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Abstract

Drawing on the findings of a Churchill Fellowship study tour, this article discusses the need to
expand our understanding of family engagement and, in particular, to implement Family
Inclusive practice in Australian child welfare, both to increase reunification and to improve
outcomes for children who do not return home. I argue for this expansion through the inte-
gration of six key elements of Family Inclusive practice drawing on examples of practice and
innovation from my study tour. This article commences with a discussion of the literature in
support of family engagement and Family Inclusive practice. It is argued that we need to
embrace an approach to Family Inclusive practice that acknowledges and addresses power
imbalances, is contextualised and goes beyond relationships between workers and families.
An exploration of the six elements of Family Inclusive practice follows, contributing to the
understanding and practical application of Family Inclusive practice, with reference to initia-
tives in several countries visited duringmy study tour as well as to the literaturemore broadly. If
these elements are integrated into child welfare practice and policy, they will contribute to
Family Inclusive practice in the interests of children in Australia.

Introduction

In 2017, I travelled to the USA, Canada, Norway and the UK on a Churchill Fellowship study
tour awarded by the Winston Churchill Memorial Trust1 to explore Family Inclusive practice
initiatives in child welfare. This article reports on this study tour and discusses the need to
implement Family Inclusive practice in Australian child welfare systems both to increase
and improve reunification and to improve outcomes for children who do not return home.
This article commences with a discussion of the literature concerned with family engagement,
Family Inclusive practice and its importance to child welfare practice in Australia. I will build
on existing understandings through the integration of six key practice elements, drawing on
examples from my study tour. These are

• the acknowledgement and amelioration of power imbalances;
• addressing the social causes of harm to children;
• including family in service design, implementation and management;
• ethical practice with people who are suffering;
• conceptualising parents as leaders in their families and in the child welfare system;
• relational permanence –minimising children’s losses through carer and parent relationships

and through the support and maintenance of family relationships over time.

In describing views presented to me, I have quoted a number of personal communications
from key informants. These and others are also documented in my Churchill Fellowship
Report (Cocks, 2018).

Terms

Throughout this article, the birth parents and family of children in care and in child welfare
systems will be referred to as parents and family, unless the prefix birth is needed for clarity.
The term family is inclusive of kinship networks. The term child welfare is used as an
overarching term to describe all aspects of our child protection and care system in
Australia including investigations, child removal, out of home care, reunification, placement
prevention and family support. In this article, the term children in care and out of home care is
used to describe all children and young people who have been removed from their families by

1The Winston Churchill Memorial Trust Australia was founded in 1965 after the death of Sir Winston Churchill. The Trust
offers annual travel scholarships (Churchill Fellowships) to enable recipients to travel overseas and explore practices and
innovations that will be of benefit to Australia.
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statutory child welfare authorities regardless of the legal order
they are currently or likely to be subject to. This includes adopted
children or children in the sole guardianship or custody of rela-
tives or other people. This approach is consistent with the UN
Convention of the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1990,
Article 20), which states that all children who have been removed
from their families in their own interests are entitled to special
protection from the state.

Background and literature

Despite its importance, practitioners in child welfare systems
continue to find it difficult to engage with and involve family in
child welfare policies and practices (Broadhurst & Mason, 2017;
Hackworth et al., 2018; Kemp, Marcenko, Hoagwood, &
Vesneski, 2009; Yatchmenoff, 2005). It is important to the field
to continue to innovate and do research on how to equip workers
and systems to work in ways that encourage participation by
families and involve families in practice.

In order to explore a Family Inclusive approach, it is first
important to consider howwe generally think about family engage-
ment and working with families in child welfare. For example,
Yatchmenoff (2005) describes five engagement domains including
family receptivity, expectancy, investment and mistrust. She also
has one domain related to the nature of the relationship that family
members have with workers. This understanding of engagement is
concerned primarily with familial characteristics concerned with a
willingness or ability to make intra-familial change. It is primarily
concerned with the attitudes, behaviours and abilities of family
members, usually parents, to identify a need for change and then
to interact meaningfully with child welfare workers in casework
and individualised processes in order to achieve that change. In
this understanding of family engagement, the role of child welfare
workers is concerned primarily with looking for and observing
signs of engagement or positive change in families and responding
to these.

Yatchmenoff’s ideas about family engagement are in broad use
and are certainly valuable. However, this ‘familial characteristics’
way of thinking about engagement does not adequately consider
broader contextual issues or integrate the characteristics and
behaviours of child welfare workers, systems and other stakehold-
ers. Research has found that parents in the child welfare system
face many contextual barriers to engaging and interacting posi-
tively with child welfare workers and processes (Fidler, 2018;
Hackworth et al., 2018; Hinton, 2013; Ross, Cocks, Johnston, &
Stoker, 2017). We need to think beyond parental and familial
characteristics, attributes and behaviours.

Family Inclusive practice is a more expansive way of thinking
about engagement and tends to place the onus for including
families on child welfare workers and systems, consistent with
the interests of children. Thorpe (2008) argues that children are
harmed when the system excludes or marginalises their parents.
For Thorpe, issues of power and participation for families are
central to inclusive practice and, through this, to improving
outcomes for children. She draws on the work of Benn (1976)
to explore three areas of practice that address powerlessness and
improve inclusion: firstly, improved relationships between
families, workers and carers, secondly, ensuring that families have
access to information and resources to enable them to participate
in processes and, thirdly, a focus on decision-making about
children and the integration of advocacy, mentoring and other
strategies to ensure that families are able to participate in decisions

about their children. In later work, Thorpe and Ramsden (2014)
discuss their own experience of community work to describe
how resourceful professionals, working alongside and in support
of parents and families who are caught up in child protection
processes, can be part of an inclusive practice approach. They
draw on the work of Holman (1983) and Lovatt (2015) to describe
reciprocal relationships (between family members, workers and
carers) and practical and non-judgemental support for families.
Lovatt describes an important potential role for relationships
between carers and parents both in family reunification and the
prevention of child removal (Lovatt, 2015). The carer–parent rela-
tionship is a central role for carers and is an emerging and crucial
part of Family Inclusive practice when children are in care.
For example, Ankersmit (2016) describes this relationship as the
reunification partnership and argues for workers to support greater
collaboration between families and foster carers. Family Inclusive
practice, as described above, requires workers to build relation-
ships with families, that power imbalances are addressed and that
parents and family have the information and resources they need
to participate meaningfully in decision-making and other proc-
esses. When children are in care, the relationship between parents
and carers is also an important part of Family Inclusive practice,
and this needs to be supported and facilitated by workers and
systems. Overall, this suggests that while familial characteristics
are important, the doing of Family Inclusive practice – including
forming relationships with family and creating the conditions for
inclusion – is primarily the responsibility of child welfare workers,
systems and even broader society.

Consistent with a Family Inclusive approach, there is a growing
and welcome interest in Australian child welfare systems on rela-
tionship-based practice. There is evidence that children are safer in
care and more likely to be restored home when agencies are able
to promote and build good relationships with families, and
when families are actively involved in the care of their children
(Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2011; Fernandez & Lee,
2013; Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child
Sexual Abuse, 2017). Using a relational approach, the individual
child welfare worker’s relationship with families is a key tool for
helping families to make changes, to positively improve parenting
and to create enduring safety for children (Moore, 2017; Reimer,
2013; Ruch, Turney, & Ward, 2010). Practice frameworks in vari-
ous child welfare jurisdictions throughout Australia are embracing
and integrating relationship-based practice with families, while
continuing to retain a focus on the child as client (see, for example,
Department of Human Services, 2007; Office of the Senior
Practitioner, 2011; Western Australian Department of Child
Protection, 2011).

However, the current effectiveness of relationship-based
practice frameworks in child welfare remains uncertain (Finan,
Bromfield, Arney, & Moore, 2018). When formal evaluations have
occurred, results have been uncertain (Sheehan et al., 2018). The
reasons for this are likely to be complex and may include difficul-
ties in implementation (Salveron, Bromfield, & Arney, 2015),
stakeholder engagement and workforce capability (Finan et al.,
2018). Furthermore, building trust is recognised as a fundamental
requirement for relationship-based practice (Parenting Research
Centre, 2017; Reimer, 2013), yet trust building in the context of
child welfare practice is difficult given continuing significant
power imbalances and the potential punitive consequences for
families and children. Even with skilled workers and relational
practice frameworks, trust building faces significant contextual
barriers in child welfare. Relationship-based practice frameworks
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appear to do little to address these contextual barriers including
power imbalances, limiting their ability to do Family Inclusive
practice.

The experiences and perspectives of parents and families pro-
vide some insight into the reality of relationship-based practice.
Research in Australia and in the countries I visited, including in
places where relationship-based practice is promoted, has found
that parents and family of children in child welfare systems
continue to experience exclusion. Parents have described cruelty
and disregard in their interactions with services and regularly being
denied help to make changes to either keep children safely at home
or be reunified with them (Fidler, 2018; Hinton, 2018; Ross et al.,
2017; Schreiber, Fuller, & Paceley, 2013; Smithson & Gibson, 2017;
Syrstad & Slettebo, 2019). There is good Australian evidence that
parents and family experiencing child welfare interventions feel
powerless to influence the system either as individuals in their
own cases, in the legal system, or as a stakeholder group in the
broader system (Harries, 2008; Hinton, 2013; Ross et al., 2017).
Beyond the casework context, there remains little involvement
by Australian families with lived experience of child welfare or
child removal in the development of child welfare policy and
program design, and little or no appreciation that family involve-
ment may be a missing ingredient in policy and design.

Child welfare systems in crisis – the ‘why’ of Family
Inclusive practice

There are high and growing rates of children in care across
Australia driven by growing periods of time in care (Australian
Institute of Health & Welfare, 2019). It is widely accepted that
children should be at home with their families whenever this is safe
and that helpful services are needed to achieve this. All Australian
jurisdictions have a primary goal, at least in theory, of ensuring that
children get the opportunity to be raised by their own families
unless there are pressing safety reasons for permanent removal.
Despite this, Australian child welfare systems have not reduced
the numbers of children in care over time (Australian Institute
of Health & Welfare, 2019), especially in relation to Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander children where trends are particularly
poor (Family Matters, 2018).

Despite its importance, there is little reliable data on
reunification rates in Australia collected by state and territory
governments (Australian Institute of Health & Welfare, 2019).
When data are available in individual jurisdictions, it is unclear
what it means as it is combined with data on all exits from care
including when legal orders expire (Family Matters, 2018). There
is evidence suggesting that reunification rates may be low in
Australia, especially for children who have been in care for longer
than a few months, for young babies and for Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander children. One large study in New South
Wales found that the reunification rate after 2 years, for 1834
babies removed at birth, was as low as 6.9% (Marsh, Browne,
Taylor, & Davis, 2017). An earlier study in South Australia
(Fernandez & Delfabbro, 2010) found that although reunification
rates were around 36% within 8 months of care entry (this study
included all entries to care in that state over a 12-month period
in 1999–2000), the chances of reunification rapidly fell after
that time. South Australian Aboriginal children in the same
study were five times less likely to be reunified. Nationally,
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children are around
11 times more likely to be in out of home care, part of a long-
term trend of increasing disproportionality (Australian

Institute of Health & Welfare, 2019). The high rates of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in care have been
described as a national crisis, which echoes the experiences of the
Stolen Generation (Family Matters, 2018; SNAICC, A National
Voice for Our Children, 2017).

Even when children remain permanently in care, they benefit
from ongoing family involvement in their lives and enduring
relationships with family. There is evidence that children who
leave permanent care with at least some family relationships
intact have better outcomes (Cashmore & Paxman, 2006;
Mendes, Johnson, & Moslehuddin, 2012). Children in care
who are able to maintain and strengthen their pre-removal
family relationships experience less grief and loss as they
effectively do not lose their parents, siblings and other family
relationships. This helps develop a sense of ongoing security,
and a sense of belonging to both their original families and
the families with whom they live (Biehal, 2014; Boddy, 2013).
Children who have high quality contact with their families
are more likely to experience stability in care and to be
reunified (Boyle, 2017; Sen & Broadhurst, 2011; Zabern &
Bouteyre, 2018). Children and young people living in residential
care also benefit from ongoing relationships and family involve-
ment (Boel-Studt & Landsman, 2017; Huefner, Pick, Smith,
Stevens, & Mason, 2015). Family relationships contribute to
children’s lived experience of permanence and felt security
(Samuels, 2008). When asked about how they felt about
permanency, young people in California felt that relationships,
including family relationships, were more important than legal
orders, or the permanence of physical living arrangements
(Sanchez, 2004).

The evidence suggests that quality family relationships are
important for children and young people in care, regardless of
where they are living and especially if they are to be safely reunified.
Family Inclusive practice has the potential to contribute positively
to this.

Project methodology

My Churchill Fellowship study tour involved meeting with a range
of agencies and individuals and observing practices in the USA,
Norway, Canada and the UK over an 8-week period. These
countries were not chosen because they have more inclusive child
welfare systems than Australia, indeed it seems that parents and
families in these countries have similarly disempowering experien-
ces overall (for example, Schreiber, Fuller, & Paceley, 2013;
Smithson & Gibson, 2017; Syrstad & Slettebo, 2019; Tobis,
2013). Rather, the selected countries have implemented initiatives
and practices that involved and included families, which have
potential for Australia. Full details of the people and places I visited
are documented in my report (Cocks, 2018). During meetings and
observations, I took detailed notes which, along with an explora-
tion of the literature and of various practice resources compiled
during my tour, later formed the substance of my final report. I
documented a range of quotes from the people I met with and
sought their permission if these quotes have been used here in ways
that identify them. In this process, I have identified six key practice
and policy elements that add to our understanding and ability to
implement Family Inclusive practice in Australian child welfare
systems.

This project does not constitute empirical research. All of the
visits and observations occurred in countries where English was
either widely spoken or was the main language.
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Six elements of Family Inclusive practice

Element one – The acknowledgement and amelioration
of power imbalance

Even with the best intentions, relationship-based practice will not
thrive in a power-laden practice context. Parent and family
distrust of the system is increasingly being acknowledged by
child welfare authorities themselves (Office of the Senior
Practitioner, 2011, p. 7). Instead of seeing distrust as a parental
attitude that inhibits engagement, as may occur in more conven-
tional understandings of family engagement discussed earlier, a
Family Inclusive approach acknowledges the rationale behind
that mistrust and that power imbalances fuel that distrust.

I visited the Centre for Improvement in Child and Family
Services at Portland State University. The centre has developed
a contextual understanding of family engagement that integrates
anti-oppressive practices with a motivational approach.
Engagement is conceptualised as a reciprocal, relationship-based
process that occurs over time and involves a range of stakeholders
and systems (Furrer & Rockhill, 2017). The team at the centre
has identified four common areas of coercive and oppressive
practices in child welfare. They argue that these practices are
experienced as oppressive and unjust by parents and family
and do not appear to support children’s relationships with their
families. By identifying and ending these practices, whenever
possible, we are contributing to a more inclusive approach.

(1) Surveillance. Parents, family and children are subject to
ongoing surveillance including enduring family visit supervi-
sion, drug testing and unannounced home visiting. These
practices are rarely helpful to families and children in
themselves.

(2) The control of information. These practices include the
documentation of material in ways that may highlight family
and child deficits at the expense of strengths, use jargon and
have a lack of transparency about what families need to do to
meet the requirements of child welfare workers. Information
in child welfare can be provided in selective and controlled
ways. For example, meetings presented to families as oppor-
tunities for discussion but are, in reality, conducted primarily
for child welfare authorities to pass on decisions that have
already been made.

(3) The application of a dominant narrative that can drown out
the strengths and perspectives of children and families. For
example, there is a pervasive ‘hero’ narrative in child welfare
in which child welfare workers protect children from danger-
ous families and are able to accurately prioritise children’s
interests over the interests of other stakeholders.

(4) Child welfare systems are dominated by rules, policies and
processes which lack transparency and can be bewildering
to parents and families. They are also used as a reason to avoid
inclusion as the administrative demands of work are claimed
to disallow it.

Acknowledging that power imbalances exist at all is an
important step towards Family Inclusive practice, but it is not
enough. To be Family Inclusive, we need to create and effect
mechanisms that genuinely challenge injustice, transfer power
and hold practitioners accountable. A key strategy being used
in the USA in particular is peer parent advocacy. Peer parent
advocates are defined by Lalayants (2014) as parents who have
had personal experiences in the child welfare system and offer

advocacy and support to parents newly involved in the system.
Peer parent advocates have particular skills and expertise based
on their lived experience – they have ‘built their knowledge from
their everyday trial and error experiences of working the system’
(Brown, 2006, p. 369, cited in Lalayants, 2014, p. 108).

Peer parent advocates I met with in Oregon, California and
New York City intentionally did not keep notes that might be
used against families, and some had arrangements in place with
the courts to help prevent them from being called to give evidence
against parents. In a system where most interactions with families
and children were documented and characterised by surveillance,
any helping relationship without scrutiny served as an important
source of respite and emotional support. It also worked to reduce
power imbalances as parent advocates were able to share what
they know about the system and provide emotional support and
coaching that enabled parents to communicate more effectively
in power-laden situations, without fear that what they said to
parent advocates might later be used against them in legal
proceedings.

Services in New York City have been delivering legal services
using a multi-disciplinary model comprising specialised lawyers,
social workers and peer parent advocates for some years (Action
Research Partners, 2017; Ketteringham, Cremer, & Becker,
2016). Parents are represented by lawyers who specialise in family
defence as part of the multi-disciplinary model, alongside social
workers and parent advocates who provide practical and emotional
support and advocate for appropriate services from the child
welfare system (Bronx Defenders Office, 2019; Centre for
Family Representation, 2017). Parents in New York City who
received multi-disciplinary family defence representation never
had to meet with statutory agencies without an advocate by their
side, directly addressing power imbalances. This model has now
been subject to evaluation on a large scale, involving almost
10,000 families. The evaluation found that compared to conven-
tional legal services, children with families accessing the multi-
disciplinary model experience shorter stays in care and are more
likely to be reunified (Gerber et al., 2019).

The integration of purposeful acknowledgement and ameliora-
tion of power imbalances including legal representation combined
with social work and peer parent advocacy have increased
worker accountability and enabled parents and family to build
relationships with child welfare workers. A senior leader from
the Administration of Children’s Services in New York City shared
with me his view that strong advocacy for parents had improved
relationships with families.

Having (peer parent advocates working with lawyers and social workers)
has been of assistance to families and has improved outcomes for all
parties. Parents have difficulty trusting child welfare authorities and strong
support and advocacy (for parents) has helped build trust and engagement.
(Eric Brettschnieder, First Deputy Commissioner, Administration of
Children’s Services, New York City, personal communication originally
quoted in Churchill Fellowship report, Cocks, 2018, p. 27)

Peer work has been successfully implemented and evaluated in
Australia as a preventative, non-statutory service in child welfare
relying on volunteer families. This has been linked to a range of
positive outcomes including reduced referrals to statutory child
welfare (The Australian Centre for Social Innovation, 2012).
The local success of this preventative model, aimed at preventing
escalation and removal, suggests that peer work in statutory child
welfare services, including after children have been removed, also
has potential to increase reunification rates and reduce stays
in care.

Children Australia 205



Element two – Addressing the social causes of harm
to children and child removal

It is well established in Australia and in the countries I visited that
there are complex social causes of harm to children and child
removal. The plight of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander chil-
dren has already beenmentioned and there are similar problems in
Canada (Aboriginal Children in Care Working Group, 2015).
Children living in rural areas and areas of low socio-economic
status are also over represented (Australian Institute of Health
& Welfare, 2019). A range of social problems including poverty,
homelessness and social isolation have been linked in the literature
to the experience of child abuse and neglect (Bywaters, Brady,
Sparks, & Bos 2014; Raissian & Bullinger, 2016), to removal,
and to lower rates of reunification (Fernandez, 2018; Fidler,
2018). Being Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander, a sole parent,
a care leaver and being a young parent are all factors linked to child
removal in Australia and have also been linked to lower rates of
reunification, reduced contact with family while in care and recur-
rent removal (Delfabbro, Barber, & Cooper, 2002; Fernandez,
2018; Fernandez & Delfabbro, 2010; Hinton, 2018).

Most practitioners know from experience that deprivation,
unstable housing and other social issues are part of life for almost
all families who experience child removal. In a comprehensive
study of child welfare inequalities across four countries, UK
research found that child welfare workers felt powerless and
without a helping role in the face of such stark and profound
disadvantage (Morris et al., 2018). These authors have described
poverty as the ‘wallpaper of practice – too big to tackle and too
familiar to notice’ (p. 370). In Australia, community-based
approaches to child welfare that strengthen community and
families are urgently needed. In Australia, Libesman (2015) argues
that a casework approach to child abuse and neglect responding
primarily to incidents and reports has damaged the ability of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families and communities
to safely care for children. She argues for community strengthening
responses that respond to social causes of child harm and rely on
family and community involvement and leadership.

Most families with children in care have a lived experience of
multiple social problems. A Family Inclusive practice approach
takes account of the reality of family life including the social
determinants of harm to children. It does not minimise the role
of individual parenting skills and choices, but it does not restrict
itself to them.

It is possible to address these issues in child welfare practice
although it requires imagination and a willingness to learn from
those most affected by social problems. I met with community
workers at the Child Welfare Organising Project and other
organisations in New York City doing organising, community
strengthening and group work to support families in poverty
(described in Tobis, 2013). The development of poverty aware
practice guides, such as the anti-poverty practice framework for
social work in Northern Ireland, is an example of how casework
practice can, to some extent, respond to families in poverty in
helpful ways (Morrison, McCartan, Davidson, & Bunting, 2018).
A willingness by practitioners and agencies to use agency resources
to directly address material deprivation in families is a very useful
place to start.

Peer parent advocates also play an important role in helping
parents and families ask for practical help and resources to address
the social barriers they face to care safely for their children.
For some child welfare-involved families, the opportunity to be

employed as a peer parent advocate is a pathway out of poverty
and into paid work.

Element three – Including families in service design,
implementation and management

As part of my Fellowship, I visited agencies and people implement-
ing evidence-based and evidence-informed programs such as the
Children and Residential Experiences model (Izzo et al., 2016),
Mockingbird Family, (McDermid, Baker, Lawson, & Holmes,
2016), and Family Finding (Boel-Studt, & Landsman, 2017).
All these implementers and others (Child Welfare Information
Gateway, 2011; Hackworth et al., 2018) have emphasised the
importance of family participation if their approaches and tech-
niques are to be helpful to children and families.

However, the participation and involvement of families
themselves in the design and implementation of services is
often missing. Parent-led organisations in the USA such as
Parents Anonymous®,2 a family strengthening program, and
the parent-led consultancy, Authenticus LLC,3 provide a range
of consultancy services to child welfare agencies. Parent
leaders in these organisations had lived experience of child
welfare interventions, including child removal. They told me
that child welfare agency leaders and staff tend to overestimate
their skills and abilities in family engagement, including in the
implementation of evidence-based programs. Agencies may
feel that they are doing well because they have developed family
engagement policies and processes, but how families experience
these processes may not match agency expectations or beliefs.
Family involvement in the design, development and implemen-
tation of these processes can allow for input and feedback from
families and children, identify problems and generate ideas for
innovation and improvement.

Parent-led organisations in the USA and Norway are
working with universities and agency leaders to design,
implement and evaluate innovative services (Summers, Duarte,
Wood, & Bohannan, 2013; Slettebo, 2013). Involving parents
and families meaningfully in service design and implementation
and reframing them as holders of unique expertise is an impor-
tant part of building agency cultures that value and include fam-
ilies, with the potential to do Family Inclusive practice.

Element four – Ethical practice with people who are suffering

One of the reasons I became concerned with Family Inclusive
practice in child welfare is because of the suffering I regularly
observed by families and children caught up in child welfare
systems, despite the best intentions of policy and practice
and access to the best evidence. This prompted me to consider
more deeply whether we are helpful, harmful or somewhere in
between, from the perspective of those we are there to help.
A narrow focus on evidence may be fundamentally flawed if

2Parents Anonymous® Program is an evidence-based family strengthening program
(http://parentsanonymous.org/research/) utilising mutual support (the giving and getting
of help), parent leadership (seeking solutions and becoming empowered), and shared lead-
ership® (working together) to achieve personal growth, improve family functioning and
achieve parental resilience. I met with Parents Anonymous members in Claremont,
California.

3Authenticus is a consultancy firm in the USA owned and managed by parents with
lived experience of child welfare services including having children adopted from their
care. Authenticus assists child welfare agencies to audit and improve agency culture. I
met with Authenticus leaders in Vail, Colorado.
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it is not combined with an ethical lens, especially in child
welfare where it remains so easy to do harm with the best of
intentions.

Parent peer advocacy and connecting parents to each other
through group work is an example of working to positively impact
parents’ experiences and doing what parents and family find
helpful. I visited a peer work program in the Bay area of
California where an evaluation has found that parents who connect
with a parent peer are more likely to reunify with their children
(Berrick, Young, Cohen, & Anthony, 2011). However, this emerg-
ing evidence is not the only justification for offering peer work. It is
enough that parents and family, who are often experiencing great
distress, value and appreciate the support of peers and find it
helpful. Practitioners in Norway argued that families warranted
support and involvement for their own sake. The Norwegian
Ministry for Children and Family Affairs (2017) has funded a
national parent’s interest group and argued that involving and
helping parents and family was indeed good for children but also
that:

Parents are also citizens with the right of information, participation in
decisions which concern them, the right to be treated with respect.
Many of them have been on the losing side all their lives – many have
adverse childhood experiences like violence or abuse : : : .and have never
got the help they need. (Norwegian Ministry of Family & Children
Affairs, 2017)

Group processes that connect parents to each other are used
extensively in Norway as a support service and have also been used
to link stakeholders in child welfare together to learn from one
another (Slettebo, 2013). Practitioners working with parents and
family in Norway were intentionally hospitable and welcoming
in their practice. They carefully built reciprocal relationships
and used kindness with parents in group work processes. In
Norway, where parents with children in care get priority services
from Bufetat, the universal Norwegian family counselling service,
practitioners cooked and shared meals for and with parents with
children in care. They ensured important dates such as children’s
birthdays were remembered and celebrated. Their caring approach
serves as a reminder that in our well-intentioned focus on ‘what
works’ or what the rules and laws require of us, we should not
overlook doing compassionate and kind things with people who
are suffering.

In the UK, a review of the role of British social workers, with a
focus on ethics in adoptions of children from care, has been
conducted (Gupta & Featherstone, 2019). Most adoptions from
care in the UK result in children effectively losing their birth
families with little or no contact allowed (Neil, Cossar, Jones,
Lorgelly, & Young, 2011). This review found that well-intentioned
social work practice in child welfare adoption practice in the UK
had a range of ethical challenges when considered from the
perspective of adoptive families, birth families and adopted people.
Birth families, in particular, talked about cruel and inhumane
practices and a need to be both helped and treated with respect
(Gupta & Featherstone, 2019). The review has highlighted the
importance of listening to the voices of all stakeholders, especially
those who are marginalised, and of social work practice character-
ised by humility, honesty and reflexivity. The review recommended
that the British Association of Social Workers continue to focus
on the ethical implications of adoption and the role of the social
work profession, as well as on increased openness in adoption
(Featherstone, Gupta, & Mills, 2018).

In Oregon, I visited an agency called Open Adoptions and
Family Services (OAFS).4 The OAFS team argued that current

child welfare adoption practices in the USA were damaging for
children and parents. Adoptions from care are common in the
USA and are usually closed (Roberts, O’Brien, & Pecora, 2017;
Ryan et al., 2011). In comparison, OAFS works to implement
a hospitable and welcoming approach (Gritter, 2009) to open
adoption of children who face removal by child welfare authorities.
Their approach relies on parental consent, relationships between
birth and adoptive parents and an ongoing role for birth parents
in children’s lives. The OAFS approach to openness welcomes
and embraces children’s full identity, including their parent’s
ongoing involvement in their lives which is supported by legally
mandated adoption plans. Their approach encourages adoptive
parents to empathise with birth parents and form child-focused
relationships with them. OAFS provides free and lifelong counsel-
ling support to all birth parents to ensure children’s rights to know
and have relationships with their birth families are upheld.

Maybe birthparents can’t succeed at being fulltime parents at this point in
their lives, but they can succeed in their roles as birth parents. And that
means everything to them and their child. (Open Adoption and Family
Services, 2016)

An ongoing role for parents and family in the lives of children in
care is consistent with a children’s rights ethical framework.
Australia has signed the UN Convention on the Rights of the
Child (UNGeneral Assembly, 1989), which links parent and family
support, among other elements consistent with Family Inclusion,
to children’s rights. I met with Professor Martin Guggenheim of
New York University Law School, an expert on children’s rights
and author of a landmark book on the topic (Guggenheim,
2005). He argues that to exclude family and to deny support
and advocacy is unethical and at odds with the rights of children.
Inclusion as an ethical issue is an important part of conceptualising
and building Family Inclusive practice.

Element five – Conceptualising parents as leaders in their
families and in the child welfare system

In Norway, parents have been reconceptualised as child welfare
leaders in recent years thanks to the efforts of parents and key allies.
They now have a national and funded peak body, the Organisasjon
for Barnevernsforeldre (OBF),5 which regularly provides advice
to the Norwegian Government. Peer parent advocacy programs
have a foothold in child welfare systems in many parts of the
USA. These are actively promoted by the Federal Government
because of their importance to good practice (e.g., Capacity
Building Centre for the States, 2016). Parent advocates and other
parent leaders in the USA are providing leadership in service
design and in agency culture change. Conceptualising parents as
leaders, both as parents of their children and in the broader system,
is an important part of building a Family Inclusive approach.

For many programs and agencies, parent leadership inside
teams and host agencies has emerged over time. Parent leaders I
met during my Fellowship saw themselves as initially leading
change in their own families and then becoming inspired to
lead change in the child welfare sector. Their lived experience of
successfully navigating the system led to them helping others

4Open Adoptions and Family Services (OAFS) is an open adoptions agency in Portland
Oregon. They have established a child welfare diversionary program to enable birth parents
facing forced and closed adoptions in the child welfare system to choose an open adoption
instead, enabling them to play an ongoing role in children’s lives. More information about
OAFS is available at: www.openadopt.org/

5The Organisasjon for Barnevernsforeldre in Norway (www.barnevernsforeldrene.no/)
is a parent- and community-led initiative funded by the Norwegian government.
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and advocating for child welfare system improvements. Parent
leaders used a range of techniques to provide leadership including
role modelling, advocacy, negotiating and mentoring. Other
groups, such as the Washington State Parent Advocacy
Committee in the USA (Rise, 2019) and the Norwegian OBF,
are undertaking system-level policy reform activities and are
having a real impact on law reform and child welfare systemic
reform. In Seattle, I met with a parent leader from the
Washington State Parent Advocacy Committee who received a
national award for her leadership role in child welfare in the
USA (Casey Family Programs, 2018). Awards for parent leaders
are an important way agencies can both identify and promote
parent leadership.

The OBF regularly meets with the Minister for Families in
Norway and is part of all major policy discussions in child welfare.
In New York City, Tobis (2013) attributes improvements in child
welfare outcomes over a significant period of time, to the efforts of
parent leaders and their allies.

The Family Inclusion movement in Australia is an important
local example of parent and family leadership worthy of support.
This movement is similar to parent leadership initiatives overseas
in that parents, and their allies are working together to contribute
to a better child welfare system. However, Family Inclusion organ-
isations in Australia are resource poor and generally do not receive
reliable funding (Ainsworth & Berger, 2014). Important leadership
is also being shown by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander family
organisations in Australia (e.g., Verass, 2017). These organisations
and movements represent significant opportunities to support
parent, family and community-led change in the interests of
children.

Element six – Relational permanence. Minimising children’s
losses through carer and parent relationships and through
the support and maintenance of relationships over time

Permanence is often conflated in policy and practice discourse
with particular legal outcomes and court orders. This narrow
focus conceptualises permanency as something that is achieved
at a particular point in time – the day the court order is made.
For example, New South Wales legislation6 has specified a
hierarchy, largely in the form of court orders that are seen to
achieve permanency once they have been made. The language
of children ‘waiting’ for permanence is used, suggesting that
children’s development and their very childhood are somehow
suspended in time until a court order is made. The implication
of this discourse is that permanence is achieved by the court order
itself and that when children do not return home, families who
resist permanent legal orders are seen as barriers to permanency,
rather than enablers through their ongoing relationship with
their child.

This understanding of permanency excludes family and runs
counter to the lived experience and needs of children. In reality,
permanency is a feeling and a lived experience that happens over
time and through attachments that endure. A court order may
coincide with permanency, but it cannot achieve or create it when
it does not already exist. Felt security or relational permanence for
children in permanent care is improved when there is a strong

sense of belonging to birth families as well as to the family with
whom they live (Biehal, 2014; Boddy, 2013). Once we understand
permanence as a relational experience that is important for all
children and young people, it becomes clear that family relation-
ships are integral to permanence. During my Fellowship, I
explored examples of practice in which relational permanency
was pursued. Both of the following examples involved respectful,
child-focused and enduring relationships between alternate carers
and family.

The first example is from Virginia in the USA where I met with
practitioners, foster carers and parents who formed early and
enduring carer and parent relationships during care and reunifica-
tion processes as part of a program called Bridging the Gap.7

Children were less likely to experience the loss of either their
families or, after reunification, their carers, as the relationships
between the adults in their lives endured. This quote from amother
whose child returned to her care summed up her child’s experience
of relational permanency.

‘Get to know them (foster carers) if you can. It’s good for the children to see
the relationship and I don’t want Lawrence to lose Sarah and her family
from his life. But I have been lucky – not everyone is so lucky with the foster
carer’, mother in Virginia. (Personal communication – names have been
changed - originally quoted in Churchill Fellowship report, Cocks, 2018,
p. 35)

For this mother, a positive and enduring connection with the
foster carer has ensured her child’s losses were minimised. He kept
his relationship with his foster carer after being reunified with his
family. Techniques and strategies from Bridging the Gap can be
applied in any care setting, including kinship care, foster care
and residential care. A co-parenthood model currently being
trialled in Australia is another example of supporting carer and
parent relationships to achieve reunification (The Australian
Centre for Social Innovation, 2019).

The second example is from Open Adoption and Family
Services (OAFS) in Oregon. OAFS challenges the idea that
permanent care as a result of child welfare concerns means that
parents have failed. TheOAFS approach requires that birth parents
facing permanent removal of their young children choose the
adoptive parents of their child from a selection of pre-approved
adoptive parents. They make this choice through reading adoptive
assessment material and in discussion with the OAFS team.
Prospective adoptive parents are required to be willing and able
to support ongoing birth family involvement in children’s lives.
All birth parents can access free, lifetime post adoption counselling
and support services from OAFS. While OAFS practice is
concerned with open adoption in the USA, their approach has
implications for any kind of permanent care arrangement includ-
ing arrangements in all Australian jurisdictions.

A lifelong carer and parent relationship is crucial to open adoption.
Sometimes birth parents are struggling and may lose contact for a
while but the door stays open. (Shari Levine, Director OAFS (Personal
communication, originally quoted in Churchill Fellowship report,
Cocks, 2018, p. 33))

Both of these examples emphasise the development of natural and
enduring relationships between birth family and alternate families

6NSW Children and Young Persons (Care and Protection) Act 1998 No 157. Available
from https://www.legislation.nsw.gov.au/#/. Section 10A of the Act – the permanent place-
ment principles – specify a hierarchy of preferred permanent placement outcomes that are
to be pursued in order.

7Fairfax County Children and Family Services have been running the Bridging the Gap
program since 2008. Developed by Denise Goodman and Casey Family Programs and
based on principles of family engagement and participation this program ensures early
meetings between foster carers and families to facilitate reunification. Names have been
changed.
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as a pathway to permanence regardless of the case plan goal or legal
order. Importantly, neither of these examples required foster carers
or adoptive parents to supervise children’s time with their families,
as this would have contributed to power imbalances and poten-
tially damaged relationships between carers and parents. The role
of the carer was relational, reciprocal, inclusive of family and child
focused. Supervision and evidence gathering, if it was needed, came
from elsewhere.

Summary and conclusions

The article has conceptualised Family Inclusive practice as a
reciprocal, relationship-based process, challenging and addressing
power imbalances which occurs in a social context and goes
beyond conventional understandings of family engagement.
Through the experience of a Churchill Fellowship study tour,
six key elements of Family Inclusive practice have been proposed.
If we are to truly include families in relationship-based child
welfare practice, these six elements provide practical ways to do
so. These build upon existing understanding of Family Inclusive
practice in child welfare. They require a deeper appreciation
at a practice and policy level of what it is like to be in care or to
face removal of children into care. They can be integrated into
practice frameworks, evidence-based programs and across the
child welfare system in Australia. However, they go beyond current
practice frameworks and are not part of most child welfare
programs in Australia today.

References

Aboriginal Children in Care Working Group. (2015). Aboriginal children in
care. A report to Canada’s Premiers. Retrieved from https://fncaringsociety.
com/sites/default/files/Aboriginal%20Children%20in%20Care%20Report%
20%28July%202015%29.pdf

ActionResearch Partners (2017). Parent legal representation evaluation Project
with New York University School of Law. Information Sheet provided directly
by Action Research Partners, prepared on behalf of New York University
School of Law and Casey Family Programs, New York.

Ainsworth, F., & Berger, J. (2014). Family inclusive child protection practice:
The history of the Family InclusionNetwork and beyond.Children Australia,
39(2), 60–64.

Ankersmit, L. (2016). The reunification partnership: Engaging birth parents
and foster carers as collaborators in restoration casework. Australian
Social Work, 69(3), 273–282.

Australian Institute of Health and Welfare. (2019). Child protection
Australia, 2017–18. Canberra: Australian Government.

Benn, C. (1976). A new developmental model for social work. In P. Boas & J.
Crawley (Eds.), Social work in Australia (pp. 71–81). Melbourne: Australia
International Press.

Berrick, J., Young, E., Cohen, E., & Anthony, E. (2011). I am the face of success:
Peer mentors in child welfare. Child and Family Social Work, 16, 179–191.

Biehal, N. (2014). A sense of belonging: Meanings of family and home in long
term foster care. British Journal of Social Work, 44, 955–971.

Boddy, J. (2013).Understanding permanence for looked after children: A review
of research for the Care Inquiry. London: The Care Inquiry.

Boel-Studt, S. M., & Landsman, M. J. (2017). Mixed methods study of the
effectiveness of intensive family finding services with youth in congregate
care. Journal of Public Child Welfare, 11(2), 190–210.

Boyle, C. (2017). What is the impact of birth family contact on children in
adoption and long term foster care: A systematic review. Child and
Family Social Work, 22, 22–33.

Broadhurst, K., & Mason, C. (2017). Birth parents and the collateral conse-
quences of court-ordered child removal: Towards a comprehensive frame-
work. International Journal of Law, Policy and the Family, 31, 41–59.

Bronx Defenders Office. (2019). Family defence. A description of the multi-
disciplinary model of family defence in New York City. Retrieved from
https://www.bronxdefenders.org/our-work/family-defense-practice/

Brown, D. J. (2006). Working the system: Re-thinking the institutionally
organized role of mothers and the reduction of “risk” in child protection.
Social Problems, 53(3), 352–370.

Bywaters, P., Brady, G., Sparks, T., & Bos, E. (2014). Inequalities in child
welfare intervention rates: The intersection of deprivation and identity.
Child and Family Social Work, 21(4), 452–463.

Capacity Building Center for the States. (2016). Family empowerment
implementation manual. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services, Children’s Bureau.

Casey Family Programs. (2018). Casey 2018 excellence for children awards.
Retrieved from https://www.casey.org/ceca-2018/

Cashmore, J., & Paxman, M. (2006). Predicting after-care outcomes:
The importance of felt security.Child and Family Social Work, 11, 232–241.

Centre for Family Representation. (2017). “CFR at a Glance” Information
Sheet for clients and the community provided directly by CFR staff, New
York. Similar information is Retrieved from http://www.cfrny.org/

Child Welfare Information Gateway. (2011). Family reunification: What the
evidence shows. Washington, DC: Children’s Bureau.

Cocks, J. (2018). “‘If a community values its children, it must cherish their
parents’”: Family inclusion initiatives in child welfare. Canberra: Winston
Churchill Memorial Trust. Retrieved from https://www.churchilltrust.com.
au/fellows/detail/4104/JessicaþCocks

Delfabbro, P., Barber, J., & Cooper, L. (2002). The role of parental contact in
substitute care. Journal of Social Service Research, 28(3), 19–39.

Department of Human Services. (2007). The best interest’s framework for
vulnerable children and youth. Retrieved from https://providers.dhhs.vic.
gov.au/best-interests-framework-vulnerable-children-and-youth-pdf

Family Matters. (2018). The family matters report. Perth: SNAICC. Retrieved
from http://www.familymatters.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Family-
Matters-Report-2018.pdf

Featherstone, B., Gupta, A., & Mills, S. (2018). The role of the social worker in
adoption. Ethics and human rights: An enquiry. Birmingham: British
Association of Social Workers. Retrieved from https://www.basw.co.uk/
media/news/2018/jan/basw-unveils-adoption-enquiry-report-and-key-
findings

Fernandez, E. (2018). Research overview: Reunification as pathway to
permanence – Challenges and opportunities. Paper presented at the
Parenting Capacity andWorking with Birth Parents Forum and shared with
the author, 5th and 6th April, 2018. Sydney: Association of Children’s
Welfare Agencies.

Fernandez, E., & Delfabbro, P. H. (2010). Reunification in Australia:
Insights from South Australia and New South Wales. In E. Fernandez &
H. P. Barth (Eds.), How does foster care work? London: Jessica Kingsley
Publishers.

Fernandez, E., & Lee, J. (2013). Accomplishing family reunification for
children in care: An Australian study. Children and Youth Services
Review, 35, 1374–1384.

Fidler, L. (2018). In Limbo: Exploring income and housing barriers for reuni-
fying Tasmanian families. Hobart: Social Action Research Centre,
Anglicare Tasmania.

Finan, S., Bromfield, L., Arney, F., & Moore, T. (2018). Assessing the quality
and comprehensiveness of child protection practice frameworks. Adelaide:
Australian Centre for Child Protection, University of South Australia.

Furrer, C., & Rockhill, A. (2017). Parent engagement through anti oppressive
practice. Presentation at the International Conference on Innovations in
Family Engagement, Kempe Centre and shared with the author.
Colorado: University of Colorado, held at Vail, 17–20 October, 2017.

Gerber, L., Pang, Y., Ross, T., Guggenheim, M., Pecora, P., & Miller, J.
(2019). Effects of an interdisciplinary approach to parental representation
in child welfare. Children and Youth Services Review, 102, 42–55.

Gritter, J. (2009).Hospitious adoption. Arlington, VA: ChildWelfare League of
America.

Guggenheim, M. (2005). What’s wrong with children’s rights? Cambridge:
Harvard University Press.

Children Australia 209

https://fncaringsociety.com/sites/default/files/Aboriginal%20Children%20in%20Care%20Report%20%28July%202015%29.pdf
https://fncaringsociety.com/sites/default/files/Aboriginal%20Children%20in%20Care%20Report%20%28July%202015%29.pdf
https://fncaringsociety.com/sites/default/files/Aboriginal%20Children%20in%20Care%20Report%20%28July%202015%29.pdf
https://www.bronxdefenders.org/our-work/family-defense-practice/
https://www.casey.org/ceca-2018/
http://www.cfrny.org/
https://www.churchilltrust.com.au/fellows/detail/4104/Jessica+Cocks
https://www.churchilltrust.com.au/fellows/detail/4104/Jessica+Cocks
https://www.churchilltrust.com.au/fellows/detail/4104/Jessica+Cocks
https://providers.dhhs.vic.gov.au/best-interests-framework-vulnerable-children-and-youth-pdf
https://providers.dhhs.vic.gov.au/best-interests-framework-vulnerable-children-and-youth-pdf
http://www.familymatters.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Family-Matters-Report-2018.pdf
http://www.familymatters.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Family-Matters-Report-2018.pdf
https://www.basw.co.uk/media/news/2018/jan/basw-unveils-adoption-enquiry-report-and-key-finding
https://www.basw.co.uk/media/news/2018/jan/basw-unveils-adoption-enquiry-report-and-key-finding
https://www.basw.co.uk/media/news/2018/jan/basw-unveils-adoption-enquiry-report-and-key-finding
s


Gupta, A., & Featherstone, B. (2019). On hope, loss, anger and the spaces in
between: Reflections on living with /in adoption and the role of the social
worker. Child and Family Social Work. Advanced Online Publication.
doi:10.1111/cfs.12674

Hackworth, N., Matthews, J., Westrupp, E., Nguyen, C., Phan, T.,
Scicluna, A., : : : Nicholson, J. (2018). What influences parental
engagement in early intervention? Parent, program and community
predictors of enrolment, retention and involvement. Prevention Science,
19(7), 880–893.

Harries, M. (2008). The experiences of parents and families of children and
young people in care. Perth: Anglicare WA and the Family Inclusion
Network of WA.

Hinton, T. (2013). Parents in the child protection system. Hobart: Social Action
and Research Centre, Anglicare Tasmania.

Hinton, T. (2018). Breaking the cycle: Supporting Tasmanian parents to prevent
recurrent child removal. Hobart: Social Action Research Centre, Anglicare
Tasmania.

Holman, B. (1983). Resourceful friends: Skills in community social work.
London: The Children’s Society.

Huefner, J., Pick, R., Smith, G., Stevens, A., & Mason, A. (2015). Parental
involvement in residential care: Distance, frequency of contact and youth
outcomes. Journal of Child and Family Studies, 24(5), 1481–1489.

Izzo, C. V., Smith, E. G., Holden, M. J., Norton-Barker, C. I., Nunno, M. A.,
& Sellers, E. D. (2016). Preventing behavioural incidents in residential child
care: Efficacy of a setting based program model. Prevention Science, 17(5),
554–564.

Kemp, S., Marcenko, M., Hoagwood, K., & Vesneski, W. (2009). Engaging
parents in child welfare services: Bridging family needs and child welfare
mandates. Child Welfare, 88(1), 101–126.

Ketteringham, E., Cremer, S., & Becker, C. (2016). Healthy mothers, health
babies: A reproductive justice response to the womb to foster care pipeline.
The City University of New York Law Review, 20(1), 77–125.

Lalayants, M. (2014). Parent representation model in child safety conferences.
Child Welfare, 92(5), 107–136.

Libesman, T. (2015). Decolonising Indigenous child welfare: Comparative
perspectives. Abingdon: Oxon Routledge.

Lovatt, H. (2015). Unravelling foster care and finding family support. PhD
Thesis, James Cook University, Australia.

Marsh, C., Browne, J., Taylor, J., & Davis, D. (2017). Characteristics
and outcomes of newborns who entered into care (EIC) within 7 days
of birth in NSW, Australia. Children and Youth Services Review, 81,
261–267.

McDermid, S., Baker, C., Lawson, D., & Holmes, L. (2016). The evaluation of
the Mockingbird Family Model. Final evaluation report. Children’s Social
Care Innovation programme evaluation 04. London: Loughborough
University, Department of Education.

Mendes, P., Johnson, G., &Moslehuddin, B. (2012). Young people transition-
ing from out of home care and relationships with families of origin: An
examination of three recent Australian studies. Child Care in Practice,
18(4), 357–370.

Moore, T. G. (2017). Authentic engagement: The nature and role of the rela-
tionship at the heart of effective practice. In Keynote address at ARACY
Parent Engagement Conference: Maximising every child’s potential,
Melbourne, 7th June.

Morris, K., Mason, W., Bywaters, P., Featherstone, B., Daniel, B.,
Brady, G., : : : Webb, C. (2018). Social work, poverty and child welfare
interventions. Child and Family Social Work, 23(3), 1–9.

Morrison, A., McCartan, C., Davidson, G., & Bunting, L. (2018). Anti-poverty
practice framework for social work in Northern Ireland. Department of Health.

Neil, E., Cossar, J., Jones, C., Lorgelly, P., & Young, J. (2011). Supporting
direct contact after adoption. London: BAAF.

Norwegian Ministry for Children & Family Affairs. (2017). Follow up of
parents who have lost custody of their children. Oslo: Barne-ungdons-
org-familiesdirectoratet.

Office of the Senior Practitioner. (2011). Care and protection: Practice
standards. Retrieved from www.facs.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/file/0018/
332244/practice_standards.pdf

OpenAdoption & Family Services. (2016).OAFS 2016 Appeal Letter. Portland.
Retrieved from http://www.openadopt.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/
2016-appeal-print-version-SINGLE-PAGES.pdf

Parenting Research Centre. (2017). Engagement of birth parents involved in the
child protection system: A scoping review of frameworks, policies, and practice
guides. Melbourne, Australia. Report prepared for the NSW Department of
Family and Community Services.

Raissian, K., & Bullinger, L. (2016). Money matters: Does the minimum
wage affect child maltreatment rates? Children and Youth Services Review,
72, 60–70.

Reimer, E. (2013). Relationship based practice with families where child neglect
is an issue: Putting relationship development under the microscope.
Australian Social Work, 66(3), 455–470.

Rise. (2019). Collaboration is our key – How parents in Washington State are
changing hearts, minds and laws. The power of parent advocacy, Rise
Magazine, 35, 5 New York City.

Roberts, Y, O’Brien, K., & Pecora, P (2017). Supporting lifelong families.
Ensuring long lasting permanency and wellbeing. Baltimore: Casey Family
Programs.

Ross, N., Cocks, J., Johnston, L., & Stoker, L. (2017). ‘No voice, no opinion,
nothing’: Parent experiences when children are removed and placed in care.
Research report. Newcastle, Australia: Life Without Barriers and the
University of Newcastle.

Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse.
(2017). Making Institutions Child Safe. Volume 6 of the Final Report,
Canberra. Retrieved from https://www.childabuseroyalcommission.gov.au/
making-institutions-child-safe

Ruch, G., Turney, D., & Ward, A. (Eds.). (2010). Relationship-based social
work: Getting to the heart of practice. London: Jessica Kingsley.

Ryan, D., Harris, G., Brown, D., Houston, D., Livingston Smith, S., &
Howard, J. (2011). Open adoptions in child welfare: Social worker and foster
parent attitudes. Journal of Public Child Welfare, 5(4), 445–466.

Salveron, M., Bromfield, L., & Arney, F. (2015). Child protection
pathways study: Comparing outcomes for children pre and post
implementation of the signs of safety child protection practice framework
in Western Australia. British Association for the Prevention and Study
of Child Abuse and Neglect Conference, University of Edinburgh, 12–15
April.

Samuels, G. (2008). A reason, a season or a lifetime: Relational permanence
among young adults with foster care backgrounds. Chicago: Chapin Hall
Centre for children, University of Chicago.

Sanchez, R. (2004). Youth perspectives of permanency. Oakland: California
Permanency for Youth Project.

Schreiber, J., Fuller, T., & Paceley, M. (2013). Engagement in child protective
services: Parent perception of worker skills. Children and Youth Services
Review, 35(4), 707–715.

Sen, R., & Broadhurst, K. (2011). Contact between children in out of home
placements and their family and friends networks: A research review.
Child and Family Social Work, 16, 298–309.

Sheehan, L., Forrester, D., Kemp, A., O’Donnell, C., Addis, S.,
Nurmatov, U., : : : El Banna, A. (2018). Signs of Safety: Findings from a
mixed methods systematic review focussed on reducing the need for
children to be in care. Cardiff, UK: The What Works Centre, for children
in social care.

Slettebo, T. (2013). Partnership with parents of children in care: A study of
collective user participation in child protection services. British Journal of
Social Work, 43, 579–595.

Smithson, R., & Gibson, M. (2017). Less than human: A qualitative study into
the experiences of parents involved in the child protection system. Child and
Family Social Work, 22(2), 565–574.

SNAICC, A National Voice for our Children. (2017). Family matters report,
SNAICC – National voice for our children. Perth: The University of
Melbourne, Griffith University, and Save the Children.

Summers, A., Duarte, C., Wood, S.M., & Bohannan, T.L. (2013). Parents for
parents outcome evaluation. Additional examination of case outcome and
racial differences. Reno, Nevada: National Council for Juvenile and Family
Court Judges.

210 J. Cocks

https://doi.org/10.1111/cfs.12674
www.facs.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/file/0018/332244/practice_standards.pdf
www.facs.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/file/0018/332244/practice_standards.pdf
http://www.openadopt.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/2016-appeal-print-version-SINGLE-PAGES.pdf
http://www.openadopt.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/2016-appeal-print-version-SINGLE-PAGES.pdf
https://www.childabuseroyalcommission.gov.au/making-institutions-child-safe
https://www.childabuseroyalcommission.gov.au/making-institutions-child-safe


Syrstad, E., & Slettebo, T. (2019). To understand the incomprehensible: A
qualitative study of parent’s challenges after child removal and their experi-
ences with support services. Child and Family Social Work. Advanced online
publication. doi:10.1111/cfs.12662

The Australian Centre for Social Innovation. (2012). Family by family
evaluation report. Adelaide: Community Matters Pty Ltd.

The Australian Centre for Social Innovation. (2019). Co parenthood –
foundational evidence. Retrieved from https://www.tacsi.org.au/work/co-
parenthood/

Thorpe, R. (2008). Family inclusion in child protection practice: Building
bridges in working with (not against) families. Communities, Families and
Children Australia, 3(1), 4–18.

Thorpe, R., &Ramsden,K. (2014). Resourceful friends: An invaluable dimension
in family inclusive child protection practice. Children Australia, 39(2), 65–73.

Tobis, D. (2013). From Pariahs to Partners. How parents and their allies changed
New York City’s child welfare system. New York City: Oxford University Press.

UN General Assembly. (1989). Convention on the rights of the child. United
Nations Treaty Series, vol. 1577. Retrieved from https://www.humanrights.
gov.au/convention-rights-child

Verass, S. (2017). The women fighting against a rising tide of indigenous
child removals. National Indigenous TV. Retrieved from https://www.
sbs.com.au/nitv/feature/women-fighting-against-rising-tide-indigenous-
child-removals

Western Australian Department of Child Protection. (2011). The signs of
safety child protection practice framework. Retrieved from www.dcp.wa.
gov.au

Yatchmenoff, D. (2005). Measuring client engagement from the client’s per-
spective in non-voluntary child protective services. Research on Social
Work Practice, 15(2), 84–96.

Zabern, A., & Bouteyre, E. (2018). Leading protective factors for children
living out of home: A literature review. Child and Family Social Work,
23, 324–335.

▪

Children Australia 211

https://doi.org/10.1111/cfs.12662
https://www.tacsi.org.au/work/co-parenthood/
https://www.tacsi.org.au/work/co-parenthood/
https://www.humanrights.gov.au/convention-rights-child
https://www.humanrights.gov.au/convention-rights-child
https://www.sbs.com.au/nitv/feature/women-fighting-against-rising-tide-indigenous-child-removals
https://www.sbs.com.au/nitv/feature/women-fighting-against-rising-tide-indigenous-child-removals
https://www.sbs.com.au/nitv/feature/women-fighting-against-rising-tide-indigenous-child-removals
www.dcp.wa.gov.au
www.dcp.wa.gov.au

	Family Inclusive practice in child welfare: report of a Churchill Fellowship study tour
	Introduction
	Terms
	Background and literature
	Child welfare systems in crisis - the `why' of Family Inclusive practice

	Project methodology
	Six elements of Family Inclusive practice
	Element one - The acknowledgement and amelioration of power imbalance
	Element two - Addressing the social causes of harm to children and child removal
	Element three - Including families in service design, implementation and management
	Element four - Ethical practice with people who are suffering
	Element five - Conceptualising parents as leaders in their families and in the child welfare system
	Element six - Relational permanence. Minimising children's losses through carer and parent relationships and through the support and maintenance of relationships over time

	Summary and conclusions
	References


