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ABOUTARACY
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worrying trendsin the wellbeing of
Australia’syoung people.
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membersbased across Australia.
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more likely to uncover solutionsto the
problemsaffecting children and young
people.
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Australia’s future generation.
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1. To promote collaborative research
and agenda setting forchildren
and young people

2. To promote the application of
research to policy and practice for
children and young people.
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focusof workshopsorseminars, including
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Developed forthe Facilitating Partnersof
the Australian Government Communitiesfor
Children initiative, thispaperisnow being
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INTRODUCTION

Someone once said “Children need all the support their parents can get”.
They were right, of course, and it isthrough postive partnerships with parents
that we can offer them support and engage them in services which can
enhance child and family well-being. An understanding of the importance of
relationship-based practice has profound implications for practitioners,

managersand policy makers.

This topical paper was commissoned by the Department of Families,
Communitiesand Indigenous Affairsthrough the Australian Research Alliance
for Children and Youth. It is primarily intended for people working in the
Communities for Children Initiative and thisencompasses a broad range of
services and sites of practice. While the content in this paper will not be of
equal relevance to all settings, we trust that all who work in services for

familieswith young children will find it of value.

We have found it difficult to identify empirical studies on worker-parent
relationships in early childhood settings, and so have drawn on studies from

related fields, and given salience to Australian research where possble.

The paper focuseson the elementsof effective partnershipswith parents, not
on working relationships with children. (The latter, of course, would be a
wonderful companion to this paper). The principles of practice and the
personal qualitiesrequired for developing and sustaining postive partnerships
with parents apply to all families, but are of critical importance for parents
who struggle to nurture their children against the oddsof adversty in the past

orin the present.

Thispaperisdeliberately not written in “academese” or “bureaucratese” but
in a language that aspiresto speak to the hearts and minds of those who

work directly with familiesof young children. It also aspiresto speak to those in
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supervisory and management roles who have the responshbility of selecting

and sustaining staff and volunteersin rewarding but very demanding work.

We are grateful to the South Australian Communities for Children Reference
Group for assisting us in our initial consultations for the preparation of this
paper, and to those who have given us feedback on drafts including
Associate Professor Maria Harries AM (University of Western Australia), David
Zarb (The Smith Family, Mirrabooka and Kwinana, WA), Di O'Neil (S Luke’s
Child and Family Services, Bendigo, VIC), Jan Chorley (Uniting Care Wedey,
Seaton, SA), and Brenda Stubbs and Archie Baker (Department of Families

and Communities, SA).

We hope that what we have written helps to affirm and inspire positive
partnerships with parents and visionary practice in services for families with

young children.

PO SITIVE PARTNERSHIPS: WHAT PARENTS SAY

Let usbegin by listening to what some parents have said about their positive
partnerships with staff and volunteers in three very different services for
families with young children across three different Australian Sates. Listening
respectfully to parents symbolises where we need to start in engaging

families.
Parent Resource Program

The following quotations come from some of the parents who were in the
Parent Resource Program of SDN Children’s Services, a community service
organisation that in the early-2000’s pioneered a model of integrated family
support services and mainstream early childhood education and care. All
staff were trained to engage and work collaboratively with parentswho were
struggling to raise their children in the context of poverty and in the face of
problems such as substance dependence or family violence. The following
guotes offer an insight into the importance the parents placed on their

relationshipswith staff and what they most appreciated.
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“Where otherpeople would ask theirextended family, I would pick up the
phone and ask Mary (the Family Support Worker assigned to this family)

and she would know that’show | feel.”

“They seem to let you into their lives — the personal things. | think that it's
really nice that they're open with parents. | like it. | think this isimportant
because we’'re prepared to do it ourselves so it'snice to get it in return. |

think that it'simportant that they can be honest.”

“The gtaff tend to be interested in talking to you not only about the child
but even in you personally. Sometimesthey ask ‘How are you going?’ and
say ‘Thiswas a wonderful thing that happened today.’ | notice that they
take enough interest to remember things. And that’s quite important.
People sometimes treat things as a job and have their cut-off points

whereasldon’t find that here ... I like the stability of the staff aswell.”

“The staff always tell me things and that makes me comfortable. They
alwaystell me what Alan hasdone in the day and they get hisbook out
and show me the photosof what he hasbeen doing. And histeacher will

say ‘he hasdone thistoday’.”

“M. (the Family Support Worker) hascome to the house a few timesto see
me and she’sbeen a really postive person in my life. | discussed going to
school (i.e. undertaking tertiary studies) with her and what I wanted to do

and she gave me some resources.” (1: 13-14, 35-36)

A staff member in thisprogram reflected on how the broadening of her role

enhanced herjob satisfaction.

“It’s not just the children we are dealing with, it's the whole family. | feel
rewarded for my efforts which makes for a great sense of success”
(Goodfellow, 2004 ascited in 2: 28-29).
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Nurse Home Visiting Service for Young Parents

Young parentsin rural Victoria were asked how they felt about their visting

maternal and child health nurse. They expressed smilar sentiments.

“She (the nurse) didn’t really tell you what to do, which I've had trouble
with a lot of people because they thought l wasno good at raising him ...

she just helped ...she’d suggest thingsand give you information.”

“She wasnice, it just felt more normal talking to her, it wasn't like ditting at

the Doctorsand having to explain myself and that kind of thing.”

“The nurse wasvery good, she just supported me and tried to help, she

didn’'t make me feelbad and she helped a lot.” (3:23)

Parents Plus Program

In an evaluation of the Parents Plus program delivered by Good Beginnings
Ausdtralia in the northern suburbs of Adelaide, parents were invited to talk
about what facilitated their involvement (4: 19, 23-25). The program involves
playgroup sessions for parents and their children who have been placed in

care by child protection services.

The playgroupswere viewed by parents as a natural, fun, exciting, safe and
friendly environment in which parents could share their life experiences and
build happy memories together with their children. Parents reported
developing a strong sense of trust with the staff who facilitated the sessions,
and building friendships with other parentsthat were maintained outside the
playgroups. Parents said that having a non-judgemental atmosphere was

one of the keysto theirengagement in the playgroups:
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“Because you know what.....when people find out that you've had your
kidstaken from you, they look at you different.....like you're some kind of
leper or something. That happened to me the other week. A nurse came
out to check on my baby at home and when | told her that | had a kid
who was in care she virtually ran out the door. People can be so
judgemental. Here, everybody is in the same boat and can relate to

each other.”

Respondentsresoundingly identified personal and professional characteristics
of the staff and volunteers as vital to their postive experiences of the
playgroups. In particular, the non-judgemental and postive approach of
playgroup workers, their honesty, “down to earth” natures, sense of fun,
creativity, and love of the children in the playgroups, were outstanding
characterigicsidentified by parentsand other workers. The workers extensive
knowledge of parenting and child development and theirinteraction with the
children were also seen ascrucial. A majority of the parentscommented on
how much the children loved the staff and volunteers and enjoyed

attending.

“The volunteersare wonderful and they come here every week and take
us for who we are. They don’t judge us either and there are a lot of

judgemental people out there.”

“The parents were constantly told to be postive....you don’'t get the
recognition you deserve and here you get that and you know what, you
eventually start to believe it. You forget the negatives and concentrate

on the positives.”

In addition, a majority of parents reported trusting the staff and volunteers
and appreciated how “upfront” they were about their notification
responsbilities (eg. if they come across any suspicion of child abuse and
neglect, they were to report it). Saff also commented on the importance of
ensuring transparency in report writing with the parents. This in turn built

trusting relationshipswith parents.
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Saff and volunteersshared theirinsightson their relationshipswith parents.

“...to me compassion isempathy and looking at another individual and
saying ‘wow, you know | really see you for who you really are’ rather than
actually forming a judgement in that same comparison —loving them for
who they are and acknowledging that, that their presence is just as

important asanyone else.”

“It isflexible so the parentsdon’t have to come in and something isgoing
on in their liveslike domestic violence but they have to sit there and listen
to ustelling them how much sugarisin a can of coke. You need to be
flexible with people, especially where there is so much going on in

someone’slife.”

“Some of the families...it just shows their dedication, some of them are
travelling for an hour and a half to get to thisgroup and an hourand a
half to get home again and that - really 3 hourstravel to a 3% hour group
- takes a real lot of commitment especially on their part when their lives
are quite often subject to otherfactorsthat influence how often they can
get out, or mental health issues or depresson, some of them are in
domestic violence situations where that can make it really difficult for
them. Some of them have physical disabilitiesand stillon 2 busesto get to
there and when groups start at 9.30 that's getting up fairly early in the

morming and | just think that provestheircommitment to their children...”

“And it'sinteresting when we ask them about hopesand dreamsfor their
children, all of them want the same thing — they want a better life for
them than what they’'ve got but they don’t know how to give that to their

children.”

ERGO! (EMPATHY, RESPECT, GENUINENESS AND
OPTIMISM)

Positive partnershipswith parentsare a meansto an end, not an end in itself.
They can be seen as “a necessary but not a sufficient condition” for

improving the life chances of vulnerable children. Such relationships will be
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influenced by many factorsincluding service functionsand different contexts.
However, it ispossble to offer some generalisationsand what parents, workers
and volunteerssay above resonatesstrongly with research on the importance
of practitioner qualities in engaging families, especially the qualities of

ERGO........... empathy, respect, genuineness and optimism

Before looking at each of these qualities, a few words about the term
“engagement”. It isused in two ways firstly, it describesthe commencement
of a working relationship or a stage of the process of service provison; and
secondly, it is a qualitative component describing the client’s degree of

involvement and investment in service provision.

In describing how relationships might influence client engagement using this
latter definition, some research uses the terms “relationship” and
“engagement” to refer to very similar concepts, whereas others describe
engagement as a continual process that isan outcome of the relationship
between worker and client. Saudt (5) and Yatchmenoff (6) explore these

definitional issuesat some depth.

For families with multiple and complex problemsthe perceived (and actual)
costs of engaging with services may outweigh the benefits (5). This means
that families may not be able to have initial involvement with services, or
where this is achieved, to maintain such involvement, due to personal and

social pressures (5).

Familiesmay be involved with a vast array of servicesand would need to be
effective case managersto coordinate and maintain their involvement with
all of them. In such cases, familiesmay stop being involved with servicesthat
are not addressng their most pressng needs (e.g., housing, employment,
drug abuse), regardless of the quality of their relationship with the workers

delivering the services(5).
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Most of the research on the attributesof the worker hasbeen done in the field
of psychotherapy and may not be readily generalised to a diverse range of
populationsand contexts. However, there are good grounds for thinking that
the findings from this field may have relevance to “helping relationships’ in
general, across the sectors of health, education, justice and social services.
Hubble, Duncan and Miller (7) have drawn on a broad range of studieson
the factorsresponsble for postive outcomesin psychotherapy, including the
meta-analyss by Lambert (8) which identified the degree to which positive
outcomeswere influenced by different factors:

40%: client factors and environmental factors such as social

support

30%: qualities of the therapeutic relationship

15%: hope and expectancy of postive outcome

15%: specific intervention technigues.

In relation to vulnerable families with young children, a postive helping
relationship with a parent may not only be of therapeutic value in itself, but
may act asa gateway to referring them to specialist services. It may also be a
vehicle for environmental interventionsaimed at enhancing social support or
reducing situational stressors (eg finances, housing). Thismay reduce the level

of adversty to which young children are exposed.

S0, what behaviours and attributes do researchers identify as indicating

“empathy, respect, genuinenessand optimism”?
Empathy

Empathy is the most frequently cited personal characteristic
contributing to effective practice and a postive client-worker
relationship (9-12)

Empathy ismanifested in active and reflective listening, which refersto
the worker s ability to understand what the client issaying and feeling.

(Itisimportant to listen very carefully in order to put yourself in someone
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else’s shoes — otherwise you might find yourself in the wrong shoes -
dilettosinstead of sandalg!)
Key elements  of empathy include affirming, helping,

warmth/friendlinessand understanding (13).
Respect

Workers exhibit respect by showing smple courtesy such asarriving on
time and not being judgmental (14), and treating people as unique,
not as‘cases ornumbers.

Respecting the essential dignity and worth of each human being
regardlessof theirbackground and current circumstancesneedsto be

a core value.
Genuineness

Workersneed to be non-defensive and human enough to admit errors
to clients. Practitioners need to model humanness and openness and
avoid hiding behind a mask of “professionalism” (15: 120)

“Sharing of self by relating in a natural, sSncere, spontaneous, open

and genuine manner” (15: 120).
Optimism

Workers who express hope nurture self-efficacy and optimism. In the
words of Brenda Stubbs, an inspiring Aboriginal homemaker working in
a remote community in the Anangu Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara
Lands, “everything | try to do is saying ‘you can change things, it
doesn’'t have to be like it is ”

Enhancing optimism is closely linked to strengthsbased approaches,

that is, focusing on families strengthsratherthan deficits.

In relation to child abuse risk situations, the research of Trotter (9, 16) would
suggest that empathy, respect, genuineness, and optimisn may not be

enough, and that with some families for example, it is very important to
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encourage pro-social behaviours in a direct way, clarify roles and work
together on client-identified issues. Dawson and Berry (12) also identify the
importance of certain worker and agency behavioursin working with families
where there are child protection issues. These include making specific instead
of vague requests, providing training to carry out tasks, postively reinforcing
task achievement and encouraging client participation in the choice and

design of tasks.

Developing and sustaining relationshipsbased on empathy, respect, optimism
and genuinenessiseaser said than done. Like the myth of the perfect parent,
the myth of the perfect practitioner can be burdensome. Factors within the
worker, the parent, the organisational context and the broader social
envionment enhance or impair the expresson of empathy, respect,

genuinenessand optimism.

The worker has a unique personality, values, personal experiences and
educational background which interact to shape how he or she sees the
world and relates to others. How well the worker's needs are met both at
home and at work, and the pressuresthey are placed under, may affect the
degree to which they can feel and show the qualities of empathy, respect,
optimism and genuinenessto parents. Workers are not immune from mental
health problems such as anxiety and depresson, and high levels of
depresson in low paid North American child care workers, for example, has

been identified asa seriousconcern (17).

The parent influences the workers capacity to demonstrate the desred
gualities for relationship-building as relationships are, after all, two way
processes. For example, parentswhose life experienceshave made it difficult
for them to trust and respond positively to others, especially those in more
powerful postions or from whom they fear judgement that they are bad

parents, may take a lot longerto engage.

Sometimes parentsmay see a worker through the lens of unresolved issuesin

their relationships with their own parents. In one study on first time parent

10
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groups, a child health nurse reflected on such “transference issues’ in relation
to why she thought she wasable to engage some teenage mothers but not
others - “...the one looking for Mum thinks | am wonderful but the one

rebelling against Mum thinkslam terrible” (18).

Parents who are depressed may find it hard to be responsive to a worker's
attempts at engagement. Some workers will find these stuations easer than
others. If a worker is afraid of a parent or feels uncomfortable in their

presence, thisislikely to impairempathy and respect.

Workers in children’s services understandably have strong empathy toward
children. Practitioners who are in close contact with the child and identify
with their suffering when their needsare unmet may struggle to feel empathy
for the parent, or to convey respect. In turn, some parents who have an
insecure or conflictual relationship with their child may feel uneasy when they
witness their child responding positively to the worker. The triangle of the
worker-parent-child relationship can be a complex one and the child may be

very mindful of the relationship, including the presence of tensions.

ORGANISATIONAL CONTEXT

Agency settings also shape the practitioner-parent relationship very
powerfully. At the most basic level, the physical context of the service gives
strong messages about whether it iswelcoming to children and adults. Does
the physical space show empathy, respect, genuinenessand optimism? Isthis

a place where both mothersand fathersare likely to feel comfortable?

The organisational context also powerfully shapes the practitioner-parent
relationship by defining the workers role and mandate. The client’s
perception of the worker is shaped by the structure, function and culture of

the service.

11
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For example, the organisation might carry a stigma or have a history which
affects how parents perceive it or there may be legal obligations to report
suspected child abuse or neglect which act asa barrier to parents trusting
staff. Often resource consraints deprive workers of the time necessary to

establish rapport with a parent.

The responsbilities of parents, service providers and other caregivers are
different in different service sectors. For instance, when a child’s health isthe
focus, the balance of responsibility for decison making isdifferent in an acute
care context than itisin a routine health check (19). Preschoolsand childcare
centres provide many opportunities to connect with parents owing to the
regularity of everyday interactions. When these are used to link parents with
ste-based structured activities such as parent training and support groups,

‘difficult-to-reach’ familiescan be connected with support (20).

Whether practice isprimarily located in the community or from within a more
centralised organisation can also affect relationships. For instance, a
‘community psychologist’ locates hig’her practice within the community as

distinct from a clinical psychologist.

In many parts of Australia it iscommon for Aboriginal families to have lower
ratesof participation in early childhood servicessuch aspreschool. Going into
community settings may be an essential strategy for linking families to these
services. De Gioia (21) recommends ‘community gatherings for informal
information sharing (forexample barbecues, get togethers, informal ‘yarns at
the community hub) as a way of raishg awareness about what early
childhood services can offer. This ‘going out’ orientation to Aboriginal
communities is vividly described by a parent trainer for the program Mind

Matters (22: 46):

“I'm just sowing the seed. | just st on the ground by the creek and show
them the stuff. Idon’t even think of asking them to make a decision or say

whetherthey can do it ornot”.

However, community settingscan also create theirown barriers:

12
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“In the experience of the trainers, many Indigenous communities prefer
someone from outside the community to present the program, perhapsin
partnership with an Indigenous presenter, in order to allow discussion to

transcend community boundariesand taboos.” (22: 40)

Some innovative programshave used bi-cultural and bilingual staff placed for
a day or so a week in early childhood services in local communities to
engage refugee and recent immigrant familiesin the service system, and to
enhance the cultural competence of mainstream personnel. The Refugee
Family Resource Program of the Victorian Co-operative on Children’s Services

for Ethnic Groupswasan excellent example of this.

Some organisational contexts are more “father friendly” than others. Fathers
are beginning to receive increasing attention in services for families with
young children. To engage and sustain relationships with men may require a

major transformation in the culture of the organisation.

“The first step for those planning early intervention strategies is to
recognise that fathers are not automatically included in family services
and that including this‘other half’ of the parenting population will require
a significant reorientation of family-related services... as well as noticing
fathers absence, services will need to examine the way that they orient
themselves to fathers, to identify unexamined assumptions which

pathologise fathersand father-figures’ (23: 4).

Services that provide support for staff development specifically aimed at
improving relationshipswith fatherscan enable practitionersto become more
effective in thisrespect. For instance, preschool steswhich ran a professonal
development program aimed at supporting preschool staff to involve fathers
showed a greater percentage of father contacts and participation in

activitiesthan steswhich did not (24).

One maternal and child health nurse in a low income semi-rural community in

Victoria regularly wrote individual letters to all of the fathers of recently born

13
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babiesin her area, inviting them to come with their partnersand baby to an
evening sesson on infant resuscitation (18). The response was excellent with
mothers, fathersand babiesall on the floor having fun in a warm and informal
atmosphere. In addition to potentially life-saving skills, the nurse was able to
open discussionsabout such sensitive topicssuch asthe impact of the birth of
a baby on couple relationships, and the dangersof shaking babies. For many
of the familiesit wasthe beginning of them mixing socially, thus strengthening

neighbourhood social support.

SOCIAL ENVIRONMENT

The wider social environment also influences working relationships in both
powerful symbolic and practical ways. In relation to symbolism, for example,
the history of colonisation of Indigenous Australians may carry a potent
legacy in relationships between service providers and users which cross
cultural boundaries. Crossing the chasm of culture and classcan be a major
challenge. The very vocabulary which a practitioner from a middle class
background may routinely use can make a parent with little formaleducation

feeluncomfortable and inferior.

Most of the research literature in this field has been very “urban-centric”.
Given that over a third of the Australian population live outside capital cities
(25) and sgnificantly higher proportions (69%) of Indigenous people live in
rural and remote areasof Australia (26, 27), it ispleasing to see some attention

now being given to working relationshipsin rural contexts.

Green, Gregory and Mason (28) have used the metaphor of “stretching the
professional elastic” to describe rural working relationships on the continuum
from “professonal, objective expert” to “helpful friend”. Thisnotion challenges
traditional ideas of professional ethics, values and rules about professional
boundaries as they relate to the development and maintenance of the

working relationship.

14
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Those working in rural settings need to grapple with “multiple relationships’ —
the working relationship aswell as other relationships they have with service
usersoutsde the professonal sphere (29). Thiscan give rise to complex issues

related to confidentiality, worker self-disclosure and trust.

Some researchers view the development of multiple relationships in a
negative light (30). Others see such relationships as an inevitable part of
working in rural and remote settings (29, 31, 32), and even as an asset in
helping establish rapport (33). It isrecommended rural workers and service
users explore the implications of multiple relationships at the beginning of the

working relationship with clients (31, 32, 34).

In rural and remote settings, isolation can also pose very practical challenges
- greater distances between service usersand workers, for example, resulting
in fewer opportunities to build and maintain working relationships (27). There
may also be greater professional isolation for the practitioner in relation to
accessto supervision and support (31, 35).

Little research has been done on the working relationship in relation to
Indigenous communities and given the enormous diversity within and
between Indigenous communities, generalisations may prove unhelpful.

However, some have described a style of relating in terms of

A de-professional approach [in which] friendship, yarning, recognition of
your common humanity with the client, sharing of stories, sharing of self,
including spirituality and humour, are recognised and valued techniques.
A relationship characterised in thisform works with power and equality in
a more complexway... (Lynn, Thorpe, Miles with Cutts, Butcher & Ford, as

cited in 28).

15
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Organisational Context

Social Environment

Hgure 1 —The worker-parent relationship in context

The “ecology” or the context of the organisational setting and social
environment in which the worker-parent relationship isembedded isdepicted
in the diagram above. Practitionersmay wish to use thisdiagram to reflect on
specific relationships with parents, particularly those that have worked better

than might have been expected aswellasthose that have worked lesswell.

By thinking about the possble contribution of factors relating to the worker,
the parent, the child, the organisational context and the broader social
environment, it might be possble to gain a deeper understanding of the
dynamics occurring and what is required to develop and sustain postive

partnershipswith parents.
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PO SITIVE PARTNERSHIPS: WHAT ORGANISATIONS
CAN DO

Creating a culture of inquiry and reflection

Organisationsthat have an inquiry orientation create opportunitiesfor parents
and practitioners to participate in problem solving aimed at enhancing
relationshipsbetween servicesand families. Forinstance, one project brought
parents, managersand practitionerstogether in ‘discussion groups aimed at
generating innovative and practical ideasfor facilitating future collaboration’
(36). Parents, in this case, highlighted the need for better communication
between the different professonals who provided services to families of

children with speech/language difficulties.

In another case, working together with familieson community based inquiries
helped community health centres in the United Satesto overcome mistrust
associated with the previous advice-giving model (37). Parents who
collaborated with preschool teacherson inquiring into children’s transitions to
school developed more postive attitudestowardsteachers, seeing them as

an ‘important and helpful source of support’ (38).

Organisationsthat encourage a reflective approach to practice can enable
practitioners to question their assumptions about families needs, problems
and resources. It is important that practitioners consider how their own
backgrounds and values influence the judgements (conscious or
unconscious) they make of families, particularly those whose culture and

social classare different from the practitioner's (39, 40).

In a number of Australian early childhood programs, training in the Family
Partnershipsmodel (41) hasbeen very postively received by saff from diverse

professonal backgrounds.

“The emphasis of the course ison participants actually putting the ideas

and skillsinto practice, not just talking about them. An essential element
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of the training is reflection on practice in between sessons and also
ongoing opportunities for reflective consultation/supervison after
completion of the course. In this way leaming from the course is

maintained and integrated into practice” (42).
Selecting the right staff

The importance of relationship-based practice has obvious implications for
selecting staff although there is a paucity of research on staff selection in
relation to the personal qualities that enhance postive partnerships with

parentsof young children.

In light of the research on the significance of empathy, respect, genuineness
and optimism, an applicant’s core values and affective traits should be key
selection criteria. Exploration of the conditions under which a person has
been able to maintain good working relationships with families despite
sgnificant obstacles may be a useful line of inquiry in interviews and referee
checks. Some have also recommended the incluson of parents in saff

selection.

“Hiring processes for child welfare workers need to include consideration
of personal characterigtics, interpersonal style and attitudes towards
clients. A specific suggestion we offer is to include a former client on
agency hiring committees. This strategy can serve several purposes. the
interpersonal sensitivity and ability of prospective workersto relate to child
welfare clientele can be readily observed, former clients experience of
prospective workers can be factored into hiing decisons, and
prospective workers receive the message that the child welfare agency
values and respectsclient input and desiresto work collaboratively” (11:

40).

There may also be value in using role plays in staff selection. In the
professonal development of child protection workers, the School of Social
Work at the Australian Catholic University routinely usesrole play scenariosto
assess the interviewing skills of the practitioner and the ability to convey

empathy while exercising their protective role (Morag McArthur, personal
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communication). This post-qualifying professonal development program isan
interesting model of collaboration between a major service delivery

organisation and a university (43).
Supporting and sustaining staff

While there is very little research to guide organisationsin the recruitment of
staff there isa large body of research on staff retention and what isneeded
to support and sustain practitioners working with vulnerable families and
children (44-46).

The importance of high quality clinical supervision/consultation to enhance
performance and prevent worker stress and burnout in emotionally
demanding work is being increasingly recognised. The worker's needs are
captured well in the comments below from a practitioner in the Victorian
“Take Two” program, an outreach child and adolescent mental health

program.

“Personally | find it helpful to have a senior clinician who is available. If |
have a really heavy session, even if | am out of the office, | can ring her
and say | need to talk ... My colleagues are also really supportive. ... |
have also found it helpful to leam about myself, my body and how I react
to things; knowing the early waming signs when things are getting a bit
too much. Again these are thingsthat you learn the hard way. | have also
found that I have needed to teach myself when it isand isn’t appropriate

to think about work” (47: 8).

Precisely because practitioners are their own “instruments of practice”, issues

relating to strong emotionsand “boundaries’ can be very challenging.

“I remember leaming about boundaries and maintaining a professional
distance, so you know about these conceptsin theory ...but to be honest
I don’t think anyone really understands what these things mean until you

are in it, so to speak. That is, until you have your boundaries crossed and
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feel your heart being wrenched. It is probably then that you realise you
probably got a little too close and you should speak to someone about

it.” (47: 8)

Services for vulnerable families with complex problems are finding that they
need to increase the level of professonal supervison they provide. The
learnings from each phase of the evolution of Parent Resource Program at

DN Children’s Serviceshave been vital in refining that service.

“The over-reliance on one person to take on all the rolesand interactions
with familieswasnot helpful in the long run and again not something that
could be sustained. In phase two we intentionally involved all staff and

created widerand strongernetworksof support for parents.” (2: 25)

“We built in more suppornt and professonal supervision for staff as well to
ensure that the additional demands of the program did not become

overwhelming to staff. Thishasreduced staff turnover.” (2: 25)

CONCLUSION AND SUMMARY OF KEY POINTS

There is limited research available to guide practitioners, managers and
policy makers to help them create the conditions for effective working
relationships in early childhood services with vulnerable families. However

there issupport for the following conclusions.

1. Postive partnerships between practitionersand parents of young children

are central to achieving the objectivesof services.

2. Partnerships between practitioners and parents can be complex,
influenced by the relationship each has with the child, and by what the
practitioner and the parent mean to each other, psychologically and

socially.
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3. Key elements in effective working relationships are the practitioners

empathy, resgpect, genuinenessand optimism (ERGO).

4. The worker-parent relationship is embedded within an organisational
context which influences the relationship through the nature of the
physical setting, itsresources, the service role and mandate, and agency

climate and morale.

5. The worker-parent relationship and the organisation are embedded in a
broader social environment which can faciltate and/or inhibit the
potential for postive partnerships. In this respect culture and class are
important dimensions, and rural settings have particular challenges and

opportunities.

6. Organisationscan enhance postive worker-parent partnershipsthrough:
creating a culture of inquiry and reflection
selecting the right staff
supporting staff through good supervison and training

giving staff enough TIMEto develop relationships

Ultimately developing and sustaining positive partnerships with parents may
be more an art than a science. In the wordsof two recent researchersin this

area:

“... we wish to stressthat the results of thisresearch are not reducible to a
list of ‘dos and don’ts. Our findings suggest that good helping
relationships are more waysof-being than they are about strategies and
techniques. If the effor a worker avails in establishing a positive
relationship with clientsis prescriptive and technique driven, it is likely to
fail. Workers relationship and engagement skillscan only blossom when
they are rooted in genuine care and respect for the clients they serve.
Secific technigues can augment an empathic, supportive, and

collaborative approach, but they cannot substitute for this’ (11: 40).
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“Workers need to be encouraged and trained to exercise power softly
and judicioudy, to lay aside professonal masks, to be human and down
to earth and to go ‘the extra mile’. The results of this study suggest that
good helping relationships in child welfare are ultimately about good
human relations in general — treating others with kindness, respect and
dignity; being honest and genuine; and striving to understand and work

collaboratively” (11: 42).
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Useful Websites

Bernard van Leer Foundation

www.bernardvanleer.org

Family Action Centre

www.newcastle.edu.au/centre/fac

S Luke’s

www.stlukes.org.au
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WWwWw.innovativeresources.com.au

www.strengthscase.com

Wilfrid Laurier University

www.wlu.cal/index.php

What worksfor children?

www.whatworksforchildren.org.uk
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Worker skill and
client outcome in
child protection
(Trotter, 2002)

The study attemptsto
identify the extent to
which child protection
workersmake use of skills
such asrole clarification,
problem-solving
approach, pro-social
expresson and
collaborative
client/worker relationship,
and how these skillsrelate
to client outcomes.

Involuntary clients
and families
involved with
child protection
services

No intervention
used. Data was
sought through 50
interviewswith
child protection
workersand 282
interviewswith
family members.
The child
protection
workersprovided
information about
247 client families

The study
revealed that
when workers
used the skills,
their clientshad
betteroutcomes—
the workers
believed the
clientsshowed
betterprogress,
the clientswere
more satisfied
with the
outcomesand
the caseswere
more likely to
have been closed
16 monthslater

Qualitative study
using interviews
with child
protection workers
and family
members. Sudy
only attemptsto
isolate the
influence of one
factorin the
client’slives, the
child protection
worker

A limitation of the study
relate to the
measurementsused
which can be criticised
asbeing subjective (eg.
workersmight report
good progresswhere
clientshave successfully
covered up their
abusive behaviour).
Sudy hasonly been
carried outin one region
in one part of Australia
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The impact of
different
supervison
practicesin
community
corrections: Cause
for Optimism
(Trotter, 1996)

The study investigates
different supervison
principlesincluding the use
of empathy, pro-social
approach and problem
solving practice in
community based
correctionsin Victoria. It
aimsto considerwhether
the combined use of these
approaches, by supervising
officers, relatesto
recidivism and whether
each ofthe factorsis
individually related to
reduced recidivism

Thirty Correction
Officersworking in
community based
correction services
in Victoria

Correction Officers
were offered a five
day training course
which included
instruction in the
principlesof pro-
social modelling
and reinforcement,
problem solving
and empathy.
Officerswere
asked to use the
supervision model
taught in the
training course in
the supervision of
theirclientsand to
participate in a
seriesof ongoing
training sessions

The research found
that among other
things, supervison
characterised by a
pro-social
approach, the use
of problem solving
and the use of
empathy,isrelated
to lowerrecidivism.
Where supervisors
make use of these
supervision
principles, client
recidivism rates, as
measured by
breach ratesand
re-offending rates
one yearand four
yearsafterthe start
of supervision, are
twenty five to fifty
percent lower. The
pro-social
approach seemsto
have more impact
than the use of
problem solving or
empathy n this
study

Analysisof flesand
police recordsto
gatherinformation
about the extent to
which file notes
reflected the use of
the supervision
practices/ principles
and whetherthe
use of these
approachesas
indicated in the file
noteswere related
to reduced
recidivism of clients.
Used rating scales
foreach file

The study waslimited to a
small sample working in
correctional servicesin
Victoria.
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Treatment
engagement with
caregiversof At-
risk children: Gaps
in research and
conceptualization

Discussion of behavioural
and attitudinal aspectsof
engagement and
identification of the
bariersand interventions
to appointment keeping

Parentsof at-risk
children (involved
with mental
health services)

No intervention
used. Review of
literature on
engagement of
familiesreceiving
mental health

Two components
of engagement:
behavioural (eg.
client
performance of
tasksto

Outcome of most
engagement
interventionsis
appointment
keeping and
retention. Thisis

Reviewing engagement
strategiesdo not convey
the sKill, sensitivity and
knowledge that are
required to successfully
engage the families of

(Saudt, 2006) services implement direct and easy to at-risk children. A gap in
treatment and measure, whereas | the field ishow to
achieve attitudinal engage parentswho
outcomes) and measuresare more | are court-ordered and
attitudinal subjective and where the treatment
(emotional difficult to attain. focusison the parent.
investment in and Engagement efforts
commitment to need to be developed
treatment). to reach maltreated
Discussesbarriers children and their
to engagement families
and waysto
increase
engagement
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Evaluating a
social work
engagement
approach to
involving inner-
city children and
their familiesin
mental health
care (McKay,
Nudelman,
McCadam &
Gonzales, 1996)

Article focuseson
increasing the ability of
social workersto provide
mental health servicesto
urban, low-income
children and their
caretakers

Children and their
familiesreceiving
mental health
care serices

107 children and
familiesrandomly
assigned to
engagement skills
trained group or
urban mental
health agency

group

Of the 33 children
assigned to the
engaged skills
group, 29 came for
the first
appointment and
28 of those
returned fora
second
appointment. In
the comparison
group of 74 clients,
47 came foran
initialappointment
and only 39 of
these returned for
a second
appointment. The
average length of
treatment during
an 18-week study
period for first
interview subject
was7.1l sessions, as
opposed to 5.4
sessionsforthe
comparison group

Random
assgnment of
familiesto groups.
Outcome variable
wasappointment
keeping

Smallsample size.
Outcome variable was
appointment keeping.
Processinformation from
clientsrelated to their
satisfaction with the
session and the
therapist, their
perceptionsof being
met with respect and
understanding and their
motivation to return for
the next appointment
needsto be collected in
future studies. Feedback
from the therapists
aboutengagement
processisalso important
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Increasing access | The study aimsto 109 caregivers Randomly The combined Random Limitations of the study
to child mental evaluate the effectsof and children assigned intervention and assgnment. include not
health servicesfor | two typesof engagement | requesting caregiversand the telephone- Impact of incorporating
urban children interventions (telephone- | servicesata children to one of | alone conditions | telephone information from clients
and their engagement and first- mental health three conditions: were associated engagement about their satisfaction
caregivers interview engagement agency. combined with substantial intervention was with the agency orthe
(McKay, Soewe, | and telephone engagement increasesin limited to therapists, their
McCadam & engagement combined intervention, attendance at attendance rates motivation to return for
Gonzales, 1998) condition) on the initial telephone the initial intake at initial intake future appointments, or

attendance and the
ongoing retention in child

intervention alone
orthe usual intake

appointmentsin
comparison to the

appointments; it
did not extend to

the specific barriersthat
interfered with their use

mental health services. procedure clinic comparison | ongoing ratesof of the mental health
Another condition which condition. Without | engagement services.
wasthe usual intake more intensive
procedure wasalso used. engagement
Outcome measures efforts, 56 percent
include attendance at of the casescan
initial appointments, be lost between
average duration of the telephone
contact with a mental callto request
health agency and servicesand the
proportion of intake
appointmentskept during appointment
the study period
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Good helping
relationshipsin
child welfare:
Learning from
storiesof success
(de Boer &
Coady, 2006)

The study involved in-
depth exploration of
good helping
relationshipsin child
welfare

Clientsinvolved
with child
protection
servicesand their
case workers.

No intervention
used. A select
sample of six child
welfare worker-
client dyadswere
interviewed to
determine worker
attitudesand
actionsthat were
key to the
development of
good working
relationships

High level of
congruency
among workers,
clientsand
resesarchersabout
worker
relationship
competencies.
Two categories of
themesemerged
from the
gualitative
analyss: (1) soft,
mindful and
judicioususe of
powerand (2)
humanistic
attitude and style
that stretches
traditional
professional ways
of being

Smallsample size.
Sample not
representative of
the child welfare
sample. Qualitative
study based on
interviews. Method
of sample
recruitment may
have influenced
findings

Innovative featuresof
the research design
include multiple
interview format with
two individual and one
joint interview foreach
workerand client and
opportunitiesfor the
workerand clientin
each dyad to reflect
and respond to the
othersinterview
transcripts
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