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INTRODUCTION 

�

Someone onc e sa id  “ Child ren need  a ll the support their p arents c an get” . 

They were right, of c ourse, and  it is throug h p ositive pa rtnerships with p a rents 

tha t we c an offer them support a nd  engage them in servic es whic h c a n 

enha nc e c hild  and  family well-being. An understand ing of the importanc e of 

rela tionship -based  prac tic e has p rofound  implica tions for pra c titioners, 

managers a nd  polic y makers.  

 

This top ic a l paper was c ommissioned  by the Dep artment of Families, 

Communities a nd  Ind igenous Affa irs through the Austra lia n Researc h Allia nc e 

for Child ren and  Youth. It is p rimarily intend ed  for peop le working in the 

Communities for Child ren Initia tive and  this enc ompasses a  b road  ra nge of 

servic es and  sites of prac tic e. While the c ontent in this paper will not b e of 

eq ua l releva nc e to a ll settings, we trust tha t a ll who work in servic es for 

families with young  c hild ren will find  it of va lue.  

 

We ha ve found  it d iffic ult to identify emp iric a l stud ies on worker-pa rent 

rela tionships in ea rly c hildhood  settings, a nd  so have d rawn on stud ies from 

rela ted  fields, and  g iven sa lienc e to Austra lian researc h where possib le. 

 

The pa per foc uses on the elements of effec tive pa rtnerships w ith pa rents, not 

on working rela tionship s w ith c hild ren. (The la tter, of c ourse, would  be a  

wonderful c ompanion to this paper). The p rinc ip les of p rac tic e a nd  the 

persona l q ua lities required  for develop ing and  susta ining p ositive pa rtnerships 

with parents ap p ly to a ll families, b ut a re of c ritic a l imp orta nc e for p arents 

who strugg le to nurture their c hild ren aga inst the od ds of adversity in the past 

or in the p resent.  

 

This p aper is delibera tely not written in “ ac ademese”  or “ b ureauc ra tese”  but 

in a  language tha t asp ires to sp eak to the hearts and  minds of those who 

work d irec tly with families of young c hild ren. It a lso asp ires to sp eak to those in 
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supervisory and  management roles who ha ve the responsib ility of selec ting 

and  susta ining sta ff and  volunteers in reward ing but very d emand ing work.  

 

We a re gra teful to the South Austra lian Communities for Child ren Referenc e 

Group  for assisting  us in our initia l c onsulta tions for the p repara tion of this 

pa per, a nd  to those who have given us feedb ac k on dra fts inc lud ing 

Assoc ia te Professor Maria  Harries AM (University of Western Austra lia ), David  

Za rb  (The Smith Family, Mirrabooka  and  Kwinana , WA), Di O’Neil (St Luke’ s 

Child  and  Family Servic es, Bend igo, VIC), Ja n Chorley (Uniting  Care Wesley, 

Sea ton, SA), a nd  Brenda  Stubbs and  Arc hie Ba ker (Dep artment of Families 

and  Communities, SA). 

 

We hope tha t wha t we have written helps to a ffirm a nd  insp ire p ositive 

pa rtnerships with parents a nd  visionary prac tice in servic es for families with 

young c hild ren. 

POSITIVE PARTNERSHIPS: WHAT PARENTS SAY  

Let us beg in b y listening  to wha t some p arents have sa id  ab out their p ositive 

pa rtnerships w ith sta ff and  volunteers in three very d ifferent servic es for 

families with young c hild ren ac ross three d ifferent Austra lian Sta tes. Listening  

respec tfully to pa rents symbolises where we need  to sta rt in engag ing 

families. �

Parent Resourc e Program 

The following quota tions c ome from some of the parents who were in the 

Parent Resourc e Program of SDN Child ren’s Services, a  c ommunity servic e 

organisa tion tha t in the ea rly-2000’s p ioneered  a  mod el of integra ted  family 

support servic es and  mainstream early c hildhood  educ a tion and  c are.  All 

sta ff were tra ined  to engage and  work c ollabora tively with parents who were 

strugg ling  to ra ise their c hild ren in the c ontext of p overty and  in the face of 

p rob lems suc h a s sub stanc e d epend enc e or family violenc e. The following 

quotes offer an insight into the importanc e the p a rents p lac ed  on their 

rela tionships with sta ff and  wha t they most app rec ia ted . 
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“ Where other peop le would  ask their extended  family, I would p ic k up  the 

phone and  ask Mary (the Family Support Worker assigned  to this family) 

and  she would know tha t’ s how I feel.”  

 

“ They seem to let you into their lives – the persona l things. I think tha t it’ s 

rea lly nic e tha t they’ re open with parents. I like it. I think this is important 

bec ause we’ re p repa red  to do it ourselves so it’ s nic e to get it in re turn. I 

think tha t it’ s important tha t they c an be honest.”  

 

“ The sta ff tend  to be interested  in ta lking to you not only about the c hild  

but even in you persona lly. Sometimes they ask ‘How a re you going?’  and  

say ‘This was a  wonderful thing tha t happened today.’  I notic e tha t they 

take enough interest to remember things. And  tha t’ s quite important. 

Peop le sometimes trea t things as a job  and have their cut-off points 

whereas I don’ t find  that here … I like the stab ility of the sta ff as well.”  

 

“ The sta ff a lways tell me things and  tha t makes me comfortab le. They 

a lways tell me wha t Alan has done in the day and  they get his book out 

and  show me the photos of wha t he has been do ing . And  his teac her will 

say ‘he has done this today’ .”  

 

“ M. (the Family Support Worker) has c ome to the house a  few times to see 

me and  she’s been a rea lly positive person in my life. I d iscussed  going to 

sc hool (i.e . undertaking tertia ry stud ies) with her and  what I wanted  to do 

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

 

A sta ff member in this p rogram reflec ted  on how the b roadening of her role 

enha nc ed  her job  sa tisfa c tion.  

“ It’ s not just the child ren we a re dea ling with, it’ s the whole family. I feel 

rewa rded  for my efforts whic h makes for a  g rea t sense of suc cess.”  

(Goodfellow, 2004 as c ited  in 2: 28-29). 

�
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Nurse Home Visiting Servic e for Young Parents 

Young parents in rura l Vic toria  were asked  how they felt ab out their visiting 

materna l a nd  c hild  hea lth nurse. They expressed  simila r sentiments.  

“ She (the nurse) d idn’ t rea lly te ll you wha t to do, whic h I’ ve had  troub le 

with a  lot of peop le bec ause they thought I was no good a t ra ising him … 

she just helped  …she’d  suggest things and g ive you information.”  

 

“ She was nic e, it just fe lt more norma l ta lking to her, it wasn’ t like sitting a t 

the Doc tor’ s and  having to exp la in myself and  tha t kind of thing.”  

 

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

d idn’ t make me feel bad  and  she helped a lo t.”   (3: 23) 

 

Parents Plus Program 

In an eva lua tion of the Pa rents Plus p rogram delivered  by Good  Beginnings 

Austra lia  in the northern suburbs of Adela ide, pa rents were invited  to ta lk 

ab out wha t fac ilita ted their involvement (4: 19, 23-25). The p rogram involves 

p laygroup  sessions for p arents and  their c hild ren who have been p laced  in 

c a re by c hild  p rotec tion servic es.   

 

The p laygroups were viewed  by pa rents as a  na tura l, fun, exc iting, sa fe and  

friend ly environment in whic h pa rents c ould  share their life experienc es and 

build  happy memories together with their c hild ren. Parents rep orted 

develop ing a  strong sense of trust w ith the sta ff who fac ilita ted  the sessions, 

and  build ing friendships w ith other p a rents tha t were ma inta ined  outsid e the 

p laygroups. Parents sa id  tha t ha ving a  non-judgementa l a tmosphere was 

one of the keys to their engagement in the p laygroups: 



 

 
5 
 

 
Evidenc e into  Ac tion Top ica l Paper – Positive Partnerships With Pa rents a nd  Young  Child ren 
Austra lian Research Alliance for Children & Youth - April 2007 
 

 

“ Bec ause you know what…..when peop le find  out tha t you’ ve had  your 

kids taken from you, they look a t you d ifferent…..like you’ re some kind  of 

leper or something. Tha t happened to me the other week. A nurse c ame 

out to c hec k on my baby at home and  when I told  her that I had  a kid  

who was in c a re she virtua lly ran out the door. Peop le c an be so 

judgementa l. Here, everybody is in the same boat and  c an rela te to 

eac h other.”  

Respond ents resound ing ly identified  persona l and  p rofessiona l c harac teristic s 

of the sta ff and  volunteers a s vita l to their positive experienc es of the 

p laygroups. In pa rticular, the non-judgementa l and  positive ap proac h of 

p laygroup  workers, their honesty, “ down to ea rth”  na tures, sense of fun, 

c rea tivity, and  love of the c hild ren in the p laygroups, were outsta nd ing 

c harac teristic s identified  by parents and  other workers. The workers’  extensive 

knowledge of pa renting  and  c hild  development a nd  their interac tion w ith the 

c hild ren were a lso seen as c ruc ia l. A ma jority of the pa rents c ommented  on 

how muc h the c hild ren loved  the sta ff and  volunteers and  enjoyed  

a ttend ing . 

“ The volunteers a re wonderful and they c ome here every week and  take 

us for who we a re. They don’ t judge us either and there a re a lo t of 

judgementa l peop le out there.”  

  

“ The parents were c onstantly to ld  to be positive….you don’ t get the 

rec ognition you deserve and  here you get that and  you know what, you 

eventua lly sta rt to believe it. You forget the nega tives and c oncentra te 

on the positives.”  �  

In add ition, a  ma jority of p a rents reported  trusting  the sta ff and  volunteers 

and  apprec ia ted  how “ up front”  they were ab out their notific a tion 

responsib ilities (eg . if they c ome ac ross any susp ic ion of c hild  abuse and  

neg lec t, they were to report it). Sta ff a lso c ommented  on the importanc e of 

ensuring transparenc y in report writing  with the pa rents. This in turn b uilt 

trusting  rela tionships with pa rents.   
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Sta ff and  volunteers shared their insights on their rela tionship s with pa rents. 

“ … to me c ompassion is empathy and looking a t another ind ividual and  

saying ‘wow, you know I rea lly see you for who you rea lly a re’  ra ther than 

ac tua lly forming a  judgement in tha t same c omparison – loving them for 

who they a re and  ac knowledging tha t, tha t their p resence is just as 

important as anyone else.”     

 

“ It is flexib le so the pa rents don’ t have to c ome in and something is going 

on in their lives like domestic  violenc e but they have to sit there and  listen 

to us telling them how much suga r is in a  c an of c oke. You need to be 

flexib le with people, espec ia lly where there is so muc h going on in 

someone’s life.”   

 

“ Some of the families…it just shows their ded ic a tion, some of them are 

travelling for an hour and  a ha lf to get to this g roup  and  an hour and  a  

ha lf to get home again and  tha t - rea lly 3 hours travel to a  3½ hour g roup  

- takes a  rea l lo t o f c ommitment espec ia lly on their pa rt when their lives 

a re quite often sub jec t to o ther fac tors tha t influence how often they c an 

get out, or menta l hea lth issues or dep ression, some of them are in 

domestic  violenc e situa tions where tha t c an make it rea lly d iffic ult for 

them. Some of them have physic a l d isab ilities and  still on 2 buses to get to 

there and  when g roups sta rt a t 9.30 tha t’ s getting up  fa irly early in the 

morning and  I just think tha t p roves their c ommitment to their child ren…”  

   

“ And it’ s interesting when we ask them about hopes and d reams for their 

c hildren, a ll 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 tha t to their 

c hildren.”    

 

ERGO! (EMPATHY, RESPECT, GENUINENESS A ND 
OPTIMISM)�  

Positive pa rtnership s with pa rents a re a  means to a n end , not a n end  in itself. 

They c a n be seen as “ a  nec essary b ut not a  suffic ient c ond ition”  for 

improving  the life c hanc es of vulnera b le c hild ren. Suc h re la tionships will be 
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influenc ed  by ma ny fac tors inc lud ing servic e func tions and  d ifferent c ontexts. 

However, it is possib le to offer some genera lisa tions and  wha t p a rents, workers 

and  volunteers say a bove resona tes strong ly with researc h on the imp orta nc e 

of p ra c titioner qua lities in enga g ing  families, espec ia lly the qua lities of 

ERGO……….. empathy, respec t, genuineness and optimism      

 

Before looking a t eac h of these qua lities, a  few words about the term 

“ engagement” . It is used  in two wa ys: firstly, it d esc ribes the c ommenc ement 

of a  working  rela tionship  or a  sta ge of the p roc ess of servic e p rovision; a nd 

sec ond ly, it is a  qua lita tive c omponent d esc rib ing  the c lient’ s d egree of 

involvement and  investment in servic e p rovision. 

 

In d esc rib ing  how rela tionships might influenc e c lient engagement using this 

la tter definition, some resea rc h uses the terms “ rela tionship ”  and  

“ engagement”  to refer to very simila r c onc ep ts, whereas others d esc ribe 

enga gement as a  c ontinua l p roc ess tha t is a n outc ome of the rela tionship  

between worker and  c lient. Staud t (5) a nd  Ya tc hmenoff (6) exp lore these 

definitiona l issues a t some dep th. 

 

For families w ith multip le a nd  c omplex prob lems the p erc eived  (and  ac tua l) 

c osts of engag ing w ith servic es may outweigh the benefits (5). This mea ns 

tha t families may not be ab le to have initia l involvement with services, or 

where this is a c hieved , to ma inta in suc h involvement, due to persona l and 

soc ia l p ressures (5).  

 

Families ma y be involved  w ith a  vast a rray of servic es and  would  need  to be 

effec tive c ase managers to c oord ina te a nd  mainta in their involvement with 

a ll o f them. In suc h c ases, families may stop  being involved  with servic es tha t 

a re not ad dressing their most p ressing needs (e.g ., housing , employment, 

d rug  abuse), regard less of the qua lity of their rela tionship  w ith the workers 

delivering the services (5). 
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Most of the researc h on the a ttributes of the worker has b een done in the field 

of psyc hotherapy a nd  may not be read ily genera lised  to a  d iverse range of 

popula tions and  c ontexts. However, there are good  grounds for thinking tha t 

the find ings from this field  may have relevanc e to “ help ing  rela tionships”  in 

genera l, ac ross the sec tors of hea lth, ed uc a tion, justic e and  soc ia l servic es. 

Hubble, Dunc an and  Miller (7) have d rawn on a  b road  range of stud ies on 

the fac tors responsib le for p ositive outc omes in psyc hothera py, inc lud ing the 

meta -ana lysis by Lambert (8) whic h id entified  the degree to whic h p ositive 

outc omes were influenc ed by d ifferent fac tors: 

·  40%: c lient fac tors and  environmenta l fac tors suc h as soc ia l 

support  

·  30%: qua lities of the therap eutic  rela tionship   

·  15%: hope a nd  expec tanc y of positive outc ome  

·  15%: spec ific  intervention tec hniq ues. 

 

In rela tion to vulnerab le families with young c hild ren, a  positive help ing 

rela tionship  with a  pa rent ma y not only b e of therapeutic  va lue in itse lf, but 

may ac t as a  ga teway to referring  them to spec ia list servic es. It may a lso be a  

vehic le for environmenta l interventions a imed  a t enha nc ing  soc ia l supp ort or 

reduc ing situa tiona l stressors (eg financ es, housing ). This may reduce the level 

of adversity to whic h young c hild ren are exposed .  

 

So, wha t behaviours and  a ttrib utes do resea rc hers identify a s ind ic a ting  

“ empathy, respec t, genuineness and  op timism” ? 

Empathy  

·  Empathy is the most frequently c ited  persona l c harac teristic  

c ontributing  to effec tive prac tic e and  a  positive c lient-worker 

rela tionship  (9-12) 

·  Empathy is ma nifested  in ac tive and  reflec tive listening , whic h refers to 

the worker’ s ab ility to und ersta nd  wha t the c lient is saying and  feeling . 

(It is imp orta nt to listen very c arefully in order to p ut yourself in someone 
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else’s shoes – otherwise you might find  yourself in the wrong shoes - 

stilettos instea d  of sanda ls!)  

·  Key elements of empathy inc lude a ffirming, help ing , 

warmth/ friend liness and  understand ing (13).  

 Respec t  

·  Workers exhib it respec t by showing  simp le c ourtesy suc h a s a rriving  on 

time and  not being jud gmenta l (14), a nd  trea ting  peop le a s uniq ue, 

not as ‘ c ases’  or numbers.  

·  Respec ting the essentia l d ignity and  worth of eac h huma n being 

regard less of their ba ckground  a nd  c urrent c irc umstanc es needs to be 

a  c ore va lue. 

Genuineness 

·  Workers need  to b e non-defensive a nd  human enough to ad mit errors 

to c lients. Prac titioners need  to model humanness and  openness and  

avoid  hid ing behind  a  ma sk of “ p rofessiona lism”  (15: 120) 

·  “ Sharing  of self by rela ting  in a  na tura l, sinc ere, sponta neous, open 

and  genuine manner”  (15: 120). 

Optimism 

·  Workers who express hope nurture self-effic ac y and  op timism. In the 

words of Brend a  Stubb s, an insp iring  Aborig ina l homemaker working  in 

a  remote c ommunity in the Ana ngu Pitja ntja tja ra  Yankunytja tja ra 

Land s, “ everything I try to d o is sa ying  ‘ you c an c hange things, it 

doesn’ t have to be like it is’  ”   

·  Enha nc ing  op timism is c losely linked  to streng ths-b ased  approac hes, 

tha t is, foc using on families’  strengths ra ther tha n d efic its. 

 

In rela tion to c hild  abuse risk situa tions, the researc h of Trotter (9, 16) would 

suggest tha t empathy, respec t, genuineness, a nd  op timism may not be 

enoug h, a nd  tha t with some families for example, it is very important to 
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enc ourage p ro-soc ia l beha viours in a  d irec t way, c la rify roles and  work 

together on c lient-identified  issues. Dawson and  Berry (12) a lso identify the 

importanc e of certa in worker and  agenc y behaviours in working with fa milies 

where there are c hild  p rotec tion issues. These inc lude ma king  spec ific  instead 

of vague requests, p rovid ing tra ining to c a rry out tasks, positively reinforc ing 

task ac hievement a nd  enc ouraging c lient pa rtic ipa tion in the c hoic e and 

design of tasks.  

 

Develop ing and  susta ining rela tionships based  on empathy, respec t, op timism 

and  genuineness is easier sa id  than done. Like the myth of the perfec t pa rent, 

the myth of the perfec t prac titioner c a n be burdensome. Fac tors within the 

worker, the pa rent, the organisa tiona l context a nd  the b roa der soc ia l 

environment enha nc e or impair the expression of empathy, respec t, 

genuineness a nd  op timism. 

 

The worker has a  unique persona lity, va lues, persona l experienc es and  

ed uc a tiona l bac kground  whic h intera c t to shape how he or she sees the 

world  and  rela tes to others. How well the worker’ s need s a re met both a t 

home and  a t work, and  the p ressures they a re p lac ed  under, may a ffec t the 

degree to whic h they c an feel a nd  show the q ua lities of empathy, respec t, 

op timism and  genuineness to pa rents. Workers a re not immune from menta l 

hea lth p rob lems suc h a s anxiety a nd  d ep ression, and  high levels of 

depression in low pa id  North Americ an c hild  c a re workers, for example, has 

been identified  as a  serious c onc ern (17). 

 

The parent influenc es the worker’ s c apac ity to demonstra te the desired 

qua lities for rela tionship -b uild ing as rela tionships a re, a fter a ll, two way 

p roc esses. For example, pa rents whose life  experiences have made it d iffic ult 

for them to trust and  respond  positively to others, espec ia lly those in more 

powerful positions or from whom they fea r judgement tha t they a re bad 

pa rents, may take a  lot longer to engage.  

 

Sometimes parents may see a  worker through the lens of unresolved  issues in 

their rela tionships w ith their own parents. In one stud y on first time parent 
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groups, a  c hild  hea lth nurse reflec ted  on suc h “ transferenc e issues”  in rela tion 

to why she thought she was ab le to engage some teena ge mothers but not 

others -  “ …the one looking for Mum thinks I a m wonderful but the one 

rebelling  aga inst Mum thinks I am terrib le”  (18).  

 

Pa rents who a re depressed  ma y find  it ha rd  to be responsive to a  worker’ s 

a ttempts a t engagement. Some workers will find  these situa tions easier tha n 

others. If a  worker is a fra id  of a  p arent or feels unc omfortab le in their 

p resenc e, this is likely to impair empa thy and  respec t.  

 

Workers in c hild ren’s servic es understandab ly ha ve strong empathy towa rd 

c hild ren. Prac titioners who a re in c lose c ontac t with the c hild  and  identify 

with their suffering  when their needs a re unmet may struggle to feel empathy 

for the pa rent, or to c onvey respec t. In turn, some parents who have a n 

insec ure or c onflic tua l rela tionship  with their c hild  may feel uneasy when they 

witness their c hild  resp ond ing positively to the worker. The triangle of the 

worker-p arent-c hild  rela tionship  c an be a  c omplex one a nd  the c hild  may be 

very mind ful of the rela tionship , inc lud ing the p resenc e of tensions.  

�

ORGANISA TIONAL CONTEXT 

Agenc y settings a lso shape the p rac titioner-pa rent rela tionship  very 

powerfully. At the most basic  level, the physic a l c ontext of the servic e g ives 

strong messages about whether it is welc oming to c hild ren and  adults. Does 

the physic a l spa ce show empathy, respec t, genuineness and  op timism? Is this 

a  p lac e where both mothers a nd  fa thers a re likely to feel c omfortab le?  

 

The orga nisa tiona l c ontext a lso powerfully shapes the p rac titioner-pa rent 

rela tionship  by d efining the worker’ s role and  ma nda te. The c lient’ s 

perc ep tion of the worker is shaped  by the struc ture, func tion a nd  c ulture of 

the servic e. 
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For example, the orga nisa tion might c a rry a  stigma or have a  history whic h 

a ffec ts how p arents perc eive it or there may be lega l ob liga tions to report 

suspec ted  c hild  abuse or neg lec t whic h ac t a s a  ba rrier to pa rents trusting 

sta ff. Often resourc e c onstra ints deprive workers of the time nec essary to 

estab lish rapport w ith a  pa rent.  

 

The responsib ilities of p a rents, servic e p rovid ers and  other c a reg ivers a re 

d ifferent in d ifferent servic e sec tors. For insta nc e, when a  c hild ’ s hea lth is the 

foc us, the ba la nc e of resp onsib ility for dec ision ma king  is d ifferent in an a c ute 

c a re c ontext than it is in a  routine hea lth c hec k (19). Presc hools and  c hildc are 

c entres p rovid e many opportunities to c onnec t with pa rents owing to the 

regularity of everyday interac tions. When these a re used  to link p a rents w ith 

site-based  struc tured  ac tivities suc h as p a rent tra ining and  sup port g roups, 

‘ d iffic ult-to-rea c h’  families c an be c onnec ted  w ith support (20). 

 

Whether p rac tice is p rimarily loc ated  in the community or from within a  more 

c entra lised  organisa tion c an a lso a ffec t rela tionships. For instanc e, a  

‘ c ommunity p syc holog ist’  loc a tes his/ her p rac tice within the c ommunity as 

d istinc t from a  c linic a l psyc hologist.  

 

In many parts of Austra lia  it is c ommon for Aborig ina l families to ha ve lower 

ra tes of pa rtic ipa tion in ea rly c hildhood  servic es suc h as p resc hool. Going  into 

c ommunity settings may be an essentia l stra tegy for linking  families to these 

servic es. De Gioia  (21) rec ommend s ‘ c ommunity ga therings for informal 

informa tion sharing (for example ba rbec ues, get togethers, informal ‘ ya rns’  a t 

the c ommunity hub )’  as a  wa y of ra ising awareness a bout wha t ea rly 

c hildhood  servic es ca n offer. This ‘going  out’  orienta tion to Ab orig ina l 

c ommunities is vivid ly desc ribed  by a  pa rent tra iner for the p rogram Mind 

Matters (22: 46):  

“ I’m just sowing  the seed . I just sit on the ground  by the c reek and  show 

them the stuff. I don’ t even think of asking them to make a  dec ision or say 

whether they c an do it or not” .  

However, c ommunity settings c an a lso c rea te their own barriers:  
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“ In the experience of the tra iners, many Ind igenous c ommunities p refer 

someone from outside the c ommunity to p resent the p rogram, perhaps in 

pa rtnership  with an Ind igenous p resenter, in order to a llow d isc ussion to 

transc end c ommunity bounda ries and  taboos.”  (22: 40) 

Some innova tive p rograms have used  b i-c ultura l a nd  b ilingua l sta ff p laced  for 

a  da y or so a  week in early c hildhood  servic es in loc a l c ommunities to 

enga ge refugee and  rec ent immigrant families in the servic e system, and  to 

enha nc e the c ultura l c ompetenc e of mainstream personnel. The Refugee 

Family Resourc e Progra m of the Vic torian Co-op era tive on Child ren’ s Servic es 

for Ethnic  Group s wa s an exc ellent examp le of this.  

 

Some organisa tiona l contexts a re more “ fa ther friend ly”  than others. Fa thers 

a re beginning to rec eive inc rea sing a ttention in servic es for families with 

young c hild ren. To engage and  susta in rela tionship s with men ma y req uire a 

ma jor transforma tion in the c ulture of the organisa tion. 

 

“ The first step for those p lanning early intervention stra tegies is to 

rec ognise tha t fa thers a re not automatic a lly inc luded  in family servic es 

and  tha t inc lud ing this ‘o ther ha lf’  of the pa renting popula tion will require  

a  signific ant reorienta tion of family-rela ted  servic es… as well as notic ing 

fa thers’  absenc e, servic es will need to examine the way tha t they orient 

themselves to fa thers, to identify unexamined  assump tions whic h 

pa thologise fa thers and fa ther-figures”  (23: 4).  

 

Servic es tha t p rovid e support for sta ff development spec ifica lly a imed  a t 

improving  rela tionship s with fa thers c an enab le p ra c titioners to become more 

effec tive in this respec t. For insta nc e, p resc hool sites whic h ra n a  professiona l 

development p rogram a imed a t sup porting  presc hool sta ff to involve fa thers 

showed a  grea ter perc entage of fa ther c onta c ts and  pa rtic ipa tion in 

ac tivities than sites whic h d id  not (24).  

 

One materna l and  c hild  hea lth nurse in a  low inc ome semi-rura l c ommunity in 

Vic toria  regula rly wrote ind ividua l letters to a ll o f the fa thers of rec ently born 
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ba bies in her a rea , inviting  them to c ome with their p a rtners and  bab y to a n 

evening session on infa nt resusc ita tion (18). The response was exc ellent w ith 

mothers, fa thers and  b ab ies a ll on the floor having fun in a  wa rm and  informal 

a tmosphere. In ad d ition to potentia lly life-saving skills, the nurse was ab le to 

op en d isc ussions ab out suc h sensitive top ic s suc h as the impac t of the b irth of 

a  baby on c oup le rela tionships, and  the dangers of shaking b ab ies. For many 

of the families it was the beginning of them mixing soc ia lly, thus streng thening 

neighbourhood  soc ia l support.   

 

SOCIAL ENVIRONMENT 

The wider soc ia l environment a lso influences working rela tionship s in both 

powerful symb olic  and  p rac tica l ways. In rela tion to symbolism, for example, 

the history of c olonisa tion of Ind igenous Austra lians may ca rry a  potent 

legac y in rela tionships between servic e provid ers and  users whic h c ross 

c ultura l b ound aries. Crossing the c ha sm of culture and  c lass c an be a  ma jor 

c ha llenge. The very voc abula ry whic h a  p rac titioner from a  midd le c lass 

bac kground  may routinely use c an make a  pa rent with little formal educ a tion 

feel unc omfortab le and  inferior.  

 

Most of the researc h litera ture in this field  has been very “ urban-c entric ” . 

Given tha t over a  third  of the Austra lian pop ula tion live outside c ap ita l c ities 

(25) a nd  signific antly higher p rop ortions (69%) of Ind igenous p eop le live in 

rura l and  remote a reas of Austra lia  (26, 27), it is p leasing to see some a ttention 

now being  given to working rela tionships in rura l c ontexts.  

 

Green, Gregory a nd  Ma son (28) have used  the metaphor of “ stretc hing the 

p rofessiona l elastic ”  to desc ribe rura l working rela tionships on the c ontinuum 

from “ professiona l, ob jec tive expert”  to “ help ful friend” . This notion c ha llenges 

trad itiona l ideas of professiona l ethic s, va lues and  rules about p rofessiona l 

bounda ries as they rela te to the development a nd  maintenanc e of the 

working rela tionship .  
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Those working in rura l settings need  to g rapp le with “ multip le rela tionships”  – 

the working rela tionship  as well as other rela tionships they have with servic e 

users outsid e the p rofessiona l sphere (29). This c an g ive rise to c omplex issues 

rela ted  to c onfidentia lity, worker self-d isc losure and  trust. 

 

Some researc hers view the development of multip le rela tionships in a  

nega tive light (30). Others see suc h re la tionships as an inevitab le pa rt of 

working in rura l and  remote settings (29, 31, 32), a nd  even as an asset in 

help ing estab lish rapport (33). It is rec ommended  rura l workers and  servic e 

users exp lore the implic a tions of multip le rela tionships a t the beginning of the 

working rela tionship  with c lients (31, 32, 34). 

 

In rura l a nd  remote settings, iso la tion c a n a lso pose very p rac tic a l c ha llenges 

- g rea ter d istanc es between servic e users and  workers, for example, resulting 

in fewer opportunities to build  and  ma inta in working rela tionships (27). There 

may a lso be g rea ter p rofessiona l isola tion for the p ra c titioner in rela tion to 

ac c ess to sup ervision and  support (31, 35). 

Little researc h ha s b een d one on the working rela tionship  in rela tion to 

Ind igenous c ommunities and  g iven the enormous d iversity within and  

between Ind igenous c ommunities, genera lisa tions may p rove unhelp ful. 

However, some have desc ribed a  style of rela ting  in terms of  

A de-p rofessional approac h [in whic h] friendship , ya rning, rec ognition of 

your c ommon humanity with the c lient, sha ring of stories, sharing of self, 

inc lud ing  sp iritua lity and humour, a re rec ognised  and  va lued  tec hniques. 

A rela tionship  c harac terised in this form works with power and  equa lity in 

a  more c omplex way… (Lynn, Thorpe, Miles with Cutts, Butcher & Ford , as 

c ited in 28).   

�
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�

Figure 1 – The worker-parent relationship in c ontext 

�

The “ ec ology”  or the c ontext of the organisa tiona l setting  and  soc ia l 

environment in whic h the worker-pa rent rela tionship  is embedded  is d ep ic ted 

in the d iagram above. Prac titioners may wish to use this d iagram to reflec t on 

spec ific  rela tionships w ith p arents, pa rtic ularly those tha t have worked  better 

tha n might have been exp ec ted as well a s those tha t have worked less well.  

 

By thinking about the possib le c ontrib ution of fac tors rela ting  to the worker, 

the pa rent, the c hild , the organisa tiona l c ontext and  the b roader soc ia l 

environment, it might be possib le to ga in a  deeper understand ing of the 

dynamic s occ urring  and  wha t is required  to d evelop  and  susta in p ositive 

pa rtnerships w ith pa rents. 

�

Social Environment 

Organisational Context 

Parent Worker 

Child 



 

 
17 

 
 
Evidenc e into  Ac tion Top ica l Paper – Positive Partnerships With Pa rents a nd  Young  Child ren 
Austra lian Research Alliance for Children & Youth - April 2007 
 

POSITIVE PARTNERSHIPS: WHAT ORGA NISATIONS 
CA N DO 

Creating  a culture of inquiry and reflec tion 

Organisa tions tha t have an inq uiry orienta tion c rea te opportunities for pa rents 

and  p ra c titioners to pa rtic ip a te in p rob lem solving a imed  a t enha nc ing 

rela tionships between servic es a nd  families. For instanc e, one p rojec t b rought 

pa rents, ma nagers a nd  p rac titioners together in ‘d isc ussion groups a imed  a t 

genera ting  innova tive a nd  p rac tic a l ideas for fac ilita ting  future c ollabora tion’   

(36). Pa rents, in this c a se, highlighted  the need  for better c ommunic a tion 

between the d ifferent p rofessiona ls who p rovided  servic es to families of 

c hild ren with speec h/ language d iffic ulties.  

 

In another c ase, working  together with families on c ommunity ba sed  inquiries 

helped  c ommunity hea lth c entres in the United  Sta tes to overc ome mistrust 

assoc ia ted  with the p revious advic e-g iving model (37). Parents who 

c ollabora ted  w ith p resc hool teac hers on inquiring  into c hild ren’s transitions to 

sc hool developed  more p ositive a ttitud es towards teac hers, seeing them as 

an ‘ importa nt and  help ful sourc e of sup port’  (38). 

 

Organisa tions tha t enc ourage a  reflec tive app roac h to p rac tice can enab le 

p rac titioners to question their assumptions ab out fa milies’  needs, p rob lems 

and  resourc es. It is importa nt tha t p rac titioners c onsider how their own 

bac kgrounds and  va lues influenc e the jud gements (c onsc ious or 

unc onsc ious) they make of families, pa rtic ula rly those whose c ulture and 

soc ia l c lass a re d ifferent from the prac titioner’ s (39, 40). 

 

In a  numb er of Austra lian early c hildhood  p rograms, tra ining in the Family 

Partnership s model (41) has been very positively received  by sta ff from d iverse 

p rofessiona l ba c kgrounds.   

 

“ The emphasis of the c ourse is on pa rtic ipants ac tua lly putting the ideas 

and  skills into p rac tic e, not just ta lking about them. An essentia l element 
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of the tra ining is reflec tion on p rac tic e in between sessions and  a lso 

ongoing opportunities for reflec tive c onsulta tion/ supervision after 

c ompletion of the c ourse. In this way lea rning from the c ourse is 

ma inta ined  and  integra ted  into p rac tice”  (42). 

Selec ting  the right staff  

The importanc e of rela tionship -based  p rac tic e ha s obvious implic a tions for 

selec ting  sta ff a lthough there is a  pauc ity of researc h on sta ff selec tion in 

rela tion to the persona l q ua lities tha t enhanc e positive pa rtnership s w ith 

pa rents of young  c hild ren. 

 

In light of the researc h on the significanc e of empa thy, respec t, genuineness 

and  op timism, a n ap p lic ant’ s c ore va lues and  a ffec tive tra its should  be key 

selec tion c riteria . Exp lora tion of the c ond itions under whic h a  person ha s 

been ab le to mainta in good  working rela tionships w ith families desp ite 

signific ant obstac les ma y be a  useful line of inquiry in interviews and  referee 

c hec ks. Some have a lso rec ommended  the inc lusion of pa rents in sta ff 

selec tion. 

“ Hiring p roc esses for c hild  welfa re workers need  to inc lude considera tion 

of persona l c harac teristic s, interpersona l style and attitudes towards 

c lients. A spec ific  suggestion we offer is to inc lude a  former c lient on 

agenc y hiring c ommittees. This stra tegy c an serve severa l purposes: the 

interpersona l sensitivity and  ab ility of p rospec tive workers to rela te to c hild  

welfa re c lientele c an be read ily observed, former c lients’  experienc e of 

p rospec tive workers c an be fac tored  into hiring dec isions, and  

p rospec tive workers rec eive the message tha t the c hild  welfa re agenc y 

va lues and  respec ts c lient input and  desires to work c ollabora tively”  (11: 

40).  

There ma y a lso be va lue in using  role p lays in sta ff selec tion. In the 

p rofessiona l development of c hild  p rotec tion workers, the Sc hool of Soc ia l 

Work a t the Austra lian Ca tholic  University routinely uses ro le p lay sc enarios to 

assess the interviewing skills of the p rac titioner and  the ab ility to c onvey 

emp athy while exerc ising their p rotec tive role (Morag  Mc Arthur, persona l 
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c ommunic a tion). This post-q ua lifying  professiona l development p rog ram is a n 

interesting  model of c ollab ora tion between a  ma jor servic e delivery 

organisa tion and  a  university (43). 

Supporting and susta ining staff 

While there is very little researc h to guide organisa tions in the rec ruitment of 

sta ff there is a  la rge body of researc h on sta ff retention and  wha t is need ed 

to support and  susta in p rac titioners working with vulnerab le families and 

c hild ren (44-46). 

 

The importanc e of high qua lity c linic a l supervision/ c onsulta tion to enha nc e 

performance a nd  p revent worker stress a nd  burnout in emotiona lly 

demand ing  work is being  inc reasing ly rec ognised .  The worker’ s needs a re 

c ap tured  well in the c omments below from a  p rac titioner in the Vic toria n 

“ Take Two”  p rogram, an outreac h c hild  a nd  adolescent menta l hea lth 

p rogram. 

“ Persona lly I find it help ful to have a  senior c linic ian who is ava ilab le . If I 

have a rea lly heavy session, even if I am out of the offic e, I c an ring her 

and  say I need to ta lk … My c olleagues a re a lso rea lly supportive. … I 

have a lso found  it help ful to lea rn about myself, my body and  how I reac t 

to things; knowing the ea rly warning signs when things a re getting a  b it 

too muc h. Aga in these a re things tha t you lea rn the hard  way. I have a lso 

found  tha t I have needed to teac h myself when it is and isn’ t appropria te 

to think about work”  (47: 8). 

�

Prec isely beca use p rac titioners a re their own “ instruments of p rac tice” , issues 

rela ting  to strong emotions and  “ boundaries”  c an be very c ha llenging . 

 

“ I remember lea rning about bounda ries and  ma inta ining a p rofessiona l 

d istanc e, so you know about these c oncep ts in theory …but to be honest 

I don’ t think anyone rea lly understands wha t these things mean until you 

a re in it, so to speak. Tha t is, until you have your boundaries c rossed and 
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feel your hea rt being wrenc hed . It is p robab ly then tha t you rea lise you 

p robab ly got a  little  too c lose and  you should  speak to someone about 

it.”  (47: 8) 

 

Servic es for vulnerab le families with c omplex p rob lems a re find ing tha t they 

need  to inc rease the level of p rofessiona l sup ervision they p rovide. The 

lea rnings from eac h phase of the evolution of Parent Resourc e Program a t 

SDN Child ren’s Services ha ve been vita l in refining tha t servic e.  

 

“ The over-relianc e on one person to take on a ll the roles and interac tions 

with families was not help ful in the long run and again not something tha t 

c ould  be susta ined . In phase two we intentiona lly involved a ll sta ff and  

c rea ted  wider and stronger networks of support for pa rents.”  (2: 25) 

 

“ We built in more support and  p rofessional supervision for sta ff as well to 

ensure tha t the add itiona l demands of the p rogram d id  not bec ome 

overwhelming to sta ff. This has reduc ed sta ff turnover.”  (2: 25) 

 

CONCLUSION AND SUMMARY OF KEY POINTS 

There is lim ited  researc h ava ilab le to guide p rac titioners, mana gers and 

polic y makers to help  them c rea te the c ond itions for effec tive working 

rela tionships in ea rly c hildhood  servic es with vulnerab le families. However 

there is sup port for the following c onc lusions. 

 

1.  Positive pa rtnerships between prac titioners and  parents of young  c hild ren 

a re c entra l to ac hieving  the ob jec tives of servic es.  

 

2. Partnerships between p rac titioners a nd  p arents c an be c omplex, 

influenc ed  b y the rela tionship  eac h has with the c hild , and  by wha t the 

p rac titioner and  the pa rent mean to each other, p syc holog ica lly and 

soc ia lly.  
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3. Key elements in effec tive working rela tionships a re the p rac titioner’ s 

emp athy, resp ec t, genuineness and  op timism (ERGO). 

 

4. The worker-parent rela tionship  is embedd ed w ithin an organisa tiona l 

c ontext whic h influenc es the rela tionship  through the na ture of the 

physic a l setting , its resourc es, the servic e role a nd  ma nd a te, and  agenc y 

c lima te a nd  mora le. 

 

5. The worker-pa rent rela tionship  and  the organisa tion a re embed ded  in a  

b roader soc ia l environment whic h c a n fac ilita te and / or inhib it the 

potentia l for positive pa rtnerships. In this respec t c ulture and  c la ss a re 

important d imensions, and  rura l settings ha ve partic ula r c ha llenges and 

op portunities.  

 

6.  Organisa tions c an enhanc e p ositive worker-pa rent partnership s through: 

·  c rea ting a  c ulture of inquiry and  reflec tion 

·  selec ting  the right sta ff  

·  supp orting  sta ff through good  supervision and  tra ining   

·  giving  sta ff enough TIME to develop rela tionships 

 

Ultima tely develop ing and  susta ining  positive p a rtnerships with pa rents may 

be more an a rt than a  sc ienc e. In the words of two recent researc hers in this 

a rea : 

“ … we wish to stress tha t the results of this resea rc h a re not reduc ib le to a  

list of ‘ dos and don’ ts’ . Our find ings suggest that good  help ing 

rela tionships a re more ways-of-being than they a re about stra tegies and  

tec hniques. If the effort a  worker ava ils in estab lishing a  positive 

rela tionship  with c lients is p resc rip tive and tec hnique d riven, it is likely to 

fa il. Workers’  rela tionship and  engagement skills c an only b lossom when 

they a re rooted in genuine ca re and respec t for the c lients they serve. 

Spec ific  tec hniques c an augment an empathic , supportive, and  

c ollaborative app roac h, but they c annot substitute for this”  (11: 40).   
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“ Workers need  to be encouraged  and  tra ined to exerc ise power softly 

and  jud ic iously, to lay aside p rofessiona l masks, to be human and  down 

to earth and  to go ‘ the extra  mile’ . The results o f this study suggest tha t 

good  help ing rela tionships in c hild  welfa re a re ultima tely about good  

human rela tions in genera l – trea ting others with kindness, respec t and 

d ignity; being honest and genuine; and  striving to understand  and  work 

c ollabora tively”  (11: 42).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

�



 

 
23 

 
 
Evidenc e into  Ac tion Top ica l Paper – Positive Partnerships With Pa rents a nd  Young  Child ren 
Austra lian Research Alliance for Children & Youth - April 2007 
 

REFERENCES 

1. Good fellow J. Parents spea king  out. Red fern: SDN Child ren©s Services; 

2006. 

2. Udy G. SDN©s Parent Resourc e Program: Reflec ting  our heritage, 

respond ing  to p resent needs, reinventing  the future for and  with 

strugg ling  families. Develop ing  Pra c tic e 2005; 12(Autumn):22-30. 

3. Gippsland  Lakes Community Hea lth. 0-2 Projec t Report. Vic toria ; 2006. 

4. Sa lveron M, Arney F, Lewig  K. Eva lua tion of the Parents Plus Playgroups. 

Adela ide: Austra lian Centre for Child  Protec tion, University of South 

Austra lia ; 2006. 

5. Staud t M. Trea tment enga gement with c a reg ivers of a t-risk c hild ren: 

Gaps in researc h and  c onc ep tua liza tion. Journa l of Child  and  Family 

Stud ies 2006; Online First. 

6. Ya tc hmenoff DK. Measuring c lient engagement from the c lient©s 

perspec tive in nonvolunta ry c hild  p rotec tion services. Researc h on Soc ia l 

Work Prac tic e 2005; 15:84-96. 

7. Hubble MA, Dunc a n BL, Miller SD. The heart and  soul of c hange: Wha t 

works in therapy? Wa shington, DC: America n Psyc hologic a l Assoc ia tion; 

1999. 

8. Lambert MJ. Implica tions of outc ome researc h for p syc hotherapy 

integra tion. In: Norc oss JC, Gold fried  MR, ed itors. Handbook of 

psyc hotherapy integra tion. New York: Basic  Books; 1992. p . 94-129. 

9. Trotter C. Help ing  ab used  c hild ren and  their families. Syd ney: Allen & 

Unwin Pty Ltd ; 2004. 

10. Shulman L. Interac tiona l soc ia l work p rac tic e: Toward a n emp iric a l 

theory. U.S.A.: F.E. Pea c oc k Pub lishers; 1991. 



 

 
24 

 
 
Evidenc e into  Ac tion Top ica l Paper – Positive Partnerships With Pa rents a nd  Young  Child ren 
Austra lian Research Alliance for Children & Youth - April 2007 
 

11. de Boer C, Coady N. Good  help ing rela tionships in c hild  welfa re: 

Learning  from stories of suc c ess. Child  and  Family Soc ia l Work 2006; 

12(32-42). 

12. Dawson K, Berry M. Engaging families in c hild  welfare services: An 

evidenc e-ba sed  approac h to best p rac tic e. Child  Welfa re League of 

America  2002; 81(2):293-317. 

13. Ac kerman SJ, Hilsenroth MJ. A review of therap ist c harac teristic s and 

tec hniques p ositively impac ting the therap eutic  a llianc e. Clinic a l 

Psyc hology Review 2003; 23:1-33. 

14. Drake B. Consumer and  worker p erc ep tions of key c hild  welfa re 

c ompetenc ies. Child ren and  Youth Servic es Review 1996; 18(3):261-279. 

15. Hepworth DH, Rooney RH, La rsen JA. Direc t soc ia l work p rac tic e. 5th ed . 

United Sta tes of Americ a : Brooks/ Cole Pub lishing Company; 1997. 

16. Trotter C. Worker skill and  c lient outc ome in child  p rotec tion. Child  Abuse 

Review 2002; 11:38-50. 

17. Whiteb ook M, Phillips D, Bellm D, Almaraz M. Two years in ea rly c are and  

educ a tion: A c ommunity p ortra it of qua lity and  workforc e stab ility. 

Exec utive Summary. Berkeley: University of Ca lifornia ; 2004. 

18. Sc ott D, Bra dy S, Glynn P. New mother groups as a  soc ia l network 

intervention: Consumer and  materna l and  c hild  hea lth nurse 

perspec tives. Austra lian Journa l of Adva nc ed  Nursing  2001; 18(4):23-29. 

19. Coyne IC, S. Cha lleng ing the philosophy of pa rtnership  with pa rents: A 

grounded  theory stud y. Interna tiona l Journa l of Nursing Stud ies 2006; in 

p ress. 

20. Frieberg  K, Homel, R, Ba tc helorm, S, Ca rr, A, Ha y, I, Elias, G, Teague, R & 

Lamb, C. Crea ting  pa thways to pa rtic ipa tion: a  c ommunity-based  

developmenta l p revention p rojec t in Austra lia . Child ren & Soc iety 2005; 

19:144-157. 



 

 
25 

 
 
Evidenc e into  Ac tion Top ica l Paper – Positive Partnerships With Pa rents a nd  Young  Child ren 
Austra lian Research Alliance for Children & Youth - April 2007 
 

21. De Gioia  K. "Well, Ab orig ina l servic es would  be a lright..." Ab orig ina l 

families in early c hildhood  servic es: A c ase study. Syd ney: Hea lthy 

Childhood  Resea rc h Group , University of Western Sydney; 2003. 

22. Mueller D. An Eva lua tion of Families Matter. Carlton, Vic .: Dennis Mueller 

and  Assoc ia tes; 2005. 

23. Fletc her R. Defining Fa therhood : Family Ac tion Centre , University of 

Newc astle, unp ub lished  pa per; 2002. 

24. Mc Bride B, Rane, T & Bae, JH. Intervening  with teac hers to enc ourage 

fa ther/ male involvement in ea rly c hildhood  programs. Early Childhood  

Researc h Quarterly 2001; 16:77-93. 

25. Austra lian Bureau of Sta tistic s. Reg iona l Polic y a nd  Resea rc h in Austra lia  - 

the Sta tistic a l Dimension: Information Development Plan for Rura l and  

Regiona l Sta tistic s. Canberra : Austra lia n Bureau of Sta tistic s; 2005. 

26. Austra lian Bureau of Sta tistic s. Na tiona l Ab orig ina l and  Torres Stra it 

Islander Soc ia l Survey, 2002. Canberra : Austra lia n Bureau of Sta tistic s; 

2002. 

27. Chenoweth L. Educ a ting Prac titioners for Integ ra tive Rura l Prac tic e. Rura l 

Soc iety 2004; 14:276-287. 

28. Green R, Gregory R, Mason R. Professiona l Dista nc e and  Soc ia l Work: 

Stretc hing the Elastic ? Austra lian Soc ia l Work 2006; 59:449-461. 

29. Campb ell CD, Gordon MC. Ac knowledg ing  the inevitab le: 

Understand ing  multip le rela tionships in rura l p rac tice. Professiona l 

Psyc hology: Researc h and  Prac tic e 2003; 34:430. 

30. Zur O. Therapeutic  bounda ries and  dua l rela tionships in rura l p rac tice: 

Ethic a l, c linic a l and  standa rd  of ca re c onsidera tions. Journa l of Rura l 

Community Psyc hology 2006; Vol E9 (Number 1, Spring 2006). 

31. Munn P, Munn T. Rura l Soc ia l Work: Moving Forwa rd . Rura l Soc iety 2003; 

13:22-34. 



 

 
26 

 
 
Evidenc e into  Ac tion Top ica l Paper – Positive Partnerships With Pa rents a nd  Young  Child ren 
Austra lian Research Alliance for Children & Youth - April 2007 
 

32. Green R. Soc ia l work in rura l a reas: a  persona l a nd  professiona l 

c ha llenge. Austra lia n Soc ia l Work 2003; 56:209. 

33. Green R, Gregory R. Rura l and  Remote Soc ia l Welfa re Prac tic e: 

Differenc es and  Simila rities in the Austra lia n Context. Rura l Soc iety 2004; 

14:245- 255. 

34. Pugh R. Dua l Rela tionships: Persona l and  Professiona l Boundaries in Rura l 

Soc ia l Work. British Journa l of Soc ia l Work 2006; Advanc e Acc ess 

pub lished  Sep tember 8, 2006. 

35. Lonne B, Cheers B. Reta ining Rura l Soc ia l Workers: An Austra lia n Study. 

Rura l Soc iety 2004; 14:163-177. 

36. Ba nd  S, Lindsa y, G., Soloff, N., Peac ey, N., Gasc oigne, M. & Rad ford , J. 

Are Hea lth and  Ed uc a tion ta lking to eac h other? Perc ep tions of pa rents 

of c hild ren with speec h and  la nguage needs. Europea n Journa l of 

Spec ia l Needs Educ a tion 2002; 17(3):211-227. 

37. Delemos J. Community-b ased partic ipa tory researc h: c hang ing  

sc ientific  prac tic e from researc h on c ommunities to resea rc h with and  

for c ommunities. Loc a l Environment 2006; 11(3):329-338. 

38. Pianta  R, Kra ft-Sayre, M, Rimm-Kaufman, S,. Collab ora tion in build ing 

pa rtnership s between fa milies and  sc hools: The Na tiona l Center for Early 

Development a nd  Learning©s Kindergarten Transition Intervention. Early 

Childhood  Resea rc h Qua rterly 2001; 16:117-132. 

39. Butera  G. Collabora tion in the c ontext of Ap pa lac hi: The c ase of Cassie. 

The Journa l of Spec ia l Educ a tion 2005; 39(2):106-116. 

40. Ka lya np ur MH, B. A posture of rec ip roc ity: a  p rac tic a l app roac h to 

c ollab ora tion between p rofessiona ls and  parents of c ultura lly d iverse 

bac kgrounds. Journa l of Child  and  Family Stud ies 1997; 6(4):487-505. 

41. Davis H, Day C, Bidmead  C. Working  in pa rtnerships with parents. 

Sydney: The Psyc hologica l Corp ora tion/ Harc ourt Assessment; 2000. 



 

 
27 

 
 
Evidenc e into  Ac tion Top ica l Paper – Positive Partnerships With Pa rents a nd  Young  Child ren 
Austra lian Research Alliance for Children & Youth - April 2007 
 

42. Child ren Youth and  Women©s Hea lth Servic e. Family Home Visiting  

Servic e Outline. Adela id e: Government of South Austra lia ; 2005. 

43. Mc Arthur M, Allen-Kelly K, Duggan F. University-industry p a rtnerships: 

Keep ing c hild  p rotec tion workers on the job , c ha llenged and  happy. 

Communities, Families and  Child ren 2006; 1(1):24-32. 

44. Hemmelgarn AL, Glisson C, James LR. Orga niza tiona l c ulture and  

c lima te: implic a tions for servic es a nd  interventions researc h. Clinica l 

Psyc hology: Sc ienc e and  Prac tice 2006; 13(1):73-89. 

45. Hodgkin S. Competing  demands, c ompeting solutions, d iffering  

c onstruc tions of the p rob lem of rec ruitment and  retention of frontline 

rura l c hild  protec tion sta ff. Austra lia n Soc ia l Work 2002; 55(3):193-203. 

46. Institute for the Advanc ement of Soc ia l Work Researc h. Fac tors 

influenc ing retention of c hild  welfare sta ff: A systematic  review of 

researc h. Wa shing ton, DC: Institute for the Advanc ement of Soc ia l Work 

Researc h; 2005. 

47. Austra lian Institute of Family Stud ies. Child  Abuse Prevention Newsletter. 

2007; 15(1). 

 

Useful Websites 

Berna rd  van Leer Founda tion 

www.berna rdvanleer.org  

Family Ac tion Centre 

www.newc astle.edu.a u/ c entre/ fa c  

St Luke’s 

www.stlukes.org .au 
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www.innova tiveresourc es.c om.au 

www.streng thsc ase.c om 

 

Wilfrid  Laurier University  

www.wlu.c a / index.php  

 

What works for c hild ren? 

www.wha tworksforc hild ren.org .uk 
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Worker skill and 
c lient outc ome in 
c hild  p rotec tion 
(Trotter, 2002) 

The study a ttemp ts to 
identify the extent to  
which c hild  p rotec tion 
workers make use of skills 
suc h as role c la rific a tion, 
p roblem-solving 
app roac h, p ro-soc ia l 
exp ression and 
c ollabora tive 
c lient/ worker rela tionship , 
and  how these skills rela te 
to c lient outc omes. 

Involunta ry c lients 
and  families 
involved  with 
child  p rotec tion 
servic es 

No intervention 
used . Da ta  was 
sought through 50 
interviews with 
c hild  p rotec tion 
workers and  282 
interviews with 
family members. 
The child  
p rotec tion 
workers p rovided  
informa tion about 
247 c lient families 

The study 
revea led  tha t 
when workers 
used the skills, 
their c lients had  
better outc omes – 
the workers 
believed  the 
c lients showed 
better p rogress, 
the c lients were 
more sa tisfied  
with the 
outc omes and 
the c ases were 
more likely to 
have been c losed  
16 months la ter 

 

Qua lita tive study 
using interviews 
with c hild  
p rotec tion workers 
and  family 
members. Study 
only a ttemp ts to 
isola te the 
influenc e of one 
fac tor in the 
c lient’ s lives, the 
c hild  p rotec tion 
worker 

A limita tion of the study 
rela te to the 
measurements used 
whic h c an be c ritic ised  
as being sub jec tive (eg . 
workers might report 
good progress where 
c lients have suc cessfully 
c overed  up  their 
abusive behaviour). 
Study has only been 
c a rried  out in one region 
in one pa rt of Austra lia  

� � � �

�
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The impac t of 
d ifferent 
supervision 
p rac tic es in 
c ommunity 
c orrec tions: Cause 
for Optimism 
(Trotter, 1996) 

The study investiga tes 
d ifferent supervision 
p rinc ip les inc lud ing the use 
of empa thy, p ro-soc ia l 
app roac h a nd  p roblem 
solving prac tic e in 
c ommunity based  
c orrec tions in Vic toria . It 
a ims to c onsider whether 
the c ombined  use of these 
approac hes, by supervising 
offic ers, rela tes to 
rec id ivism and  whether 
eac h of the fac tors is 
ind ividua lly rela ted  to 
reduc ed  rec id ivism 

Thirty Correc tion 
Officers working in 
c ommunity based  
c orrec tion servic es 
in Vic toria  

Correc tion Offic ers 
were offered  a  five 
day tra ining c ourse 
which inc luded  
instruc tion in the 
p rinc ip les of p ro-
soc ia l modelling  
and  reinforc ement, 
p roblem solving 
and  empa thy. 
Offic ers were 
asked  to use the 
supervision model 
taught in the 
tra ining c ourse in 
the supervision of 
their c lients a nd  to 
pa rtic ipa te in a  
series of ongoing 
tra ining sessions  

The resea rch found  
tha t among other 
things, supervision 
c harac terised  by a  
p ro-soc ia l 
approac h, the use 
of p rob lem solving  
and  the use of 
empathy, is rela ted  
to lower rec id ivism. 
Where supervisors 
make use of these 
supervision 
p rinc ip les, c lient 
rec id ivism ra tes, as 
measured  by 
b reac h ra tes and  
re-offend ing ra tes 
one yea r and  four 
yea rs a fter the sta rt 
of supervision, a re 
twenty five to fifty 
perc ent lower. The 
p ro-soc ia l 
approac h seems to 
have more impac t 
than the use of 
p rob lem solving  or 
empathy n this 
study 

Ana lysis of files and  
polic e rec ords to 
ga ther informa tion 
about the extent to 
whic h file notes 
reflec ted  the use of 
the supervision 
p rac tic es/ princ ip les 
and  whether the 
use of these 
approac hes as 
ind ic a ted  in the file 
notes were rela ted  
to reduc ed  
rec id ivism of c lients. 
Used  ra ting sc a les 
for eac h file 

The study was limited  to a  
sma ll sample working in 
c orrec tiona l servic es in 
Vic toria . 
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Trea tment 
engagement with 
c a regivers of At-
risk c hild ren: Gaps 
in resea rc h and 
c onc ep tua liza tion 
(Staudt, 2006) 

 

Disc ussion of behavioura l 
and  a ttitud ina l aspec ts of 
engagement and 
identific a tion of the 
ba rriers and  interventions 
to appointment keep ing 

Parents of a t-risk 
child ren (involved 
with menta l 
hea lth servic es) 

No intervention 
used . Review of 
litera ture on 
engagement of 
families rec eiving 
menta l health 
servic es 

Two c omponents 
of engagement: 
behavioura l (eg. 
c lient 
performance of 
tasks to 
implement 
trea tment and  
ac hieve 
outc omes) and  
a ttitud ina l 
(emotiona l 
investment in and 
c ommitment to 
trea tment). 
Disc usses ba rriers 
to engagement 
and ways to 
inc rease 
engagement  

 

Outc ome of most 
engagement 
interventions is 
appointment 
keep ing and 
retention. This is 
d irec t and  easy to 
measure, whereas 
a ttitud ina l 
measures a re more 
sub jec tive and  
d iffic ult to a tta in.  

Reviewing engagement 
stra tegies do not c onvey 
the skill, sensitivity and 
knowledge tha t a re 
required  to suc c essfully 
engage the families of 
a t-risk c hild ren. A gap  in 
the fie ld  is how to 
engage parents who 
a re c ourt-ordered  and 
where the trea tment 
foc us is on the pa rent. 
Engagement efforts 
need to be developed 
to reac h ma ltrea ted  
c hild ren and their 
families 
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Evalua ting a 
soc ia l work 
engagement 
approac h to 
involving inner-
c ity c hild ren and 
their families in 
menta l health 
c a re (Mc Kay, 
Nudelman, 
McCadam & 
Gonzales, 1996) 

 

Artic le foc uses on 
inc reasing the ability of 
soc ia l workers to p rovide 
menta l hea lth servic es to  
urban, low-inc ome 
c hild ren and their 
c aretakers 

Child ren and their 
families receiving 
menta l hea lth 
c a re servic es 

107 c hild ren and 
families randomly 
assigned  to 
engagement skills 
tra ined  group or 
urban menta l 
hea lth agenc y 
g roup  

Of the 33 c hild ren 
assigned  to the 
engaged  skills 
group, 29 c a me for 
the first 
appointment and  
28 of those 
returned  for a  
sec ond  
appointment. In 
the c omparison 
group of 74 c lients, 
47 c ame for an 
initia l appointment 
and  only 39 of 
these returned  for 
a  sec ond  
appointment. The 
avera ge length of 
trea tment during 
an 18-week study 
period  for first 
interview subjec t 
was 7.1 sessions, as 
opposed  to 5.4 
sessions for the 
c ompa rison group 

Random 
assignment of 
families to groups. 
Outc ome variab le 
was appointment 
keep ing 

Small sample size.  
Outc ome variab le was 
appointment keep ing . 
Process information from 
c lients rela ted to their 
sa tisfac tion with the 
session and the 
therap ist, their 
perc ep tions of being 
met with respec t and  
understand ing and their 
motiva tion to return for 
the next appointment 
needs to  be collec ted in 
future stud ies. Feedbac k 
from the therapists 
about engagement 
p roc ess is a lso important 
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Inc reasing ac c ess 
to c hild  menta l 
hea lth servic es for 
urban child ren 
and their 
c a regivers 
(Mc Kay, Stoewe, 
McCadam & 
Gonzales, 1998) 

 

The study a ims to 
evalua te the effec ts of 
two types of engagement 
interventions (telephone-
engagement and first-
interview engagement 
and  telephone 
engagement c ombined 
c ond ition) on the initia l 
a ttendanc e and the 
ongoing retention in c hild  
menta l hea lth servic es. 
Another c ond ition whic h 
was the usua l intake 
p roc edure was a lso used . 
Outc ome measures 
inc lude a ttendanc e a t 
initia l appointments, 
average dura tion of 
c ontac t with a menta l 
hea lth agenc y and 
proportion of 
appointments kep t during 
the study period 

109 c aregivers 
and  c hild ren 
requesting 
servic es a t a  
menta l hea lth 
agency. 

Randomly  
assigned  
c a regivers and  
c hild ren to one of 
three c onditions: 
c ombined 
engagement 
intervention, 
telephone 
intervention a lone 
or the usual intake 
p roc edure 

 The c ombined 
intervention and  
the telephone-
a lone c ond itions 
were assoc ia ted 
with substantia l 
inc reases in 
a ttendanc e a t 
the initia l intake 
appointments in 
c omparison to the 
c linic  c omparison 
c ondition. Without 
more intensive 
engagement 
efforts, 56 percent 
of the c ases c an 
be lost between 
the telephone 
c a ll to request 
servic es and the 
intake 
appointment 

Random 
assignment. 
Impac t of 
telephone 
engagement 
intervention was 
limited to 
a ttendanc e ra tes 
a t initia l intake 
appointments; it 
d id  not extend  to 
ongoing ra tes of 
engagement 

Limita tions of the study 
inc lude not 
inc orpora ting 
informa tion from c lients 
about their sa tisfac tion 
with the agency or the 
therap ists, their 
motiva tion to return for 
future appointments, or 
the spec ific  ba rriers tha t 
interfered  with their use 
of the menta l hea lth 
servic es.  
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Good help ing 
rela tionships in 
c hild  welfa re: 
Learning from 
stories of suc c ess 
(de Boer & 
Coady, 2006) 

The study involved in-
dep th exp lora tion of 
good help ing  
rela tionships in c hild  
welfa re 

Clients involved  
with c hild  
p rotec tion 
servic es and  their 
c ase workers.  

No intervention 
used . A selec t 
sample of six c hild  
welfa re worker-
c lient dyads were 
interviewed to 
determine worker 
a ttitudes and 
ac tions tha t were 
key to the 
development of 
good working 
rela tionships 

High level of 
c ongruency 
among workers, 
c lients and  
resea rc hers about 
worker 
rela tionship  
c ompetenc ies. 
Two c a tegories of 
themes emerged 
from the 
qua lita tive 
analysis: (1) soft, 
mindful and 
jud ic ious use of 
power and (2) 
humanistic  
a ttitude and style 
tha t stre tc hes 
trad itiona l 
p rofessiona l ways 
of being 

Small sample size. 
Sample not 
representa tive of 
the c hild  welfa re 
sample. Qualita tive 
study based  on 
interviews. Method 
of sample 
rec ruitment may 
have influenced 
find ings 

Innova tive fea tures of 
the resea rc h design 
inc lude multip le 
interview forma t with 
two ind ividua l and one 
joint interview for eac h 
worker and  c lient and  
opportunities for the 
worker and  c lient in 
each dyad to reflec t 
and respond to the 
other’ s interview 
transc rip ts 
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