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Principles behind Family Group Conferences

· Every family is unique.  Every family has its own culture, personalities, personal dynamics and history.   Only the family members themselves can know this.  A Family Group Conference uses the family’s own skills, strengths and personal knowledge to resolve difficulties.  It is an ideal forum to make plans for children / young people in need of care and protection.  Using the family’s own expertise and ensuring the family’s involvement in the planning of the Family Group Conference, means that it is a tool that can effectively be used by diverse communities to make safe and culturally sensitive plans for children.  

· Families sometimes need support from formal agencies in order to meet their children’s needs.  The Family Group Conference process goes some way to redress the power imbalances that are experienced by children / young people and their families in these situations and encourages working in partnership. 

· Agencies that work with families need to share some of their power if they are to work in realistic partnerships. 

· Families are able to make safe, effective and creative decisions for the care and protection of their children / young people given the opportunity and the information to do so.  They have the right to be acknowledged as key decision-makers in the Family Group Conference process.

· Involving the wider family and friends can make planning for children / young people more effective.  Family’s ability to care for their children / young people will be encouraged and supported by family decision-making.  

· Children / young people have the right to have their families fully involved in planning for their future.

· In order to make good decisions families need clear information and to have their own knowledge, skills and values respected.  

· Families have the right to a supportive, safe and private environment to make plans.  

· Families have the right to have safe plans agreed and resourced. 
· Children / young people are best looked after within their family group.

The Background to Family Group Conferences

Family Group Conferences originated in New Zealand from the Maori people.  Maori Groups had made it clear to the Department of Social Welfare in New Zealand that they were unhappy about:

· The high number of Maori children in State Care compared to the rest of the child population.

· Culturally insensitive placements with white European families.

· The lack of involvement of families in decisions about the care of their children.

· The lack of Maori Social Workers.

· Allegations of ill treatment of children in State Care. 

As a result of this and extensive consultation with community and professionals, New Zealand passed the Children, Young Persons, and their Families Act 1989.  This Act introduced the Family Group Conference as the statutory process for working in partnership between the State and the family group.  It empowered family groups to make informed decisions in private time about how to protect and care for their own children.  The Family Group Conference in serious child welfare cases has a legal base and real authority with people’s entitlements, responsibilities and obligations spelt out. 

Family Group Conferences were also held in Youth Crime enabling the young person and their family to take responsibility for the offending behaviour.  Victims of crime were invited to the conference in an attempt to let them have a say about what actions could “put right” the consequences of the young person’s criminal activity.  

For more information about Family Group Conferences please access our reading and reference list from our website www.mkweb.co.uk/family-group-conference-service
Family Group Conferences in the UK & MK
The Children Act 1989 was introduced within England and Wales.  Many of the key principles behind this act support the use of Family Group Conferences e.g.:

· Family support

· Working in partnership

· Parenting responsibility

· Taking account of different in service provision e.g. culture, ethnicity, language and religion

· Safeguarding children and promoting their welfare

· Children remaining within their family group and promoting contact

· Services to children with disabilities

Within the UK interest in Family Group Conferences began in 1991 when the Family Rights Group invited over a group of New Zealand practitioners. 

Working in partnership with families is a principal behind the Children Act 1989 and while Family Group Conferences are not part of the law here, people began to see their potential for developing real partnerships between families and children’s welfare services.  

Family Rights Group has continued to promote the use of Family Group Conferences facilitating a national FGC network. Social Services Departments established local pilot schemes which were evaluated nationally (Marsh and Crow 1997).  Most Local Authorities now say that they either offer this service or are considering doing so.  

Family Group Conferences have been given official status in Working Together to Safeguard Children 2006 (page 189). The review of Care Proceedings (DCA/dfes 2006) recommended Family Group Conferences as an effective process for exploring safe placements for vulnerable children / young people with their wider family and friends network rather than becoming Looked After by the local authority. 
Milton Keynes is implementing the Public Law Outline court protocols in Care proceedings which recommend that a Family Group Conference occurs prior to local authorities initiating these proceedings. 
The White Paper, Care Matters: Time for change (DCAF 2007) echoed this view.  It is accepted good practice by Milton Keynes permanency panel that a family is offered a Family Group Conference before decisions about alternative permanent care are made for children / young people.  In response to family feedback Milton Keynes FGC Service are keen to ring fence Family Group Conferences in early intervention so that families have access to this form of planning sooner rather than later.
There is a wealth of research that confirms Family Group Conferences make safe plans for children / young people and that families and children / young people value this way of working.  To find out more about this please see reading list on our website.
The Key Element of Family Group Conferences

· The term family is widely interpreted and includes family, friends and other significant people.  It does not imply one particular type of family.  

· The role of the Independent Co-ordinator is vital in negotiating attendance and informing all participants about the process involved.  The role is separate and independent from other professional involvement with the family.  Where possible the Co-ordinator is matched for ethnicity, culture, religion and language with the family.  The starting point for this is a discussion with the family about what is important to them.  

· The attendance of family members is facilitated by the Co-ordinator through practical and financial assistance with travel, choice of venue, availability of interpreters, childcare etc.  

· The Co-ordinator has the responsibility of identifying and addressing issues of culture, ethnicity, gender, language or religion and to respond positively to any particular needs that a family may identify.  The Family Group Conference is held in the language choice of the family.  

· A child / young person who attends needs to be helped to identify a supporter, preferably from within their own network.  In some circumstances an advocate may be provided from the agencies involved i.e. voluntary organisation, foster carer. Careful thought needs to be given to this because of the impact this can have on the private family time.  Careful consideration needs to be given to the advocacy needs of children and vulnerable adults by the Co-ordinator.  

· The family is the primary planning group.  The role of all the agencies is to share their assessment, information and knowledge with the family and to answer any questions the family may have.  It is not to present a plan and seek family agreement to this.  

· Private decision making and planning time is an essential element for the family.  
· The family plan should be agreed by the referring agency unless the plan is thought to place the child / young person at risk of significant harm.  In such situations it will be necessary for the agencies to explain the specific concerns they have regarding risk to the child, and what will happen if the family cannot make a plan. The family may then be offered another opportunity to plan to manage the risks in partnership with the agencies.

· When the family have made their plan the agencies need to say at the meeting whether they can provide the resources requested by the family to support their plan.  If there are going to be delays, then the family needs to have been informed of the processes for decision making at the beginning of the Family Group Conference process.  Decisions need to be made quickly.  

· The family plan needs to be clear about how they and the agencies will monitor the plan and what to do if it is not working e.g. contingency plans. 

· The presumption is that all the family will be invited to the Family Group Conference.  In some exceptional circumstances it may be necessary to exclude a family member.  Alternative ways of contributing to the meeting will be explored by the Co-ordinator e.g. through letters or tapes.  

· The decision to exclude rests with the Co-ordinator if there are safety issues.  The decision needs to be clear and to be put in writing to the family member.  Family member need to be made aware of the complaints procedure.  

· Research and practice evidence suggests that families are able to prepare a plan, in the majority of situations.  Children’s Services, Education, Health and other agencies providing information need to be clear with families what is likely to happen if they are unable to prepare a plan.  

· The Co-ordinator will offer the family the opportunity of a review Family Group Conference at the initial meeting so that the family can check that their plan is working, that the resources requested have been provided and to update the plan if circumstances have changed.  The family may request more than one review. 
Roles and Responsibilities

For the Family Group Conference to be effective, it is important that everyone is clear about his or her roles and responsibilities within the process.  

The following is an outline of the key responsibilities of all those involved in the process.  

Role of the Family

· To be prepared to look at what needs to be different to meet the needs of the child / young person.

· To identify the key people who need to attend the Family Group Conference and to take part constructively and with respect for each other. 

· To request the information they need to make good decisions.

· To develop a plan that meets the needs of the child / young person in partnership with the agencies involved.  

· To identify contingency plans.

· To write up the plan (with assistance of the Co-ordinator if they choose)

· To make monitoring arrangements to check that the plan is working.  

· To make arrangements to review the plan and update it is necessary.

· To carry out the plan as agreed.  

Role of the Referrer
· To carry out any necessary assessments and ensure the child’s / young person’s safety.

· To offer the family the opportunity of a Family Group Conference and to make a referral to the Family Group Conference service.  

· To initially prepare the family for what to expect from a Family Group Conference.

· To provide clear, good quality information to the Family Group Conference about the assessment, preferably in writing.

· Discuss what needs to be said with the main family members beforehand and obtain permission for what will be shared in writing.  

· To provide balanced information, building on the family strengths as well as pointing out what may need to change.

· To keep information free of professional jargon.

· To give realistic information about family support services available to support the family plan.

· Include the assessment of the child / young person’s needs.  Be clear about your professional opinion.

· To be clear about care and protection issues; stating what needs to change and in what timescales?

· Include information on “The Bottom Lines”.

If there are safe guarding issues.  What will Children’s Social Care, Education, Health and the other agencies do if the changes are not made?

For example with behaviour difficulties in school this might be information on likely exclusion if changes are not made.

· Encourage and support the family to do their own planning.

· To provide answers to questions from the family network during the Preparation Stage.

· To keep in regular contact with the Independent Co-ordinator to prepare for the questions the family may have at the meeting.  

· To let the Co-ordinator know of any significant changes that may affect the Family Group Conference.

· To make sure that all the agencies involved are clear about each other’s roles and responsibilities so that the family is given clear information.  To meet with the other agencies beforehand if there are issues that need to be resolved between the agencies.

· To be as flexible as possible about the timing of the meeting – it belongs to the family.  

· To provide clear, realistic good quality, verbal information at the “Information Giving” stage of the Family Group Conference.

· To agree the family plan (with line manager) if it keeps the child / young person safe from “significant harm” or meets the school’s bottom lines to restore relationships and enable the child / young person to access education.  

· To keep to the referrer’s part of the plan and be clear with all the family if this is not possible.  

· To contact the Co-ordinator / Family Group Conference service when the family need to review their plan. 

Role of Managers 
Research indicates that this is a key role in ensuring the success of Family Group Conferences as a model of working in partnership with families to improve outcomes for children / young people.

· To actively encourage, agree to and support the referrals to the Family Group Conference service.

· To assist the referrer to be clear about Children’s Social Care position and to make a clear statement to the Family Group Conference.

· To make sure that the Referrer is clear about resources and whether they are available.

· To positively support the re-sourcing of family plans in the least intrusive way. 

· To agree the family plans if they keep the child / young person safe from significant harm and are lawful. To give detailed information back to the family where the plans do not.   

· To make sure that the support agreed by the referring agency for the family plan is implemented. 

Role of Other Agencies
Much of this is similar to the role of the Referrer.  In essence:

· To carry out assessments. 

· To provide information to the Family Group Conference either verbally or in a clear jargon free report as agreed with the Co-ordinator. 

· To take part in the information stage if requested to by the family. 

· To provide services to the family plans and ensure that they are provided as agreed. 

Role of Foster Carers / Residential Carer

· To positively support the child / young person throughout the process.

· To remain focused on the needs of the child / young person in helping them prepare for the Family Group Conference.  

· To assist the child / young person to be clear of their views, and how to express these for the Family Group Conference.

· To be available if requested to support the child / young person at the Family Group Conference (this will usually mean being available to the child / young person if they leave the private family time).

· To carry out any assessments necessary for the meeting. 

Role of the Co-ordinator
· In the preparation stage to ensure that all the family are well informed about why the Family Group Conference is being held. 
· To identify, prepare and invite all the participants in the Family Group Conference in advance. 
· To manage and discuss any conflict in this process.  

· Be clear with everyone about his or her roles and responsibilities in the Family Group Conference process.

· To support agencies to prepare for the Family Group Conference. In particular to enable information givers to provide information to families that is accessible, based on strengths and is solution focused.

· To share the Social Worker’s report with the wider family after checking that the child / young person and parents have agreed that the contents can be shared.  

· Identify any issues relating to ethnicity, culture, language, gender or religion and respond positively to particular needs requested by the family. 

· Identify and request the information the family needs in order to make good decisions.  Make sure that this information is clear and jargon free. 

· Establish the wishes and feelings of the child / young person and how best to inform the meeting of these.  

· Identify and prepare advocates for their role with the child and other vulnerable adults.  To be clear with all participants at the meeting about the role of the advocate.

· To arrange a time and venue for the meeting that suits the family.  Support practical arrangements for transport to the meeting, childcare, food etc in consultation with the family.  

· To prepare family members to take part constructively and with respect for each other. 

· To keep all participants focussed on the issues and purpose of the Family Group Conference. 

· To chair the information giving stage.

· To facilitate the family going into private planning time. 

· To help clarify and record the family plan.  Ensure that the plan contains monitoring, contingency and reviewing arrangements.

· To seek the view of the agencies about whether the plan provides for the care and protection of the children and if the resources requested can be provided.

· To pass the plan to the Social Worker and other family members. 

· To pass back to the referring Social Worker any identified child protection issues for decision / clarification.

· To advocate for families in presenting their plan to other agencies if requested by the family.

· To arrange Family Group Conference reviews.

· Seek the views of families and referrers about the service and develop it accordingly.  

 How It Works – the Process in Practice

· The Family Group Conference is an empowering approach to planning and decision-making rather than a one off meeting.  There are several aspects of the process, which will be looked at in more detail.  These are:

· Referrals

· Preparation

· Information giving

· Private family time

· Agreeing the Plan

· Monitoring and Reviewing

Referrals

· In discussion between families and professionals, agreement is reached that a Family Group Conference will be pursued.  Children’s Social Care staff will usually undertake to refer to the Family Group Conference service.   Currently the Youth Offending Team is funding Platform 8-13 to refer to the service.
· It is hoped that as the service develops in Milton Keynes that other agencies will also take on the role of referring families and supporting their planning in line with the Every Child Matters agenda.
· An Independent Co-ordinator is appointed (they are independent of the case management and decision-making).

· Research and practice knowledge suggests that families benefit from being given the opportunity to have a Family Group Conference in order to express their views and children / young people value the opportunity to be heard and take part in their families process of decision making.
· The Independent Co-ordinator should reflect the ethnicity and culture of the family and share the same first language if possible.  The process is undertaken in the family’s first language if requested and where necessary the professionals use interpreters.  

Preparation – Stage One

· When the family has been referred for a Family Group Conference, it is important that both the family and the agencies are clear about the purpose of the Family Group Conference. 

· Of absolute importance is the issue of clarity.  The family needs to understand what the issues are from the perspective of the agencies, in order to be able to act upon it.  The information needs to be jargon free and respectful.  In Milton Keynes the aim is for this information to be provided in the form of a brief report from the Referrer who will have previously discussed the contents of the report with the main family members.  

· The adults with Parental Responsibility and the child / young person must see the contents of the report by the referrer agreeing to share the information contained within it with other family members; otherwise the Family Group Conference cannot occur.  

· The Co-ordinator in consultation with the child / young person with support from their immediate carers identifies the family network.  This may include relatives and / or significant family friends.  One of the Co-ordinators tasks is to prepare these people for the Family Group Conference.  

· Immediate carers refers to those offering care to the child / young person, either from the family network, or professionals such as foster carers, residential workers or health professionals.  The Co-ordinator will also need to consult with those who have parental responsibility for the child / young person.  

· The time from referral to the Family Group Conference being held can be very variable and depends upon a number of factors associated with each individual family.  The principals used to gauge this are that the child / young person and their family set the pace for their meeting.  However, this principal may be superseded by the need to make safe plans for children quickly and could be directed by the family court.  

· The Co-ordinator then makes contact with the professional network to organise their attendance at the meeting and to clarify that they have prepared the information about their concerns.  Information supplied to the family will depend upon the nature of the referral.  

· The referrer and their line manager’s will need to be clear at this stage of the process what will happen if the family are unable to produce a plan which keeps the child / young person safe from significant harm.  This can be referred to as the ‘bottom line’ and is the agencies ‘non-negotiable’ position. 

· In School referrals for example the “bottom line” may be about unacceptable behaviour or attendance.

· There will be times when there is no “bottom line” merely agency information to support better outcomes for the child / young person.  

· The Referrer will also need to provide information to the family group about the type of resources available and the likelihood of accessing them.  

· The Co-ordinator will involve the family in planning a convenient date, time and venue for the meeting.  Preparing family members to participate and focus on the issues is a key responsibility for the Co-ordinator at this stage.  It is important that the family group acknowledges there is a need for a plan about the child / young person’s welfare.  
· The Co-ordinator has the right to exclude individuals if absolutely necessary.  The grounds for doing so should be explicitly stated, (e.g. proven likelihood of violence, or too drunk to contribute) and the family member should have the right to appeal and / or contribute in a different manner.

· The Co-ordinator in consultation with the family determines who attends the Family Group Conference.  

· The starting point is that all members of the family network are invited and are given a copy of the report for the Family Group Conference, ensuring that everyone is aware of the purpose of the meeting.

· If the child / young person is placed with foster carers or in residential care then these carers will need to be prepared for the Family Group Conference so that they can offer appropriate support to the child / young person during the process.  The Co-ordinator also needs to inform and involve the fostering support worker.  

· Further preparation work may be needed with other professionals who may be requested to attend the Family Group Conference to provide information to the family, such as teachers, health visitors and voluntary organisations etc.

· The Co-ordinator will assist all those involved in the process to be clear what the issues are, with the importance of remaining focussed on planning for the child / young person, as the main purpose of the Family Group Conference.  The Co-ordinator is responsible for ensuring that clear information is available for all those involved at the earliest opportunity to prevent unnecessary delay.  

· Family members who are unable to attend must be supported to contribute in other ways. 

Information Giving – Stage Two

· This part of the meeting is ‘chaired’ by the Co-ordinator.   The aim is to keep all participants focusing on the purpose of the meeting the needs of the child / young person and the future planning. 

· At the start of the meeting the agencies are invited to share their information with the family group.  The assumption is that there will be no new information from the agencies at the meeting.  The family will be using this stage to clarify the information.

· Only those agency staff directly involved and / or holding significant information should attend the Family Group Conference.

· Special consideration needs to be given to families who have English as a second language and / or where there are communication difficulties. 

· The Co-ordinator addresses the need for a child / young person to have an advocate within the meetings.  This can be successful when a member of the family group undertakes this role.  The Co-ordinator will help establish how the use of an advocate can be most beneficial.

· The referring agency must be clear about what decisions the family can make, and what decisions have already been made.  

· The family must be given relevant, non-judgemental and jargon free information about the following:

1. The circumstances of the child / young person

2. The referrer’s assessment of what needs to be different

3. Statutory duties and responsibilities if applicable

4. The families rights and responsibilities

5. Children’s services, education, health and other relevant resources.

6. The complaints procedure. 

· Other agencies that have information for the family to consider when making their plan will address the Family Group Conference at this point.

· The family can clarify the information and ask any questions they might have.  

Private Family time – Stage Three

· The Co-ordinator and the agencies then withdraw leaving the family group to plan in private.  The family has 3 basic tasks:

1. To agree a plan that meets the best interests for the care, protection and needs of the child / young person.
2. To agree contingency plans.
3. To agree how to monitor and review the plan.
· The family may take as long as they like, taking short breaks as and when they please, also being able to refer back to the Co-ordinator should the family need any clarification or additional information.

· Independent advocates, immediate carers such a residential workers / foster carers may also be called upon to wait with the Co-ordinator to offer support to the child / young person; should the child / young person need to withdraw from the meeting.  

· The Co-ordinator remains available to the family throughout their private family time. 

Agreeing the Plan – Stage Four

· Once the family agrees a plan, the Co-ordinator rejoins the meeting.  The Co-ordinator assists the family to clarify, fine tune and record their plan.  The Co-ordinator will ensure that the family has included contingency plans, reviewing arrangements, and responsibility for monitoring.

· The level of monitoring will depend upon the reason for referral.  The family will need to be clear about their monitoring arrangements and will need to know about the agencies responsibilities for monitoring.  The success of the plan will depend upon the family and agencies working together and informing each other about the progress of the plan.  

· The family will be aware before the private planning time, when their plan will be validated.  The aim in Milton Keynes is to inform families whether their plan is accepted at the end of the meeting.  The family will have been informed beforehand by the appropriate agency if there will be any delays to giving agreement to the family plan and when they will receive a response.  

· As far as possible, the Co-ordinator will encourage the family to discuss with the relevant agency beforehand their requests for resources, or potential plans so that the agencies are able to give a response at the meeting.  

· The family plan should be agreed if it does not place the child / young person at risk of significant harm.  The only reasons for not agreeing the family plan is if it places a child / young person at risk of significant harm or if the plan is unlawful.

· If the family plan is not accepted because it fails to keep the child / young person safe from significant harm, then the family will be told that very clearly and specifically by the Referrer and / or their line management.  The family will be given another opportunity to plan if they want it.  

Monitoring and Review

· The family will be offered a Review Family Group Conference at their initial meeting.  The time and date for this is agreed and written into the family plan.  

· The family will be asked at the initial Family Group Conference to identify a family member, or ideally 2, who will take responsibility for informing the referring agency if the plan is not working and / or needs adjustment.  

· The Review Family Group Conference enables the family and the Referrer to be satisfied that what was initially agreed is being done and to adjust the level of resources or support if necessary.  

· Where any decision, recommendation or plan is made by a Family Group Conference, it is proposed that these plans be reviewed at least once.  The Review Family Group Conference is arranged on the same principles as the original meeting i.e. with ‘private time’.

· Review Family Group Conferences are offered within 12 weeks of the initial Family Group Conference plan being validated.  This can be sooner if the family wish.  

· It will be the responsibility of the Referrer at the Review Family Group Conference to update the family group of the current situation in relation to the child / young person, or any significant changes that have occurred since the initial meeting.  

· Any changes to the family plan arising from the Review Family Group Conference will be agreed and circulated in the same way as the initial family plan.  

Summary

· Internationally, research shows that Family Group Conferences are an effective and respectful way of planning for children that family’s value.

· “Family systems that are adequately resourced and properly informed, that are allowed the “mana” of self determination and are respected by professionals as valued partners in the process, can and do make safe decisions, and formulate plans that promote the well being of the child.”  (Mike Doolan.  Formerly the Chief Social Worker in New Zealand).

· In Milton Keynes, the Family Group Conference model is being used to successfully address the identified care and protection needs of children and young people.  The process provides the family with an opportunity to develop their own Care and Protection Plan.

· Family Group Conferences are used as early intervention to help families to sort out:

· Where a child / young person will live.

· How to keep children / young people safe and healthy.

· Problems with exclusions, attending school and/or addressing youth crime.

· How the family can cope better and improve relationships.
· The Family Group Conference model needs good public relations especially in these early stages of embedding it into services for Children and Families.  Nothing succeeds like success and having families share their experiences and tell their own good news stories is a powerful approach.  If you have a success story you wish to share please contact us.
· The FGC service currently receives most of it’s referrals from Children’s Social Care.  Priority is given to children and young people who are at risk of becoming looked after by the Local Authority or at risk of significant harm. Preferably prior to statutory processes being initiated to give families the opportunity to work in partnership with the agencies to find their own resolution.  The new court protocols for Care proceedings are recommending that families are offered a Family Group Conference prior to the Local Authority initiating Care proceedings (where safety allows).  
· Families regularly tell us that they would have liked this service earlier rather that later. Therefore, the FGC service has ringed fenced Co-ordinator availability for Family Group Conferences in early intervention.

· In line with the Every Child Matters agenda, the team around the child and the development of the lead professional role the FGC service subject to funding provision aims to offer other agencies the ability to refer children / young people and their families.
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Family Group Conference Service
The Quaker Centre

1 Oakley Gardens

Downhead Park

Milton Keynes

MK15 9BH

Tel:  01908 392241

Fax:  01908 392302

Email: fgc@milton-keynes.gov.uk

Website: www.mkweb.co.uk/family-group-conference-service
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