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Power to the       
family

Andrew Papworth explains the process involved in establishing
family group conferences for families to be supported in 
addressing their problems, pinpointing the benefits in 
improved esteem and outcomes for children and young people

reluctant to use them and illustrates problems
about their recent growth. Referrals and the
number of conferences held have grown every
year. The conferences are organised by a pool of
independent self-employed co-ordinators who
are effectively commissioned for each FGC they
take on. Although independent – and so
completely outside any other decision making
processes – they work to a set of standards
established by the Service.  

Consultation is available through their peer
supervision and from the manager of the
Camden service. The pool now has 15 co-
ordinators of 11 different cultural backgrounds
and offering 11 different languages –
conferences can be held in the first language of
the family, with any translating provided for
agency professionals. Many co-ordinators have
been with the pool since its inception in 2001.

The Camden service was evaluated by
Birmingham University (Kate Morris) in 2007,

with the first analysis looking at 116 family
plans covering 205 children. This was followed
by retrospective enquiries into what had
happened to a sample of 43 of these children
approximately one year later. A look at the
reasons for referral showed that almost one
third were of a child protection nature and
almost another third were classed as children in
need, including those at risk of accommodat-
ion. Almost 10% were the subject of care
proceedings, evidence that referrals have been
typically for ‘heavy end’ cases.

Among the sample of children approximately
one year after their FGC, only three of the 15
who had been on the Child Protection Register
were still on this list. Of the nine children who
had been subject to care orders or interim care
orders, just two remained in a similar position,
while eight previously accommodated children
were no longer in care. The number of children
in a kinship care placement had increased from
one to six and the number living with their
parents had increased from 26 to 31. Just 19 of
the 43 FGC cases were still open.

The growth in referrals has shown that
managers and social workers in Camden have
been increasingly keen to refer to the service,
with evaluations from them and other
professionals having been overwhelmingly
positive, almost as much as evaluations from
family members – 78% of agency professionals
thought that the FGC made a difference to the
outcome of the children compared with other
ways of working with families.

My experience in working with several local
authorities as a co-ordinator and then as a
project manager and a trainer has led me to talk
with many social workers. Whilst some have
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NEED COME UP
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amily group conferences (FGCs)
have not had an easy start in the
UK, but the past two years has
seen a dramatic rise in their use.
A report in November 2009 by

the Family Rights Group (FRG) and University
of Birmingham suggested that 69% of local
authorities are now offering them. 

They were first introduced 15 years ago by
social workers in Hampshire who had observed
the model’s success in New Zealand, where
Maori people had been using its principles for
years. In 1989 it was enshrined in the country’s
legislation, following soul-searching by the
social work profession in the wake of the failure
of institutional and mono-cultural practice to
support Maori families. Results from its use in
the UK, in Hampshire and in the few other
authorities which started using it more than a
decade ago, were similarly impressive. 

The concept of letting the families of
children in acute need come up with solutions
to their problems has always presented a
challenge to many social workers and to
government. Evidence from the FRG/University
of Birmingham study [Report on the impact of
the Public Law Outline on Family Group
Conference services in England & Wales] shows
how for too long their use was restricted to
about one third of local authorities, and many
of these regarded it as something to be used
only on a limited scale. More recently, however,
guidance from central government has
encouraged the use of FGCs.

Camden Borough Council’s Family Group
Conference Service celebrated its tenth
anniversary in March this year. Its success both
questions why some authorities are still
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been wholehearted in their enthusiasm, others
are more cautious and some find the principles
of FGCs hard to accept. The model is based on
the family – with input from the child –
deciding on the plan, with the requirement that
the department and the social worker accept
and implement that plan, provided it does not
place the child at risk. For some social workers,
and for their employing authorities, charged
first with assessing needs and then planning
care, seeing such a transfer of power to the
family (even with the proviso that unsafe plans
can be vetoed) can prove difficult. 

Empowered
It requires working in a different way. It not
only means acceptance of families and children
being empowered, it actually values that as a
principle. It means meaningful partnership with
service users. It is a return to some basic values
in social work, reflected in BASW’s Code of
Ethics for Social Work, such as its concern with
social justice: ‘Support anti-oppressive and
empowering policies and practices and to assist
individuals, families, groups and communities
in the pursuit and achievement of equitable
access to social, economic and political
resources and attaining self-fulfilment, self-
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management and social well being.’
The role of the social worker in an FGC,

once they have offered the family a conference,
and the family have accepted, is as follows:

1) to make a referral; 2) to provide clear
factual information to the family about their
concerns and to answer questions about this; 3)
advise the family of possible resources; 4)
respond to the  family’s plan, seeking any
necessary clarification before either agreeing it
and the resources it requires, or stating it is
unacceptable because it puts the child at risk; 5)
ensuring implementation of the part of the plan
they are responsible for; 6) providing support
to the family. Generally it will be important that
the social worker has prepared a thorough
assessment of the child’s situation and needs.

Social workers and agencies can appreciate
and refer for FGCs for several reasons. They
may value the principles on which they are
based, or they may be more pragmatic and
realise that they are an efficient way of coming
up with a plan, and that the plans are often
more sustainable than plans made by other
routes. If the child is to be the subject of care
proceedings, then FGCs can do invaluable
planning, and courts have shown enthusiastic
appreciation of FGCs.   

The more pragmatic social workers may try
to influence the outcome of the FGC by
encouraging a particular outcome, or
suggesting certain resources. Yet experience
suggests that it is because families and children
perceive a genuine shift in the power balance
and a real opportunity to plan (done in private
family time without the co-ordinator or agency
staff present) that this approoach is able to
work. As such, tampering with the model
weakens it.

Advocates
FGCs are focussed on the child and their
future. They try to ensure that the child’s voice
is heard, and children are offered an advocate or
support person who can support them in the
process, helping them work out what they want
to say and how to say it – as well as how much
they want to be involved in the FGC itself.
Children can choose an advocate they know or
decide to have someone independent.

Last year a Finnish report was published,
titled Family Group Conferences from a Child
Perspective, which looked at children’s
experiences of FGCs in Denmark, Norway,
Sweden, Finland and Iceland. A team of
researchers interviewed children (aged 7-14)
before and twice after their FGC. 

The report stated: ‘The changes experienced
by children were mostly for the better. The
Nordic children pointed out similar life issues
that they wanted to see changed: relations with
and between the parents; the situation at home
and with friends and peers; [and issues]
connected to everyday circumstances (school,
work, free time) but also connected to the
identity and self. The most important issue for
the children seemed to be that their biggest
worries had decreased. This seemed to
influence other things and areas of [their] life –
including those areas not mentioned in the
questions formulated for the FGC to solve.

It often happened that the dimensions that
the children considered the most important
were seen by adults as being of minor
importance, if not totally invisible.’

The report noted how the work of the co-
ordinator is crucial, that the children said they
felt more of a participant than in traditional
meetings and that they felt that they had been
listened to better. It also found that meetings
were generally child focused – where there was
a support person this helped – and urged that
children are consulted about questions they
want addressed at the FGC and that social
workers are clear with them beforehand.

Some social workers with responsibility for
looked-after children can find empowering
children difficult: they are aware that the
children and young people sometimes say far
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more to their families than to them. However, a
young respondent from a Camden FGC user
event said of the approach: “FGCs gave me a
voice, to be able to express my views. It gave
other family members a chance to come up
with advice and support.”

Before my involvement with FGCs I worked
for some 25-years as a social worker and team
manager with children and families. I became
aware of the seeming alienation of a majority of
the individuals and families which the
authorities I worked for sought to engage.
There was often a distrust of the authority,
frequently extended to its staff. This included a
belief that “the welfare” was an agency not to
be trusted because it would quickly resort to
criticism and to removing children. There was
also a view that the authority was a
bureaucracy which was inefficient, lacking in
care and which had a level of power that it
would abuse.  

I was also aware of staff who were
tremendously committed and compassionate

and who went the ‘extra mile’ for the families
they worked with. This may well have helped
with the quality of the relationship between
them and the families but this nonetheless did
little to change the way the families viewed the
authority. The resulting climate of low trust was
not productive for creating robust solutions to
the problems identified. 

The advent of the 1989 Children Act, with its
emphasis on valuing family life and on
partnership with service users, instanced by the
requirement to make written agreements with
them, offered an exciting opportunity. Yet I was
soon to reflect that the new stress on
partnership made little difference. 

FGC is different. The revised power balance
which FGCs provide and the opportunity for
genuine family decision-making means that this
problem of family/authority trust is minimised.
Although problems can remain (for example,
the agency may not deliver what it has agreed
to, or it may cancel a promised review) these
should be avoided if the integrity of the FGC
model is respected and the manager of the
service and the co-ordinators are willing to
monitor and challenge. 

the verge of care proceedings, social workers
and co-ordinators have to be balanced: stress
the advantages while making it clear that they
do not have to agree.

So, FGCs are now a major feature of children
and family work. They are child-focussed but
are empowering of the family. They operate
with a clear model and clear principles. It is
apparent that it is these which make them
attractive to children and families but it is also
these which do represent a challenge to the
systems which refer people to them. A
consequent development over the last four or
so years has been an awareness of the need to
set standards. Hence there are now schemes for
the accreditation of co-ordinators, and the FRG
now has a national scheme with the University
of Chester for a post-graduate certificate, while
London FGC services now offer training and
accreditation via the Open College Network.

Anti-social 
Developments and expansions of the concept
within the Camden service over recent years
typify what is happening in other places.
Restorative Justice (RJ) FGCs were added some
five years ago. Referrals are taken of young
people responsible for anti-social behaviour and
the FGC is held in two parts. In the first the
young person is confronted with the effects of
their behaviour on others, through the
attendance of a ‘victim’, or a representative of
that person, or a statement from them. The
young person and their family then respond
and agree a plan to make amends. This work
requires thorough preparation by all parties
beforehand. This part is followed by a more
conventional FGC, looking at the welfare needs
of the young person. FGCs are also being
offered in schools.

I will close by urging BASW and its members
to endorse FGCs as good practice and in line
with sound social work values. By now the use
of FGCs must have led to the perilous
situations of thousands of children and young
people having a better outcome than they
otherwise would. That must be reason
enough to encourage their wider use. PSW

Also critical is that FGCs throw out a
challenge to the family to use their own
resources.  It is very normal to find that families
have contacted each other and discussed many
issues before the FGC.  During their private
time they have to decide how to manage the
meeting as well as what plans to make on their
own. This is a sharp contrast to other ways of
working with families which always involve a
professional in some capacity. Often they
become a target of resistance or a focus for
dependence. Either way the family transfers
blame or responsibility to the professional. 

The Finnish review leader Heino stated:
“Each private network managed to get the
private meeting going and to move ahead with
it. This forms a kind of a team-building process
in practice. The attitude was expressed for
example that, “we are not the professionals in
these matters, but we solve this our own way”.

The enthusiasm of the courts for FGCs,
alongside criticism of lengthy, costly and
adversarial proceedings would seem to be

behind the Public Law Outline, introduced in
April 2008, which requires local authorities to
consult with the wider family before
proceedings commence. This has led to a
marked increase in the number of referrals for
FGCs. It is very welcome that many more
families are now being given the opportunity to
plan for their children in this way.  

However, FGCs, as an empowering practice,
are entered into on a voluntary basis, and the
PLO has given rise to families being pressured
to hold an FGC. Lawyers and social workers
who do not understand the process can think
that a family can be obliged to have an FGC
and are sometimes unrealistic about the
timescale for co-ordinating it – they typically
take six weeks to organise, an efficient way of
working given all that needs to be done:
clarifying the issues, identifying and seeing
the whole family, engaging and talking to
children, arranging support where appropriate
and involving further professionals where
relevant.

Co-ordinators say that FGCs held where
the family have felt pressured to agree are
often less successful. In talking to families on

Andrew Papworth was previously manager of
the Camden FGC Service. He has also been a
social worker and independent social worker.
He now works as a consultant and trainer.
Please email psw@basw.co.uk with any views
about this article or to have comments passed
on to Andrew.

For more information about the Family Rights
Group, visit www.frg.org.uk 

IT’S A SHARP CONTRAST TO OTHER WAYS
OF WORKING WITH FAMILIES WHICH
INVOLVE A PROFESSIONAL. OFTEN THEY
BECOME A TARGET OF RESISTANCE OR
FOCUS FOR DEPENDENCE. 
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