultural heritage. 
 
7.4.4 Plans in Port au Port and St. John's 
 

As true of the plans in Nain, those on the Port au Port Peninsula and in St. John’s 
revealed that the family group recognized the tensions existing between their relatives and 
the referring agency.   The depth and extent of these tensions, however, never reached the 
same proportions as in Nain.  Controversies over state intervention versus family rights 
were apparent, but the St. John’s and the Port au Port Peninsula families did not have to 
traverse wide cultural rifts to work out ways of resolving them.  Although many of the 
families in St. John’s and especially the Port au Port Peninsula suffered from economic 
hardship, they did not approach the life-and-death struggles for survival evinced by so 
many of the Nain families.  Thus, the issues which we have highlighted below from these 
two sites focus primarily but not entirely on improving relationships within and around the 
referred families.  From the examples provided, however, it will be seen how these 
relationship issues interacted with material needs in many of the situations.   
 

A comparison of plans from St. John’s and the Port au Port Peninsula with those 
from Nain reveals another striking difference, this time in style as opposed to content.  The 
Nain plans leaned toward a tentative tone, reflecting the families’ uncertainties about 
developing plans in conjunction with  the Department of Social Services.  In contrast, those 
in the other two sites appear far more confident and far more detailed in terms of what 
steps were be implemented, when, and by whom. 
 

In this section, we have elected to look at the plans for the Port au Port Peninsula 
and St. John’s together because of their similarities.  Differences in the weightings toward 
particular issues are reviewed later in the section on the quantitative analysis of the plans.  
Similarities in the plans for an urban and rural area may appear surprising if only because 
of the greater availability of resources in the former setting.  It should be noted that while 
the Port au Port Peninsula had limited programming on the peninsula proper, residents 
were able to access various services in the relatively near-by town of Stephenville.  Given 
their concerns around confidentiality, going to Stephenville for programs was often viewed 
in a positive light rather than as an obstacle.  As discussed later under costs for the plans, 
this meant that plans for the Port au Port Peninsula stood out in regards to their requests 
for transportion funding to assist relatives in attending counselling and availing of other 
programs.  
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7.4.4.1 Meeting Basic Needs 
 

Many of the families referred to the project were struggling to make ends meet on 
their Social Assistance checks from a province with one of the lowest rates in Canada.  Not 
surprisingly, concerns about shortfalls in material resources were evident in many of the 
plans.   A prime example comes from the plan for a Port au Port lone-mother family, which 
like many others in the area was dependent on woodburning for household heat but lacked 
the husband/father to cut and haul back the wood.  In her reflective notes the coordinator 
described the mother prior to the conference as “suffer[ing] from Major Depression” and 
“concerned about her ability to provide adequate care for her [teen-age] daughter.”  During 
the conference, the family identified the economic basis of so many of the lone mother’s 
concerns and developed a plan that included the following items: 
 

1. Phone bill, light bill, and grocery bill at [name of store] will be paid. . . . 
2. [Child protection worker] will provide [mother] with $300.00 to 

purchase the basic staples in groceries. . . . 
3. [Relative] will take [mother] to Stephenville once every two weeks to 

purchase her groceries. [Child protection worker] will give $10.00 for 
transportation if the trip was not planned. 

4. [Name] will find a deepfreeze for [mother] and deliver it to her home. 
5. [Child protection worker] will assist [mother] in purchasing two loads of 

wood in preparation for the winter months. 
 
Visiting the mother after the conference, the researcher reported: 
 

[The mother] said she was feeling much better. . . . She had 2 loads of wood 
bought, stocked up on her necessities, she appeared a whole new person, 
and was glowing.  She was smiling and laughing and really at ease with 
herself and [her daughter]. 
 
Families at the St. John’s project site also had concerns about basic necessities as 

evident in a plan where family and friends volunteered food: 
 

When [mother] is running low on necessary food/household items she was 
given permission to ask family members for help.  Her father and her sister 
agreed to provide her with pampers for [baby] if she runs short before she 
gets her check. [The mother’s] family and friends gave her information about 
food banks she can use when she runs out of basic food items. 

 
7.4.4.2 Securing Safe Housing 
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As in Nain, housing was of concern for a number of the families referred to the St. 
John’s and Port au Port project sites, but in these latter sites the concern was focused less 
on the building’s state of repair and more on location.  An example from St. John’s: 



 
[The mother] has contacted [Housing Authority] to request a transfer from 
[area of town].  It is a known drug related area and has contributed to the 
amount of violence and fear this family has experienced.  Most of the drinking 
and drug involvement that [the father] had been involved in prior to his 
incarceration was centred around contacts and associates in [that area]. 

 
In this case, the plan requested that letters supporting this transfer be written by the parole 
officer, child protection worker, and project coordinator to the Housing Authority. 
 

A Port au Port family group recognized that the daughter’s proximity to a sexual 
abuser necessitated a move but wanted at the same time to ensure that relocating the 
mother and daugher would not become just one more destabilizing event in their lives: 
 

[The mother] will choose a home for her and [her daughter] carefully to be 
sure that it is one in which they will be comfortable and happy.  The home is 
to be clean and well kept.  They are to try to remain in the same house for at 
least one year. 

 
7.4.4.3 Treating Substance Abuse 
 

Families both in St. John’s and on the Port au Port Peninsula suffered from the 
substance abuse of one or more of their members.   As evident in the excerpt from the plan 
below, the family regarded the abuse as being linked to alcohol but they wanted the 
abusive behaviour addressed directly: 
 

[The father] has agreed to continue taking Antibuse and attending AA to help 
him deal with his alcohol addiction.  As well he will be looking into the 
possibility of attending the group for male batterers that is run by [name of 
counsellor].  Contact will be made with [counsellor] this coming week to have 
an initial meeting about getting involved with the next group.  

 
Plans, however, were not always so definite as in one case where the family group plan 
facilitated but did not enjoin that the father seek help for his alcoholism: 
 

[The father] can attend AA in [name of place] whenever he feels he needs to 
go to a meeting.  Transportation will be paid.  [highlighting added] 

 
The one-year follow up will determine if the father seeks out this help, but to our 
acknowledge he has not done so to date. 
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7.4.4.4 Supporting Healthy Family Life 
 

The family groups were cognizant of the turmoil and stress under which their 
relatives lived.  Many of the plans had quite concrete strategies for improving family life. 
 
Household Organization 
 

One example is of a plan which was designed to increase the organization within a 
household: 
 

[Dad & Mom's] plan:  [Mom] will stay home from school two days per week.  
On those days she will be responsible for supper preparation.  [Dad] will be 
responsible for preparing supper on the other three nights.  [Friend] will 
speak to [mom] about this part of the plan.  [Mom] will do the shopping on 
cheque day.  [Friend] will provide transportation but [mom] will shop on her 
own.  [Dad] has agreed not to complain about her shopping when she returns 
home.  [Friend and sister] will be support people for [mom].  [Friend] will 
discuss this with [mom].  Upon agreement from [mom] they will do things with 
her that she likes to do.  [Social worker] will refer [mom] to the Women's 
Support Group at the Women's Centre . . . if she wants to go. 

 
Recreation for the Family 
 

Families frequently wanted recreational activities as a way to reduce the stress: 
 

[Mom and Dad] will take a break away from the children the second weekend 
of every month.  The children will be cared for. . . . [by aunt1, aunt2, friend, 
sister-in-law. . . .  Once per  year, during the summer months, [mom and dad] 
will take a one week holiday. . . .  children will go to their respective baby 
sitters. . . .  [mom & dad] will be provided with a babysitting allowance. . . .  to 
encourage them to go out and enjoy themselves as a couple. . . .  The family 
will go on one outing per month of their choice. . . .  The children will be 
enrolled in a peer activity of their choice. . . .  The entire family has decided to 
do a family collection of money. . . .  [Aunt] will collect from her family and 
[grandmother] will collect from hers. 

 
And in some instances the families wanted the recreation to begin while children 

were still in care.  The following family anticipated the assistance that would be required 
once the children came home: 
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It was felt by the group that the children should be involved in some sporting 
or recreational activity.  0113, 0109, and 0125 will look into the possibilities 
and Child Protection will pay for one activity per child while they are in foster 
care.  When the children return home this activity should continue and will be 



paid for either through existing funds at child protection or through monies 
available for the family decision making project. 

 
Family Planning 
 

The range of issues that were discussed in plans seemed limitless at times and 
extended to recognition of birth control in a family where two young parents were having 
difficulty coping with four young children:  
 

[Mom & Dad] have decided not to have any more children.   [Dad]. . . . make 
an appointment to see a Doctor. . . . discuss. . . . vasectomy. 

 
Stop the Arguing 
 

Some plans even suggested specific ways to stop parents from fighting: 
 

[Dad & Mom] will try to argue in a healthier manner.  No name calling, insults 
or bringing up the past.  Who ever is angry will leave the house and not 
return until he/she feels they can discuss their feelings in a safe way. . . .  
[Aunt] and [grandmother] will be the monitoring team.  They will review the 
plan every two months.  [Five family members] will be the review committee.  
This committee will meet every eight months.  [Family member] will initiate 
the first meeting to be scheduled for around [date].  The review committee 
can also meet earlier or more often at the request of the monitoring team to 
address difficulties with the plan. 

 
7.4.4.5 Supporting Parents in Caring for Children 
 

Many of the plans were focused on strategies for helping parents deal effectively 
with their children. The families recognized that their relatives needed assistance with 
meeting the many needs for caring of their children.    
 
Child Care 
 

Family and friends were the ones who most frequently volunteered to provide 
babysitting or child-minding to give the parents time-off for carrying out other tasks or just 
relaxing: 
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[The maternal grandfather] and [step-grandmother] agreed to take one child 
for one Saturday night per month.  The children will take turns going to their 
grandfather's on these nights. [The grandfather] and [step-grandmother] said 
that once they try this and see how it goes, it may be possible for them to 
take both children for the night on these occasions. [Mother’s boyfriend] 
agreed to baby sit two nights per week so [the mother] can go out on her 
own. [The aunt] agreed to baby sit one night per week (dart night) for 4-5 



hours.   [The mother] agreed to pay her $5.00 per hour to do this.  She also 
agreed to baby sit one night per month on a week-end. [The mother’s]  mom 
agreed to babysit twice a week during the day to allow [the mother] a chance 
to get groceries, run errands, or see a counsellor or a doctor.  She also 
agreed to be a back up babysitter for [the mother] when she is going to 
school and her regular babysitter is sick etc. 

 
Behavioral Limits and Special Assessments 
 

The families also recognized when children had special requirements and worked 
out plans when setting limits and learning difficulties for children needed attention: 
 

The family agreed that [the mother] and [stepfather] have trouble setting 
limits for the children and using discipline/consequences for their behaviours 
that teach them instead of scare them. . . . [The mother] and [stepfather] both 
asked for help with learning better parenting skills. . . . [The social worker], 
with the Department of Social Services has agreed to meet with [the mother] 
to assess [the child’s] development and to introduce her to the Child 
Management Specialist. . . .  

 
Family members expressed concern about [the child’s] speech, his school 
work, and his behaviour.  They would like him to be referred for testing for his 
speech and would like him assessed for Attention Deficit Disorder.  They 
would also like to ensure that his school performance be closely monitored so 
that if he has the same learning difficulties as other family members he will 
receive the help he needs right away. 

 
7.4.4.6 Safeguarding Family Members from Abusers 
 

The family group recognized that their own son, brother, or uncle posed a danger his 
wife and children.  They knew their relative well and knew what needed to be put in place to 
ensure the safety of his family.  A case in point is of a family group who evidenced that they 
had "been there" when they suggested the need for a detailed plan of what to do once the 
father is released from prison: 
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[The mother] stated that she wishes only phone contact with [her husband] 
initially upon his release [from prison].  If [he] shows up at [her] house 
unannounced and/or uninvited [she] will call either [his sister 1], [his sister 2], 
[his uncle], or [his sister 3] who will assist her in making sure he leaves the 
premises.  If he appears to be under the influence of alcohol or drugs 
[correctional officer] will be notified immediately.  [The husband] agreed to 
this since it was clearly stated at the meeting that he wants to deal with his 
addiction problem and family members would not be supporting him by 
covering for him if and/or when he has a slip.  It was also agreed that [the 
father] will not go to the home of [mother’s mother] unannounced and/or 



uninvited upon his release.  The same process will apply if he does show up 
at her home. 

 
It was felt that [the mother] will require a telephone to ensure her safety once 
[her husband] is released.  Due to an outstanding phone bill of approximately 
$300.00 she is not able to get a phone.  This bill is a result of collect phone 
calls from [her husband] since he has been incarcerated [which she has 
previously been afraid to refuse].  [Mother] accepts responsibility for this bill 
and plans to pay it off to the best of her ability.  If she has not achieved this 
by the time [husband] is released, [social worker] of Children's Protection 
Services agreed to pay this outstanding phone bill on [the mother's] behalf, 
with the understanding that [she] will repay the amount of the bill to Children's 
Protection at a rate of $50.00 per month. 

 
This family group also evidently subscribed to the "trust with verification" adage in dealing 
with abusive members.  Taking into account to the boy’s fears of his father, they responded 
with caution to the father’s request for contact with his son: 
 

[The father] also indicated he would like an opportunity to speak to [son] 
about his fear of [his father], to assure him that he will not have to worry 
about his behaviour anymore.  Family members clearly stated that this 
should only happen at [the boy's] request and should be done only once [son] 
is receiving counselling, with his counsellor present.  [The father] agreed to 
this plan.  It was stated that the best reassurance [the father] can give [his 
son] will be through a positive change in his behaviour over time. 

 
And they wanted the father to support his family in the meantime: 
 

[The father] agreed to pay child support to [his wife] once he has an income.  
The amount will be determined at a future review meeting based on the 
amount of income [he] is receiving. 

 
7.4.4.6 Removing Abusers from the Home 
 

Families more often preferred to have an actively abusive person leave the home, if 
that was necessary, rather than removing those who had been abused: 
 

[Father] has not been residing in the home since the incident on [date] which 
prompted the referral to Children's Protection.  The family agreed that this 
separation will continue until [he] has received treatment for his alcohol 
abuse and his violent behaviour.  It was further decided that before [he] can 
return home, a review meeting will be held with the family and Child 
Protection to determine if this would be safe for the children. 
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And this family was specific in what they wanted the abuser to do in the meantime: 



 
[Father] agreed to begin attending AA.  He agreed to call and find out where 
and when the nearest meetings to him are held and find out what 
arrangements he can make for transportation to and from meetings.  Child 
Protection agreed to assist [him] with transportation costs to attend the 
meetings when he has no other alternative 

 
Nor was the mother left out: 
 

In addition, [parents] agreed to attend counselling to deal with their addictions 
to alcohol and drugs as well as to receive help with regard to their 
relationship and their inconsistencies in parenting. 

 
In fact, the family was comprehensive in their expectations of not only wanting the abuse to 
stop, but for the abused persons to get help for abuse they had experienced at the same 
time: 

[Two children] indicated they would like to attend counselling to deal with the 
sexual abuse they have experienced [from someone outside the immediate 
family] and to deal with the problems they are experiencing in their family.  
[One] stated she would like to see a male counsellor and would like to begin 
by attending counselling bi-weekly.  [The other] requested a female 
counsellor and would like to attend counselling on a weekly basis. 

 
And the family brought their "insider" [information that only family could know] knowledge to 
bear on the analysis of the problem and the plan in a way that supported them all: 
 

All family members expressed concern that [father] was particularly 
overprotective of [daughter] and unreasonable in his expectations of her.  
Several examples of how he treated [her] differently from [two other children] 
were discussed. . . .  It was acknowledged that it will be difficult for [him] to 
stop some of the inappropriate parenting without support.  He agreed that 
when he becomes upset or concerned about something he has heard about 
one of the children, he will call [the uncle] to discuss the problem and figure 
out the best way to handle it before confronting [his wife] or the children with 
anger. . . .  It was also stated by family that a major source of confrontations 
in the home are the result of gossip, rumours, and third party information that 
[the parents] receive about the children from [the sister-in-law].  Much of the 
information she offers is not accurate and leads to major confrontations.  
[The father] agreed to discuss this with his sister in law and ask her to please 
refrain from repeating information that may be unfounded and will cause 
unnecessary problems for the family. 
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7.4.4.7 Reuniting Children with Family 
 

The family groups not only demonstrated a strong commitment to keeping family 
members safe and supported within the home, they also were committed to reuniting 
children with family where it was both safe and feasible.   Overall, they preferred children 
being with their parents or parent; where this was not possible, then with kin; and only as a 
last resort having them reside with non-family foster carers.  In the last instance, though, 
they pushed to ensure that contact would be maintained between their young relatives and 
family.   
 

The families made realistic appraisals of their relatives’ ability to manage the return 
of their children and recognized that an extensive and coordinated effort was required.  A 
case in point is a couple who had repeatedly in the past demonstrated incompetence in 
caring for their small children.  The plan that the conference pulled together called for a 
large-scale mobilization of extended family and professionals: 
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A number of safety items will be purchased and installed in the family's 
apartment by [uncle 1] by [date]. [Uncle 2] agreed to follow up on this to 
make sure these things are in place before the children return home.  
[Parents] would like to have a staff person from [organization] come to their 
home to do [their Child Safe Program] . . .  [Consultant from another 
organization will] come to her home and help [mom] make things in her 
house easier to manage now that she has lost some of her vision. . . . [Uncle 
3] agreed to help them find a suitable car to buy and. . . .  agreed to help 
keep the car running by doing any necessary repairs when needed as he is a 
mechanic. [Uncle 1] agreed to do any needed body work on the car. . . .  
Home Support Worker will visit the family home on mondays and fridays 
beginning [date]. . . .  [Parents] agreed to be home when [she] arrives. . . .  
All family members present agreed to help the family by lending them food 
items on an emergency basis when they run short, with the understanding 
that on the next grocery day [Home Support Worker] will help [parents] make 
sure those items are repaid when necessary.  A new respite worker will need 
to be found by [date].  Everyone at the meeting clearly stated that [parents] 
are capable of doing far more for themselves than they have been doing and 
[parents] said they would like to be more independent.  Therefore the role of 
the new respite worker will be to help [parents] prepare meals, learn new 
recipes, assist them in learning household chores, help with [child's] 
homework, read to the children, and help with care and supervision of the 
children while at the home.  [Social worker] made it clear that hitting, pushing, 
biting, etc. of the children or of each other will not be allowed at all.  [Parents] 
agreed that they need help in learning good ideas about what to do when the 
children "act up" and what to do when they are angry at the children or at 
each other.  [A staff person from an organization] will meet with [parents] at 
their home once a week for four weeks to help them with parenting/discipline.  



 
The families also identified that planning was required to prepare children for 

returning home.  In a situation where the plan called for children to be reunited with a 
parent following a period of placement, the following family made very specific plans: 
 

[Mom] will increase her visits with her children at her mother's house to twice 
per week.  She will go to her mom's Saturday mornings, stay over night and 
return to her grandmother's Sunday evenings.  She will return to her mom's 
Wednesday mornings and return to her grandmother's Thursday evenings.  
This arrangement will continue until [mom] is in her own apartment.  The 
Department of Social Services will provide transportation for [mom] and 
[brother] will assist her in securing a driver. . . .  [Two friends and 
grandmother] will help [mom] find an apartment as soon as possible . . .  
[friend] will give [mom] a davenport, dishes, towels, sheets, blankets, and a 
washer.  [Friend] will deliver these items to [mom]. . . .  [mom] will go to 
counselling with [counsellor]. . . . Department of Social Services will pay 
transportation. . . .  [Friend] will baby sit for [mom] during her counselling 
sessions and the children will be dropped off at her house. . . .  [Brother] will 
baby sit [son] up to two days at a time whenever [mom] needs a break.  
During these breaks [grandmother and sister] will baby sit [son]. . . .  [Home 
Care Worker and social worker] will meet with [mom] when she is in her own 
place and develop a budgeting plan. 

 
7.4.4.8 Decreasing Isolation of In-Care Children 
 

Although conference groups usually wished to reunite young relatives with family, 
most placed protection above family unity.   They recognized when parents were not ready 
to care for children or young people and how stress contributes to abuse.  At the same 
time, they were aware of the importance of decreasing the distance between young people 
and their family.  The following excerpt from one set of reflective notes shows that this 
family had considered simultaneously issues of protecting the young person while reducing 
her isolation from her parents: 
 

The goal of the FGC was to reconnect [daughter] with her extended family 
since she has isolated herself from all family since coming into care of the 
Director of Child Welfare, to consider possibilities for her future care, and to 
gain input and ideas from family with regard to the kinds of help and 
intervention that might help both [daughter and her mother] with their 
problems. . . .  It was agreed that with the present level of stress and difficulty 
between [the parents] that returning home is not an appropriate plan at this 
time. 

 
The following excerpt shows how the extended family wanted to build up the 

contacts with the young woman who lived in a foster home and, in particular, they wanted 
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her to start seeing her siblings regularly.  At the same time they were highly sensitive to her 
choices: 
 

All family members recognize the importance of visits between [the daughter] 
and her brothers and are committed to making sure [she and her brothers] 
see each other on a more regular basis.  [Four relatives] offered their homes 
as meeting places and all family members will take responsibility for ensuring 
these visits happen. [The daughter] is aware that she is able to visit all of her 
family members whenever she wishes and/or whenever possible in terms of 
people's schedules. [The father] and [mother] indicated that they are anxious 
to resume some kind of contact with [their daughter] and while they do not 
want to push this issue, were clear that whenever [their daughter] is ready for 
this their door is always open to her. 

 
7.4.4.8 Promoting Inclusive Foster Care 
 

Families with a child or young person in care made plans to be involved with their 
relative during the care and to work cooperatively with the foster parents: 
 

Visits will be arranged between the foster parents and the family members.  
Family members will call foster parents to set up suitable times for visits.  
This arrangement applies to all family members with the exception of the 
children's father.  Because of concerns of child protection and family that [the 
father] tends to give the children false hopes and inappropriate information, 
visits or phone contact between [the father] and the children will take place 
only if the children wish to have this contact and only with monitoring and 
supervision.  This means that foster parents will monitor phone conversations 
 by listening on an extension during calls and will intervene if inappropriate 
comments are made.  Should [the father] return to Newfoundland in the 
future visits with the children would be supervised. 

 
And to keep the father from interfering with this plan: 
 

Family members stated that [the father] should be contacted to make sure he 
understands these concerns.  It was felt that [the father] should seek 
counselling to help him understand the negative effect his behaviour and 
comments have on his children.  [Therapist who was present during the 
information providing part of the conference] agreed to contact [the father] to 
further explain this to him.  She will also send him a copy of this plan so he 
will be informed of the decisions and help now in place for the children. 

 
And the family knew that the plan had to be specific as to when, where and how the mother 
would visit: 
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[The mother] will visit [the son] once a month on a Saturday or Sunday and 
take him on an outing (e.g., a movie, MacDonalds, etc.).  She will also take 
[the daughter] on a similar outing once a month.  She will arrange these visits 
with the foster parents.  At first these visits will be with each child alone.  If 
these go well she will take [the daughter] and [son] together on these outings. 
 $100.00 per month will be provided to [mother] by [the worker] of child 
protection out of monies available through this project to cover the costs of 
these outings. . . .  This will improve the quality of visits as it is hard for 
[mother] on a limited budget to entertain teenagers during visits.  It also will 
take into account the importance of enabling families to have fun together.  
[Three family members] offered to help make this possible through providing 
transportation for the children to these visits whenever possible. [A relative]  
offered his home to be used as a meeting place for [mother] and the children 
when they are going on visits together.  When family are not available, 
transportation for these visits will be provided through child protection. 

 
And the mother did not want to be left out of important events in the children's lives: 
 

[Mother] would like to be notified about any upcoming special events or 
important happenings in the children's lives (e.g., school concerts, illness).  
Foster parents will keep [mother] informed about these things. 

 
The family seemed determined to make this all happen: 
 

[Two relatives] agreed to be the monitors of the plan.  They will each phone 
half of the family members and the professionals involved on a monthly basis 
to determine if everything is in place and people are following through with 
their responsibilities.  They will then check with each other and make sure 
that the appropriate action is taken to catch any problems with the plan 
quickly.  They will also present their information at the review meeting. 

 
7.4.4.9 Increasing Parental Access to the Children 
 

Families frequently by-passed warring parents and gave children access to both 
parents as in the following example: 
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[Son's] visits with his father will be unsupervised. . . .  While [dad] is living in 
[nearby community], [son] can go to his father's house for lunch.  [Son] must 
return to classes in the afternoon and must return to [mom's] house after 
school. . . .  [Son] can visit with his father on Saturday and Sunday 
afternoons.  [Aunt] will provide transportation. . . .  After one month, if all is 
well, [son] can stay over on a Saturday night.  This can continue as long as 
[dad] is sober and [son] is safe.  [Mom], [aunt], and [friend] will be the 
monitoring committee around the visitation plans and will advise [social 
worker] if the plans are not working. 



 
7.4.4.10 Enhancing Foster Care 
 

When children or young people could not return home, the family group also paid 
attention to improving their situation in care.  This applied to both kin or non-kin caregivers. 
 Several excerpts from reflective journals and the plan itself are used to illustrate how 
willing most families were to engage in the planning process with the professionals once 
they had decided what needed to be done.   
 

In the case of a teen who was residing with her aunt and uncle, the family took on 
her troubles in school as a central issue requiring a detailed plan resembling a medley relay 
of family cooperation: 
 

Given that [the teen] has been having so many difficulties at her current 
school and the approximately $800.00 per month that it costs to transport her 
to and from this school, it has been agreed that a change to the [school area] 
is in order. [The caregiving uncle] and [aunt] are to be responsible for all 
communications with which ever school [the teen] attends.  It was decided 
that [the uncle] and [aunt] will contact [school] to have [the teen] transferred 
there as soon as possible.  A meeting will be arranged with the school and 
[the mother’s support person] will attend this if possible.  If [the mother’s 
support person] cannot attend this initial meeting she will contact the school 
to start the process of ensuring that there is consistency between the school 
and home in dealing with [the teen’s] behaviour. [The mother] will be 
contacting the Department of Education to see what can be done to ensure 
that [the teen] has access to every possible resource to assist her in getting 
an education.  It was also recognised that [the teen] going to [the father] and 
[mother’s] during lunch time on school days is not working out and alternate 
plans have to be made.  Once plans have been finalized as to which school 
[the teen] will be attending this issue will be addressed by [social worker] and 
[the uncles] and [aunt]. 

 
The family also recognized that the placement at the aunt and uncles’ home might not work 
out and set in place a contingency plan: 
 

If the placement of [the teen] with [the uncle] and [aunt] does not work out 
then [the teen] will be taken into the care of the Director of Child Welfare and 
placed in a foster home until such time as a vacancy becomes available for 
the Therapeutic Foster Home Program (TFHP).  In order to cover all bases 
[the social worker] will place [the teen] on the waiting list for the TFHP now, in 
case the need arises in the future 

 
And in all this planning around the daughter in care, the other daughter residing at home 
was not forgotten: 
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If [the older sister] feels that she needs support due to ongoing substance 
abuse or fear of violence at home then she will contact [aunt 2]. [Aunt 2] is to 
then get in touch with [the uncle] to share what is happening and discuss 
whether there is a need to call a meeting to review the plan. 

 
And a coordinated effort to get the second daughter and her parents different housing is 
undertaken: 

It has been clearly identified that living at [place] is not the best environment 
for [the older sister] or the family as a whole.  There was a consensus that it 
would be in the best interest of all family members for the family to find 
another residence in the [end of city] or [another part of city].  In order to 
support this move the following persons will be encouraged to write letters of 
support for the family to [name of person at Housing].  Letters will be sent by: 
 The Family Group Decision Making Project, [social worker] (& her 
supervisor), [mother’s support person] and family members. 

 
And how shall this be monitored? 
 

[The uncle] will be the plan monitor. [The uncle] has agreed to call the 
following persons once every two weeks to check that they are following 
through on their responsibilities as outlined in the plan: [the social worker, the 
mother and 7 family members].  The purpose of contacting [the mother] is to 
keep her up to date on how the plan is going as well as to ensure that she is 
on top of things such as making sure the financial commitments are met.  To 
help make the financial arrangements easier to coordinate [the uncle] and 
[the aunt] will be issued the finances approved in the plan and ensure that 
[the father] and [mother] get their portion of what has been agreed to. 

 
The plan will be reviewed every three months unless circumstances require 
action sooner. [The grandmother] will contact [the child protection worker], all 
family members involved in developing the plan, and any persons who have 
become involved in the plan since the time of the meeting.  The review 
meeting will take place on [date], the time and place to be determined. 

 
7.4.4.11 Calling for Extended Family Members to Stop Interfering 
 

Not all plans called for increased family involvement.  Some called for particular 
members to emancipate themselves, some for increased cooperation and less feuding and 
the following one called for extended family to stop getting so involved in personal 
arguments of a young couple.  The following example is shown twice, both times from the 
perspective of the research observer:  first when the matter was brought up during private 
time and then later when the issue was raised to be included in the plan after the 
coordinator was in the room: 
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[Husband and wife] agree that they will not call their extended family 
members and involve them in their personal arguments.  They also agreed 
that when family members outside their home tried to involve them in 
debates they would respond by not engaging in the conversation by saying 
this is none of my business. . . .  Extended family members need to 
understand that by including [relatives] in their arguments they are fuelling 
their fighting and causing them to ignore [child] during these arguments. . . .  
Everyone in the family agreed that they would avoid involving each other in 
their fights and thus trying to ease the tensions that these issues cause. 

 
But the extended family did not simply want to pretend that the couple was not fighting 
either.  Discussions centred on how the couple could work out their differences themselves 
and get some tangible help from family aimed at increasing the time the couple had to 
socialize together with the assistance of family members providing babysitting. 
 
Dissatisfied with the young couple saying during the private discussions that they would 
"try" to do better, one relative brought the issue up for inclusion in the written plan: 
 

[Relatives] advised that [parents] not to run to family to tell them all about 
fights and not to bring up family members during arguments.  Also they said 
that parents should not get involved in their squabbles or take sides with 
anyone.  [The coordinator, who had been out of the room for the previous 
discussion] stressed the importance of this, saying that it makes the situation 
worse when the entire family gets involved and takes sides.  [One relative] 
made a significant comment on the communication problems between the 
mother and father, saying "If you've got time to argue, you've got time to 
communicate." 

 
7.4.4.12  Building in Monitoring and Evaluation 
 

Over the course of the project, the coordinators came to recognize more and more 
the importance of building in clear systems of monitoring and evaluating the plans.  With 
some prodding by the coordinators, the conference groups shaped the systems of 
monitoring to reflect the particular dynamics of their familial constellation.  Sometimes they 
thought family would make the best monitors; other times they thought outsiders would be 
less biased in watching over developments.  In the following case, the family wanted 
outside monitoring because they realized that no one in the family could be objective: 
 

[The fiancé of the maternal aunt] then read to [the coordinator] all the details 
of the plan, with frequent input from other family members.  The group 
preferred to have a professional/social worker do the monitoring, as they 
wanted someone neutral and unbiased outside the family.  The plan was then 
approved by [Child Protection Worker]. 
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At another conference where the mother’s family, stepfather’s family, and biological father’s 
family gathered, the group sought to achieve a balanced perspective by having the 
monitoring carried out by representatives from all sides of the abused young person’s 
family: 
 
 

One representative from each family will meet in two months to review the 
plan and check on its progress. [The step-aunt], [the maternal grandfather], 
and [paternal uncle] will meet and [the maternal grandfather] will initiate their 
first get together.  

 
One representative from each family will continue to meet as a group of three 
every two months to assess the plan.  The family member attending a 
meeting will give the name of the family member who will attend the next 
meeting.  The family members will take turns meeting and monitoring the 
plan.   

 
If the families feel the plan is not working or things are going wrong they will 
meet as a family to try to solve the problems.  If this does not work, they will 
contact [the child protection worker] and request to reconvene the Family 
Group Conference. 

 
7.5  Quantitative Analysis of the Plans  
 

In the prior section we examined themes that emerged from a qualitative 
examination of the plans.  In this section we pulled out aspects of plans that could be 
enumerated and compared across sites. 
 
7.5.1 Almost All Families Developed a Plan 
 

Thirty-one of the 32 families, and each of the four families who re-convened, came 
up with a plan that was deemed relevant to the stated concerns.  The one exception 
involved a woman described as severely abused who attended a conference with no 
support person, despite the expectations of the project that no conference would go ahead 
under such circumstances.  None of the children were present and their views were not 
presented.  There was no agreement on the part of the other members of the family who 
attended that a problem existed.  The family was referred back to child welfare. 
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7.5.2 The Family That Did Not Develop A Plan 
 

The one exception deserves description.  A woman described as severely abused 
attended a conference with no support person, despite the expectations of the project that 
no conference would go ahead under such circumstances.  None of the children were 
present and their views were not presented.  After hearing detailed presentations from child 
welfare and medical personnel, the family deliberated for over 6 hours (over two days).  At 
the end, the self-appointed spokesperson for the family, the alleged abuser, summarised by 
contradicting all the information that had been presented at the beginning (and to which he 
had then admitted in front of the family):  he had no problem with alcohol, the child welfare 
authorities were spying on him and his family and catching them only on the rare occasions 
when he and his wife did drink to excess and pass out in their home, the children had 
problems in school only because they had bad teachers, and the evidence of severe 
physical abuse to his wife as documented in medical files for over 20 years was the result 
of the drugs that medical people had been giving her in their "experiments".  He likened 
those experiments to the family group conference which he declared also to be an 
experiment and all family members in attendance supported his view, including his wife 
who according to medical reports suffers from severe brain damage from his beatings.  
 

While this situation would possibly have gone differently if the mother had been 
represented by a strong support person, and if the voices of all the children had been 
represented at the conference, it is also understood as a good example of why referrals 
should be taken when there is a clear will on the part of the mandated authorities to insist 
that something be done.  Interestingly, the authorities who referred this latter family have 
taken no action to protect the children before or since the conference and police have 
never laid a charge relative to the alleged beatings of this woman despite the Zero 
Tolerance policy in Canada which places in the hands of the prosecutor the capability of 
prosecuting without an abused woman having to lay a charge.  This instance served as a 
negative reminder to project staff, managers and researchers that having support people at 
the conference for everyone who is believed to have been abused is essential.  While no 
one believes that the family group conference made things worse for the woman or the 
children, the process has underscored for the family (who were still happy with the outcome 
at the time of the one-week follow up) that defiance of the authorities is bolstered by a 
unified front from the extended family. 
 
7.5.3  Extent of Agreement With The Plans 
 

The degree to which family members agreed with the plan was evaluated on the 
FGC Evaluation Form and in the After the Conference Interviews.  The following table 
(Table 7.6) shows the responses to the question "Do you agree with the plan decided on?" 
from the FGC Evaluation Form.  At all three sites, the overwhelming number of 
respondents agreed with the plan decided upon. 
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{Jill, the figures do not add up properly in the following table.  I was not sure if the site 
columns or the total column were the ones that were off.} 
 
Table 7.6 
Number of Family Group Participants’ Agreeing with the Plan 

 
Response 

 
Nain 

 
Port au Port 

 
St. John's 

 
Total 

 
Yes 

 
33 

 
64 

 
  174  

 
271 

 
No 

 
  5 

 
  0 

 
    2 

 
   7 

 
Don't Know 

 
  4 

 
  8 

 
    3 

 
  15 

 
Missing 

 
  0 

 
  0 

 
    0 

 
  0 

 
Total 

 
42 

 
72 

 
179 

 
293 

Note.  The figures only include the responses of family group participants, not of the 
professionals, completing the FGC Evaluation form. 
 

The questions asked in the After the Conference Interviews confirmed the above 
figures that  that most people agreed with the plan, but many people expressed anxiety and 
uncertainty about plans especially in relation to whether people would follow through with 
their agreements.  In some cases, their anxieties were heightened by the time the After the 
Conferences were held because they saw evidence that people were not carrying through.  
This uncertainty was a central theme to emerge from these interviews.  A flavour of these 
themes is given in the following excerpts: 
 
  ° No remaining concerns [about the conference].  Just hope everyone sticks to the 

plans made at the conference. 
  ° I am a bit wary of father if he will follow through with plans that were made. 
  ° I feel the plans made at the conference were good but I think in regards to the mom 

and children moving out will never happen.  I also know the child does not want to 
move and that the father is not as bad as people think, he does everything around 
the house and most problems in the home are because of the mom.  Also, the mom 
makes things bad for herself because she always phones Social Services and police 
for no reason. 

  ° I have concerns about Social Services following through with the plan, I will know 
more in 6 months. 

  ° Very worried that the plan will not be completed in that [mother] seems to have not 
fully grasped/accepted her responsibility in the plan.  I feel very concerned for the 
well-being of her two [children]. 

 
Sometimes, people disagreed with the content of the plan: 
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  ° I feel [the mom] has gotten too much for herself, e.g., money given with no receipts. 
 Also, taxi purposed [sic] around visits with children is being used for her own 
personal use.  At monthly visits, all attention is given to [other child] and none to 
[child].  This is very upsetting to [child] and I truly believe that these visits are very 
unbeneficial to [child]. 

  ° Children and mom should have been allowed to visit their father on the weekends 
because he does not drink all the time . . .  This conference made the family worse 
off.  The only help I get from this conference that was in the plan is from my 
[relative]. 

  ° I think its a waste of everyone's time and money.  I feel that the children should be 
with their father. 

 
Persons wanting custody of a child(ren) who did not get what they sought were sometimes 
in agreement with the plan but not always: 
 
  ° Although we did not get what we truly wanted [custody of the child] we feel good 

about having extensive access. 
  ° I found that about the conference was that my [child] was told what to say when she 

would sit by me, they would take her away [sic].  For me, they were the parents and 
I love my kids and I want them back. 

  ° If my family could just leave me alone, or mind their own business. 
  ° I wish I had [children] back here with me because I'm having a hard time with them 

away.  They are also having a hard time in [their placement]. 
 
But the majority of people interviewed and who gave written feedback at the end of the 
conference were satisfied.  Examples of their comments included: 
 
  ° What took place was good.  Gave me a better understanding of what [abused child] 

went through.  I feel more feelings [sic] and will be able to support her better by 
attending family group conference by becoming aware of actual problems. 

  ° [I've] been upset since [two years ago] but left conference feeling like 1000 pounds 
lifted.  Overall positive #1 communication, sharing views, opportunity to work 
together instead of against each other. 

  ° Only concern is abused child.  Thought this was great for [child] becoming aware 
that everyone was there to support her and that no one was mad at her or blamed 
her for anything. 

  ° It was a good process.  Everybody meant well but if I had my time back I would not 
have gone through with the conference. 

 
All of the following six comments are from different people about the same conference: 
 
  ° To me it was OK.  Things at home have improved extremely and this was brought 

out from the conference.  This project was positive and helpful for my family.  I will 
do my part and I hope Social Services will do theirs. 
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  ° Outcome of conference was good.  Most issues were dealt with and life at home 
between myself and mom are better.  Also conflicts between [younger brother] and 
myself are no-more.  Overall it was great. 

  ° I think this was a really good thing for the family.  Also having me come from another 
province as I had a lot of input in a positive way which was effective. 

  ° To me it was a really good process and I hope everything works out as planned. 
  ° I thought it went great.  I think this family definitely needed a program like this.  I 

think all families need more cooperation from professionals and organizations, i.e., 
Social Services.  I think it was a good eye opener for all family members and helped 
them to learn how to deal with family problems and issues. 

  ° It provided a forum for people to come together in a single space.  Feedback from 
person I spoke for [child in question] replied to me that he felt relieved and got a lot 
off of his chest.  I think this is a start to a very different and long process for the 
family to come together and support and understand one another. 

 
The following conference had mixed reviews from the 3 people interviewed and sheds light 
on the very question of expectations for success of any conference.  The young person at 
this conference liked the way things turned out.  His mother thought not and a family 
member seemed to see more than one side of things. 
 
  ° I think the conference made this family worse off [the mother]. 
  ° I felt it was not too bad.  I like being able to visit my dad as often as I get to [now].  I 

also feel me and my mom are more closer now and understand each other better 
[the child]. 

  ° I guess to a certain extent it was successful.  It got [the mother] out of the house, but 
not out of the situation she was in. 
 
As evidenced in the written evaluations conducted immediately at the end of the 

conferences, the one-week follow-up interviews, and the focus groups, the participants 
expressed high satisfaction with the conference as a way of making decisions.  Even 
biological parents named as the abusers gave mainly, but not always, positive evaluations, 
contrary to expectations that they would have seen the conferences as threatening their 
parental authority.   
 

As might be expected, the various participants had their own conceptualizations of 
success for a conference.  A police officer viewed it as a success after one conference 
when a mother identified and brought forward a charge of sexual abuse against a man who 
allegedly abused her child.  A parole officer said he felt the family's plan for monitoring a 
sex offender "was excellent" and that he could never have "covered all the bases without 
their (the family's) help."  One child welfare worker viewed it as a success when a boy 
disclosed immediately after the conference that the parent who was previously thought to 
be non-abusive was also abusing him and his siblings. 
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The necessity to look at the worth of a plan rather than keeping to any 
preconceptions about how a family should arrive at that plan is revealed in the following 
researcher's entry in her reflective notes: 
 

Although there was a lot of screaming and arguing, all members stuck to 
main issue, where the child would live and why.  All were supported 
differently and by different people. 

 
We were particularly eager to discover what the abused persons (or their representatives) 
thought about the plans.  The following are examples of the diverse responses in the 
interviews and on the FGC Evaluation Form from people who identified themselves as a 
person who had been abused: 
 
  ° It was good in the sense that I became aware of people who cared about me.  At the 

same time, I was scared to see how family members would react to what had 
happened. 

  ° It was better than I thought it would be.  I thought it would be a lot of fighting and 
yelling.  We settled a lot of things that were wrong.  Dad was not mad and he 
expressed himself in a good way. 

  ° In think everyone spoke truthfully and were right in the things [they decided]. 
  ° [The only way the family could have made it better was] They could have argued a 

little less and tried to cooperate.  They could have tried to think about how I felt a bit 
more . . .  I think its a pretty good program and it was really helpful. 

 
We also here wish to refer the coordinator’s reflective notes in which she recounts how one 
young person who had been abused took ownership over the planning: 
 

The. . . .  [young person] was the one who initiated the referral at Child 
Protection by telling a school counsellor what happened.  She is also the 
child over whom the father is overprotective and controlling.  She ensured 
she had control of the plan and the decisions agreed upon at the FGC by 
being the note taker during private deliberations time.  She did a fabulous job 
and had all decisions recorded in great detail.  Although this was not planned 
in advance (at least not by me), this was a really neat way for the victim to 
regain some control of their situation and to ensure that the plan is one that 
they are in agreement with.  When I asked her at the end of the FGC if she 
was satisfied with the plan, she grinned and said, "I wrote it, didn't I." 

 
In addition, we wanted to know what abusers thought: 
 
  ° I found that they [other family members] were doing all the talking and nobody could 

not [sic] say anything.  One of them were making all the plans.  I think it could have 
been better. 
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  ° Not too good.  I didn't have anything to say.  If I did they would cut me off.  I never 
want to see another conference again.  They make the mother look like dirt. 

  ° No, I don't feel good about it all. 
  ° The plan we came up with is okay.  I'm a little concerned about future living 

arrangements for [one child].  She is living with her grandmother now, but that isn't 
the best place for her to be.  She doesn't have many rules there, so she does 
whatever she likes.  She walks all over her grandmother and is risking getting her 
evicted from the seniors complex she lives in. 

  ° I think everyone needs to be clear on exactly what will be talked about at the 
conference.  There shouldn't be any surprises.  [One participant] brought up some 
issues we weren't prepared to discuss and it made certain people uncomfortable. 

  ° I'm really glad that we did this.  I think it will  help our family and I would recommend 
it to any family who needs help. 

  ° I get upset thinking about all of this, but then I get upset very easily about this 
anyway. 

  ° It was ugly because they were saying ugly things [to me]. 
  ° I found it good.  It opened more feelings for the family. 
  ° It helped me to find out who really cares about us. 
  ° I was the only one doing any talking at the meeting [didn't like that]. 
  ° [Would have been better] if feelings were more spoken instead of keeping them in . . 

.  Not all just hatred. 
  ° To me it was like the family did not talk enough. 
 
7.5.4 Content of the Plans 
 

The following table (Table 7.7) summarizes the most frequently identified goals and 
strategies in the plans overall.  The figures in the table are simply the number of plans in 
which something was mentioned, e.g., 30 plans identified a need for someone in the family 
to receive counselling.  Definitions for the categories are provided in the subsections below. 
 It should be noted that the categories are not necessarily discrete and exclusive and 
overlap with one another in several areas.  For example, the category of child mind/babysit 
overlapped with recreation in Nain where some requests were aimed at reducing 
occurrences of children being left at home unsupervised for the evening, overnight, or even 
when a parent had to leave town for a period of time.  At the other sites, the requests were 
for time to take a course, shopping, having an evening off.  In addition, as will be discussed 
below, a family might be placed in several categories that on the surface might appear to 
be mutually exclusive; in these cases different options were being employed for different 
members of the family. 
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From Table 7.7, it can be seen that overall the families were selecting approaches 
that would not appear to be dissimilar from those which professionals might wish for them.  
For instance, counselling/therapy appeared in nearly all family plans with in-home supports 
 to improve parenting capacity as a close second.   It is likely though that the families paid 
closer attention than many professionals would to needs of their relatives for material goods 



(e.g., equipment purchases) and recreation or other forms of relaxation and family bonding 
activities.  From the discussion below it will also become apparent that the families were not 
expecting government departments or community agencies to provide all of the means and 
resources to achieve these goals or to implement these strategies.  They were taking upon 
themselves many of the responsibilities such as providing babysitting and transportation. 
{Table 7.7 
Number of Times Most Frequently Cited/Requested Goals and Strategies Included in 
Plans by Project Sites 

 
ITEM 

 
NAIN 

 

 
PORT AU 

PORT 

 
ST. 

JOHN’S 

 
TOTAL 

 
 
Counselling/therapy 

 
10 

 
10 

 
11 

 
31 

 
In-home supports 

 
 7 

 
 5 

 
11 

 
23 

 
Child mind/babysit 

 
 6 

 
  3 

 
  6 

 
15 

 
Transportation 

 
 2 

 
10 

 
  6 

 
18  

 
Housing related issues 

 
 8 

 
  4 

 
  5 

 
17 

 
Equipment purchase(s) 

 
 5 

 
  5 

 
  5 

 
15 

 
Recreation/leisure 

 
 3 

 
  9 

 
  8 

 
20 

 
Family reunification 

 
 5 

 
  4 

 
  7 

 
16 

 
Family preservation 

 
 3 

 
  3 

 
  3 

 
  9 

 
Inclusive foster care 

 
 5 

 
  2 

 
  1 

 
  8 

 
More parent access 

 
 1 

 
  5 

 
  3 

 
  9 

 
Food 

 
 6 

 
  0 

 
  2 

 
  8 

 
Paying back debts 

 
 2 

 
  1 

 
  1 

 
  4  

 
School related plans 

 
 2 

 
  6 

 
  5 

 
13 

 
Emancipate adults 

 
 3 

 
  1 

 
  0 

 
  4 

 
Mediate child welfare 

 
 3  

 
  0 

 
  0 

 
  3 

Note.  The family that did not come up with a plan is not included. 
 
7.5.4.1 Counselling/Therapy 
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Counselling or therapy was requested or urged upon parents and/or children in the 
plans of most families at all 3 sites.  What was meant by counselling and therapy, however, 
diverged in Nain to extent what was meant in the two predominately white project sites.  In 



the latter, they were referring to conventional, professional services.  In Nain, some family 
members specifically said they preferred that the counselling come from "traditional 
healing" although what was meant by "traditional" was not always clear.  In some instances 
people were referring to a specific person who had visited Nain and given workshops on 
the subject.  Others said those methods were not traditional to the Inuit of Nain and 
objected to what they believed was the particular religious emphasis of that counsellor.   
Other family members wanted the community Inuit elders to direct them in what to do and 
yearned for past times when this group had the power to enforce their decisions.  One man 
wanted the elders to tell his majority age daughter that she had to obey him (her father) as 
long as she lived in his house, meaning that she could not go out at night, and could not 
see her boyfriend.  Not all family members said they would listen to the elders or follow their 
decisions.  Counsellors and healers who were contacted in other Inuit communities in 
Canada were so busy in their own communities that they either could not come to Nain at 
all or could not come on a regularly scheduled basis.  Additionally, the differences in the 
way Inuktitut was spoken in different regions posed problems.   
 

Apart from the question of what was traditional was the question of what was 
available.  Almost all the families said they did not want to have to leave Nain to get the 
counselling.  Most information givers came from the LIHC and told of the services they 
offered, hence, most requests were for LIHC services and this was acceptable to many 
family members.  Some however, objected to seeing counsellors from LIHC.  Two reasons 
were given by them.  Some did not feel safe in terms of confidentiality.  They said they 
were afraid their secrets would be spread around town.  Interestingly, this was the same 
reason some families gave for not attending AA.  Others, especially those with alcohol 
problems said they did not have confidence in the counsellors because some they claimed 
had alcohol problems.  
 
7.5.4.1.1 Intended Recipient of Counselling 
 

The following table (Table 7.8) shows for whom within the family, the counselling 
was sought at the three project sites. Families at the three sites identified foremostly 
parents’ needs for counselling and secondarily those of children or young people.  
Counselling for the family unit was only requested in 3 Nain plans. In the two predominately 
white sites, family therapy did not appear to be an option which families wished upon their 
relatives in situations of family violence.    
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Table 7.8 
Number of Times in Plans that Counselling/Therapy Is Requested for Particular 
Family Members or Groupings by Project Site  

 
FOR WHOM 
COUNSELLING SOUGHT 

 
NAIN 

 
PORT AU 

PORT 

 
ST. 

JOHN’S 

 
TOTAL 

 
Parents(s) 

 
 8  

 
8 

 
10 

 
26 

 
Child(ren) 

 
2 

 
4 

 
  8 

 
14 

 
Family 

 
3 

 
0 

 
  0 

 
  3 

 
7.5.4.1.2 Reason for Counselling 
 

The reason for seeking counselling was not always specified in the plan.  Table 7.9 
shows the reason (if there was any) as given in the written plans.  Some plans specified  
more than one reason for a person to be referred for counselling. 
 

The prevalence of alcohol-related reasons for referral to counselling (10 cited) in 
Nain both makes it clear what the priority needed to be in these families but at the same 
time masks the nature of some of the discussions that took place at the conferences.  
While it was generally agreed by most of the families that no progress could be made by 
certain family members until they quit drinking, not all families agreed that anything else 
needed to be done.  Others believed that sobriety on the part of family members would only 
represent the beginning of a healing process that needed to go on throughout the family 
and the community and was covering up more basic problems associated with the cultural 
assimilation of the Inuit.  We are inclined to agree with the latter group but acknowledge 
that little help can be expected from those community and family members who lives 
continue to be severely affected alcohol use.   
 

Despite its being the most often recommended thing to do, the plans lack specificity 
about what is to be expected from counselling.  In the 'Other' category (Table 7.3) is 
included counselling for sexual abuse but even this was not always specified, especially in 
those instances where it was not part of the reason for the referral.  More detailed analysis 
will be carried out of the role counselling played in the plans in the 6-month and 1-year 
follow-up interviews.  The similarities between plans at particular sites pointed to the 
coordinator’s preferences in terms of what should and should not be included in the plans. 

 
 186 



 
Table 7.9 
Number of Times that Plans Specify the Problem to Be Addressed in Counselling for 
a Family Member by Project Site 

 
REASON FOR COUNSELLING 

 
NAIN 

 

 
PORT AU 

PORT 

 
ST. 

JOHN’S 

 
TOTAL 

 
Alcohol 

 
10 

 
0 

 
3 

 
13 

 
Drugs 

 
 0 

 
0 

 
2 

 
   2 

 
Abuse 

 
 1 

 
2 

 
1 

 
    4  

 
Young Person's Behaviour 

 
 1 

 
0 

 
1 

 
   2 

 
Other 

 
 2 

 
2 

 
3 

 
   7 

 
7.5.4.2 In-home Supports 
 

Requests were classified as in-home supports if they were carried into the home to 
help the parent and/or child increase their own abilities to parent their children or make the 
necessary preparations to receive a child back home.  Included in this are parent training 
and education, child discipline, teaching a young parent to cook and care for her young 
child, budgeting, nurse coming to the home to teach about taking care of a malnourished 
child. 
 

Even in families where it was the teen or child who had been abused, family 
members were sympathetic to parents' frustrations, especially in regards to how teens 
and/or child behaviour problems were contributing to the stress and tension in the 
household.  In those situations, the family members attempted to set age-appropriate limits 
in the plan and all agreed to assist in reinforcing the messages.  The following is excerpted 
from one such plan: 
 

All family members agreed that it is important that consistent messages be 
given to [young person] by all family members with respect to limits/rules.  
The following guidelines will be followed regardless of where [young person] 
is living: 

 
[young person] expected to keep her bedroom clean; 
• help with dishes every second night; 
• telephone will not interfere with studying--if grades drop the use of the 

telephone in the evenings will be limited; 
• study time is discretionary as long as [young person] maintains marks; 
• not permitted to smoke in the house; 
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• curfew--on week nights not allowed out with friends but will be permitted to go 
for a walk, to a store, etc.  On week-ends curfew is 11 p.m.  this means that 
by 11:00 [young person] will have been in contact with an adult family 
member for a ride home.  This curfew will be flexible for special events. 

 
It should be noted that 8 families requested education in parenting or assistance in 
behavioural management for parents and children in the families. 
 
7.5.4.3 Child Minding/Babysitting 
 

Child care/babysitting overlapped with recreation especially for parents to have a 
break away from children.  In Nain, family were specific that babysitting was necessary if a 
mother went out drinking:  she should have someone who would stay with the children until 
she was sober enough to take care of them herself.  Child care was also requested so 
mothers could attend counselling, do shopping and errands and attend classes or school.  
Child care and babysitting were almost always specified in the plans as something family 
and friends would provide. 
 
7.5.4.4 Transportation 
 

Transportation was seen as needed for a variety of reasons: attend counselling 
sessions (especially true on the rural Port au Port Peninsula), increase contact with other 
family members as part of arrangements for regular custodial access and visits, transport 
children to special schools and recreational activities.  In Nain, transportation was required 
by families who neither own a ski-doo nor have central heating to get wood for their wood 
stoves for heating and cooking and by families who have no running water, to get water for 
cooking and washing.  One Nain family asked for transportation assistance to take the 
family for an intensive counselling experience outside of town; and a young mother asked 
for transportation to take her children and go stay with a relative in another community. 
 
7.5.4.5 Housing Related Issues 
 

Some housing related problems were specific to the site and others were universal.  
Housing issues related to the need for more space, repairs, running water and sewer or 
electricity, as well as the neighbourhood being unsuitable and for homelessness.  Housing 
was cited the least often on the Port au Port Peninsula (4 plans) and the most frequently in 
Nain (8 plans).  In St. John's, housing issues were identified in 5 plans.  In two of the St. 
John’s plans, it was noted that the family needed to get out of a neighbourhood for their 
own safety.  In three, age-appropriate safety measures needed to be installed to protect 
children in the home.  In one of these latter conferences, everyone agreed that a woman 
and her children needed to get out of a house that the landlord had let slip into such 
disrepair that it was not suitable to live in. 
 

 
 188 



Frankly, we were surprised that housing issues were not identified more frequently in 
Nain.  The housing situation there deserves detailed comment.   Even before the mining 
explorations near Nain caused an influx of people, there was a serious dearth of housing in 
Nain and many of the families who were referred to the project lacked adequate housing.  
In two situations, adult children could not move from their own parents' homes to raise their 
children separately because there was no where to go.  These women were caught 
between the expectations of their own parents who believed that they should be able to 
discipline the women as long as they were living at home and the women’s wish to exercise 
rights to date whom they wanted and to go out in the evening.   
 

Moreover, a large number of homes in the community did not have electricity or 
running water.  Imagine being a single mother who must get water from a hole in the ice by 
bucket, get wood to heat and cook with and still get several children cleaned, fed and to 
school on time each day.  Add to this the concerns that were raised in the conferences 
about women living on their own in the community.  Having a place to live leaves you 
vulnerable to people coming to your house to drink, thus, leaving you no choice but to go to 
the police for help or to put up with their behaviour.  Going to the police unless its a life or 
death issue brings a great deal of social pressure on a person (Pauktuutit, 1991), hence, it 
is a most undesirable alternative.  Consider also that if you are being abused, one of your 
few choices, at least at the time the project was being carried out, was to collect your 
children and fly to the nearest urban centre with a shelter for abused women.  When the 
inevitable time comes for you to move out of that shelter, little ground has been gained and 
quite possibly you have lost your housing.   
 

In another situation, requests were made to help grown children find their own 
places to live because the family home was too small.  In still another, the plan called for 
the health department to make an inspection in the hope that they would condemn the 
house and make monies available to find something else.  On one occasion child welfare 
workers visited a mother and her baby in a home with no heating where snow was coming 
in the door and window and found her wrapped up in blankets trying to keep warm.  They 
had no where to offer her to go and the rest of the family who lived there were off hunting. 
 

At one conference in Nain, a grandmother apologized to the family for not being able 
to help but she herself was living each day wherever she could find shelter from house to 
house.  One of the professionals who facilitated a conference in Nain said of the sleeping 
arrangements in the family's house:  "They are stacked up like cord-wood behind the wood 
stove to keep warm at night." 
 
7.5.4.6 Equipment Purchases 
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Perhaps the most controversial requests in the plans were for purchases of 
equipment.  These came up in 15 plans (5 at each site) and included for example a washer 
and dryer, a second-hand car, a bed, a Nintendo set, a deep-freeze, a stove, a VCR, and  
children's protective safety devices (e.g., to block a stair-well from a child).  We say these 
were controversial because while they invariably made sense to the family members and 



the professionals who attended the conferences, it was often people who had not attended 
a conference who declared, for example, "So if I beat my kid, you'll buy me a car."  What 
was revealed in the types of purchases, reinforced the view that family members saw the 
stress on their relatives as being a main contributor to the abuse and rationalized these 
plans on the basis of stress reduction. 
 

The used car was suggested by a family who discovered how much was being spent 
by the Department of Social Services for a developmentally delayed couple (capable of 
driving) to transport their developmentally delayed children from a community that is not 
easily accessible to special schools and frequent medical appointments.  The family had 
been presented information that the children did  not get to school and were frequently late 
or did not show up for needed regular medical attention in the nearest city with a children's 
hospital.  Relatives, who happened to be mechanics, reasoned that the government would 
save a great deal of money (for taxpayers) if they purchased a used car.  The relatives 
agreed to do all the servicing and maintenance.  
 

One bed was for a periodically enuretic 4 year old to facilitate her comfortably 
beginning to have regular visits at her mother's from a foster home.  The aunts and 
grandmother thought that the child's gains in mastering her enuresis would be easier to 
hold on to if she had her own bed, as she did at the foster home, at her mother’s rather 
than them having to sleep together. 
 

A cooking range and electrical hook-up were requested for a single mother who 
relied on a coleman stove since she had no electricity or water hook-ups in her house.  The 
family thought this would lessen the burdens associated with her feeding her youngsters 
prior to their leaving for school.  A freezer was for another single mother who could not hunt 
or fish for herself to permit her extended family to bring her part of their kill or catch when 
they returned to the community each time. 
 

A Nintendo machine was purchased by Social Services when it was realized that this 
would ease the boy’s return to his parent.  The foster parents noted that he would have a 
difficult time leaving their home since he was so enamoured of the game which belonged to 
the foster parent's own child. 
 
7.5.4.7 Recreation/Leisure 
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A surprising number of conferences recommended that the families in question be 
given supports so they could have regular recreational activities.  This took a number of 
forms.   Recreation included annual holidays and weekly outings for the family, leisure time 
and activities for parent couples and for solo parents away from their children, and peer 
activities for children.  Even more surprising, to the researchers, was how quickly plans for 
these activities were supported by the referring workers even when these requests involved 
the need for transportation and other monies to carry out the activity.  Evidently, the view 
that the abuse was in some way related to the stress the family members were under was 
shared by the family members outside of the household and by the professionals.  The 



antidote of supporting all family members to widen their social networks in activities outside 
of  the household seemed an obvious one to the families. 
 
7.5.4.8 Family Reunification 
 

In 13 of the 32 families (5 in Nain, 5 on the Port au Port, and 3 in St. John's) no child 
had been removed from the parental homes.  In the remaining 19 families, that is three-
fifths of the families, a child or children had been removed for reasons of safety.  It is 
noteworthy that in 16 of these 19 families, plans were developed to reunite children with 
parents or kin.  The aim was to return a child or children from foster care with non-family to 
parents in 9 plans (2 in Nain, 4 on the Port au Port, and 3 in St. John’s), to return child(ren) 
from non-family to kin in 7 plans (4 in Nain and 3 in St. John’s), and to return children from 
kin to a parent in 1 plan (in St. John’s).  
 

Strategic in their plans, families recognized that non-relative foster care could be 
used as a stage toward reunifying their young relatives with kin.  Ten families urged that a 
child(ren) stay in care (7 with strangers and the other 3 families had children both with kin 
and in non-kin placements) where they had been placed prior to the conference.  In 6  of 
these situations, the family recommended this as a further or specific, short-term measure 
toward the ultimate return of the child(ren) to kin or to a parent.  In 3 of these situations, 
return was not a likely goal at least in the short run but was stated as part of a wider set of 
preferences as is discussed in the following section.  In one situation a teen refused to 
return to extended family despite their wish that she would.   
 
7.5.4.9 Family Preservation 
 

Closely related to the notion of family reunification was the goal of family 
preservation, i.e., those cases where the goals of the plan were clearly aimed at preventing 
the placement of a child or children who were living with a parent or parents.  While it could 
be said that this goal was implicit especially in those families where a child(ren) was 
returned home, 9 plans (3 in Nain, 3 on the Port au Port, and 3 in St. John's) specifically 
mentioned this goal in situations where the apprehension of a child by the child welfare 
authorities was imminent or would become highly likely if something was not done. 
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Extended family, although they would have preferred that their young relatives could 
reside with their biological parents or with other family, did not place family reunification 
above the welfare of children.  This was an especially painful consideration for families in 
Nain where foster homes were few and sometimes entire families were unable to take their 
kin.  All families in Nain, in which placement of children had been made, were clear about 
the order of their preferences: first choice was for the children to be with their parents; if this 
was not possible, they opted for placement with extended family in Nain or another Inuit 
community; this was followed by placement with an Inuit family; and the last consideration 
was placement with a white family.  In this last case, they insisted upon the fostering family 
giving the children free access to their family and allowing the children to be taught about 
Inuit culture.  In one instance, family elders determined, against the initial wishes of 



younger adults in the family, that the child should remain in a non-Inuit foster home since 
they believed the child's mother should quit drinking before her daughter was returned to 
her.  They averred it would be more damaging to the girl to move to kin homes and then 
move again later rather than staying in the non-Inuit home to which the child had become 
so attached.  At a reconvened conference, they praised the white foster parent for letting 
the child have access to the mother.  At another project site, rather than removing the 
children, the family told the father they thought he should live somewhere else until he was 
treated for his substance abuse problem.  He agreed with this plan.  The family also worked 
out a detailed plan of how to deal with the possibility that this man might show up at the 
house intoxicated. 
 
7.5.4.10 Inclusive Foster Care 

The goal of increasing the involvement of parents, extended family, or both in the life 
of the children was identified in 8 plans.  These were situations where children remained in 
care temporarily or where care arrangements were long term or permanent.   
As evident from the examples below, sometimes 2 or more of the 3 categories of family 
reunification, family preservation and inclusive foster care overlapped.   
 

In one example, a boy who had been in 13 foster placements leading up to the 
conference had a plan developed which helped him to stabilize in placement for the first 
time.  The family group requested that he have a planned, brief stay in a therapeutic foster 
home before moving on to a permanent foster home; that he be referred for testing for 
attention deficit disorder; and that visitation be arranged between him and various family 
members and relatives.  The need to place his younger siblings in out-of-home care was 
averted through increasing supports for the mother.  In another situation where a mother 
had repeatedly told child welfare to place one of her children for adoption, the extended 
family asked that she be placed instead in a foster home until she turns 18 years of age 
when she could return to family or kin if she so chose.  They further asked that the foster 
home be culturally appropriate and in her home community where she could have 
continuous access to her biological family.  No families advocated for a permanent split 
between their family member and their blood relatives favouring instead that the door be 
kept open to children who might want to have access to their relatives now or later. 
 
7.5.4.11 Increased Parental Access 
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While the by-product of most of the plans was to raise or regulate parental and other 
family contact, several situations dealt specifically with the issues around a previously 
excluded parent wanting to gain more access.  Nine families (1 in Nain, 5 on the Port au 
Port, and 3 in St. John's) dealt specifically in the plan with increasing access between 
children living with one parent or in one unusual case gaining access to a child through a 
foster parent and the other parent.  In all these cases, the extended family urged the 
biological parents to reduce the warfare between them and facilitate the access.  In most of 
these cases, the families understood the kind of problems that had hindered access in the 
past and worked out very specific plans for when children would visit, for how long, how 
they would be transported and who would pay for what. 



 
7.5.4.12 Food Purchases 
 

At 8 conferences, issues around the purchase of food were included in the plans.  
Six plans in Nain called for immediate measures to be taken to purchase food for single 
mothers and children.  Adults and children in these homes had been begging for food at 
particular homes in the community known to give their left-overs from their own family 
meals.  In four of these Nain plans as well as two others from St. John’s, specific steps 
were included to anticipate ongoing issues around food provision within the home.  All the 
ongoing plans were centred around money management problems and not having enough 
funds at predictable times to buy food. 
 
7.5.4.13  Paying Debts and Preventing Future Expenses 
 

At 5 conferences (4 different families), monies were requested to pay old bills.  
Three of these debts were for unpaid electricity bills to get the power turned back on, 1 was 
to pay a back bill for groceries, 2 were to pay back phone bills and re-installation costs, and 
2 were to install toll bars to be placed on phones to prevent future long-distance calls.  
Paying back bills for electricity was rationalized by families to provide immediate protection 
for the children in homes with no heat during the winter.  Looking ahead at upcoming costs, 
2 plans called for wood to be purchased to heat homes where wood-burning stoves were 
the only sources of heat and 2 others requested help so that family members could gather 
wood. 
 
7.5.4.14 School Related Plans 
 

Families requested tutoring for a school-age child in 7 plans (5 on the Port au Port 
and 2 in St. John's),  changes of school in 3 plans (2 in St. John's and 1 on the Port au 
Port), and help for a parent to attend school in one (in St. John's).  Two plans in Nain dealt 
with strategies to get children to attend school. 
 
7.5.4.15 Emancipation of Adult Children 
 

Four families (3 in Nain and 1 on the Port au Port) dealt specifically with issues 
around emancipation of adult children.  In Nain, 1 of the plans addressed the need for 
grown children to be on their own and out of crowded living circumstances and 2 dealt with 
the need for a mother to be on her own away from either an abusive father or boyfriend.  
But grandparents fears for their single-parent daughters moving out with the grandchildren 
were not unfounded as was mentioned under the topic of housing earlier.  A Port au Port 
family dealt with the need for a young person moving from teens into adulthood to leave the 
nest. 
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7.5.4.16 Mediating Relationship with Social Services 
 

Three families in Nain requested help from an intermediary in relating with the 
Department of Social Services including child welfare.  For example, 1 family asked for a 
person who spoke Inuktitut to be present at all visits of the Social Services worker to their 
relative’s home.  Family members believed that many of the problems were 
misunderstandings based on language.  These figures do not include the number of times 
where plans identified someone in the family to be the person who would call child welfare 
if it was not delivering on some agreed upon part of a plan. 


