
 CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
9.0  Introduction 
 

The purpose of this report was to document the extent to which the project operated 
in line with its stated goals and objectives and to summarize our findings to date on a 
number of questions relevant to the use of Family Group Conferences in situations 
involving abuse within families.  Overall, the Implementation Review was concerned with 
the extent to which the model of Family Group Decision Making could be carried out in a 
manner that: 
 
(1) responds flexibly to the conditions and cultures of various provincial regions (Inuit, 

rural, and urban); and 
 
(2) builds family, community, and government partnerships that offer family members 

support, protections, and opportunities for participating in decision making and 
carrying out these plans. 

 
Throughout the planning and implementation of the project, a number of questions 

about the model in relation to its use in situations of family violence emerged.  In this 
chapter we have recapitulated the goals and objectives of the project as they were 
expressed in those questions and framed summaries of the findings and recommendations 
as answers to those questions. 
 
9.1  Was the Demonstration Project an Adequate Test of the Use of the 

Model in Situations of Family Violence? 
 

In terms of the variety of sites in which the model was tested, and the number and 
characteristics of families who had conferences at each site, we think the answer to this 
question is yes.  The project was carried out in geographically and culturally distinct parts of 
the province and was applied to families in which there was a range of types of abuse 
(sexual, physical, emotional, and social) and in which abuse within the family was being 
perpetrated by and committed against children, adults, or a combination of both.  In St. 
John’s and on the Port au Port Peninsula, we believe that while the one-year period was 
brief, it did provide time to adapt the model to the local context.  Nain, however, raises 
questions in terms of the length of time needed to ensure that the model was adapted to an 
Inuit community undergoing extensive change. 
 

The levels of turmoil being experienced by the Inuit in the process of cultural 
assimilation is so high, the process of introspection in referred families so painful, and trust 
in the Department of Social Services so low that a longer period of time was needed to 
discover how best to shape and sustain the involvement of the family-community 
partnership in that community.  While the results of the evaluation are clear that the model 
is preferable to the present way that child welfare works in the community, two problems 
remained to be solved.  First, the coordinator in Nain needed a smaller group than the 
whole of the advisory to act as a panel, i.e., a way to discuss the particular families in 



confidence.  The advisory committee as a whole did not serve that purpose.  It proved to be 
too difficult for the coordinator to keep the agenda of a meeting focused on accomplishing a 
specific purpose such as receiving advice about a particular family.  Furthermore, the way 
in which plans were authorized by the Department of Social Services was unsatisfactory in 
some cases thereby contributing to alienation between the Department and the Inuit 
families.  The model calls for a rapid and clear response on the part of authorizing officials 
to tell the families whether the plan is satisfactory from a protection point of view and 
whether or not the plans would be resourced.  Further use of the model in Nain would 
necessitate change.  A new structure would have to be developed for negotiating and 
authorizing the plans or the existing approach would require that either management 
representatives attend the end of each conference or community workers be authorized to 
speak for the Department. 
 
9.2  Were There Differences In The Ways The Model Worked At The Various 

Sites Chosen For The Demonstration Project? 
 

Yes.  There were important cultural, economic and geographic differences affecting 
practices at each site, and there were important differences in the way government 
services participated.  Some differences could also be traced to the individual coordinators. 
For instance, the context led to a focus on the Port au Port Peninsula to maintaining 
confidentiality in small, tightly knit communities, in St. John’s to examining procedures from 
a more legalistic perspective, and in Nain to asserting Inuit autonomy. 
 

The three sites varied considerably in terms of the availability of relevant programs 
and services and in the availability of people with appropriate training and previous 
experience to deliver these services.  St. John’s had the broadest range of services and the 
greatest numbers of professionally trained workers, but was experiencing government cut-
backs in funding and the termination of programs and waiting lists for counselling were 
often quite long.  Although the Port au Port Peninsula had few local services, residents had 
access by car to programs in Stephenville a regional centre.  Moreover, going to 
Stephenville helped to assuage fears around confidentiality.   
 

The overall level of stress affecting the community of Nain and the consequences 
this had for community members to engage in sustained voluntary activity was 
considerable.  Coupled with the differences in patterns of co-existence between the Inuit, 
Settlers and white government officials, the assumptions behind the model of partnership 
were most taxed in that community.  The Department of Social Services efforts to provide 
services in both languages were insufficient.  Although its hiring of community workers (that 
is workers who had the advantage of understaning the local culture but did not have social 
work credentials) was  commendable, translation services needed to have been provided 
for those workers who did not speak Inuktitut in order for them to work effectively with many 
families.  On the Port au Port Peninsula, translation services for Social Services workers 
appeared to be less of an issue because most residents were either bilingual or spoke only 
English.  Reclaiming language, though, had become a significant issue for these 
communities; and they were in the midst of developing educational and social programming 
advancing their language and heritage and, in this manner, reaffirming their cultural identity. 



 
In St. John's, the selection of information givers and options that could be presented 

to families gave them a heightened sense of choice.  On the Port au Port Peninsula while 
local presenters were often limited, they could be imported from Stephenville.  In Nain, 
although at one level it was often said that its residents had become dependent on Social 
Services, it was revealed through the conferences that the lack of services in the 
community put extremely high burdens on the families.  The Inuit families were caught in 
the bind of having only their own resources to fall back on or alternatively to surrender to 
the solutions offered by the government.  Efforts to develop culturally appropriate solutions 
to problems by the LIHC were encouraging but were insufficiently resourced.  No serious 
efforts had been sustained in the community to give the Inuit a say over matters relating to 
child welfare and policing. 
 

While it was often repeated in St. John's that the same people were always called 
upon for voluntary activity when something needed to be done, this was a obvious 
predicament on the Port au Port Peninsula and appeared to be even more intensified in 
Nain.  Through necessity, the people who could and would volunteer in Nain were so 
constantly taxed that it left the community consequently stretched to the limits at all times.  
Most of the people on the project advisory committee were the same ones upon whom 
virtually all voluntary activities in the community depended.  Planning meetings was a major 
undertaking.  Keeping people involved in the meeting across language lines was an equally 
monumental task. 
 

Our conclusion is that the appeal of the model crosses cultural, racial and 
geographic lines: in the three quite diverse project sites we learned that when initially called 
upon and given support to keep a family member from harm, most family members 
responded  positively within their identity as family and contributed to a united effort in 
which the preservation of norms associated with family identity and the well-being of 
members were  paramount.  Whether these same family members will sustain their efforts 
and/or whether family members who would not initially respond will later become involved, 
remains to be seen. 
 
9.3 What Are The Main Short-range Results And The Hypothesized Longer-range 

Outcomes For The Families And In Particular For The Abused Persons? 
 

The main short-term result of using the model was an immediate mobilization of 
activity within and around the family in direct relation to bringing the abuse out in the open 
with everyone present in the room.  Whether this mobilization is sustained and whether it is 
ultimately positive for the abused persons and their families,remains to be seen both in the 
follow-up with these particular families but also in studying changes in the policing and 
service provision patterns in places where the model is implemented over time.  We would 
expect that the effect of using the model over time on organizations and professionals 
would result in a substantial shift of emphasis toward services being driven by values and 
needs in a context of increased accountability to consumers and local groups. 
9.4 Is This Model Adaptable Across Cultural, Governmental and Professional 

Boundaries? 



 
The model can be implemented with high sensitivity to context; however, as one 

would expect, this requires high involvement of local people in adapting it for their use.  The 
appeal of the model is wide and one should expect both the short and long-range outcomes 
to be shaped by cultural and regional adaptation. 
 

Implementing the model with child welfare required a less radical re-organization or 
overhaul of the structure of their services than was expected; it required more of an attitude 
shift to "think family."  Some workers have begun to hold their own family group meetings 
with extended family, and we think this is a positive development.  At the same time, it 
recognized that the inclusion of family and other professionals in decision making is quite 
threatening to those personnel who are concerned about losing control. 
 

It is essential that participating personnel collaborate but not give up their roles.  The 
model is not "family" centred so much as it is intended to be "safety" centred.  Child 
protection workers need to remain "child centred" in their thinking about the protection of 
the child; and police and parole need to remain focused on the protection of the community. 
 The various roles are not incompatible and do not require that violence against family 
members be de-criminalized or the legal process subverted. 
 
9.5 What Are The Relative Costs Of Using This Model Vis à Vis Its Benefits? 
 

One of the main implications in financing this model is in making the switch to 
"thinking partnerships" and sharing in the allocation of resources around a common plan as 
opposed to thinking in linear or single-response terms to policing or protection concerns.  
The families' plans were needs driven.  This means that families often asked for services to 
be provided that government departments typically did not provide if they could not foresee 
a direct benefit to their client (e.g., an individual child as in the case of child welfare).  Nor 
did the families’ plans respect the divisions between government departments.  For 
example, If the family did not want the abuser to live at home until he had done something 
constructive about his anger and addictions, the families assumed that the correctional 
agency and the child welfare division could work cooperatively together.  If a family 
believed that the only way to solve their problems was to tackle them on an 
intergenerational basis, they assumed that the various organizations involved with their 
members would and could cooperate with their efforts. 
 

This was not always so.  Particularly agencies with mandates aimed specifically at 
one class of client had the greatest challenge to cooperating with others.  For example, a 
correctional agency might be able to provide service or support access to certain services 
for the offender, but its rules of confidentiality and methods of pre-purchasing blocks of 
service might initially work to keep its workers from sharing information with the family and 
leave them with no way to support the family's plan if the plan did not request the kind of 
services already purchased. This created some tension when several agencies had a 
family in common with managers of one asking why they should pay for the family's whole 
plan when other agencies were involved.  This type of cooperation ultimately became 
possible between child welfare and parole with good effect.  Parole identified that 



community safety was enhanced not only by supervising or assisting offenders but by 
paying attention to the needs and insights of their families. 
 

Other agency managers said they thought empowering families was a good idea, but 
never responded to any initiatives to explore how they might get involved.  One expressed 
the sentiment that their officers would "lose something" if they contributed to a family's plan 
rather than continuing to purchase a visible block of service for their particular clientele.  
Even in the organizations where the approval for the allocation of resources had come from 
senior levels, initial work needed to be done with supervisors and practitioners to get them 
to make referrals, work cooperatively,  and commit resources.  Not all managers liked the 
model in the end.  One observed that the model made it possible for families to "steal the 
Department [of Social Services] blind" and pointed out "If you give something to one family, 
then they will all want it." 
 
9.6  What Are Our Main Concerns About The Use Of This Model In 

Situations Of Family Abuse? 
 

We remain sceptical about the use of any approach to child welfare, including the 
use of this model, in which there is no legally mandated authority involved who can insist 
that adult members of the family be kept safe.  There are two important parts to this caveat. 
 First, in the Canadian and specifically the Newfoundland & Labrador legal context the 
family needs some authoritative support or legal sanction to make its plan stick.  If 
participation in the model is entirely voluntary, abusers may decide at the last minute that 
they do not like the way things are going and refuse to participate.  Our experience with one 
mother, who pulled her family out of the conference when it became apparent that her 
previously undisclosed abuse of the children was going to be brought up by her relatives, 
highlighted the need to be able to proceed.  This case led to the project moving from 
voluntary referrals in which the family representative (usually the parent with guardianship) 
signed a consent form to direct referrals by the referring agency with individual family 
members deciding whether or not they personally chose to participate without granting any 
one family member veto power over holding the conference.  In all cases, the coordinators 
consulted closely with survivors and non-abusing parents about whether or not to proceed 
with the conference. 
 

Second, the mandated authority or authorities need to be in a position to insist that 
all family members are kept safe, especially since it is increasingly recognized that child 
and adult abuse ofen occur together (Bowker, Arbitell, & McFerron, 1988; McKay, 1994; 
Stark & Flitcraft, 1988).  If only child welfare is involved, there is a risk that some abusers 
will simply shift the abuse to an adult in the family or increase the intensity of existing abuse 
against an adult member.  In cases where abuse is already being directed toward an adult 
and the conference does not focus on that abuse, any plan to keep the children safe is 
flawed from the start.  In our view, the safety and well-being of any family member is 
important in itself; and even from a narrowly defined child welfare perspective, stopping 
violence against adults is crucial.  Unless it is prevented, children are usually its main 
witnesses, an experience that is intensely painful for them at the time and can (though not 
necessarily) lead to life-long problems (Jaffe, Wolfe, & Wilson, 1990) and carry across 



generations (Rodgers, 1994).  In addition, since domestic violence is mostly commonly 
committed against women, not men (Trevethan & Tashever, 1992), and since women are 
usually the primary caregivers for the children, their capacity to care for and safeguard their 
children is placed at risk (Callahan, 1993; Swift, 1991).  To protect both children and adults 
in their own right, either a partnership of legally mandated authorities needs to be involved 
in order to bridge the gap between laws governing child abuse and assault on another 
family member or all other ways must be explored for child welfare to insist that all abuse in 
a family where there is a child constitutes abuse of that child.  We favour the former idea 
because it brings all the abuse to the forefront as a direct concern for the safety of that 
person and not just as an indirect concern for the safety of the children. 
 

An additional concern about the model is that it assumes that referring agencies see 
as part of their role to provide relevant services directly and/or assist potential recipients in 
gaining access to relevant services.  We are talking here of services that go beyond serving 
the immediate protection or control requirements to providing resources so that families 
have the needed support and resources to carry out decisions that have otherwise been 
approved.   
 

Finally, the model calls for a coordinated approach to policy and practice in 
situations of family violence across the justice, social service, education and health 
systems.  The model does not replace the need for other services; in fact, it may highlight 
their absence when family members have identified a service that professionals have been 
advocating to have available.  The model does not point to the fact that one response (e.g., 
arrest) is better or worse than another response in family violence situations.  It does, 
however, say that whatever response is used should be sensitive to the views of the 
extended family and other important aspects of the context in which that response is 
employed.  The family group conference is, in our view, a valid way to bring these various 
perspectives together in the service of a common plan. 
 
9.7 Key Elements of the Model 
 
9.7.1  Getting Started 
 

The project took considerable time and effort to launch provincially and at each of 
the sites.  The work of knitting together the relationships at the community and government 
levels of all persons who have a stake in doing something about family violence is 
essential.  In this project, the Department of Social Services through the Division of Child 
Welfare took the initiative from the beginning.  The effort put into developments at this level 
paid off, and we are strong in the view that a high level of acceptance and ownership of the 
model was evidenced and will continue.  This means seating some people at the same 
table who may have quite differing points of view, giving ample opportunity for them to have 
a say and for them to see for themselves that their concerns are taken seriously in the 
adaptation of the model.  Key persons in the present project were given a written statement 
of the philosophy and underlying values about the model and about our views on violence.  
They were then given opportunity to challenge the implications of these statements and to 



add their own refinements until the process resulted in a consensually agreed upon 
document reflecting the philosophy of the project. 
 
9.7.2  Forming Partnerships 
 

The key to sustained involvement of extended family is the negotiated adaptive fit to 
culture, community and family.  This means that partnerships must be formed at the broad 
law making and policy setting level of government but also at the local level among legally 
mandated authorities, community leaders and representatives of all groups who have a 
stake in stopping family violence.  In our project, we worked to establish a climate of 
openness with all involved organizations and persons especially with the Division of Child 
Welfare.  This made it possible to solve, or at least flag, most problems on both sides, 
before anyone had time to pour fuel on them. 
 

As mentioned, the collaborative model, while vital to the success of the project, kept 
the coordinators putting much time into maintaining the local infrastructure.  Additionally, 
the absence of dedicated administrative and secretarial supports in local offices kept them 
busy doing a lot of this work themselves.  A permanent project would need direct access to 
services of this kind.   
 

 The goal of having all authorities involved in stopping family violence only partially 
materialized.  The conferences were able to address issues of child abuse and neglect but, 
in cases of adult abuse, particularly against mothers, where correctional services were not 
involved, the findings are more mixed.  At the same time, the process clearly mobilized 
relationships between and among formal and informal helpers in the family's network that 
were previously either not working or working counter-productively.  This mobilization of 
activity around a consensually validated plan introduced a level of accountability that was 
unfamiliar to and resisted by some professionals.  It was incumbent upon coordinators to 
ensure that a mechanism was put into the plan through which professionals could be 
challenged when they did not follow through on agreed plans.  Some families were 
uncomfortable doing this and requested the coordinator to act as their advocate.  Thus far, 
families have been quick to carry out agreed to activities in the short run. 
 
9.7.3  Selection of Coordinators 
 

We are of the view that the selection of the coordinator is a key ingredient to the 
success of using this model.  We hired coordinators, and researchers, who came from the 
communities or regions in which the project was being tested and who had a demonstrated 
record of work in the anti-violence field or related work.  We maintain the view that the 
coordinator should not be a government employee or provisions should be made for them 
to work at arms length.  While our belief that the coordinator (and researcher) need to be 
from the community they work in, and speak local dialects and have their own family ties in 
the area, we now see the advantage, especially in the two rural sites, of choosing people 
who have either been away from the community for awhile at some point in their adult lives 
or have sufficiently broken free of destructive influences in their own lives to comfortably 
take stands against violence.  They need to be out of danger of reprisal and in situations 



where they are perceived as credible role models.  The old saying that its often the people 
closest to us who oppose changes we want to make can be magnified in small communities 
where family, friends and influential people can erode the willpower of their own loved ones 
on a daily basis.  Especially in smaller communities, the coordinators and researchers need 
strong supports around them in order to maintain a credible stance against people who 
would undermine their work.  One of the negative effects of using this model in a 
demonstration project was related to the time pressures set up by the funding to get staff 
hired and get conferences underway.  This can work against recruiting and keeping the 
best people.  Well before a demonstration project is completed, staff are looking ahead to 
their employment futures. 
 
9.7.4  Training & Ongoing Consultation 
 

It was necessary to overcome attitudinal obstacles to involving extended family 
especially those from the side of an absconding or ex-nuptial parent.  Child protection 
workers and our own coordinators were at first unsure about contacting the parents and 
siblings of this latter group.  The discovery that some of these relatives had yearned to 
have relationships with the children in question but did not know how to initiate such contact 
was a positive revelation. 
 

Initial and ongoing training and consultation with child welfare workers were 
essential and very difficult to accomplish especially in St. John's.  Much of the training was 
done “on the run” through brief presentations at the social workers’ regular meetings, 
through formal case conferences and informal case discussions since getting child 
protection workers to attend formal training, especially in St. John's, was a daunting task.  
This was, in part, due to the status of the project as a "demonstration" but also in the wider 
scheme of things was viewed by workers as a lower priority than other educational offering 
sponsored by their own Department.  Educating them included a great deal of marketing of 
the model aimed at keeping workers’ attention focused on the availability of this option and 
on the procedures for using it.   
 

This was somewhat easier in Nain and on the Port au Port Peninsula where the 
numbers of workers at the local office was smaller and the turnover of workers somewhat 
less considerable.  In St. John's one case had three different child welfare workers from the 
time the referral was made to the project to the time of the actual conference.   
 

The model challenges the "expert" stance of some professional groups.  The present 
emphasis on highly specialized clinical treatment in the education of social workers will 
need a parallel emphasis promoting the use of participatory and community oriented 
practice amongst front-line and supervisory staff.  A good model to follow comes from the 
field of developmental disability where workers facilitate and coordinate the carrying out of 
service plans. 



 
9.7.5 Referrals 
 

While less the case in the two rural sites, in St. John’s the most difficult families were 
not at first referred to the project with workers saying that they were too busy to take the 
time to make the referral.  Workers were not approaching some parents whom they felt 
certain would be resistant to any suggestion coming from child welfare.  Indeed, a number 
of families who were approached refused referral from child welfare workers, especially in 
Nain, but some of these same families accepted referral when approached by persons 
outside the child protection services.  
 

Hence, some of the most troubled families came into the project late in its life.  In 
retrospect, we would not have emphasised taking into the project the most difficult families, 
at least not so close to its termination. This is directly related to the time deadlines 
associated with a demonstration project and the difficulties of seeing some families' plans 
through when family group decision making is no longer shepherded along by a site 
coordinator.  Pressures in the Department of Social Services and worker turn-over have 
made it difficult to ensure follow through especially with the most needy families. 
 
9.7.6 Preparations 
 

The work of the coordinator in preparing the family members and resource persons 
for the conference, as far as using the model in situations of family violence is concerned, 
is key to the success of the meeting itself.  The model does not call for a number of 
estranged family members to be "dumped" into a room together and left to fight or mourn it 
out. If the families are to be thrown together without good preparation, including anticipating 
safety requirements, by all means the model may be inappropriate for them in the same 
way that throwing any group together without giving them preparation often leads to 
negative results.  We would be reluctant to seek short-cuts,nor do we see leaving a 
coordinator in the conference room as a way of overcoming insufficient preparations.   We 
want to emphasize that this view is derived from our experience using the model in 
situations of family violence.  We think that comparing this finding with results in other 
situations (e.g., young offenders) leads to false comparisons.  It is precisely the fact that the 
violence is internal to the family group that necessitates the addiltional caution.  The 
presence during the conference deliberations of the coordinator or other professional 
persons, especially trained therapists, results in the professionals taking over the process 
overtly or covertly. 
 

The conferences took on average 3 to 4 weeks of preparation time; slightly longer in 
Nain.  Both these time frames were consistent with the findings of the study by Paterson 
and Harvey (1991) in New Zealand.  Inuit family members took longer to locate since some 
members made frequent trips out of the community to hunt and fish.  Too, their orientation 
to the use of time grew out of their close connection to the time of year, the weather and 
the types of activities in which they were engaged.  An "appointment" to speak to someone 
could quickly become subordinated to more immediate concerns without notification, e.g., a 
herd of caribou was spotted some miles from town and no males in the community who 



owned a ski-doo and a rifle could be found for the day.  The following year the herd stayed 
close to town most of the winter and so did most of the men.  Inuit families preferred to 
meet for shorter periods of time over more than one meeting rather than try to accomplish 
their decisions all at once.  They preferred to think and discuss things overnight at least. 
 

We are unsure what comparison to make in terms of preparation time.  Clearly a 
coordinator is able to be involved preparing two families at time for a conference, but we 
are unsure what would be "too long" given that these families represent the most difficult 
situations that the child welfare workers refer.  We think that 3 to 4 weeks of planning does 
not represent much in the lives of families if a strategically developed plan comes out that 
could stop the abuse.  One difference between our project and the use of the model in New 
Zealand iis that our coordinator did all the preparation and planning for the conference.  
This included all contacts with family, friends and professionals and handling all their own 
administrative work (e.g., mailing out letters and announcements).  The social workers had 
little involvement in these preparations. 
 

In cases of family violence, we do not see many ways that this preparation time 
could be shortened.  With additional administrative supports (e.g., a secretary), 
coordinators could have been somewhat more efficient, thereby increasing the numbers of 
conferences completed but the preparation time would probably not be substantially 
reduced.  The idea of hastily putting in the same room family members who share histories 
of severe abuse would be to court disaster.  Perhaps the time and preparations could be 
reduced in families where the violence is clearly a first or second time event precipitated by 
a specific trigger, but as we discovered it is very difficult to predict what will surface with 
families.  Typically, the professionals involved in referring to the project had only surface 
knowledge of the level and extent of the abuse in the families, and in particular they were 
uninformed about the sexual abuse which had transpired. 
 
9.7.7 Information Giving 
 

The information giving stage of the conference rightfully deserves to be considered 
an intervention.  It is perhaps the single most forceful intervention made throughout the 
process.  This stage is carefully conceptualized and crafted to bring the facts of the abuse 
out in the open so that they can be dealt with, no longer as speculations about things that 
might have happened, whispered about in communities or exchanged as commodities 
between family members, but as the central item on the agenda for the meeting. 
 

Though frequently painful, the effect of this stage was almost always positive for 
both the families and the mandated authorities who attended the conferences.  When it was 
not positive, this could be traced to the feelings of family members that the presenter was 
either not respectful in the way they communicated with the family, or with a particular 
member, or they went into more detail than was necessary to get the point across.  Once a 
family member took exception to the use of specific language in a presentor's report, but 
everyone else felt it was effective and that the member taking exception was attempting to 
minimize the issue. 
 



The person organizing and facilitating the conference needs to stay clear of the role 
of information provider and make sure they bring in people who can do it.  Information 
givers are unable to be value neutral in their presentations.  If the coordinator gets into 
giving this kind of statement or advice, family members will perceive them as taking over; a 
 perception that is quite likely to be accurately derived. 
 
9.7.8  Prepared Statements 
 

The more clearly and concisely the statement of purpose for the conference is 
articulated to the family members during the preparation phase and again to the whole 
family on the day of the conference, the better able the family is to get down to their tasks 
and formulate a relevant plan.  By extension, the more clear and respectful the authorities 
and resource persons who present their concerns and suggestions, the better the chances 
are that the family can hold itself to the task of coming up with a sound plan and holding to 
it after.  The emphasis is not on telling them what to do, but instead on giving them the 
needed information from which to work.  We urge coordinators to prepare and rehearse a 
statement of purpose for each conference that delineates the central reason why the family 
has been invited to come together.  We also urge coordinators to prepare the other 
professionals who will be attending to give this same kind of care to the words they will use 
with a family.  This same principle extends to the family members who are making personal 
statements and especially in our experience to men and teenagers who often are unable to 
express themselves without forethought about what they want to say.  There is no 
substitute to having a well thought out, written statement handy. 
 
 
9.7.9 Private Deliberations 
 

Only one family did not come up with a plan.  Over the course of two private 
deliberative sessions, that family talked themselves in a complete circle from initially 
agreeing with the facts of the abuse as presented to denying everything.  That experience 
confirmed a potential worst fear about how families might subordinate the abuse to other 
concerns.  We believe that the views of the children [who were not present] and the abused 
wife/mother [who had as her support person her allegedly abusive husband] were 
insufficiently represented in this case.  The husband/father successfully intimidated the 
family into denying the abuse. 
 

This was not the only conference where this dynamic surfaced yet in the other ones 
it was prevented from subverting the aims of the conference.  In some cases, the mandated 
authorities sufficiently exerted pressure on the abuser or emphasized the protective issues 
for the survivors.  In other instances, the presence of support persons prevented a turn 
around of the issues.  This raises the question about the involvement of non-family support 
persons in the private family deliberation time.  In the application of the model in this 
project, the support people stayed in the room and as necessary spoke for or comforted the 
abused person or tempered the communications of the abusers. 



 
9.7.10 Written Plans and Their Authorization 
 

The more comprehensive yet clear, concrete and concise the written plan from the 
conference is, the more likely it can be used as a medium for family members and 
professional helpers to hold one another accountable afterwards.  We view this as an 
essential ingredient for the success of the model.  We have emphasised that the 
coordinator should leave the family alone for their private deliberation time unless there are 
obvious reasons that they should not leave the room, e.g., someone in the room 
threatening someone else.  The coordinator checks back with the family from time to time 
and comes in at the end to assist the family in writing down their plan.  This is a very active 
stage for the coordinator with most families requiring much skill in assisting them to make 
clear statements and to identify when and how and by whom the monitoring will be done. 
 
9.7.11 The Roles of Mandated Authorities 
 

The fact that a conference is at some stage of preparation or is being held does not 
change the roles of child welfare, the police or anyone else except for the fact that these 
people are asked to continue to make room for the consensus of the family if and when one 
can be achieved through the process.  None of the involved authorities are asked to 
relegate their roles to the process.  They are simply asked to make room for the family to 
arrive at a consensus about what to do. 
 
9.7.12 Confidentiality 
 

The model raises challenges to underlying assumptions about confidentiality and 
professional expertise.  Given our experience so far, confidentiality would seem to have 
served in some instances to foster silence around abuse.  The planning and carrying out of 
the conferences stimulates interaction between and among family members, friends and 
the involved professionals; hence, more people know the facts and more people have the 
same version of the facts.  In this way, the model directly attacks those processes in 
families through which the members co-create a conspiracy to remain silent and in so doing 
effectively brings the abuse out in the open.  Speculation about what happened to the 
abused person no longer takes place within the families and sympathy for the abused 
persons is increased. 
 

The concerns about confidentiality were greatest in families on the Port au Port 
Peninsula where the families live in somewhat dense social networks of kin and the 
interaction with one another is frequent and highly subject to regulation by an abuser.  The 
other groups most concerned about confidentiality were the police and correctional officers 
though the concerns of individual officers dissipated with experience in the conferences.  
The concerns of police were that they would be put in a position during the information 
giving to disclose information that might hinder a future investigation.  Parole officers were 
unsure of the legal implications of telling family members anything that had been gathered 
in the confidence of their professional relationship with the offender.  Neither concern 
materialized at the conference.  During an unavoidable absence of one police officer 



associated with the project, another officer from the detachment did not show up at a 
conference to which he had been invited because he was friends with the family and feared 
offending them if he told the facts of the family's involvement with the police.  Instead he 
wrote a note saying that the person was basically a good person and would be better if they 
stopped drinking. 
 
9.7.13 The Right People 
 

When concerns were raised about a conference, they were most likely to be about 
whether the right people were at the conference and whether the right people were making 
the decisions.  When a key person was missing, it was an obvious omission and all 
participants at a conference would reflect that concern.  In the cases where this happened, 
the missing person was most often a biological father but in one case the mother was not 
there because the father had intimidated her into not coming.  Men presented particular 
problems for getting them to the conference, and this was not always in situations where 
they were the identified abuser.  We are careful to say 'identified' abuser because the 
behaviour of some men when they did not want to come to a conference could easily have 
been construed as emotional abuse.  In one instance a father boycotted a conference in 
the face of his child's wish for him to come because he blamed her for the abuse she had 
received from someone else.  It was hard for some family members not to interpret the 
absence of a key person at the conference as being hurtful to them, but the conference 
itself almost always mitigated the absent person's attempt to injure them.  In one clear 
example where a father refused to come, all 7 people who filled out the FGC Evaluation 
Form said that the right people were not at the conference, but they were virtually 
unanimous (one person did not like the venue) in their satisfaction with every other aspect 
of the conference including the plan.  The father's boycott lost its effect once the 
conference got started--yet, everyone felt he should have come. 
 
9.8  Evaluation 
 

The question of evaluation is not a simple question of success or failure.  Most 
attempts to depict a conference and its aftermath in this way fail to take into account the 
complexity of the situations with which these families are faced.  We urge that people who 
undertake to use family group decision making settle on multiple measures and indicators 
for evaluation purposes that are selected with great respect to the context in which the 
model is to be employed.  A collaborative action approach to research facilitates this 
contextualizing of the research while promoting the partnerships for carrying it out.  We 
recommend using both quantitative and qualitative measures while bearing in mind that 
none provide an ultimate test of a person's safety or well-being in the short or long-range 
view.  Measures of reported satisfaction of family members with the process and the 
outcome  should certainly be used as long as there is an understanding that some people, 
particularly those who have been abusive, may not be satisfied with plans to curb their 
abuse and bring their activities out in the open.  In terms of understanding the process of 
family group decision making, the most fruitful strategies were having the coordinators 
prepare reflective notes on their preparations for the conferences as well as the 



conferences and their follow-up activities and having the researchers observe the 
conferences and complete recordings and reflections on them. 
 
9.9 Policy Implications 
 

Overall, the conferences were implemented much as they were envisioned with 
some modifications at each site.  One exception is that the goal of interdisciplinary agency 
cooperation in pooling of tangible resources for travel to bring the families together and to 
support outcomes was not fully realized.  The Department of Social Services carried final 
responsibility for these matters for most of the project although late in the project 
Correctional Services of Canada fulfilled its original commitment to become a full partner by 
negotiating funds to underwrite referrals in their own right. 
 

The longer range implications of bringing the extended family centre stage are worth 
considering especially in families where intergenerational abuse is evident.  In time, the 
same extended family members would find themselves invited to more than one 
conference.  The effect of fully integrating this model into the service provision of a 
community would hopefully be an ever-increasing challenge to those who abuse their family 
members.  It is also worth noting that including the extended family in making decisions 
about a child's life has the potential to provide a constant throughout the child's 
development, a benefit that cannot be duplicated even in situations of adoption.  Estimating 
the overall costs and benefits of this approach is difficult to undertake until it has been in 
effect for a decade. 
 

As brought into sharp relief near the end of the project after all the plans had been 
set in place, the model assumes that the referring agencies actually want to solve the 
problems associated with the causes of the violence in the families beyond investigation 
and assessment.  While this may seem obvious on the surface, it is not until the moment 
that resources need to be committed or monitoring mechanisms need to activate a meeting 
or follow-up that this assumption is drawn into light.  Consider the following example of a 
woman referred for a conference shortly after she had been released from a period of 
psychiatric hospitalization which followed a one-year involvement in an abusive relationship 
with a man other than the father of her children.  Most everyone at the conference 
predicted that it was quite likely that she would repeat the pattern of bringing an abusive 
male into her life and end up beat down again.  The plan was aimed at intervening before 
things got as bad as they had on previous occasions.  The interview took place at the time 
of a one-year follow-up with the researcher: 
 

I couldn't believe it.  At the 6-month follow-up she was on top of the world, 
doing just great.  Shortly after she got a new boyfriend.  He would drive her to 
her group meetings and her counselling sessions while berating her for 
talking to all these "man-hating" women.  She finally ended up in the 
psychiatric hospital for a week and her mother took the kids.  Buddy 
[colloquial name in Newfoundland for a man] left.  She's home now and she 
has her kids but she's a mess.  She is isolated and wants someone to talk to 
but she does not want to go back to the counsellor or the group.  Doesn't [at 



that time] want to be a part of the research but wants me to come and just sit 
and talk to her.  Child welfare closed her case!  She kept saying she thought 
someone from child welfare was going to call her up or come and visit her but 
she never heard a word after the worker who had been at the conference 
transferred to a new job.  The new worker just closed the case without so 
much as asking anything. 

 
In one sense the plan "worked."  The grandmother took the children while she 

sought refuge in psychiatric care, but since it was a different psychiatric facility than she 
had been in previously, there was no awareness of the plan.  She had stopped going to her 
individual and group counselling, which she certainly had a right to do, but it was clearly in 
response to another abuser isolating her.  At the critical moment when she could no longer 
"take the abuse" and she feared for her children, the grandmother took them.  We asked 
the question what else could the plan have called for without becoming intrusive into the 
woman's rights if there were no risks evident to her children.  The woman's repeated 
statement keeps coming back:  "I thought the child welfare worker would call or drop in but 
there wasn't a word." 
 

Given the repeated experiences of this kind in situations of worker turnover, we have 
concluded that it probably is too much to expect of child welfare, as it is presently 
constituted, to expect this kind of continuity.  The workers are essentially investigative and 
protective workers who respond to complaints of abuse.  While the case conferences 
provided sufficient stimulus to engage these personnel, i.e., most workers who participated 
in a conference maintained a close affiliation with the family and the plan afterwards, relief 
workers and new workers assigned to the cases did not all orient themselves to the 
assurances in the files and organize their work around previously made commitments of 
their employer and their colleagues.  We are tempted to point to the lack of a centrally 
organized system of case tracking and monitoring in the child welfare division, but this 
would probably not entirely explain the problem.  Being involved in an ongoing way with a 
family placed some of the workers in a conflict between their duties as investigators and 
their duties as helpers.  Some of the workers could not bridge this gap.  Future research 
with the model should look carefully at the characteristics of those workers who are 
comfortable with collaborative decision making approaches and those who are not. 
 
9.9.1  Conferences as Alternatives to Sentencing 
 

We do not see using the model in cases of domestic violence as an alternative 
measure to going to court.  The objective of family group decision making is not to 
circumvent legal action but rather to protect victims and to give the family group a voice in 
developing a plan which in some cases could be used by the judge at the time of 
sentencing.  Decriminalizing domestic violence is especially problematic in small, rural 
communities where protective services are either non-existent or where there are strong 
cultural prohibitions against using them.  The sanctions should be imposed if the identified 
perpetrator commits any further acts of violence against any family member and not just the 
individuals identified at the time of the conference, as in the case of a perpetrator who is no 
longer physically abusing a child but has now turned the abuse on a spouse.  Such action 



is necessary in order to protect all family members.  This very issue remains a concern in 
one of our project families.  There was a long history of spousal abuse and child abuse by 
the husband-father in the family.  After years of receiving abuse, the wife-mother became 
an alcoholic, started neglecting the children and then became an active abuser herself.  
While the history in no way exonerates her for the abuse and neglect she perpetrated on 
her children, it does provide a familiar context for the abuse along with the fact that she 
lives in a community where protection for women in her situation is non-existent and calling 
the police can result in being shunned and subjected to further abuse within the community. 
 
9.9.2  Costs of Conferencing 
 

At the time of collecting the cost figures, the Family Group Decision Making model 
had been accomplished at no more expense by the Department of Social Services, Division 
of Child Welfare, than what they normally provide in resources.  The heaviest costs, i.e., 
those that are relevant to the decisions needing to be made at the time of the conference, 
are up front so have been included in the cost analysis made to date.  Future costs will be 
examined carefully as part of the final follow up of families.  The biggest shift in spending, 
we found, was from foster care to those associated with in-home or relative care of 
children.  The model, we surmise, can be more smoothly implemented and sustained in 
places where there is an already established system of regular and thorough case reviews 
and a systematic approach to carrying out plans that works across worker turnover and 
case transfer.   
 
9.10  Results:  What Has Been Learned? 
 
9.10.1 Findings at the Sponsoring/Referring Organization Level 
 
• On-going success requires that family group conferences be acknowledged in 

legislation; 
• The model takes considerable time, preparation and coordination to implement; 
• Local advisory involvement is essential in the planning and start-up phase; 
• It is best administered by a well-established community organization that can adapt the 

model to the local culture and conditions; 
• The model does not substitute for existing roles of mandated authorities; 
• The model is no more costly in financial terms than existing interventions in the host 

province and in many instances cost reductions are realized; 
• The model, when used in situations of family violence, requires a partnership between 

mandated authorities, families, communities and agencies in a position to help: it is not 
an attempt to de-criminalize family violence. 

 
 
9.10.2 Findings at Community Level 
 
• The need for ongoing consultation and training is essential.  Consultation to the 

coordinator by a panel of local people who know the families and who are 



knowledgeable in the area of culture and family violence is a key part of this training and 
consultation; 



• Participation educates community members about the abuse that has been happening 
in particular families and builds awareness of ways for identifying and stopping family 
violence; 

• The conference mobilizes communities resources to wrap around the family rather than 
slotting the family into pre-existing categories of service; 

• The conference serves to build connections among community services and between 
them and government agencies and individual families. 

 
 
9.10.3 Findings at the Family Group Conference Level 
 
• The majority of invited family members come to the conference; 
• The model brings multiple forms of abuse in the family and intergenerational patterns 

into the open; 
• Most families come up with a satisfactory plan.  This includes families where serious, 

chronic social problems have been experienced by family members;  
• The model does not place abused persons at greater risk of abuse than other 

interventions.  Violence does not break out at the conferences even during the family's 
private deliberation time; 

• Abused persons speak up at the conference if they are adequately prepared for the 
conference and are accompanied by support persons and if they perceive it to be safe 
to speak up.  Especially teens and male abusers should be encouraged to write down 
their thoughts and feelings before the conference; 

• Families do not always want abused persons to live with their abusers and many 
families are not taken in by promises from the abuser to change for the better overnight; 

• The results of the conference are an immediate mobilization of relationships within the 
family and around it from the professional network. 

 
 
9.10.4 Potential Long-Range Advantages of Using the Model for the Family 
 
• The true facts of the abuse are more likely to be revealed when those present at the 

conference know the perpetrator; 
• The inclusion of extended family members may surface a greater number of options to 

choose from in terms of solving the problem in both the short and long range; 
• As a united group, the family group may have more clout in negotiating with authorities 

during and after the conference; 
• Re-connection with relatives may generate a sense of family affiliation and identity for 

individuals who might otherwise have remained estranged from their family;  
• Family may have life-long investment in the outcomes with its members, especially 

children, that does not run out when the children become adults. 
 



 
9.10.5 Potential Long-Range Disadvantages of Using the Model for the 

Family 
 
 
• The abuse may continue in cases where the child is not removed or the couple remains 

together; 
• The abused person may continue to be captive to the "conspiracy of silence" around 

future or undisclosed levels of kinds of abuse; 
• Family members may not follow-through with what they say they will do; 
• Some family members may be too intimidated to speak up because certain people are 

present at the conference; 
• The process of arriving at decisions during the family private time may lack fairness in 

the eyes of some members who may secretly prefer for the authorities to take action. 
 
9.11 Key Ingredients in Using the Model 
 
9.11.1 At the Sponsoring/Referring Organization Level 
 
• Government/non-government partnership that includes mandated authorities, interest 

groups and informal, acknowledged leaders; 
• Clearly and consensually articulated statement of philosophy about family violence and 

its eradication in relation to the use of the model; 
• Legislation and/or clear policy providing for the use of the model including the rights and 

obligations of involved parties; 
• Commitment to the development of consumer and accountability oriented services and 

supports by sponsoring agencies; 
• Existence of a system of thorough and regular case reviews for all cases; 
• Emphasis on extended family involvement in preservation, reunification and inclusion 

efforts; 
• Development of locally available and culturally relevant therapy, counselling and family 

violence related services including in-home supports; 
• Making referrals only after serious care and protection concerns have been determined 

so that the family group are not left to figure out if a problem really exists; 
• Creation of flexible and unambiguous funding arrangements that support timely 

approval of plans. 
 
9.11.2 At the Community Level 
 
• Local ownership through involvement of key government and non-government, formal 

and informal leaders in joint planning and evaluation; 
• Education of the community on how conferencing works; 
• Carefully selected panel to advise coordinator on individual families; 
• Alignment of the coordinator with a non-government, well-established organization; 
• Selection of a coordinator with in-depth knowledge of local community, including 

language and dialects; 



• In situations where families want a conference, working with them to have their cases 
referred by a sponsoring agency. 

 
 
9.11.3 At the Family Group Conference Level 
 
• Careful preparations of all who participate in the conference; 
• Casting a wide net within the extended family for key members to attend or be 

represented at the conference; 
• Using exclusions sparingly and with great care; 
• Opening the conference in culturally appropriate ways and giving a clear statement of 

purpose for the meeting; 
• Fostering the family's ownership of the plan by respecting the privacy of their 

deliberations; 
• Writing the plans in plain language with contingencies spelled out; 
• A quick and clear response by the referring worker to the family plans in terms of their 

adequacy and needed resources. 
 
9.12 Conclusions 
 
 

We do not want to leave the impression that family group conferences will come 
anywhere close to the final answer on what to do about family violence.  At the same 
time, we want to make clear that we find no good reason to marginalize the extended 
family and other key members of the abused person's support network from the 
decision-making process.  To the contrary, we find compelling moral reasons for 
including them.  The question of whether or not family group decision making is 
preferable to other options depends on a number of factors: 
 
1) What outcomes for the abused persons are discovered and with what these 

outcomes are to be compared affects the answer.  There are scant findings available 
regarding the results of existing interventions.  Typically, the only programs that 
produce findings for comparison are demonstration projects.  The bulk of public 
funds are used to support programs and services that rarely have to account for the 
results of what they do. 

 
2) The conditions under which family group conferences are carried out make a 

difference.  No model that is implemented by inadequately trained and supervised 
staff, with ill-defined program descriptions and objectives, or under other conditions 
that would subvert the strength and integrity of the application of the model over 
time, can be expected to produce the same results as one where these conditions 
are met. 

 
3) Evaluations need to account for both inputs and outputs.  It is no good simply 

discussing the immediate cost without looking at the product that is being purchased 
for the money.  Quality outcomes, like other quality products, may cost more in the 



short run.  Paying for family members to come together is a new cost category in 
most places.  Having your parents and grandparents and brothers and sisters there 
to back you up, when you need it, is an outcome that is central to the maintenance 
of society as we value it. 

 
4) Not all families want or need preservation, reunification or even inclusion.  For some, 

the disintegration of their identities and genealogies is so complete that it cannot be 
aided by any kind of realignment of its members.  But this is a decision that should 
not be taken frequently and certainly should not be taken without the involvement of 
the affected persons.  Children have a way of asserting their own curiosity about 
their roots when they get older, and family ties are pretty thick.  The discovery of a 
concerned, even distant, relative who is willing to call one ‘family’ typically evokes 
profound emotions about belonging. Even in situations where the new-found tie is 
not maintained by choice, as is the case between some adopted children and their 
re-discovered biological parent, the reunion has been shown to have provided 
something about the person's ‘place’ in the world that is thought to be ultimately 
beneficial. 

 
5) Having serious problems does not necessarily mean that you do not know what 

should be done about the problems.  Ask alcoholics what another family member 
should do about his or her drinking problem and chances are they have very good 
ideas.  Typically, the problem is  in the alcoholics' delivering the help and not in their 
knowing what should be done.  Our experience is that most families have some 
relatives and/or friends who can provide advice and assistance.  Often, well before 
the conference was called, these individuals have known about the problem and 
have wanted change. 

 
To conclude, empowerment in this model means being treated with respect and 

given a say over important matters while at the same time having the necessary 
protection and resources made available to carry out decisions.  There appears to be 
two main threats to the success of this model.  Both are similar to the problems inherent 
in other approaches which have grown out of the recent emphasis on partnerships and 
community empowerment.  First, there are no guarantees that the resources will be 
made available to the families.  We could witness developments similar to those which 
occurred in some places during the deinstitutionalization movement: you're on your 
own.  Indeed, during these times when policy is being developed by a partnership 
between economic rationalists and grassroots activists, this threat is very real.  Second, 
authorities cannot relegate their roles to protect people who are the targets of abuse.  
Protective services for children and adults have a vital role to play in this model, and 
they cannot simply unload that responsibility onto families.  In some situations, we have 
seen evidence that social workers are willing to take anything the family says as gospel. 
 We believe that this lack of authenticity with the family could put some members at risk. 
 

Families cannot be expected to solve all the problems as the result of a single 
meeting.  We have seen examples where a social work supervisor pronounced the 
conference as a complete waste of time because a teen refused to cooperate with the 



family's plan immediately after the conference.  We think that the conference should be 
viewed as the beginning of a process and that participants need to learn from their 
experiences.  Perhaps they should be allowed to have as many chances as the 
professionals have had before the conference was scheduled.  There remains a fair 
degree of scepticism by community and family members toward senior bureaucrats who 
use the word empowerment and toward social workers who now are in the position to 
insist on standards that they could not achieve when government was providing the 
service. 
 

The family group conference is not a panacea, but it is a way of revitalizing the 
sense of togetherness necessary for finding effective and long-term solutions to stop 
family violence.  By bringing the group together around a family, the conference stitches 
together the commitment of family for its own, the support of community for its 
members, and the protections of government for its citizens. 
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