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This paper describes a critical interpretive synthesis (critical review of the literature) exploring the ways
children are described and represented in the homelessness and family violence literature regarding
programmes. Authors’ descriptions of children and their perceived needs are considered from individual,
interpersonal and systemic positions, with an inherent focus on the influence of academic language and
power in representing children. The articles reviewed here contained an abundance of negative descriptions
of children’s poor health, educational and developmental outcomes, but very little acknowledgement of
children’s personal resources and capacities in times of adversity. The programme goals and strengths-
based therapeutic intentions described by the authors of these articles were not always congruent with
the ways children were being represented in the early stages of the articles. We argue for a better balance
in representing children’s strengths alongside their challenges when describing their presentation and
participation in programmes and research.
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We learnt a word at school called stigma. I think it’s when
the stories and stuff that people tell you about another per-
son . . . it sticks to them. So if there’s a bad stigma on you,
don’t let that be who you are and just be your own per-
son . . . I know some people who have gone through the same
stuff (as me), like violence in their house and stuff . . . And
they kind of let that become who they are . . . They’re always
angry and get into lots of trouble . . . No one wants to be that
kid.

‘Blue’ (pseudonym) – aged 14

As Blue suggests, stigma is a powerful word. It can place
a divide between people and often involves making assump-
tions about their limited capacities and, in Blue’s words, ‘it
sticks to them’. The context of homelessness and family vio-
lence is riddled with negative attitudes, multiple oppressions
and misunderstandings surrounding these experiences. The
local and international literature regarding children is abun-
dant with descriptions of the possible physical, social and
psychological impacts of homelessness and family violence,
predominantly reporting individual and family deficits with
a lack of acknowledgement of children’s strength and re-
silience during times of adversity. We believe it is timely to

critically reflect on the influence of academic language when
describing and representing children, to ensure we do not
further stigmatise and disempower those who are already
experiencing marginalisation.

Regardless of how careful and well meaning we are with
our choice of language in academic writing, the process of
representing others’ experiences remains challenging and
paradoxical (Ellingson, 2011). The presentation of research
typically follows prescribed models across various disci-
plines; however, feminist researchers have warned about the
potential risks of appropriating participants’ voices to meet
academic standards (Ellingson, 2011). The scientific divide
between the ways in which ‘truth’ is discerned in research
impacts on how knowledge is sought and subsequently how
participants are represented (Roof, 2012). Within our field
of music therapy, authors have been challenged to consider
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the privilege and power from which knowledge has been
obtained (Edwards & Hadley, 2007), and reflexivity and
discussions of ontological positions are increasingly play-
ing an integral role in academic writing (McFerran, Hense,
Medcalf, Murphy, & Fairchild, 2016). Irrespective of the
level of collaborative approaches in research and practice,
the author ultimately holds a sense of authority and respon-
sibility about how knowledge and the participants will be
represented throughout these descriptions.

In Australia, children accompanying their families make
up a significant proportion of the population accessing
homelessness and family violence services (Homelessness
Australia, 2016). There is a growing number of researchers
stressing that children are a diverse group with complex
and individual needs, and early intervention is crucial to re-
duce intergenerational impacts (Kirkman, Keys, Bodzak, &
Turner, 2010; Moore, McArthur, & Noble-Carr, 2011). De-
spite this, the systemic and therapeutic responses for these
children are inconsistent, sparse and even non-existent in
some contexts (Mudaly, Graham, & Lewis, 2014). In or-
der for researchers, policy makers and practitioners to bet-
ter contribute to making a difference in children’s lives, a
greater commitment to providing appropriate therapeutic
and practical responses is needed. However, of equal impor-
tance is the dire need to address numerous systemic issues
that contribute to children’s exposure to these challeng-
ing circumstances in the first place (Hart, Gagnon, Eryigit-
Madzwamuse, Cameron, & Aranda, under review).

There are myriad approaches for working with children
experiencing homelessness and family violence. Group work
is a common response to these children’s experiences; how-
ever, the nature, aims and theoretical orientation of the
programmes differ greatly across national and international
contexts. Malekoff (2014) describes positive group experi-
ences as a protective factor for children in vulnerable con-
texts, with a focus on enhancing strengths and capacities
within a safe and nurturing environment. Akin to strengths-
based approaches in social work, resource-oriented practice
within music therapy involves identifying and celebrating
personal strengths of participants and building upon exist-
ing resources, rather than focussing on deficits and pathol-
ogy (Rolvsjord, 2010). Similarly, the latest theories of re-
silience focus on what is going right for children and striving
to understand the internal and external resources they draw
upon throughout life’s challenges (Hart et al., under review;
Liebenberg & Ungar, 2009).

Despite the increasing focus on strengths-based ap-
proaches across disciplines in this context, the way we write
does not always fully represent how we work in collaborative
and mutually empowering ways with children and their fam-
ilies. Considering the influence of the academic discourse,
through which we consistently strive to ‘prove’ that the work
and research we are doing is meaningful and worthwhile,
we argue for the need to acknowledge the wider impact of
the ways we write about and represent children. Therefore,
the aim of this paper is twofold: (1) To describe a critical

interpretive synthesis (critical review of the literature) (Mc-
Ferran et al., 2016) exploring the ways children’s needs and
capacities are described and represented in the homeless-
ness and family violence literature regarding programmes,
and (2) to stimulate ongoing dialogue and reflexivity about
the power of language and representation of children in
academic writing and discussion.

Method
Critical Interpretive Synthesis
The Critical Interpretive Synthesis (CIS) is a critical ap-
proach to a literature review, first described by Dixon-
Woods et al. (2006). It is an inductive and exploratory ap-
proach, with the searching of articles, critique and analysis
occurring concurrently (Dixon-Woods et al., 2006). The
CIS involves researchers undertaking secondary analyses of
the literature by focussing on how authors have shaped the
construction of knowledge (McFerran et al., 2016). The ap-
proach acknowledges the researcher’s interpretations and
subjectivity as an integral part of the process, and necessi-
tates constant reflexivity and questioning of the data (Dixon-
Woods et al., 2006).

The process we have developed for conducting a CIS
comprises four key steps. These include: approaching the
data through the generation of research intentions, gather-
ing the data in a systematic way, interrogating the assump-
tions that can be demonstrated in the data through the
analysis and interpreting the findings into a synthesis that
incorporated the key learnings (McFerran et al., 2016, p. 5).

Approaching the Literature
We began with a guiding question for the literature search,
which was: What types of programmes are described for chil-
dren in the homelessness and family violence literature? The
search of the literature involved identifying articles and book
chapters using combinations of the following key words:
‘homelessness’, ‘family and/or domestic violence’, ‘groups’,
‘therapy’, ‘programmes’, ‘children’, ‘young people and/or
adolescents’ and ‘families’. Rather than relying on electronic
databases to identify literature, as is usually the case in con-
ventional systematic reviews, we approached the literature in
a more exploratory way that fitted with the emergent nature
of the critical interpretive synthesis (Dixon-Woods et al.,
2006). Papers were identified through a variety of mediums
starting with Google scholar and university databases, and
supplemented by reading through the reference lists in all
the literature retrieved and hand searching for book chap-
ters. As suggested by Dixon-Woods et al. (2006), literature
was selected based on its relevance to the aims of the synthe-
sis as well as its capacity to contribute to the interpretation
and development of concepts, rather than to provide a com-
prehensive overview of all literature in the field. Therefore,
we chose to only include literature that had a specific focus
on children experiencing homelessness and/or domestic or
family violence, and broader traumatic experiences such as
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TABLE 1

Articles and book chapters included in the synthesis.

Article

number Author’s name (year) Therapeutic medium Context (including setting and culture)

1 Senroy (2008) Play therapy Shelter home. Girls who have run away due to domestic
violence. India.

2 Madan (2008) Drama and “Family Dynamic
Play”

Community health clinic for children and mothers who
have experienced domestic violence. Ontario, Canada.

3 Malchiodi (2008) Art and Play Therapy Domestic violence shelter. USA.

4 Daniels, D’andrea, Omizo, and
Pier (1999)

Counseling – activity based Homeless shelter. Hawaii, USA.

5 Fraenkel, Hameline, & Shannon
(2009)

Narrative therapy Homeless shelter. New York, USA.

6 Fry (2005) Art therapy Community organisation. Australia.

7 Hunter (1993) Play therapy Homeless shelter. Hawaii, USA.

8 Shepard and Booth (2009) Art activities After school programme. Washington, USA.

9 Mudaly et al. (2014) Animal assisted therapy Homelessness and family violence agency. Sessions at an
animal shelter. Australia.

10 Huth-Bocks, Schettini, and
Shebroe (2001)

Play therapy Preschool setting targeting children who experienced
domestic violence. Michigan, USA

11 Heise and MacGillivray (2011) Art activities Homeless shelter. Memphis USA.

12 Tutty & Wager (1994) Story-telling and play
creation

YWCA support centre with family violence prevention
programme. Calgary, Canada.

13 Thompson & Trice-Black (2012) Play therapy School setting. Children experiencing domestic violence.
USA.

14 Davey & Neff (2001) Relaxation Homeless shelter. Florida, USA.

15 Nabors, Proescher, & DeSilva
(2001)

Activity based School setting. High risk groups including homeless and
low income. Baltimore, USA.

16 Davey (2004) Weekend camp Homelessness agency. USA.

17 Sheridan (2007) Music therapy and art
activities

Homelessness and family violence agency. Australia.

abuse and bereavement were excluded from the analysis.
In order to provide a broad understanding of the literature
we included articles from Australian authors as well as in-
ternational authors (only articles written in English). We
specifically searched for literature that included case stud-
ies and programme descriptions, as opposed to quantitative
research, as we were most interested in the ways children
were being described and represented in the context of ev-
eryday practice rather than the perceived outcomes of the
programmes.

A total of 17 articles were selected for inclusion (as listed
in table 1). The date of publication ranged from 1993 to
2014 and included papers published by authors from Aus-
tralia (3), the United States of America (11), Canada (2) and
India (1). The authors represented a variety of disciplines in-
cluding art therapy, social work, music therapy, counselling
and play therapy. The age of the articles included in the
review, with almost half of them being more than 10-years
old, represents the limited availability of contemporary pa-
pers describing programmes for children in this context. A
summary of the authors, approaches and settings can be
found in Table 1.

The critical review was a way to challenge our perceived
biases about children’s representation in homelessness and
family violence programmes. Reflexivity was integral in

these early stages to ensure that we were interrogating the
data carefully and being mindful of how our own perspec-
tives were influencing the analysis process (Finlay, 2014). As
a way of tracking our own influences and documenting the
development of our ideas, extensive note taking was em-
bedded throughout the analysis process (Charmaz, 2014).
Regular research supervision exploring how our emotional
responses were contributing to the analysis process was es-
sential, and this ongoing cycle of reflexivity allowed us to
continually check whether our assumptions were present in
the actual data (McFerran et al., 2016).

Systematically Gathering the Data
Initially, we extracted information under the following sub-
headings: author details and publication year, dominant
play strategy, description of the group, type of crisis expe-
rienced, setting, culture, gender, age of participants, goals,
theoretical orientation, role of the child throughout the pro-
gramme, assumed degree of expertise by the writer, evalua-
tion strategies and perceived outcomes of the programme.
However, in the early stages of analysis, we found ourselves
experiencing a sense of discomfort and anger each time we
read about the ways children were being described at the
beginning of the articles. There seemed to be a heavy em-
phasis on describing family deficits and bleak statistics for
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children’s futures, and this seemed incongruent with our
experiences of working musically with children in this con-
text. Therefore, our emotional responses were a result of
feeling uncomfortable that children were being described in
such negative ways as well as the profound lack of discus-
sion about children’s strengths and capacities. As we have
described previously (McFerran et al., 2016), tuning into
and responding to these emotional responses was an es-
sential part of the analytic process. Reflexivity, supervision
and time away from the data were crucial as a way of un-
derstanding why our emotional responses were so intense.
This process shifted the focus of the critical review, which
became: To explore the types of programmes that are described
for children who are experiencing homelessness and family vi-
olence with their families, with a focus on critically analysing
the ways that children’s needs and capacities are represented.
New categories were inductively generated throughout the
entire process, including language to describe children in
the homelessness and family violence system, language to
describe children and what children need, programme goals
and the therapeutic qualities of programme facilitators.

Interrogating the Literature
Data analysis occurred simultaneously alongside the itera-
tive and recursive processes of mining and categorising the
data (Smith, 2011). We continually interrogated and made
comparisons across the data, regularly returning to earlier
articles to obtain additional information by viewing the data
through a different lens.

Our emotional responses continued to be integral to the
creation of new questions and challenging our own assump-
tions, with the constant refinement and generation of ques-
tions being an integral part of the process (Zaza et al., 2000).
For example, our decision to take some time away from the
analysis in response to feelings of anger and sadness about
the negative ways children were being described provided
time to move beyond simple reactivity and generalised as-
sumptions. The use of reflexivity and supervision helped us
to clarify that the issue was our emotional response to the
underlying assumption that all children in the homelessness
and family violence system will be irretrievably damaged in
these difficult circumstances, which was incongruent with
our own experiences of working creatively with children in
this context.

Interpreting the Analysis into a Synthesised Form
Interpreting the analysis involved collating the findings into
synthesised forms such as tables and figures (Dixon-Woods
et al., 2006; McFerran et al., 2016). After careful consider-
ation of the ways children were being described and rep-
resented, we decided to focus specifically on the language
that was being used throughout the articles. This process in-
volved collating key phrases and words from the literature,
and considering the positions authors were adopting when
choosing to use these phrases. We noticed that children’s
needs were being described from systemic, individual and

relational positions, and subsequently used these categories
to collate the data relating to these ideas. The next section
will present the synthesised results and discussion of the
findings.

Results
Descriptions of Children’s Experiences in the
Homelessness and Family Violence System
The type of language used to describe children in the home-
lessness and family violence system appeared to be impor-
tant from the beginning of the analysis. All of the articles
provided descriptions of children in the homelessness and
family violence system, usually in the early stages of the arti-
cles, to portray their needs and to represent the significance
of the programmes to be described. These descriptions in-
cluded statistics about the number of children and families
in the system as well as generalised statements about how
these children might be impacted upon by their experiences.
We collated the words and phrases used to describe children’s
experiences’ (Table 2), and attempted to categorise them as
systemic, individual or interpersonal in order to consider
children’s experiences from an ecological perspective.

Systemic. The systemic category refers to the overarching
social structures and systems that contribute to children’s
experiences of homelessness and family violence. We chose
to place these descriptions under the systemic category be-
cause we believe the increasing exposure to risk factors for
these children are a primary result of systemic issues, such
as inequality and power imbalances.

Children were often described as having ‘unaddressed’
and ‘unmet’ needs within the homelessness and family vi-
olence system, which was seen to be a result of a ‘lack of
availability of services’ specifically for children. Gaps in the
service system were noted, with one of the Australian au-
thors discussing how homelessness services are not designed
to meet the needs of children, working mostly in a case man-
agement capacity with families rather than offering direct
therapeutic and child-centred support for individual chil-
dren.

As Table 2 illustrates, children were labelled as
‘marginalised’, ‘oppressed’ and ‘negatively stigmatised’
within the homelessness and family violence context. Six
of the articles described children as ‘at risk’ due to their
exposure to adversity, which we interpreted as a risk that
was placed on them due to a lack of systemic response to
children’s experiences. As a result of the lack of services and
support for these children, they were considered to be ‘one
of the most vulnerable groups’ and to be ‘in need of care
and protection’.

Individual. The individual category refers to the personal
experiences and characteristics associated with the ways
children might present in the system. The children’s indi-
vidual experience of homelessness and family violence were
characterised by feelings of ‘pain’, ‘fear’, ‘ongoing crisis’ and
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TABLE 2

Words to describe children’s experiences in the homelessness and family violence system.

Systemic Individual Interpersonal

Negatively stigmatised (4) Pain (1), fear (7), unsafe (1, 9), ongoing crisis (9),
ongoing fear (9)

Distrust (4)

Shelters: Chaotic, noisy, overcrowded,
stressful, lack of privacy, strict rules (4,
11)

Unpredictable (6, 9, 10), uncertain futures (11),
insecurity (2, 7), unstable (6), chaos (10, 13)

Lack of nurturing parenting (4)

Unaddressed needs (11) Unmet needs
(15)

Great deal of stress (4), stressed (5), distressed (9,
12, 13), debilitating (4), homelessness as a
stressor (14)

Poor role models (4), lack of proper
role models (2)

Marginalised (5) Oppressed (5) Problems (3, 7), host of problems (4), multiple
problems (4), challenges (5), significant
problems (9), problem areas (16)

Increased interpersonal conflicts with
family members (4)

Low income (5) Poor (7) Numerous traumas (3) Limited social support system (4)

At risk (1, 8, 12, 16) Increased exposure
to risk factors (15)

Unique needs (4) Lacking social networks (7)

Children as most appropriate prevention
audience (12)

Low self-esteem (1, 3, 4), poor self-esteem (2, 10),
more likely to exhibit difficulties (2)

Children’s progress may not be met
by parallel changes in parents (12)

Lack of availability of services (10, 13)
Number of children experiencing
homelessness and family violence
exceeds number of services available
(10)

Quiet (1), introverted (1), passivity (2), withdrawn
(3, 9), mute (9), regressive behaviour (3)

Social isolation (2), isolation (7)

Violence against women as an important
public health problem for women and
their children (10) Focus has mainly
been on women (12)

Having “symptoms” that need to be alleviated and
overcome (6), trauma related symptoms (3)

Decreased interpersonal
responsiveness (16)

Building capacity of support workers (17) Embarrassment (4) Decreased level of social competence
(13)

Need to focus on early intervention and
prevention (17)

Anxiety (2, 3, 9), depressed (2, 3), sadness (2),
worries (3)

Poor sibling, peer and other
relationships (3)

Homelessness services not designed to
meet children’s needs (9)

Feelings of responsibility (10), guilt (10) Social problems (10), social skills
deficits (13)

Intergenerational impacts (3) Low academic skills (8), problems at school (12),
academic challenges (11), lower levels of
cognition (2)

Fragmented family boundaries (16)

Short term programmes not sufficient for
children requiring long term support
(3)

Poor physical health (11) May lose capacity to connect and
develop relationships with people
(9)

Major implications for future generations
(7)

Aggression (2, 9), impulsivity (2), anger (3, 9), more
aggressive (3), oppositional in behaviour (3),
bullying (9)

Domestic violence is an abuse of power
(1) At risk of multiple problems (7)

Serious, negative consequences for emotional,
behavioural interpersonal functioning (10), wide
range of emotional, psychological, cognitive,
social and behavioural problems (3)

Rising numbers of homelessness (16) Emotional problems (13), poor mental health (11)

Need to understand how best to
intervene (14)

Internalised and externalized behavioural
problems (13)

One of the most vulnerable groups (4) Differing responses to violence in the home (2)

In need of care and protection (1) Poor school attendance (8)

Dangers to development (7), extreme effects (9)
damaging effects (14), detrimental long-term
negative impact (17), some children may be
resilient and show a few reactions as a result of
their experience (3)

Note: Bracketed numbers correspond with article number in Table 1.

‘insecurity’. Impacts of these experiences on children were
sometimes described using strong language such as hav-
ing ‘extreme’ and ‘damaging’ effects on children’s function-
ing, with one article labelling these as ‘dangers’ to develop-
ment. Seven of the authors used language such as ‘problems’

and ‘challenges’ to describe children’s presentation in the
system.

Children were described as having ‘unique needs’ or
‘symptoms’ that need to be ‘alleviated or overcome’. Impacts
on mental health included feelings of ‘anxiety’, ‘depression’,
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‘sadness’, ‘worries’ and ‘guilt’. Academic challenges included
‘poor school attendance’, ‘low academic skills’, ‘problems
at school’ and ‘lower levels of cognition’. Some children
were described as presenting as ‘withdrawn’, ‘introverted’ or
‘mute’. Negative behaviour such as ‘aggression’, ‘oppositional
behaviour’ and ‘impulsivity’ was seen as a consequence of
adverse experiences.

Despite all the articles describing children’s negative re-
sponses to their experiences of homelessness and family vi-
olence, only one article acknowledged how ‘some children
may be resilient’ in the face of adversity. Although several
of the authors adopted strengths-based approaches in their
programmes, the ways the children were represented in the
early stages of the articles were often not congruent with the
aims and outcomes described at later stages.

Interpersonal. The interpersonal category centres on rela-
tionships between children and their families, as well as their
wider support networks. Interpersonal relationships were
seen as key contributors to children’s negative presentation
and challenges. Children were described as having a lack of
exposure to ‘nurturing parenting’ and ‘proper role models’,
resulting in feelings of ‘distrust’ and ‘increased interpersonal
conflict’. Socially, children were thought to have ‘social prob-
lems’ and ‘deficits’ in their interactions with peers, and one
author considered that children ‘may lose the capacity to
connect and develop relationships’ following their experi-
ences of transience and violence. As a result, children were
said to have ‘limited social supports’ and a ‘decreased level
of social competence’.

Descriptions of what Children in the Homelessness
and Family Violence System Need
Alongside our collation of the language used to describe
the children themselves, we also documented how authors
described their perceptions of what children need in the
context of homelessness and family violence. Again using
the systemic, individual and interpersonal categories, we ex-
tracted key phrases and words used in the articles to describe
children’s needs (Table 3). At times we grappled with which
category most suited the need being described, as some of
the needs could have fitted across all of the categories. The
decision was ultimately based on who was responsible for
responding to these children’s needs.

Systemic. A number of systemic needs were identified when
looking for language describing what children in the home-
lessness and family violence system need. Primary needs
such as ‘to be safe’, ‘violence prevention’ and ‘early interven-
tion’ were seen as the responsibility of the system in order
to protect and support children. Opportunities for children
to be ‘seen as unique individuals’ and to have their ‘unique
needs’ addressed were identified as integral for interven-
tion programmes. ‘Emotional and therapeutic stability’ was
interpreted as something that should be provided by the
system in order to ‘reverse potential negative outcomes to

life stressors’, ‘offset risk factors’ and ‘promote protective
factors’.

Individual. From an individual perspective, children were
described as needing a safe and supportive space to ‘express
emotions’, ‘explore personal feelings’ and ‘rewrite personal
narratives’. Strengths-based approaches acknowledged the
need to ‘focus on what is going right for children, rather than
what needs to be fixed’ and to ‘celebrate personal strengths
and creativity’. On the other hand, children were thought to
need to ‘decrease the frequency of behaviour problems’ and
‘minimise negative behavioural issues’.

Children were described as needing to ‘learn to cope’
and ‘reduce symptoms of maladaptive coping’ in response
to their traumatic experiences. Similarly, programmes also
needed to minimise ‘negative effects’ and ‘counter the dam-
age’ of violence and adversity. Children were thought to need
‘hope’ and ‘vision’ for the future, and to learn skills of per-
severance through times of adversity. Reducing feelings of
self-blame was also seen as important, with authors recog-
nising that children needed to ‘know they are not alone’ and
to ‘know it is not their fault’.

Interpersonal. Children were described as needing ‘oppor-
tunities for positive interaction’ and ‘social connectedness’.
Building ‘trust’ was described as important so that chil-
dren were able to develop their interpersonal skills and
‘strengthen their interactions with others’. ‘Engaging the
entire family system’ was viewed as a way of building upon
family relationships and responding to children’s interper-
sonal needs. By ‘empowering parents’ and ‘enhancing par-
enting skills’, they may be better equipped to provide ‘consis-
tency’ and a ‘nurturing environment’ for children through-
out transient times. Although some authors identified that
children need ‘peer to peer relationships’ and ‘social sup-
port’, the interpersonal needs tended to focus mostly on
family relationships rather than the need for children to feel
connected to their peers, school and the wider community.

Descriptions of what Programmes Offer
Programme descriptions and goals were collated (see
Figure 1) and compared with the list of identified needs.
All of the programmes adopted one or more of the fol-
lowing goals: (1) emotional expression through creative
mediums such as art, play, storytelling, drama and mu-
sic, (2) making plans for staying safe, (3) increasing self-
esteem and positive identity, (4) developing conflict res-
olution and problem solving skills, (5) de-stigmatisation
through psychosocial-education about homelessness and
family violence and reducing children’s feeling of self-blame,
(6) fostering relationships between participants and fam-
ily members and (7) building upon strengths and coping
strategies.

The goals of the programmes mostly aimed at address-
ing the individual and interpersonal needs identified in the
early stages of the articles. Even though a number of systemic
needs were emphasised in the early stages of the articles, it
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TABLE 3

Words to describe what children in the homelessness and family violence system need.

Systemic Individual Interpersonal

Focus on early intervention and
prevention (17)

Material resources (5) Increase trust (4), trust (2), building
trust (15)

Filling an articulated need (17) To know they are not alone (3, 6, 12), to correct
misconceptions that they are responsible, to
know it is not their fault (3)

Enhance parenting skills (4)

Prevention activities to buffer against
stress (15)

Safe place for positive experiences (10) Peer to peer relationships (2),
increased social support (5)

Breaking intergenerational cycles (7) Building upon personal and family strengths (4) Engage entire family system (16)

Externalising responsibility (10) Celebrate individual strengths and creativity (11) Positive role models (7)

Appropriate programmes and responses
(7)

Telling their stories (5), explore personal feelings
and experiences (14), exploration of self and
identity (6)

Interpersonal interactions (16),
strengthen interactions with others
(17), opportunities for social
connectedness (17)

Family systems perspective (14) Rewrite personal narratives (5) Reconnect with family members (7)

To be seen as unique individuals (17),
address their unique needs (4)

Counter the damage of violence and adversity (9),
minimise negative effect of homelessness and
family violence on their physical and mental
health (17)

Interpersonal problem solving (4)

Sensitive therapeutic interventions (9) To focus on what is going right for the children,
rather what is going wrong and needs to be
‘fixed’ (8)

Opportunities for positive interactions
(9)

Stability of care (9) Safe outlet for creative expression and skill
mastery (7), creative expression (11)

Develop parental authority and
responsibility (16)

Emotional and therapeutic security (9) Express emotions (1), recognise strong emotions
(17)

Increase parents coping ability (16)

Great need for intervention with
pre-school children (10)

Reduce feelings of anxiety and helplessness (16),
manage stress (16)

Nurturing environment (10)

Violence prevention (15) Sense of control (17), stability (8), structure (2) Empower parents to support children
(14)

Referrals to other services at the
completion of the group (10)

Confidence and self-esteem (17) Improve family functioning (16)

Offset risk factors (7), reverse potential
negative outcomes to life stressors (8)

Age appropriate activities (2), developmentally
appropriate (3)

Consistency (8)

Promotion of protective factors to help
children cope (11), increase protective
factors (8)

Engagement in meaningful activities (8, 11), to
develop the ability to relax (15)

To be safe (1) Opportunities for academic success (4), skill
development (8), academic activities (15)

Hope for the future (2, 3, 5, 8), vision for the future
(11), perseverance (11)

More effective coping skills (13), reduce symptoms
of maladaptive coping (14), to learn to cope
with their experiences (1), coping strategies (3)

Recognise different kinds of abuse (1)

Decrease frequency of children’s behaviour
problems (16), minimise negative behavioural
issues (17)

Overcome feelings of stigma and isolation (6),
reduce feelings of isolation (15, 17), counteract
isolation (8)

Note: Bracketed numbers correspond with article numbers in Table 1.

became clear that the goals of the programmes did not ex-
plicitly address these needs. Rather than responding to the
numerous systemic issues contributing to children’s expo-
sure to adversity, the programmes were primarily designed
to focus on changing children’s behaviours, planning ways
of staying safe and developing strategies for processing and
overcoming their experiences.

Descriptions of the Facilitator’s Role
The ways that the authors described their own (or other
facilitator’s) therapeutic qualities shows their well-meaning
intentions to offer valuable programmes for children in this
context (Table 4). Many of the facilitators were informed by
strengths-based approaches, through which they focused
on building upon the existing strengths of children and
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FIGURE 1

Programme goals.

TABLE 4

Qualities of the facilitators.

Words to describe the facilitators role

Safety and security (2, 3,11,13,17)

Supportive (1,7,16,17)

Consistency (6,8,10)

Focus on strengths and potential (2,6,11)

Build sector capacity (9,15,17)

Collaborative (5,8,11)

Trust (1,2,4,6,7)

Responsive (6,10,11)

Witnessing (2,5,15,17)

Encouragement (2,11,12,13)

Empowering conditions (1,4,7,13,16)

Role model (1,2)

Note: Bracketed numbers correspond with article numbers in Table 1.

fostering their potential. Yet, these approaches were not al-
ways congruent with the ways authors were representing
the children in the write up of the children’s needs and
programme descriptions.

Programme facilitators were thought to offer ‘safety’ and
‘security’ by providing a ‘supportive’ environment for chil-
dren to feel comfortable and secure. Facilitators were de-
scribed as providing ‘encouragement’ to children to talk
about, express and process their emotions and being a
‘witness’ to these often-traumatic experiences. Empower-
ing conditions and collaborative approaches were discussed
in many of the articles. While these approaches were rep-
resented in many of the programme descriptions, the lan-
guage used to describe children did not always reflect the
same values.

Programmes and facilitators were described as being ‘re-
sponsive’ to children’s changing needs. ‘Building sector ca-
pacity’ to engage with and respond to children was men-
tioned in three of the articles as an underlying motivator
for running the programmes, however this was not always
discussed in terms of programme goals and subsequent out-
comes. In order to fully contribute to changing the trajectory
for children in this system in the future, further considera-
tion and implementation about the ways to build capacity
of workers and families to respond appropriately to children
is needed.

The programme goals and descriptions of the facilitators
provide an insight into the ways the children were viewed
within programmes; however, this was not always congruent
with the ways they were described in the early stages of
the articles. Although we assume that the authors had the
best intentions in delivering high-quality services for these
children, this was not always represented in the ways they
wrote about them.

Discussion
Perhaps in order to demonstrate the importance and need
for direct work with children experiencing homelessness
and family violence, many authors emphasised the numer-
ous challenges faced by these children. We are not denying
the importance of acknowledging children’s experiences and
the possible impacts these have on their present and future
functioning, and we acknowledge that there is a vast amount
of research showing how early-life stress may contribute to
a range of difficulties. However, we felt that the empha-
sis on these descriptions does not adequately represent the
whole picture for these children. Most of the articles were
critically missing descriptions of how many children show
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the capacity to adapt to stressful environments and experi-
ences within themselves, and with the support of their wider
systems.

Finding a Better Balance
The language used throughout the articles seemed to em-
phasise what is ‘wrong’ with children and portray the as-
sumption that children were in need of being ‘fixed’, of-
ten unintentionally subscribing to what Valencia (1997)
described as the ‘deficit model’. In doing so, an incongruence
emerged between the ways children were being represented
and the ways the same authors described their strengths-
based approaches to working with these children. Within
our field of music therapy, we have been challenged to con-
sider how the way we write can more accurately represent the
work that we actually do (Procter, 2001). We argue that what
is needed in this discourse is a better balance in represent-
ing children’s strengths and challenges in order to represent
children in mutually empowering ways.

Resilience as a Theoretical Lens
The possible negative effects associated with the experience
of homelessness and family violence are a reality for many
children and should not be underestimated (Humphreys,
Houghton, & Ellis, 2008). However, some authors have de-
scribed the ways that many children who experience home-
lessness and family violence show resilience despite their ex-
posure to adversity (Cutuli et al., 2013; Masten, Cutuli, Her-
bers, & Reed, 2009; Obradović, 2010). Resilience researchers
seek to understand why some children thrive and succeed
despite life’s challenges, whereas others struggle immensely.
The strengths and resources that a child adopts, often called
protective or promotive factors, contribute to their ability
to avoid the negative implications that are often associated
with exposure to risk (Masten et al., 2009). Though many of
the articles in this critical review described strengths-based
approaches, they did not always explore how these strengths
may contribute to children’s abilities to do well despite their
experiences of transience and violence.

Many resilience theorists posit that both internal and ex-
ternal resources are needed to assist children to successfully
deal with stress. Byrd (2010) identified two integral factors
that contribute to successful adaptation in the face of ad-
versity: children’s internal characteristics such as academic
abilities and social skills, along with environmental factors
such as positive parenting and a safe and structured home
environment. Similarly, Cutuli and Herbers (2014) identi-
fied positive parenting and child self-regulation as positive
resources in children’s lives that assist them to bounce back
from adverse experiences. Having a close relationship with
a competent adult, especially a caregiver, is viewed as cru-
cial for children who have experienced homelessness and
family violence (Luthar, 2006). Several interpersonal needs
were identified in the analysis of articles, including engaging
the entire family, building upon parenting skills and assist-
ing families to provide consistency and security to children

in their home environment. However, the programmes de-
scribed in the critical review were not always designed to
build upon the interpersonal needs identified.

Uniting Principles of Resilience and Social Justice
Resilience as a concept has been critiqued due to the respon-
sibility it often places on individuals to overcome experi-
ences of adversity, rather than adults taking responsibility
for preventing those adversities from occurring in the first
place. Friedli (2012) asserts, “A focus on resilience cannot
adequately explain inequalities in [health] and wellbeing
and may serve to disguise or distract from analysis of social
structures that result in and maintain inequalities in power,
wealth and privilege” (p. 1). Similarly, Taylor, Mathers, At-
field and Parry (2011) have said that building resilience
is nothing more than “putting a sticking plaster over the
wound caused by macro-structural inequalities in power
and resources” (p. 6). In response to these critiques, Hart
et al. (under review) have spearheaded a so-called fifth wave
of resilience, which is an overarching approach that aims to
unite principles of resilience with social justice. In addition
to helping children to overcome experiences of adversity, the
focus is equally on transforming aspects of that adversity.

The articles included in this critical review focused sub-
stantially on improving children’s behaviour, providing op-
portunities to express themselves and assisting children to
cope with their experiences. In contrast, there was little fo-
cus on addressing the numerous systemic needs identified
in the early stages of the articles. Although direct work with
children is essential in order to assist them to process their
experiences and develop healthy coping strategies, we con-
sider whether there is capacity for practitioners to take on an
advocacy role in delivering these programmes. For exam-
ple, practitioners might provide further opportunities for
children’s voices to be heard by their families and external
systems through creative arts methods such as songwriting,
poetry, creating artwork and performances. As adversities
such as homelessness and family violence are linked to so-
cietal issues such as inequality and social disadvantage, we
need to consider how resilience informed approaches might
contribute towards social change and make a greater impact
on the wider systems.

The Power of Language
Within the field of academia, authors represent the power
and privilege within their own institutions, as well as within
the way scholarly knowledge is obtained and represented
(Muhammad et al., 2015). Critical theory and feminist
scholars have challenged the power traditionally held by
authors in deciding the ways to represent participants and
the subsequent findings (Ellingson, 2011; Roof, 2012). As
the majority of authors included in the critical review were
also practitioners, it is likely that they were trying to prove
that the programmes they were describing were meaningful
and worthwhile in an attempt to secure funding and ap-
proval for programmes to continue. Therefore, they may
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have felt compelled to emphasise the ‘problems’, ‘risks’ and
‘challenges’ faced by children in this context. Including dis-
cussions about strengths and resilience does not suggest
that if children are coping or drawing upon their existing
resources to manage challenges in their lives that they do
not have a right to process their experiences of homeless-
ness and family violence through the types of programmes
described in the literature. However, we consider whether
the strong and powerful language used to emphasise the
need for the intervention was congruent with the strengths
based approach that many authors adopted when describing
the programmes and therapeutic qualities of the facilitators.

The language that we use to describe people can shape
the way that others perceive them, and subsequently influ-
ence the development of predetermined assumptions and
cognitive processes (Wolff & Holmes, 2011). Using broad
language and defining groups of people by their challenges
have potential pitfalls for how they will be viewed by pro-
fessionals and community members. Most of the articles
included in the critical review privileged descriptions of
hopelessness, rather than messages of hope and resilience,
in the early stages of articles. Therefore, it is likely that the or-
der information is presented in is likely to influence the ways
that practitioners working in the field understand children’s
needs and capacities. As a result, we encourage practitioners
and authors to be reflexive, purposeful and make conscious
decisions about the ways they choose to represent children
in this context.

Conclusions and Recommendations
Although our critical review was limited by the age and cul-
tural influences of some of the papers, the findings represent
some key considerations for future research and practice.
Our emotional responses to the predominantly disempow-
ering language used throughout many of the articles served
as a vehicle for interrogating existing discourse and then
generating new knowledge about the ways we view, un-
derstand and represent children’s experiences. In the early
stages of the analysis, we attempted to set these emotions
aside and took time away from the data in order reflect on
why these reactions were so strong. As we came to realise the
extent to which children were defined by their challenges in
order to emphasise the need for support, we could no longer
ignore our feelings of sadness, anger and frustration. Bour-
dieu describes how in-depth and careful analysis can help
to uncover knowledge that has previously been invisible
(Navarro, 2006). In this way, what was once unseen has now
become known and this has become the new lens through
which knowledge is viewed and understood and is the moti-
vator for striving to change the ways children are described
and represented in the academic discourse. Within our own
research, we are now conducting a project that focusses on
changing perceptions of children in the homelessness and
family violence system by engaging children in a collabora-

tive song writing method that explores children’s strengths
and capacities in times of adversity.

The deficit focus subconsciously underpinning many of
the articles in the critical interpretive synthesis provides a
narrow depiction of children’s experiences and presentation
in homelessness and family violence programmes. Labelling
children as ‘at risk’ places an emphasis on their assumed
individual deficits, rather than challenging the systems sur-
rounding the child that are supposed to be supporting them
(te Riele, 2006). If we, as authors, spend the majority of our
time focussing only on the problems faced by children, we
run the risk of contributing further to the stigmatisation and
labelling of these children as somehow broken. We consider
there are many dangers inherent in identifying challenges
without also acknowledging strengths and believe what is
needed is a better balance in representing children within
this context.

Regardless of how well intentioned we are in our collab-
orative and mutually empowering approaches with children
when delivering programmes, we need to consider how we
can more accurately reflect the significance of these contexts
without compromising our values and strengths-based ap-
proaches in the process of writing about them. We recom-
mend a shift away from broad and generalised descriptions
of children’s needs and challenges at the beginning of articles
and chapters, and a step towards more contextualized and
personalised representations so that we can provide more
illustrative accounts of children’s experiences within their
individual contexts. We believe that in doing so, we would
still be able to demonstrate the need for services in this area,
while providing more accurate and fair representations of
the children with whom we work and conduct research.
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Obradović, J. (2010). Effortful control and adap-
tive functioning of homeless children: Variable-
focused and person-focused analyses. Journal of

28 CHILDREN AUSTRALIA

https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1016644925445
https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2288-6-35
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.aip.2007.01.001
https://doi.org/10.1080/14779757.2013.855133
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1752-0606.2009.00119.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0924-9338(12)74077-4
https://doi.org/10.1002/jcad.12059
https://doi.org/10.1080/00393541.2011.11518844
http://www.homelessnessaustralia.org.au/images/publications/Fact_Sheets/Homelessness_and_Children.pdf
http://www.homelessnessaustralia.org.au/images/publications/Fact_Sheets/Homelessness_and_Children.pdf
http://www.homelessnessaustralia.org.au/images/publications/Fact_Sheets/Homelessness_and_Children.pdf
http://dera.ioe.ac.uk/9525/1/0064117.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1016693726180
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2009.12.004
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732316639284
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1099-0860.2009.00270.x
https://doi.org/10.1017/cha. ignorespaces 2013.39
https://doi.org/10.1177/0896920513516025
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1759-5436.2006.tb00319.x


A critical interpretive synthesis

Applied Developmental Psychology, 31(2), 109–117.
doi: 10.1016/j.appdev.2009.09.004

Procter, S. (2001). Empowering and enabling.
Voices: A World Forum for Music Therapy, 1(2).
doi:10.15845/voices.v1i2.58.

Rolvsjord, R. (2010). Resource-oriented music therapy in mental
health care. Gilsum, NH: Barcelona Publishers.

Roof, J. (2012). Authority and representation in feminist re-
search. In S. N. Hesse Biber (Ed.), Handbook of femi-
nist research: Theory and praxis (pp. 520–543). London:
Sage.

Senroy, S. (2008). Developmental play therapy with children
who have witnessed domestic violence. In S. L. Brooke
(Ed.), The use of the creative therapies with survivors of
domestic violence (pp. 183–198). Springfield, IL: Charles C.
Thomas Publisher.

Shepard, J., & Booth, D. (2009). Heart to heart art. Reclaiming
Children and Youth, 18(1), 12.

Sheridan, J. (2007). Innovative approaches to working with
children. Parity, 20(5), 31–32.

Smith, J. A. (2011). Evaluating the contribution of interpreta-
tive phenomenological analysis. Health Psychology Review,
5(1), 9–27. doi: 10.1080/17437199.2010.510659.

Taylor, B., Mathers, J., Atfield, T., & Parry, J. (2011). What
are the challenges to the big society in maintaining
lay involvement in health improvement, and how can

they be met?. Journal of Public Health, 33(1), 5–10.
doi:10.1093/pubmed/fdr005.

te Riele, K. (2006). Youth ‘at risk’: Further marginalizing the
marginalized?. Journal of Education Policy, 21(2), 129–145.
doi: 10.1080/02680930500499968.

Thompson, E.H., & Trice-Black, S. (2012). School-based
group interventions for children exposed to domestic vi-
olence. Journal of Family Violence, 27(3), 233–241. doi:
10.1007/s10896-012-9416-6.

Tutty, L.M., & Wager, J. (1994). The evolution of a
group for young children who have witnessed fam-
ily violence. Social Work with Groups, 17(1-2), 89–104.
doi:10.1300/J009v17n01_06.

Valencia, R. (1997). The evolution of deficit thinking: Educa-
tional thought and practice. London, England: Routledge
Press.

Wolff, P., & Holmes, K.J. (2011). Linguistic relativity. Wiley
Interdisciplinary Reviews: Cognitive Science, 2(3), 253–265.
doi: 10.1002/wcs.104.

Zaza, S., Wright-De Aguero, L. K., Briss, P. A., Truman,
B. I., Hopkins, D. P., Hennessy, M. H., Sosin,
D.M. . . . Pappaioanou, M. (2000). Data collection
instrument and procedure for systematic reviews in
the guide to community preventive services, American
Journal of Preventive Medicine, 18(1), 44–74. doi: 876
10.1016/S0749-3797(99)00122-1.

CHILDREN AUSTRALIA 29

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appdev.2009.09.004
https://doi.org/10.15845/voices.v1i2.58
https://doi.org/10.1080/17437199.2010.510659
https://doi.org/10.1093/pubmed/fdr005
https://doi.org/10.1080/02680930500499968
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10896-012-9416-6
https://doi.org/10.1300/J009v17n01_06
https://doi.org/10.1002/wcs.104
https://doi.org/876 ignorespaces 10.1016/S0749-3797(99)00122-1
https://doi.org/876 ignorespaces 10.1016/S0749-3797(99)00122-1

	Method
	Critical Interpretive Synthesis
	Approaching the Literature
	Systematically Gathering the Data
	Interrogating the Literature
	Interpreting the Analysis into a Synthesised Form

	Results
	Descriptions of Children’s Experiences in the Homelessness and Family Violence System
	Descriptions of what Children in the Homelessness and Family Violence System Need
	Descriptions of what Programmes Offer
	Descriptions of the Facilitator’s Role

	Discussion
	Finding a Better Balance
	Resilience as a Theoretical Lens
	Uniting Principles of Resilience and Social Justice
	The Power of Language

	Conclusions and Recommendations
	References

