
CONCLUSIONS 

6.0 Introduction 

This study set out to ascertain the extent to which family members could be kept 
safe from the immediate and longer-range harms associated with violence and neglect 
through the creation of working partnerships. These partnerships were seen as 
involving the immediate family, their extended family relatives, and other important 
members of their social networks including mandated authorities. The key questions 
to be answered focused on the outcomes with the children and other abused persons 
in the families. The objectives were to determine the extent to which communities of 
concern would emerge from the mobilization of these relationships in and around 
families and would continue to work in preventing the abuse from happening again and 
in promoting the development of children in the families. 

One unique aspect of this demonstration was the emphasis placed on having 
the extended family work to halt all of the violence in the family and avoid the pitfalls 
associated with segmenting the responses of child protection and other services aimed 
at adults. This meant that a major component of the pre-project planning had to involve 
the fostering of discussions among a wide range of government and community leaders 
and professionals. These discussions took place over a considerable period of time and 
aimed to discover how best to fit the model to the province, its regional, cultural, 
community and family needs, and to promote the working together of these people to 
stop family violence. 

It bears repeating at this stage that our findings can be generalized mainly to the 
context in which the model operated in Newfoundland & Labrador. That context 
includes a marginalized economy in which child protection services was continuing to 
take on an increasingly investigative and less service oriented role, even during the 
time the project was being carried out. Hence, the response to families involved in the 
project was regarded by some to have given more resources to the families than was 
possible for other families. Multiple indicators confirmed that the families referred to the 
project were for the most part among the most difficult cases that child protection 
workers had in their caseloads. The project was time-limited, in that it operated on a 
federal grant. Once the project staff were no longer in place, involvement between child 
welfare and the families swiftly returned to the more familiar patterns of "casework" 
determined to a great extent by the terms of existing legislation and established 
patterns of work, as soon as a change of workers brought to the file a worker who had 
no experience with the model. 

6.1 The Follow-up Study 

The study builds on the findings from the Implementation Report (Pennell & 
Burford, 1995) in which is described an extensive mobilization of family and 
professional efforts leading up to, throughout, and for a period of time after the 
conferences. The conclusions in this outcome study are drawn from the multiple-



methods and multiple indicators used in the follow-up study with the three study groups: 
Project, Community and Children's Protection Services children and families. These 
include analysis of interviews with family members and service providers, community 
focus groups, police and child welfare files, Social Network Mapping and Looking After 
Children assessments, and site researchers' written observations. The findings from 
each source are summarized under the headings of Progress, Abuse & Neglect, and 
Well-being. The analysis is then used to make conclusions on the efficacy of the model 
in keeping people safe and promoting their well-being and to report what further has 
been learned about using the model in situations of family violence including child 
abuse and neglect. 

6.2 Summary of Findings 

6.2.1 Progress 

I n Progress Report interviews that took place on average a year after the 
conference, two-thirds (76) of the 115 participants (coming from 27 of the 28 families) 
said that the family was "better off' because of the conference. Of the remainder, one
fifth (22, coming from 15 families) said the family was left the "same" and smaller 
numbers said the family was ''worse off' (7, coming from 5 families) or did not know (9). 
Those with favorable views cut across the three culturally diverse project sites, the 
experiences of abuse, and the family roles. 

Having a plan carried out in its entirety commonly heightened satisfaction with 
the conference outcomes, but completing a plan wasn't always necessary for seeing 
progress. Carrying out a plan "completely" usually went hand in hand with seeing the 
family as "better off' because of the conference. Among the 22 respondents who said 
that the plan was entirely completed, 20 said that the family was "better off." An 
incomplete plan, however, did not mean that they didn't see any improvement. Among 
those with answers, the 70 people who rated the family as "better off' because of the 
conference more often said the plan was only "somewhat" carried out than that it was 
"completely" carried out (46 versus 20). Although numbers are small, dissatisfaction 
appears to be greatest where plans were "not at all" implemented: among these eight 
respondents, half said that the family was "better off' (4) and the other half said they 
were "worse off' (2) or left the "same" (2). 

There were two main reasons why project participants thought the conferences 
left families worse off. The first had do with conference plans which separated parents 
from their children. The second main reason had to do with serious failures to carry 
through on the plans. 

Sometimes the plans weren't carried out because the families' situations had 
changed and new plans were needed. Often, however, family group members, social 
agency workers, or both didn't follow through on what they agreed to do. Just under 
half the time the project participants thought that everyone did their part in the plan and 
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somewhat over half of the time they did not think so. The project participants gave a 
number of reasons as to why plans were not fully carried out: 

• no or slow follow-ups by Social Services, 
• inconsistent monitoring of plans, 
• not enough detail in the pians and especiaily in Nain unavailability of a copy of 

the written plan, 
• need for reconvened conferences to change plans or review meetings to revise 

or refocus on plans, 
• insufficient services in the area, 
• lack of transportation for making visits or attending programs, 
• personal changes or illnesses, and 
• discouragement about the possibility of change. 

The project participants reported that the conference helped the families in four 
main ways: 

Enhancing Family Unity. Usually the most outstanding impact of the conference was 
its capacity to re-knit ties among the participants and to increase the sense of being 
family. Many of the interviewees elaborated on the reasons for the greater sense of 
family togetherness. These included that conferences led to their learning to talk 
openly, having a greater motivation to change, providing more support to each other, 
and benefitting from more resources secured through the approved plans. 

Improving Care for Children and Young People. The conferences promoted both 
greater closeness with children and young people and better parenting. 

Reducing Drinking problems. In some families the conference helped them to identify 
substance abuse and to act on it. 

DecreaSing Family Violence. Conference participants, including prior victims, 
perpetrators, and witnesses, reported a decrease in violence against children and 
adults. 

In summary, while the main reasons for a perceived lack of progress have been 
discussed, some of the problems encountered were related to the nature of the project 
being a time-limited demonstration. Ongoing training, policies and procedures were not 
in place to ensure follow-up, particularly in the case of changes in social workers at 
Children's Protection Services. Presumably, some of these problems would be solved 
if the model were an ongoing option that was monitored by performance evaluations 
in the case of professionals and managers and/or if the model was supported by 
legislation. 
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6.2.2 Abuse/Neglect 

In this study, estimates of substantiated abuse/neglect were made by reviewing 
child protection and police files for all 32 project families and by interviewing members 
of half of the families. The rates for the comparison group [CPS (file) group] of 31 
families are available on just the child protection files. The Project group and CPS (file) 
group were seen as comparable in terms of their length of CPS service, ages of 
children, and types or categories of problems. The Project group had substantially 
higher levels of Child Protection Events and higher averages of events per family during 
the pre-test period than the CPS (file) group, a further indication that the families 
referred to the project were among the most demanding in the workers' caseloads. 
Below the combined estimates are summarized, and, in addition, on just the child 
protection information, the rates for the project families and CPS (file) families are 
compared. 

The combined estimate from the three sources (child protection, police, and 
family members) showed that in the year before their conference, 20 project families 
had experienced substantiated abuse/neglect against a family member, child, adult, or 
both. The remaining 12 project families, who did not have substantiated abuse in the 
year before their conference, already had children in care, were new referrals, were 
dealing with youth beyond parental control, or, in one case, a family feud where the 
violence had not been officially reported during the past year. When only child 
protection records are reviewed, the number of families with substantiated child 
abuse/neglect was 16, a figure more than twice that for the CPS (file) group which had 
seven families with sUbstantiated child maltreatment. 

In the year after the conference, project families with substantiated abuse from 
all three sources went from 20 down to 11 families. When only child protection files are 
considered, the level of substantiated abuse was eight, now putting the level lower than 
for the CPS (file) group whose rate had risen to 12 families. The 11 project families with 
substantiated maltreatment (from all three sources) in the year after the conference 
were in situations characterized by the following: 

• a substantiation of abuse in the year before the conference (10 out of 11), 
• a teen or child abusing the mother in the family (6 out of the 11), 
• major aspects of planning were not enacted (7 including 4 in Nain, two on Port 

au Port and one in St. John's); 
• a high level of child protection events in the year before the conference (X = 

9.00 while for families without substantiation after the conference, X = 5.00 
events). 

In three of the 11 project families, the abuse or neglect was seen to be a continuation 
of what had been going on before the conference. In the other eight, the abuse had 
changed. These situations included a different perpetrator and different person being 
abused, a mother who decided after the conference that she could not live apart from 
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the perpetrator and abandoned the children to go live with him, and a 'new man' 
(abusive) coming into the life of a woman necessitating the children going to live with 
a relative for a period of time. For the remaining 21 project families, according to official 
reports and family interviews, the maltreatment had stopped or had lessened. 

In addition to substantiated abuse/neglect decreasing among piOject families, 
events indicating problems were declining. A review of Children's Protection Services 
files revealed that the 32 project families had a higher number of indicators of 
abuse/neglect in the year before the conference than in the year after the conference. 
As was shown in Chapter 4, Child Protection Events were used as indicators of child 
abuse/neglect and adult abuse. The events covered complaints received by Children's 
Protection Services or actions taken by them, safety measures such as calling the 
police, child self-harm, and signs of violence against the mother. For the project 
families, the number of events were halved by the second year, from 233 to 117. In 
addition, an analysis of the total events for each family found a decrease for the 
majority of project families: 20 families had a reduction, three families stayed at 0 
events, and the other nine families stayed at the same level (4 families) or rose (5 
families with two of these rising by more than two events). In contrast, the CPS (file) 
families increased their number of total events from 129 to 165; and the break-down 
by families on events showed that six families improved, three remained without events, 
five continued at the same level of events, and 17 worsened (with 12 by more than two 
events). The divergences of the project and CPS (file) groups lend support to the idea 
that the family group conference may have been a contributing factor to the 
improvement in the project families. 

The majority of project and CPS (file) families had reports made about them both 
in the year before and the year after their conference. This was not surprising since 
many of the families were, and continued to be, the cause of concern for people making 
the reports. The reports after the conferences, however, were also evidence that some 
project family groups were working more effectively with the protective services. 
Moreover, the evidence from the Child Protection file points to workers' having lower 
levels of uncertainty and concern about the treatment of children in the project families. 
The number of emergency visits and emergency apprehensions declined after the 
conference. In addition by the second year, workers less frequently saw a need to carry 
out an emergency visit when they did apprehend a child on an emergency basis. It 
appears that the conferences increased the workers' knowledge of the families and 
therefore the necessity to undertake emergency visits to assess the children's safety. 
In contrast, the CPS (file) group saw a rise in emergency visits. 

Many of the plans preserved families or returned children from non-relative care 
to parents or kin. The numbers of project families where involuntary or voluntary 
placement of children occurred in the year prior to the conference was not what would 
be considered high given the level of difficulty presented by many of the families. In 
some families, the children had been admitted to care prior to year one. In addition, the 
low numbers probably reflect the province's previous commitment to supporting families 

Family Group Decision Making, Outcome Report. Volume I Page 255 



wherever possible and the modest use of out-of-home placement. Nonetheless, unlike 
the CPS (file) group which remained relatively static, decreases are noted from year 
one to year two. Given the overall reduction in substantiated abuse/neglect among the 
project group, family group efforts to preserve or reunify family did not appear to be at 
the expense of children's safety. 

The conferences appeared to promote the safety of all family members, not only 
children. Two events that figure centrally in the prediction of family violence include a 
history of someone leaving home in the midst of a crisis to get away from an abuser or 
calling for the authorities to respond to a perceived threat or actual violence. Unlike the 
CPS (file) group, the numbers of project families in which the child welfare workers 
knew that a person had to leave home for safety reasons, or where the police or child 
protection were called out of fear, decreased. This overall decline is a pleasant but not 
surprising finding given that the majority of plans developed by the families were 
intended to be quite specific with respect to the monitoring of all family members' safety 
needs. 

Specifically in regards to mothers and wives, the Child Protection file analysis 
found in general a lessening of indicators of abuse for the project group but not the 
comparison group. For example, reductions in the number of instances in which the 
mother was noted to be sad/lethargic, showed embarrassment or evasion, or made 
apologies as well as the more overt examples of the partner blaming the mother or 
holding back incomeiresources, are all indicative of situations where safety increased. 
The pattern of decrease on these events, coupled with the interview data, reinforce the 
notion that the disclosure and planning process set in motion through the family group 
conference served to reduce risk. As long as key items in plans are carried out, the 
picture that emerges is one that supports the view that plans can be aimed at 
increasing safety levels for all family members. 

Although the project group overall made more progress than the comparison 
group, two main situations in which conferencing was least successful deserve 
reiterating. These were (a) when young people were abusing their mothers and (b) 
when family relationships were extremely turbulent coupled with major problems in 
implementing plans. Before the conference according to child protection records, eight 
project mothers were being abused by a son or daughter; after the conference, four of 
these mothers were no longer being abused by their child but four continued to be as 
well as an additional fifth one. Although lower than for the CPS (file) group, the number 
of project families where this type of abuse was occurring after the conference raises 
questions about how abuse by a young person in the family is processed, as it is not 
always dealt with as abuse. This is explainable to some extent by the fact that legally 
no charge can be brought against a young person under the age of twelve. For youths 
over the age of twelve, a family member would have to have brought the charge to the 
authorities. This invokes its own complications both legally and psychologically for the 
family member who has been assaulted. The upshot is that the family is left with little 
leverage to carry out a plan with an aggressive young person. The family group 
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conference in situations of abuse by a young person requires high levels of cooperation 
between youth corrections, child protection, the family, the police, and the court. 

Besides having a violent teen or child in the home, the families most likely to 
show up on the "substantiated" list in the second year were those either where the 
mother herself continued to be identified as the main abuser or where the mother's 
partner was the main abuser. These families included some of the more chaotic 
families referred to the project including those with high numbers of Child Protection 
events in both year one and year two. Turbulence and high numbers of events, 
however, should not be used to exclude families from taking part in conferencing. Other 
families without substantiated abuse in the second year also evinced these profiles 
prior to conferencing. Key to failure or success was whether or not service providers, 
family group members, or both carried out their parts in important areas of the plans. 

The greatest decrease after the conference in SUbstantiations were in those 
families characterized by "mother apologizes for behaviour of partner", "calling child 
welfare or police", "someone having to leave home", "mom observed as sad", "mom 
fearful", and other indicators of reduced abuse of the mother. If the family was able to 
address all the violence that was occurring in the family at the conference, including the 
abuse of the mother and the parents' abuse of the children, when both were occurring, 
the family was less likely to show up on the "substantiated" list. Thus, these findings 
confirm the importance of addressing all forms of family violence at the conference. 

6.2.3 Well-Being 

The findings on well-being particularly need to be approached with caution 
because of the non-random sampling and the small numbers of individuals with both 
pre- and post-tests. On a number of measures, however, in many instances 
improvements in the quality of lives of the children and other family members is evident. 
This conclusion is supported by the Progress Reports, discussed earlier, and is 
suggested by two other measures, one on child development (Looking After Children) 
and the other on social supports (Social Network Map). 

6.2.3.1 Children's Development 

These Looking After Children instruments are an invaluable tool to assess the 
long-range or adulthood costs and consequences of leaving unattended the serious 
social, psychological and other problems and deficits of childhood and adolescence 
until such a time as they become expressed in unemployment statistics, income 
security dependency, pattems of health and social services usage, crime statistics, and 
perhaps most troublesome, in the parenting practices of these adults. 

As was seen in the study, it cannot be assumed that families will be able to pick 
up responsibility for all the developmental gaps that their relatives experience. This task 
has proved too monumental for the intervention capacities of professionals too. In fact, 
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these instruments bring into sharp relief, the long-range difficulties associated with 
over-emphasizing child protection work without seeing that protection carried out in a 
wider context of child and family welfare. The often-repeated assertion that child 
protection has become too embroiled in the investigative aspects of the work and has 
increasingly steered child welfare in the direction of being a "residual" (safety-net) 
service ignores the fact that child welfare departments here and across the countrf 
investigate thousands of complaints a year. We are inclined to see the dramatic 
increases in reporting of child abuse in the past decade as a positive development 
associated with the increased awareness on the part of lay people and mandated 
authorities of what constitutes abuse, and the damage it causes along with increased 
recognition of its occurrence and expressions. 

Before the conference, the Project children (Project Group of 50) lagged behind 
other children in their community (Community Group of 75), and similar delays were 
found for a comparison group of children receiving Children's Protection Services (CPS 
Group of 29). Delays for children followed by child welfare, whether they were in the 
project or not, became evident by the time children entered school and even more so 
when they entered adolescence. Not surprisingly, children requiring child welfare 
services fell behind the Community children particularly in the following areas: 
education, family & social relationships, and emotional & behavioral development. 
Interestingly, the lag was not that great in regards to these children and young people's 
sense of identity, social presentation, and self-care skills. Health was the one area 
where a discrepancy did not grow larger with age. This may have been a function of the 
young people's candor in all three groups in self-reporting some of their own risky 
behaviors (e.g., smoking), but it may also have been a product of the (still) universal 
health care benefits in Canada. 

Although the data are scant, Project children made gains but still fell 
considerably short of their Community counterparts. Progress occurred for project 
children particularly in five areas: Identity, Family & Social Relationships, Social 
Presentation, Emotional & Behavioral Development, and Self-Care Skills. Project 
children had a lot of "catch up" needed to attain the levels of development of the 
Community children. Education deficits were considerable for project children overall, 
and remained one of the larger deficits at the end. Especially for latency age and teens, 
the gaps between the children in these very difficult families and their community 
counterparts are wide overall. Progress would need to be examined over a larger 
period of time than this study covered and more sensitive instruments would need to 
be used. Health is the one area where project children did not show deficits at the pre
or post-test times in relation to their Community counterparts. 

Too few non-project, child welfare children were studied to lend a benchmark for 
changes in pre- and post-assessments. Clearly, however, the development of many of 
the Project and CPS Group children and young people was highly compromised. This 
is apart from the question of whether the neglect or abuse that may have contributed 
to the problems and their development in the first place was recent, continuing or had 
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a high potential for happening again. Although the findings suggest that the project 
children made some developmental gains after the conference, by the time many of 
these youngsters moved into latency and adolescence there were wide gaps in their 
educational successes and their control over their own behaviors. What has been 
evident in this follow-up study is the number of instances where once the hazards were 
removed, so were the services, leaving the families and the young people wondering 
how they were now supposed to get over the problems they had while at the same time 
continuing to go to school, and function in their social lives. 

6.2.3.2 Social Supports 

This methodology is an excellent tool to use with the families as it helps them 
bring the whole family situation into focus is a clear and practical way and assists 
families to locate the source of strengths in the family. It also assisted the research 
task. It is easy to use and although somewhat labor intensive to analyze for the 
purposes of research, it keeps the research grounded in the perspectives of the family. 

In interviews, adults and young people were asked about their network of 
important contacts, the amount of support which they received from them, and the 
nature of their relationship. These interviews pointed to a number of positive 
developments taking place after the conferences. Pre-conference patterns identified 
are based on interviews with 79 Project Group, 54 Community Group, and 10 Port au 
Port CPS Group members. After-the-conference developments are based on 
comparisons of pre- and post-test interviews with 17 Project Group and 15 Community 
Group members. 

In the one to two-year period after the conference, the following developments 
among immediate project family members, particularly mothers, are suggested by the 
findings: 

• Before the conference, they felt less supported by their important contacts than 
was the case for other families in their communities. 

• After the conference, they felt more supported by their important contacts. 
• Growth in emotional support lagged somewhat behind that for concrete support 

(e.g., babysitting) and informational support (e.g., advice), 
• But all three types of support were much closer to the levels for other community 

members. 
• After the conference, their number of important contacts shrank, 
• But support grew along with a shrinking of the number of their important 

contacts. 
• Before and after the conference, family, relatives, and friends were their chief 

contacts, 
• But after the conference, some relatives were no longer part of their important 

contacts. 
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Once some relatives were dropped from their important contacts, they had about 
the same degree of involvement with relatives as other families in their 
community. 
After the conference, they became more involved with professionals which 
meant that they were carrying out the conference plans. 

I n the one to two year period after the conferences, the families appeared to be in a 
time of transition. The increased involvement with professionals and the disassociation 
from some relatives were helping to promote change. Overall they made sizable gains 
in feeling supported and now had levels of support far closer to those for others in their 
communities. 

6.3 Discussion of Findings 

As summarized above, the follow-up study found a reduction in family violence 
and some improvements in social development for children and social supports for 
adults. Lags though continued to be evident in the lives of these family members. We 
now turn to considering the implications of these findings for families, professionals, 
communities, policy, and evaluation and research. 

6.3.1 Family Matters 

6.3.1.1 Changed Ideas About Who and What is Family 

For too long legislation, policy and practice has excluded extended family 
members from having a legitimate say in the decisions that affect their kin. This 
exclusion has been predicated on similar assumptions that have contributed to the 
isolation of the nuclear family and seen the state take over roles and functions in which 
families had greater involvement. These assumptions, at least as they are expressed 
in practice, are outgrowths of an overconfidence that science, through the power of the 
state and professionals, can fix all manner of social problems. They create an unhelpful 
level of privacy around the abuser and his victims. They give power over children to 
biological parents and deal insufficiently with the rights of children and young people 
to have access to their wider family. They assume the existence of a nuclear family that 
ought to act together as a single unit. 

We find no reason not to have extended family members involved in the 
decisions. Their involvement can be structured in such a way as to be mindful of safety 
concerns. Their involvement does not significantly increase the costs of processing in 
the long-term (Pennell & Burford, 1995; Andy Rowe Consultants, 1997). Most family 
members have valuable contributions to make to the decision making process. In most 
families, there are some members who have important contributions to make to the 
well-being of the children and to other family needs during the time a plan is being 
carried out. 
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The onus should not be on evaluation research to prove that extended family 
can be involved without introducing harm. The onus of responsibility ought to be on 
having to demonstrate why a particular family, or family member, should not have any 
influence in the decision process in situations of abuse in families. But fears that 
responsibilities will be irresponsibly 'dumped' on families are not unfounded. Public 
testimony, judicial inquiries and other evidence suggests that children are left in or 
placed back into situations where the threat of harm is too great. Evidence suggests 
that adult members of families are not afforded needed protections and resources to 
escape from abusive situations. But these ill-conceived placements of children and 
denial of resources are rarely the outcomes of extended family being asked to advise 
- as a group - on what needs to be done about the problems. These outcomes are 
more easily traced to public authorities abandoning their mandates in the face of 
overwork, financial costs that are deemed to be excessive, and in some cases the 
mistaken belief that anything that a family member says is to be taken as gospel 
without any consideration of the views ofthose legally charged with protection. In these 
latter instances, we argue that one of the most successful ingredients of family 
involvement in decision making is having a social worker involved who can 
simultaneously be frank and respectful with the family in vivo. 

6.3.1.2 Which Families and When? 

We have emphasized keeping the question "For which families does the model 
work and for which ones does it not work?" in context. In fact, we have preferred to ask 
the question: "Under what conditions are which families able to succeed with a 
conference and under what conditions do which families continue with abuse?" It is 
very difficult to hold this perspective when so many "models of intervention" abound that 
emphasize doing something to or for the family that is expected to get a particular 
result. The approach we used emphasized discovering what families have to offer. 

We are less concerned about the actual kind of abuse that has gone on, as long 
as protection has been built in for the people who have been abused. To exclude a 
family on the basis of the kind of abuse they have experienced is, as was evidenced 
in the situations of incest in this project, as likely to be based on paternalistic discomfort 
with the subject matter on the part of the authorities as it is on the fear of breaking the 
silence on the part of the abused persons. The conference is arranged just so it is the 
authorities not the survivors of abuse who break the silence around the abuse. Too, 
one may think that a certain kind of problem is being screened out, only to discover that 
the referral requirements have driven it further underground in the family if mention of 
the problem will result in their being denied a service. Again, as we discovered with 
certain families in this project, sex abuse and incest are just one of the things that 
families need to be able to surface when they get together to try and stop the abuse. 
After all, it is the family in this model who are looked to for their special 'insider' 
information about the family. To then pronounce that only some kinds of their 
information will be helpful runs against the thrust of what is seen to be healing. Having 
said that, it is also true that some families have such a multiplicity of problems involving 
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so many of their members that the use of the conference will, like any other 
intervention, require rapid and comprehensive follow-up, including the option for 
ongoing family meetings. Any interlude between a positive meeting of the family 
members and plans being implemented can be expected to further demoralize these 
families and at the same time fuel the views of people who have already tried and failed 
to help them that "the model doesn't work". 

Even though conferencing was offered mainly to families at the 'deep end' of the 
spectrum, we recommend that this approach should also be an option as early as 
possible in situations of family violence and child protection. From what we can see in 
our legal context, the best times to make the option of a conference available would be 
at the first involvement of mandated authorities but after an assessment is concluded 
by child protection or the facts have been otherwise substantiated. Certainly before 
children who have been taken into care have been there for very long. Another ideal 
time is when the offender is about to be released after a period of incarceration. 

The project findings support our contention that in situations of family violence, 
the risk of further abuse, including manipulation within the family by the perpetrator, can 
be minimized when the authorities are involved. Some of our colleagues have raised 
with us their concern that this stance excludes families who might volunteer to have a 
conference but do not want to risk exposure of their situations to the authorities. 
Certainly there is no question in terms of children in the legal context here in 
Newfoundland & Labrador that abuse of a child under the age of 16 would have to be 
reported anyway. Hence, it is more likely with wife abuse that certain family members 
would be wanting to use conferencing as a voluntary arrangement. In our province, we 
have yet to see a way of involving families under these circumstances that would keep 
the family dynamiCS out in the open and ensure a good enough safety net while the 
conference was being organized and carried out and the plan implemented. 
Nevertheless, we would be open to the use of conferencing without the mandated 
authorities being present if the following conditions are met: the community puts in 
place protections including monitoring of the safety of the survivors, someone has 
sufficient authority to act if abuse reoccurs, the monitors of the abuse are accountable 
to the community so that they do not become vigilantes and sufficient resources are 
offered to the family to carry out the plan (Burford & Pennell, 1996). 

As far as abusive young people are concerned, it may well be necessary to have 
the involvement of youth corrections if the young person continues the abuse during 
the planning phase for the conference or if they continue to abuse after. We advocate 
that child welfare matters and youth corrections matters be dealt with by the families 
as separate matters in order not to confuse when the young persons are being 
victimized versus when they are offending. At the same time, we urge that both sets of 
issues be addressed in order to assist the young people in overcoming obstacles to 
their developing into confident and responsible members of society. We acknowledge 
that some families are often reluctant to report their teen to the youth corrections 
authorities in family violence situations in the same way they are reluctant to report an 
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adult offender. Yet some complaint or charge is necessary lest it be seen that the 
conferencing process is a way of 'widening the net' of influence by youth corrections 
officials when first it has not been established that the young person is guilty of, or 
admits to a crime. The hesitancy of family to bring forward the wrongdoings of their 
younger members will persist as long as legal remedies stress punishing adolescents 
rather than fostering their accountability (National Crime Prevention Council, 1997). In 
the future, we would invite the advisory group together including the crown prosecutor, 
youth corrections, women's groups and other members to seek a solution to this 
problem that fits within the legal situation of the province. 

In summary, we found that the effectiveness of conferencing, as we practiced 
it, was enhanced in the following contexts: 

• at least one authority was present to intervene as necessary to protect survivors; 

• more than one authority was present in order to exert leverage over the full 
range of violence within a family; 

• the referred family was in a state of crisis so that the full resources of the 
extended family, community services and mandated authorities were mobilized; 

• children had not yet gone into substitute care or had been in care for only a 
short period of time; 

• a blow-up (crisis) with a teenager in a family who was new, or comparatively 
new, to child protection but the situation had not reached the point where the 
teenager was depicted as being chronically beyond parental influence or where 
the teen/child had a firmly entrenched pattern of abusing the parent or siblings; 

• the parents readily admitted to allegations by an abused teen; or 

• someone had left the home out of fear or had called the police or child welfare 
themselves. 

Conferencing was particularly ineffective, as we practiced it, when: 

• key features of planning were not enacted; 

• a child or young person was abusing the mother; and 

• the families were highly disorganized coupled with lack of carry through in plans 
by the authorities and others. 
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6.3.1.3 Are the Voices of Young People Heard and Represented in FGCs? 

Only if the preparation phase and conferencing phases are constructed in such 
a way, as to ensure that children and young people are included or consulted, will their 
voices be consistently taken into account at the conference. By making sure that family 
members and professionals understood the process for both finding out and taking into 
consideration the views of children and young people, the coordinators could ensure 
that the children and young people's views were heard. This prevents the exploitation 
of the young person by warring factions of the family who may try to place the 
responsibility for making a decision on the child. It also ensures that the best interests 
of the child or young person are held out as a main purpose for the conference. 

It was particularly helpful if children or young people had a trusted person with 
them at the conference or who could represent their views for them at the conference. 
Coordinators were creative in finding ways to have children's voices heard such as 
having pre-conferences with younger family members, bringing a statement by a child 
to the conference in her or his behalf, or displaying a photograph of an infant in the 
middle of the circle. Local advisory committees will want to ensure that the coordinator's 
efforts remain individualized to a family or to particular children's needs or interests in 
order to avoid the institutionalization of a 'technique' or ritualizing another intervention 
into the family's participation in the name of being 'helpful'. It is important to try and 
build from the family's knowledge of what will be useful in these cases whenever 
possible and to avoid the temptation to press one family's strategies into service in all 
situations. 

6.3.2 

6.3.2.1 

Professionals 

Professionals Comfortable with the Model Once They Have Been to 
A Conference 

One main satisfaction with the model was shared by family and professionals 
alike: the process diminished the adversarial character of working to halt the family 
violence and made it safer for families and professionals to share information openly. 
The process built trust within the family group, between them and professionals, and 
among the professionals themselves. Typically, professionals started with fears: If we 
tell the families all we know, it will prejudice future investigations (police). If you bring 
all the family together, they will all blame you for the problems and you will just have to 
fight them all to protect the kids (child welfare). It's none of the extended family's 
business what goes on between adults and children in the same household, that is a 
matter between that family and the state (lawyers). If you involve the whole family, it will 
cost a lot more money (administrators). After taking part and seeing the results, these 
initial critics rallied in support of the approach. The difficulty was in transferring their 
learning to in-coming professionals who likewise experienced the same qualms at the 
start. 
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6.3.2.2 Pressures on the System for Mutual Accountability 

The use of the model put pressure on the child protection system's accountability 
mechanisms. At the time the project was carried out, the legislative orientation in the 
province's Child Welfare Act emphasized residual and individualized, pathology
focused policies and procedures. While new legislation is being introduced at the time 
of this writing, the workers during the period that the project was carried out had been 
socialized into individual worker-centred ways of approaching their work and lacked 
supports from ongoing mechanisms of case reviews and monitoring (Burford & Sullivan, 
1990). This is not to say that most workers, supervisors and managers themselves did 
not wish for different ways of working, but it is to say that the model introduced levels 
of accountability and other ways of working that were new to them. Policies and 
practices for the most part emphasized rule-based, reactive practices rather than 
promoting early and timely interventions and family inclusion. 

Despite this inhospitable climate, the demands of family group conferencing 
were not excessive. As one child welfare worker pointed out: 

Were the demands by project families excessive? No. It evened out 
because so much of child welfare work is monitoring and the Family 
Group Decision Making took away from the monitoring work. It always 
gave a groundwork to follow through on things. There was a greater 
obligation to follow through when there was a plan . . . a greater 
accountability to the family and the job. [It] changed my role from how 
government defined child welfare to being what I wanted to be as a child 
welfare worker. Government wanted me to monitor [but] while with the 
FGD [you] would have a different role - from monitoring individuals to 
monitoring how family worked together. 

Professionals who had participated in a conference reported high levels of 
confidence in the approach to help them devise plans and shore up systems of 
information gathering and monitoring. Key to this satisfaction was the emphasis on 
keeping the roles of professionals the same, i.e., not relegating or delegating their 
mandated responsibilities, but working with the wider family system and collaborating 
with other professionals and sectors. In addition, the workers who had been through 
a conference with a family reported having positive working relationships with the 
families after the conference that were characterized by reduced levels of animosity 
toward the authorities and higher levels of openness. Correctional officers and police 
praised the approach for the same reasons. 

6.3.2.3 Changing-over to Community-Building Strategies 

One child protection worker who had not taken part in a conference, but had 
picked up on one of the families in his caseload, was critical of the approach, but 
thought it might work if the role of the child protection worker changed; a change he 
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thought highly unlikely. He argued that for conferencing to function properly the workers 
would need "to spend 30 percent of [their] time on such a case" because of the 
"difference between [their role being that of] a community organizer and a guy who 
deals with one person." That worker's view of the impossibility of working this way was 
not shared by most colleagues who had been involved in a conference. In their views, 
it was mainly an attitude adjustment along with administrative changes that was needed 
to open up child welfare practices to community strategies. We see the professionals' 
roles in this approach as being consistent with the tenets of the prevention, health, 
'strengths-based' approaches to child protection (e.g., Pratt et aI., 1997; Saleebey, 
1996; Wheeler, 1995) that tap into the capacities of the wider group rather than 
emphasizing individual pathology and deficiencies. Others have pointed out the 
consistency between Family Group Decision Making and Restorative Justice initiatives 
(McCold, 1996) and highlight the impetus toward generating "communities of concern" 
(Braithwaite & Daly, 1994. 

6.3.3 

6.3.3.1 

Communities 

Conferencing as Vehicles for Converging Family, Professional, and 
Community Interests 

A substantial mobilization of resources and activities took place in the extended 
family immediately after the conference. As would be expected, this slowed down over 
time in terms of the more enduring aspects of the some family's problems. What is not 
yet understood is what impact this mobilization will have on communities if the program 
is carried out over time. FGCs need to be used in communities until a culture of 
experienced people, including family members and professionals, has built up. Local 
committees need to guide the program to ensure that these experiences result in 
increased ownership of responsibility for halting violence at the local level. 

The disclosure of these facts about the abuse during a group meeting at which 
extended family, immediate family and professionals are present magnifies the effect 
of the disclosure. It does so by deepening (a) the understanding of the context in which 
the abuse has taken place as well as the significance of the abuse for everyone present 
at the conference, and (b) the emotional anchoring of the experience in a context
shared meaning and understanding of those present. The disclosure of the details of 
the abuse in the wider encounter involving participants of the decision-making process 
has a significant and sustained effect on their perceptions and feelings. This includes 
the immediate and extended family members and their friends and the professionals 
who go through the process with them. 

6.3.3.2 Inuit Community 

The Labrador Inuit Health Commission was a good choice on the part of the 
local advisory committee for co-sponsorship of the project in this community. This 
helped to establish the project in the community by offering cultural guidance and 
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legitimacy. Their on-going advocacy of this model since the end of the project may also 
lead to its re-establishment. 

It is essential that the coordinator speak the language of the families or that 
interpreters be used at every stage. The disclosure of the details of the abuse in the 
wider encounter involving participants of the decision-making process had a significant 
and sustained effect on their perceptions and feelings. The feedback on the use of the 
model was that the families looked forward to the meetings, and they thought they were 
good. They also thought that the family groups needed to meet more often and that the 
conferences needed to be kept going. Some people felt the families needed more 
structure and follow up to keep them working on the plans while others felt that the 
families just needed to be given a time and place to meet. 

The cutting short of the originally intended length of the demonstration project 
had a detrimental effect in Nain. Getting the project off the ground took greater time and 
getting the individual conferences planned and carried out took a greater effort. The 
necessity to work in both languages with the families required greater care than the 
time limits set from outside by grant dollars and evaluation schedules permitted. The 
whole notion of a time-limited demonstration project in that community ran counter to 
what was needed. As was repeatedly pointed out, the families needed to meet more 
often and on a periodic basis. Having said that, the families also required much faster 
return on decisions than proved to be possible. Even at the end of the project, staff in 
the (then-named Social Services) office pointed out that the project had worked 
differently in Nain than it had at the other two sites. But these difficulties were less
related to the family-group approach than that they were simply amplified by them. 

The problem was that the child welfare system in Nain despite its practitioners 
having made many accommodations over the years was not one whose origins built 
from an analysis of the Inuit as a people with their own culture and system of regulation 
that had helped them survive for centuries before the arrival of government services 
and missionaries. As was part of the philosophy for family group decision making from 
the inception, we remain firm in the belief that solutions to family violence work best 
when they grow out of the culture and communities in which they are to operate. Family 
decision making appears to us to be compatible with many of the traditional ways of 
Inuit in Labrador. In the words of one elder "it's a step in the right direction" (Burford, 
Pennell, Williams, & Maggo, 1996). One professional member of the advisory group in 
Nain observed well after the project concluded: "I wish we still had the project going and 
lament that it was for such a short time in the first place." 

6.3.4 Policy 

6.3.4.1 Putting Adequate Resources In Place 

Family Group Decision Making is exposed to the same vulnerabilities of any 
"devolutionary" or "community-based" approach. This includes the problem of 

Family Group Decision Making, Outcome Report. Volume I Page 267 

. , 



"downloading" the responsibilities onto families without offering the necessary 
resources and in the case of Family Group Decision Making the protection for abused 
family members. One key informant from a community service expressed a commonly 
repeated fear about Family Group Decision Making becoming a convenient vehicle 
through which governments might force people to cooperate with the expectation that 
they would solve everything. She noted that government talked community ownership 
while carrying out cut-backs to services thereby forcing people to turn to church, family 
and friends. She pointed out that communities need to be healthy enough to take on 
these services and that people need to get their basic needs met before they can take 
on community services. 

6.3.4.2 What Can We Now Say About Costs? 

As already noted, the model is effective in keeping people safe during the period 
of decision making, reducing the likelihood of re-abuse, and promoting the development 
of children. We would add that the model would only result in a reduction of costs as 
compared to other approaches to processing family violence and child abuse in the 
host province if the goals of safety and child development were subordinated to those 
of keeping children with their biological parents. Insofar as the involvement of the adult 
system was concerned, the numbers were quite small, but the costs were insignificant 
in terms of what kind of services are routinely offered. Hence, the only cost savings 
would most likely be in the child welfare system if the largest known source of cost -
foster care - was reduced or eliminated. 

Our findings support that permanency planning, family preservation, family 
reintegration and inclusive foster care all ought to be regarded as among the necessary 
options from which families can choose (though certainly not by those names). 
Predictably one or more of these options will be chosen by some families when the 
main goal is finding the long-term solution to what is best for the developing child or 
young person. In this respect, families were for the most part quite capable of 
considering the long-range implications of having a child live in foster care versus the 
long-range implications of the severity of the abuse that child was likely to suffer if the 
abuse could not be halted at home. Hence, the costs for some families will be reduced 
if the family group with the approval of the worker opt for the child staying at home or 
with kin, and the costs will be increased if they instead decide that the child should go 
to foster or group care. The most expensive care in the host province is for out-of
control teens who refuse to cooperate with the family's plans and whose behaviour 
lands them in what is called 'open' (group home) or 'secure' custody (Burford & Stokes, 
1995). The most obvious way for the province to reduce these costs is to develop 
community-based programming for these very behaviorally troubled young people. 

6.3.4.3 An Invitation for Genuine Collaboration 

It is our expectation that Family Group Decision Making will flourish in a policy 
climate that is value-driven versus one that is rule-driven or based on formulas that 
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become institutionalized. This includes keeping the model situated in a context of family 
and community policy since it is the policy climate that has implications for the very way 
people are governed: 

Community policy will be nothing if it is perceived simply to be the 
preserve of a handful of individuals and organizations interested in how 
services are delivered and what the 'rules' should be that guide citizen 
participation. Community policy must be in the vanguard of the movement 
which challenges paternalistic or autocratic government, and which is 
prepared to identify the ideas which cross-cut conventional divides 
between left and right politics (Henderson, 1993, p. 254). 

Policy makers are challenged to author flexible new ways to resource the plans 
that families participate in devising. Current approaches to resource allocation often 
leave too little flexibility with the workers involved with the family to fund a plan that they 
otherwise agree is a good one. To allocate all program monies beforehand based on 
the assumption that we know what the families will come up with is an exclusionary 
practice that fosters a climate of obstructionism instead of inclusion. In particular, we 
are inclined to agree with the authors of the report Liberating our Children/Liberating 
our Nations (1992) that "[A] child should never be removed from his/her family solely 
because the child requires support services" (p. 99). Additionally, we think that women 
and children should not be forced to leave their homes in search of safety when the 
family and the professionals involved can come up with acceptable plans to keep 
people safe without the disruption to the family home. Especially in situations of 
estrangement between parents, the authors of Liberating Children/Liberating Nations 
have asserted a principle that is worth repeating: "In instances in which violence by an 
estranged husband against his estranged wife has been a factor in their relationship, 
the physical well-being and safety of the estranged wife shall take precedence over the 
father's right of access to any of the children" (p. 106). 

From the point of view of the policy maker, Family Group Decision Making can 
be viewed not simply as an end to itself but as a step in an ongoing process of 
collaboration in which families are invited, and supported, to take an active role in 
developing their potentials to be what Glossop (1998) terms "agents of responsible 
social change (p. 1 )." In this view, the family is not simply the "dependent variable" to 
be studied, strengthened, treated, educated, or empowered. The family can be studied 
from the point of view of what it has to offer. 

We are challenged to move beyond the rhetoric about community capacity 
building and become specific about which capacities in communities are worth building 
(White, 1997). Families, in this and similar models, can be regarded as a vital building 
block in fostering civic behavior in the family and the community (Glossop, 1997). In 
short, "families contribute to the "public good" insofar as they train, round the hearth 
and kitchen table, thinking that goes beyond the individual to the group and so lays the 
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groundwork for the concerns of, and participationlbelonging in, the wider community" 
(Ommer, personal E-mail communication). 

6.3.5 Research and Evaluation 

Given that the model emphasizes partnership building, the case is strong for 
using participatory, action approaches in its study and evaluation (Alary, et ai, 1990; 
Fook, 1996; Ristock & Pennell, 1996). Because so many participants from different 
backgrounds and functions are brought together through the conference, at a minimum 
research should seek to tap into the richness of perspectives available and to juxtapose 
the viewpoints in order to form more comprehensive and robust conclusions. Among 
those not to be overlooked are the children and young people (Hill, 1977). 

Because Family Group Conferencing is carried out in different ways, with 
different groups, and toward different goals, researchers need to study not only its 
outcomes but also its implementation as carried out within the locale. Having 
undertaken this study in three quite diverse sites, we strongly urge researchers to 
examine the process and outcomes of Family Group Decision Making within the 
contexts in which it is carried out. Contexts to take into consideration include the 
following: the culturels of the region, including the family structures and norms; the 
socio-economic position of the inhabitants; the governing laws, regulations, and 
policies; and the levels and types of resources available. 

As true of any partnership-building approach, the process is non-linear and 
complex and the impacts are multiple and exponential. The experience itself alters the 
participants' understanding of the context in which the abuse has or is taking place with 
the result that sympathy for the victim can be observed to increase. This aspect of the 
outcomes needs further and careful study to understand how the group process in this 
case works to deepen the participant's awareness and mutual regard. This needs to 
include the increased acceptance of the facts of the abuse as well as the changes in 
perception of the roles of the professionals. More careful attention needs to be paid to 
the role of shaming of the perpetrator in this process and under what circumstances it 
is an active ingredient in positive outcome and when it is reintegrative. Most 
importantly, future research and evaluation need to look further into the longer range 
outcomes associated with conferencing in terms of whether the services continue to 
work from a 'family empowerment' perspective that is truly informed by the centrality of 
keeping people safe as its raison d'efre. 

6.4 What Has Been Learned 

We consider below what has been learned about family group conferencing. A 
series of questions are posed to consider the process and outcomes of conferencing 
from the perspectives of family members, community organizations, and government 
programs. 
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6.4.1 What Does a Successful FGC Look Like a Year Later? 

• Regardless of where the child is living (biological parents, kin, foster care), most 
of the family remains satisfied that the outcome was satisfactory; 

• Family members still say that getting the abuse "out in the open" is a good thing; 
• Any abuse that occurred during the year after was [IS] brought quickly to the 

attention of authorities and acted upon; 
• Children and young people are in stable, nurturing environments whether with 

family, relatives, or non-relatives or the family group reconvenes quickly to 
address difficulties; 

• The plan is still being adhered to by the professionals and the family; 
• Most family members and professionals did what they said they would do after 

the conference; 
• The family members and professionals check in periodically with each other 

through review meetings to ensure that all is on track and to make adjustments 
as necessary to the plan; 

• If the family's situation changes extensively, another conference is held to 
address the new issues; 

• The involved authorities are in contact with greater numbers of family members 
and have more cordial relations with them and vice-versa; 

• The professionals from different agencies also are working together 
cooperatively; 

• The size of the social network of the mother in the family may have become 
somewhat smaller but is more supportive; 

• The number of Child Protection Events after the conference is below seven and 
no abuse has been substantiated; 

• Family members interviewed all corroborate that the abuse has stopped; 
• Adult family members have discovered ways to deal with combative teen 

behaviour that are less likely to escalate things in the moment; 
• Deficits that were evidenced in the children's or young people's assessments 

prior to the implementation of the plan have been and/or are continuing to be 
acted upon (e.g., education, family and social relationships); 

6.4.2 What Has Been Learned About the Effects of Conferencing and the 
Organizational Supports to Make it Work? 

• The true facts of the abuse are known to a wider group of people including 
family, friends and professionals; 

• The voices of young people and women are more likely to be heard and 
acknowledged; 

• The disclosure of these facts about the abuse during a group meeting at which 
extended family, immediate family and professionals are present magnifies the 
effect of the disclosure by deepening both (a) the understanding of the context 
in which the abuse has taken place as well as the significance of the abuse for 

Family Group Decision Making, Outcome Report. Volume I Page 271 



everyone present at the conference, and (b) the emotional anchoring of the 
experience in a context-shared meaning and understanding of those present; 

• The inclusion of extended family surfaces more information about the family that 
is relevant at all stages of planning, intervention and evaluation; 

• The inclusion of extended family increases harmony in the working relationships 
between the authorities and the persons who have been investigated; 

• The inclusion of extended family increases the sympathy within the family for the 
survivor of abuse; 

• Repeated out-of-home placements of children and/or high levels of behavioural 
turmoil from a teen are not good predictors of successful outcomes if the goal 
is to reunite families; 

• Social workers who participated in a conference with a family and/or who had 
longer term involvement with the family with whom they went through a 
conference have substantially greater understanding of and satisfaction with the 
model than those who did not; 

• Professionals find that the organization necessary to deliver the model is one 
that highly supports a 'strengths-based' approach to their work; 

• Professionals require training and reorientation in order to shift from focussing 
on the immediate family to working with the family group; 

• Protective services and enforcement agencies need to provide a context that 
encourages workers to make plans with the family group and to honour the 
agreements reached while at the same time maintaining their protective role; 

• Communities require education in this approach so that they can encourage and 
support participation and keep it culturally appropriate. 

6.4.3 What Outcomes of Interest to Professionals Can Be Expected from 
Using the Model? 

The answer is qualified by noting the level of difficulty and chronic problems 
presented by the majority of the families who came to the project. 

• Reduced re-occurrence of abuse; 
• Positive gains in children and young people's developmental milestones; 
• Greater certainty in plans for children; 
• More extended family and community supports provided to the referred families; 
• Improved cooperation between family members and authorities; 
• Greater role clarity and cooperation between justice, adult corrections and 

children & youth serving agencies; 
• Increased capacity to follow a 'strengths based' practice from assessment 

through to service delivery and evaluation; 
• Greater cultural sensitivity in delivery of programs. 

Family Group Decision Making, Outcome Report. Volume I Page 272 



6.4.4 What Concerns of Interest to Professionals are Likely to be 
Expressed about the Model? 

• Prior to being involved in a conference, some social workers raise the concern 
that they will lose the ability to get at the truth about matters pertaining to abuse 
if the extended family becomes involved. No workers who actually participated 
in a conference expressed this view. The fear of being "snowed" when so many 
people get involved is typical for many workers new to family work of any kind; 

• A small percentage of family members, including the occasional biological 
father, may say they will not participate even to the point of threatening to sever 
ties, or refusing to initiate absent ties, if their relatives are contacted, or if certain 
others become involved. This can be unsettling to social workers who have not 
participated in the model before. Experience with a conference changes their 
thinking on the matter. It is helpful to encourage them to consider a child's rights 
in the matter and reflect on what potentials lie in the child having access to a 
relative now or at some point in the future; 

• Time and effort is involved in creating the necessary community-based 
partnerships, but this groundwork pays dividends later by ensuring that supports 
are in place to carry through on conferencing and the resulting plans. This 
typically requires some mental "uncaseloading" on the part of workers, not to 
mention supervisory support; 

• Cost of holding the conferences including travel for family when funding support 
is required to get them there and coordinator's salaries are "new" monies for 
agencies. For the 'deep end' families in this project, however, it was typical that 
conferences were held for families which the agencies were already paying large 
amounts of dollars and the conferences were a means of generating workable 
solutions. In most cases, the certainty that came with having a clear plan of 
action was more than enough to assuage the concerns of supervisors and 
managers about the amount of money; 

• Quality teamwork and partnerships require ongoing efforts to implement and 
sustain . - they do not result from a one-off development exercise . - they need 
to be integrated into the 'way the organizations do business'. As satisfied with 
the collaboration as the professionals were, the effort was unsustainable for new 
families without setting in place an ongoing structure which would bring people 
together around a family's plan as opposed to their own individually mandated 
concerns (e.g., the correctional officers were concerned about the 'criminogenic' 
aspects of the offender, the child protection workers were concerned about the 
protection of the child); 

• Agency information systems need to support conferencing such as alerting 
workers to times for reviewing enactment of conference plans; 

• Time and effort required to properly set up a conference of this kind are not seen 
as "real work" by some managers and workers; 

• Workers initially are concerned that conferencing will only increase their already 
heavy workloads; however, after participating they find that the conference does 
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not increase nor decrease their workloads but does lead to a sharing of 
responsibility with the family group; 

• Workers' participating in the conferences on week-ends or evenings when the 
family group can attend need agencies to allow flexible scheduling of their work
days. 

6.4.5 What Will Family Members Want to Know Before Taking Part in a 
Conference? 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

Make sure your thoughts, feelings and questions get raised before, during and 
after the conference even if this means asking someone else to raise them if you 
are afraid to; 
Write down what you want to say beforehand so IF you fill up with feelings and 
things start not coming out right at a meeting or at the conference itself, you will 
always be able to get your clear thoughts across - planning what you want to say 
in advance is for your own protection; 
Ask the social worker or FGC Coordinator right at the start what will be done to 
ensure that everyone is kept safe while preparing for the conference, during the 
conference, and after it; 
It is best that any abuse that is happening in your family comes out now. If the 
abuse of one person is stopped while someone else in the family (adult or child) 
is still being abused, then it is going to just start all over again. No one is safe till 
everyone is safe; 
Ask what help can be offered (if such help is needed) to bring your relatives to 
the conference and to carry out the plan; 
Make sure there is someone at the conference whom you trust and with whom 
you can talk about any abuse that has happened to you or that you have done 
to anyone else. If there is no one in the family, ask if you can bring a support 
person along with you. Also, look around your family and see if you think there 
are people who need to have additional support and raise this with the 
Coordinator or the social worker; 
Do your part to make sure that everyone in the family gets to say what they think 
or feel even if you don't agree with what they think or feel. It's important that 
everything relevant to keeping people safe gets out on the table; 
The FGC is not a place where all kinds of negative things about you or about 
your family are to be aired unless they are related to solving the problems 
surrounding the abuse; 
Don't let things get rushed: make sure that there is enough time for everything 
that is important to happen. Remember, it's probably not every day that your 
family comes together for any reason let alone the ones that are likely to be 
connected to a FGC; 
Make sure you find out before or during the conference what follow-up services 
the agency who referred your family is able to provide and how does the agency 
assure that these will be provided. When family violence gets started, it hardly 
ever stops by itself, even after a FGC, unless there are specific things done by 
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family and/or by professionals to make sure a plan is being followed and to give 
support when that is needed; 

• If one of the difficulties your family is facing is a seriously out-of-control and 
abusive teen, it may be necessary for youth corrections authorities to be 
involved if your family is to have the backing it needs to carry out its plan; 

• Likewise, if one of the difficulties your family is facing is a person who has 
repeatedly abused anyone in the family, it may be necessary for the authorities 
to be involved to make sure that he or she stops this behaviour during the 
preparation and carrying out of your family's plan; 

• If the abuse in your family is tangled up with addictions to alcohol and/or drugs, 
you will definitely want to have a clear plan for what is going to happen about 
those addictions and clear assurances that services are available for 
detoxification, treatment and relapse prevention and other on-going supports 
inside and outside the family as are typically necessary to halt addictions. In all 
likelihood, the whole family will need to be involved in making this part work; 

• After the conference, everyone who took part should be sent a written copy of 
the plan. This gives each of you a record of what was decided, and if family or 
professionals are not carrying out their parts, you can refer them back to the 
plan; 

• Almost all families have some members who care about what happens and have 
the ability to help. Just because some members of your family might have 
serious problems or be out of control does not mean that everyone in the family 
is being dragged down, or has to be dragged down, by that person. Our 
experience is that you will probably be surprised before this whole thing is over 
with some of the good things you learn about your own family. 

6.5 The Changing Context of Child Welfare Practice 

The Family Group Decision Making Project was planned, implemented, and 
evaluated during a period that has seen considerable changes. Many of these changes 
seem on the surface to have the potential to conflict with one another. 

On the one hand, social workers have alternately been blamed for intruding into 
the private sphere of families' lives by taking children from parents instead of 
strengthening the family's capacity to parent. The over representation of single mothers 
living in poverty as the targets of these 'child rescuing' efforts has caused concern for 
groups who believe that this approach to child welfare amounts to little more than 
'mother-bashing'. That is blaming mothers who do not have the resources to care for 
their children and who themselves are often the targets of abuse. These groups pOint 
to research that highlights the long-range harm done to children who are removed from 
their parents. Studies, moreover, have shown that many of these children return to their 
parents when they are 'too old' for care. 

On the other hand, child advocates point to the body of evidence that shows the 
damage done to children when they suffer abuses of various kinds. They typically 
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blame social workers for failing to exercise their authority and for leaving the children 
in unsafe or uncaring places. These child advocates emphasize children's need to 
attach themselves to responsible caregivers over a long-enough period of time to foster 
their future success as adults. 

Laterally, the field has been shaped by an emerging emphasis on legal issues 
that has itself spawned contradictory challenges to the current system. The Children's 
Rights Movement and the Parent's Rights Movements exist alongside the increased 
expectation for social workers and other professionals, including medical and judicial 
investigators, to provide carefully gathered forensic evidence. The expectation is that 
decisions about children will be enhanced if standards of proof related to scientific 
discovery are applied. 

Still others have argued that Rightist fiscal restraint expressed through 
Thatcherism, Reaganomics and Rogernomics has in effect resulted in the 
abandonment by the state of the field of child welfare altogether (Fulcher & Ainsworth, 
1994). Most would agree child welfare and child protection have become increasingly 
separate with the latter becoming virtually synonymous with the carrying out of 
investigations. 

The Family Group Decision Making model holds the potential to bring together 
these seemingly competing perspectives by acknowledging the valued roles that all 
have to play in the halting of family violence. It is clear from the implementation 
evaluation and this follow-up study that the family group conference approach has 
much to offer in situations of serious family violence. This appears to be true whether 
the matters come to the attention of authorities through children's protection services 
or through the courts in matters dealing with adults. In fact, our experience suggests 
that with these more difficult families, better outcomes will result when children's 
protection services, the adult corrections system and the police are able to cooperate 
closely with one another around the family's involvement. Success in stopping family 
violence is enhanced by establishing these partnerships for effective planning and 
implementation of plans. This is exactly what Family Group Decision Making has 
demonstrated that it can achieve. 
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